Fanon dans la pensée politique africaine récente

LewisR. Gordon

First, | would like to thank Sonia Dayan-Herzbrun, Vaérowit, and the other
organizers for their hard work in putting this meeting thgetA local meeting is difficult
enough. To have taken on such a task on an internationaissPatenethean. | would also
like to thank Mireille Fanon-Mendes for her internationarkvon human rights. Her
father, in whose honor this meeting was organized, wouleyeproud to know how well
she embodies his spirit. And finally, | would like to tkhahe audience. In the United
States, there are scholars who are fond of saying that Rasar influence in France, that
he is relatively unknown in French intellectual circl€ke several hundred people who
attended various sessions over the two days of this confeyeneeotherwise.

The time afforded leaves little room for but an outline ofitleas | propose here.
It is my hope that my fellow participants, the audiemmtuded, will find these thoughts,
offered in summary form, useful. | will discuss Fanorthe present tense since, unlike
many of his critics, | do not share the view that heaigged irremediably in his time. Itis
the mark of a great intellectual, in fact, that hesloe only standpartially in such time
while reaching far into the future.  Some critics errosgowse universality as the
criterion of a thinker transcending his or her time. Fananik has shown, however, that
human studies should be understood in other terms. It isidaltato think that the absence
of universality equals that of irrelevance. What is ingoatr his work has shown, is that
ideas are sufficiently general (versmger genergland relevant to reach others. | recently
wrote a book on African diasporic philosophical thought dher past thousand years.
There is literally no chapter in which Fanon’s thought wasralgvant, and he stood,
across three regions, as one of the undisputed canonical figures

Fanon has offered a set of important concepts that continbe televant and
useful. Here are several:

In Peau noire, masques blante offers a critique of method. He shows that
colonization occurs also at the levelhaiw a people produce knowledge. Let us call this
epistemological colonialism To respond to this kind of colonialism, the intellettast
offer a critique that shows how concepts can make us depemtsgstems that colonize
us. In effect, this means there is important work foiletials in emancipating projects.
To understand the importance of such work, it should beebior mind that colonization
and racism challenge the humanity of colonized and radaltyinated peoples. An at
first logical response is to demonstrate that such pewplas human as the people who
have colonized them. Such a response is, however, aFRoajt would in effect affirm the
colonizing group as the standard of being human. The ta&sk,ifhto unsettle the meaning
of being human and to take responsibility for the standastamdards by which being
human should be lived. This is part of the intellectuakwas articulated by Fanon, and it
involves being sufficiently self-critical as to questiesen the methods by which we
produce such work.

In the same book, Fanon argues for the importance of uadeirsy how the social
world produces meaning and, as a consequence, kinds of beingglgHhissociogenesis
Most debates on colonialism and racism focus on eithwirchting structures on the one
hand or individual responsibility on the other. Fanon argueshéatocial world mediates



both, but he reminds us that it is human beings who protlacsotial world. We make the
social world, but it also makes us by becoming that by lwloar choices are
contextualized and made meaningful. Oppression, for exanxués ehrough limitations
forced upon us by a stratified social world. It forcesouexercise agency only over our
inner life; being ineffective at affecting the sociabrld, we attempt to fix ourselves.
W.E.B. Du Bois referred to this as making ourselves inbblpms, of becoming “problem
people.”

Fanon identified the production of problem people in hisgurgiof normativity.
Modern colonialism and racism have, for example, eragticahy coherent notion of a
black person. The black professional who attemptsndabn in the society encounters
an impasse. He or she is not considered a “normalk [gacson. Through an endless
stream of insults, her or she is treated, by whites #ret people of color, as not “really
black.” But at the same time, should he or she amssebeing black, the many limitations
of racist society are imposed in the form of illiciembership. The discourse against
affirmative action today is a case in point. The blagkalways presumed to be
“unqualified” in comparison to any white under consideratiofhen there is the other
extreme: The black criminal, drug addict, mentally @wjed, licentious example (in
popular culture, the “gansta”) aithentic That such behavior is considered pathological
means that, in effect, black authenticity is a fornalmiormality. In effect, abnormality is
in either direction.

Du Bois’s observation was that some people are studigotablems instead of
people with or facing problems. A racist social worleduces people as the same.
Fanon’s point is that however black people live or understaerddelves, the social world
thrusts upon them a distorted version of themselsgsr@ablems. Du Bois called this a
doubled-reality. To be such people is to know of their ideastgeen through a world that
makes them into problems while at the same time knoviiegselves as otherwise. The
second stage, of knowing the contradictions of the distortej@mis a dialectical
movement of double consciousness. It is part of the ectakl dimension of
decolonization.

The discussion of double consciousness raises the ques$tseveral important
distinctions in Fanon’s thought. It is not only how we pegceived and our critical
understanding of that perception, but also what we are@tle that has a similar contrast.
Fanon’s thought, for example, offers a distinction betweentyilaend freedom. The first is
about an absence of constraint and is what we share withaoiingals. The latter is about
the responsibility we have for the first. Freedom isuathow we are able to appear to
ourselves and to others. It is about how we exercisébauty or its absence. To be free
involves being out in the open. The addition of responsibility brivagk the discussion of
pathology and normativity. Fanon, unlike many other palitthinkers, understands the
developmental aspect of human life. We are not, in othestsyborn as adults. Freedom,
as he sees it, is a maturation process. It is abauirigao live as an adult. Colonialism
and racism relegate a group of people to the status of childreracist societies, black
men and women are always “boy” and “girl.” In Frendhghsindividuals, even when
older and are not familiar, are addressed as “tu” idstéavous.”

That modern racism and colonialism treat many peopl®lof as children leads
Fanon to offer a critique of the Self-Other dialectic #mel problem of recognition. The
genealogy is from the thought of G.W.F. Hegel, where sgiscousness and freedom are
understood through struggles for recognition. A master achregegnition as a master
through forcing another to do so and, in so doing, makesohiher a slave. Where a



master is eventually forced to recognize his or her depeaden the recognition of the
slave eventually empowers the slave to overcome théredhip, which results in a higher
stage of freedom. This higher stage of freedom, in whath could become self and
other, is an ethical relationship. In the contemporaag@ny, much discussion of race
and racism is replete with criticism of othernessandn, however, argues that racism
proper eliminates such a relationship. Instead of selfadher, there are self, others, and
non-self, non-others. In other words, there is the categfopeople who are neither self
nor others. They are no-one. The dialectics of recogngidisrupted, and the struggle of
such people becomes one of achieving such a dialectios.differently, they are not
fighting against being others. They are fighting to become#ret, in so doing, entering
ethical relationships. This argument results in a peccilitique of liberal political theory.
Such theory presupposes ethical foundations of politi@l lifWhat Fanon has shown is
that political work needs to be done to make ethicalpidssible. That is because racism
and colonialism derail ethical life.

It could be objected that ethics is still the goal of-emtist struggles. Given the
argument about epistemological colonialism, a similauraent applies to ethics. Which
standard of ethics should rule the process of social chan§eatte ethics must also be
interrogated, then it is, in effect, suspended at theeno of critique? Ethics could, in
other words, function in a counter-social transformation wagidmyanding conditions that
would preserve colonial relationships.

Fanon brings all these considerations together in his poliiought.

The distinction between liberty and freedom could also be uoddrthrough what
Jean-Jacques Rousseau has described as the will in gesrste the general will. The
first is about initial's interests. The latter iboait the interest of one’s society. Put
differently, one involves thinking about oneself and tagel includes thinking about
others. InLes damnés de la tefrEanon makes this distinction through his discussion of
nationalism versus national consciousness. The firetves thinking only about one’s
ethnic group, the latter involves thinking about the natibe, dood of one’s society.
Nationalism is a manifestation of a will in generald amtional consciousness is an
expression of the general will.

The question of self-interest versus national conscioustwsss to the fore in
Fanon’s discussion of leadership in the process of decolamzdtis argument is similar
to the one posed by Moses in the Hebrew Bible: Theisthatic leader could lead the
people to Promised Land that he may not enter. Inasitkihd, Fanon argues that those
who are best suited for the struggle for independencecamecessarily suited for the task
of building the nation that follows. Those leaders shoulchleaw to move out of the way
for a new set of leaders to emerge, a set whose undengtaadd problematics are
indigenous to the postcolonial situation. The consequbateften emerges, however, is
a dialectical movement from colonialism to decolonizatiod ghen neocolonization to
postcolonization. The stage from neocolonialism to postcdismias one in which the
conflict is with the new mediating class, understoodhasnational bourgeoisie but not
properly such since their power is divorced from capitaheiff is amoral argument
instead of a material infrastructural one. Unlike theogean bourgeoisie, whose ascent
was symbiotically linked to the development of resourcesideas, this new bourgeoisie,
which could properly be considered a lumpen-bourgeogie, able to acquire wealth
without national development. Their way of life in factuiees the exportation of wealth
and its preservation elsewhere.

It is striking that although Fanon’s analysis of the natidomargeoisie in post-



independence Africa is the largest chaptdras damnés de la tefrand his discussions of
alienation, terrorism, and torture iRour la révolution africainecould be easily mapped
onto the present conflicts in Middle East and North Afriag, first chapter on violence
seems to have eclipsed most of his thought. | will noireuthe many discussions and
criticisms here. Let us instead considered an aspettisofliscussion that is often
overlooked. If colonialism leads to a suspension of valassye have seen in the
derailment of the dialectics of recognition, what is theseguence in a world where there
is no basis of limiting actions without force? In otherds) if ethics has been derailed
(because of an absence of egalitarian relations betwéess send others), how is it
possible to outlaw violence? The situation becomes ada one considers the stage set
by the colonial situation: On the one hand, there isoapgwhose land was taken from
them by force or trickery. On the other, there agedéttlers, most of whom, over time,
have acquired land through a legal process that their mostgenelid not in fact create.
Both groups make a claim for the same land and its e=s®un terms ofight. The
tragedy of the situation is that no one could reallywgit is rightwithout the other being
wronged This is the violent situation.

Although much attention is paid to Fanon’s discussion gEiphl violence, the
point he is making is not redemptive. @ What Fanon argudhais the criteria of
nonviolence demanded by colonizing forces require the absencdamttaé¢ransformation
of power. In other words, there is an analyticakpneption that justice for the colonized
must mean injustice for colonizers. Thus, colonizers ddrf@ama just transformation into
a postcolonial situation amounts to a maintenance of thes gfatu That is because their
right to colonization is not questioned in the ethical littotzs posed on the process of
decolonization. In effect, decolonization is what istiaal, and the logic of illegitimacy
follows. A comparison with the U.S. Civil Rights strugglastrates his point. Martin
Luther King, Jr. is today recognized as an apostle of nomaele But when he was
waging his nonviolent protest, it was perceived by most wintericans and the U.S.
government asiolent That is because Dr. King was, in Fanon’s formulatmtipnal To
have been sufficiently nonviolent for his critics, King wbidave had to cease fighting
against U.S. apartheid.

Contemporary Africa faces many continued crises on lwicidtical reflection
brings many thinkers to Fanon’s thought. The context is tlealtsd postcolonial state.
The “post” in postcolonial does not, however, signify a pastlition. Today it is more an
illustration of an absence of moral legitimacy. In otherds, the head of a nation cannot
call for the colonization of another nation for the sake @gbnal wealth. He or she must,
instead, offer a project of prosperity that establishde &actocolonial relationship while
disavowing it de jure. Added to this situation is the reality of neoliberald an
neoconservative hegemony. The fall of the Soviet Unionldthso a form of historical
triumphantism in which socialism has become a form daflaaed discourse, as pretty
much affirmative action has become in Western demagacDebates and theorizing of
this situation of postcolonial illegitimacy, neoliberalisneoconservatism, and their global
significance in African politics have emerged, in the shadoRaobn, through the thought
of several creative contemporary thinkers. They includearfie Gyekye (Ghana),
Mahmood Mamndani (Uganda and South Africa), Pal AhluldiX&nya and South Africa),
Achille Mbembe (Cameroon and South Africa), Elias Bongn@®er{eroon), and Rabson
Wuriga (South Africa).

The logic of colonization in Africa offered by Lord Lugard findslggacy in these
debates. Lugard argued that the error in Asia wasythedization of Europeans and the



indigenous peoples and the cultivation of capital devedmpniocally. For Africa, he
argued for the demotion of the indigenous people into childriea should be more
properly ruled than negotiated with in equal relationsig®ens between one nation and
another. The result, at least as argued by Mamdaihie isultivation of false histories of
custom and kingship with a consequence of rule over indiggpeoples on the one hand
and relations of citizenship for settlers or, in a wevtites on the other. The legacy of
such relations has been a crisis of the political incAfr In Gyekye’s reading, politics
requires sites of discursive opposition or liberalized $spaces. The situation of Africa
has been a constant struggle for such spaces, especiallyledezrship, armed, as Wuriga
has shown, with the moral argument against dissent from plagticipation in the
decolonial process, hold power through corrupting strategasnaunt to, in the thought
of Mbembe and Bongmba, the privitization of power. Ahlulaiwianore optimistic than
most on the possibility of the exercise of citizenshipneunder the weight of traditional
leadership, but it cannot be denied that there is much desamednt with the postcolonial
situation in Africa. It is difficult to see how the log€ Lugard has not continued, and how
the warnings of Fanon against the postcolonial national boisrgecould not be anything
but prescient.

In his third autobiography, W.E.B. Du Bois reflected thah&e realized, during his
years of teaching at Atlanta University in the early twémttentury, that he had learned to
stand still in several languages. He realized thaAtlaata riots and the network of laws
that were developed to for U.S. apartheid were also experimeisvarting the course of
freedom in the modern world. The contemporary political sttnaf Africa is, in similar
kind, a laboratory of global significance. For examplejsgd to be a truism that the
radicalization of social inequalities would compel disanthised populations to take
action and issue in progressive changes. Neoliberabsnhowever, led to the erosion of
state apparatuses while cultivating capitalist expansiofhe more recent rise of
neoconservatism to power has meant an abrogation of fiwagem civil society and the
encouraging of their absorbption by religious institutionstead of secular social ones.
That many contemporary religious institutions have leane@ maathe right has meant the
development of right-wing ideology as inequalities continuadcease. The ironic result
has been a rise in black populations moving towardigie instead of to the left. What
this means as states continue to fail, if the histoth@fEuropean context is an indication,
is an increased possibility of new forms of fascism #melr concomitant forms of
violence. If this assessment is correct, then situadfofrica, although structured as
peripheral in global discussions, is, in fact, at its centdre future is no doubt a struggle
between different visions of global reality. Currentwnstances are pushing matters to a
terribly ugly right-wing version, but Fanon would reming of the importance of
imagining and fighting for alternatives in which hope andsiil#y are embodied in an
organic relationship with what it means to be women and wieo question, with
responsibility, what we are to become.
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