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FEOREWORD
by Kwame Anthony Appiah

Frantz Fanon was born in Martinique in 1925 and went
to school there first, before moving to metropolitan France
to continue his education. During the Second World War,
he served in the Free French Army, which took him for
the first time to North Africa. After the war, he studied
medicine and psychiatry at the University of Lyons, com-
pleting his training in 1951. Two years later he was appointed
to run the psychiatry department of the Blida-Joinville hos-
pital in Algeria; and he soon joined the Algerian liberation
movement, the National Liberation Front (FLN), contrib-
uting to its underground newspaper, al-Moujahid. He was
expelled from Algeria by the French authorities in 1957,
moving before long to Tunisia, where he practiced psychia-
try and continued to work for the FL.N, In 1961, he was
appointed ambassador to Ghana by the Algerian provi-
sional government, but he died of leukemia that year.
Fanon’s short life would probably have been only a foot-
note to the end of France’s colonial empire in Africa if he
had not written two books: Black Skin, White Masks, which
you hold in your hand, and The Wretched of the Earth. In
these books (and in his other writings), Fanon explored the
nature of colonialism and racism, and the psychological
damage they caused in colonial peoples and in the colo-
nizer. He also wrote provocatively about the role of vio-
lence in the anticolonial struggles of the mid-twentieth

vii




viti / Foreword

d his ideas were enormously inﬂue.ntlal on
?I?tréﬂgc};aiﬁé around the world in the years after h1s-dleath.
There are three intertwined themes in Fanon’s wn.tcllng: a
critique of ethnopsychiatry (which aimed to p}im;ll }(13 anf
account of the mental life, in sickness an.d in i?e t il0
colonized peoples) and of the Eurocentrism of psyc 0;
analysis; 2 dialogue with Negritude, then tl?e dommiil
system of thought among black francophone mte]le«i.tig Si‘
in which he challenges its account of the I-n'entalh%le 0
black people; and the development .of a political p 1fo:}(1)-
phy for decolonization that starts with an accoun;c1 of the
psychological harm that colonialism had produc? =y

‘As the list of these themes makes clear, Fe.mop S W(n(‘1 ];LS
profoundly shaped by his training as a psychlatr1st1,.ﬂ-amtri ty
his response to the work of European ethnopsychiatrists
trying to understand the psychology of .non-EgroIifzan
peoples. But, like all African and Afro—C.arlbbean 1n1tle lec-
tuals in the francophone world in the mld-century, e wias
also molded by the ideas of the Negritude n.nove]ntluiltc.1 n
this, his first book, Black Skin, Wht’_te Masks, publishe 11?[1
1952, Fanon asserted that “what is callec} the black sou th1s
a construction by white folk,” claiming, in effect, f:h_at t (i
purportedly essential qualities of the Negro spirit tf at
were celebrated by the writers of Negrltude were in ag,
a European fantasy. Fanon also arguecll against Nel%rll)tf.l 1(1
that its assumption of a natural soh.danty of a 3 ?.cal
people—in the Ca ibbean and in Africa—was a pobfilc 1
error. Far from needing to return to an African past, blac ;
itellectuals needed to adapt to modern European cx;_lmgeil,,

and they needed to help change the everyday life o orh -
nary black people. And yet, despite all thfase cnt1c1smi, e
conceded that Negritude could play an important role in
freeing the native intellectual of dependence on metro-

politan culture. -

Foreword / ix

In this book, Fanon also develops an account of the
psychological effects of racism based, in part, on his owm
experiences of life among the black middle class in the
French Caribbean. The dominant colonial culture, he ar-
gued, identifies the black skin of the Negro with impurity;
and the Antilleans accept this association and so come to
despise themselves. Colonial women exhibit their iden-
tification with whiteness, for example, by attempting neu-
rotically to avoid black men and to get close to (and
ultimately cohabit with) white men; a process Fanon
dubbed “lactification.” This self-contempt manifests it-
self in other ways: as anxiety, in the presence of whites,
about revealing one’s “natural” Negro inferiority; in a

pathological hypersensitivity that Fanon dubbed “affec-
tive erethism”; in an existential dread; and in a neurotic
refusal to face up to the fact of one’s own blackness. Black
children raised within the racist cultural assumptions of
the colonial system, can partially resolve the tension be-
tween contempt for blackness and their own dark skins by
coming to think of themselves, in some sense, as white.
(Hence the “white masks” of the title). Fanon’s approach
in Black Skin, White Masks focuses on the problems of -
identity created for the colonial subject by colonial racism;
and on the consequent need to escape from these neuro-
ses, which colonialism had produced.

The passion and power of Fanon’s writing comes
through forcefully in this new translation. We may no
longer find the psychoanalytic framework as useful in
understanding racism’s causes and effects as he did. But
the vigor of his evocations of the psychological damage
wrought on many colonial peoples—and on the coloniz-
ers who oppressed them—remains. And if we are no longer
completely convinced by his theories, his work remains
a powerful reminder of the psychological burdens that
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|: colonial racism imposed upon its victims. Yet;: t}ézﬁﬁi
i Black Skin, White Masks is a searing indictmen o1 olo-
nialism, it is also a hopeful inVI.tatIOIl to a new E{e a A
between black and white, colonizer and colonized: each,

INTRODUCTION
i he says (on the books last.page), must n;ngo?:vsiytir;)tli
T‘ the inhuman voices of their respective a}rll c. alas I am talking about millions of men
| genuine communication can be born.” That message, &145, whom they have knowingly instilled
|| % also one that remains relevant today.

with fear and a complex of inferior-
ity, whom they have infused with de-
spair and trained to tremble, to kneel
and behave like flunkeys.

—A. Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism

,_ Don’t expect to see any explosion today. It too early . . .
or too late.

I'm not the bearer of absolute truths.
No fundamental inspiration has flashed across my mind.
I honestly think, however, it’s time some things were said.

Things I'm going to say, not shout. I've long given up
shouting.

| . A long time ago . . .
i o Why am I writing this book? Nobody asked me to.
; Especially not those for whom it is intended.

‘}” ' SoP So in all serenity my answer is that there are too
- - many idiots on this earth. And now that I've said it, I have
s l

d

|

|

to prove it. _
! : Striving for a New Humanism.
I ‘ Understanding Mankind.
Ik Our Black Brothers.
| ‘\‘ I believe in you, Man.
| Racial Prejudice.
| | - Understanding and Loving,
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