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Frantz Fanon and the Illusions Of “National Liberation”

Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) was a writer, psychia-
trist and political activist. He defended revolution-
ary violence, advocated “national liberation” of
colonies and wrote powerful descriptions of the
lives of people suffering racist oppression. His
writings had a significant influence in the mass
anti-racist and anti-imperialist movements of the
1960s.

Advocates of Pan-Africanist politics or of “post-
colonial” thinking appeal to his works today, with-
out taking into account the complete historical
failure of politics like Fanon’s. This article is the
first of a series that will summarize and criticize
Fanon’s often contradictory political ideas about
racism, nationalism and capitalism from a com-
munist point of view.

Biography

Fanon was born into a middle-class family in Mar-
tinique, a French colony in the Caribbean, domi-
nated then and now by a small group of white
landowners. In 1943 he left Martinique and fought
with the Free French against Nazi Germany. After
the war he studied psychiatry in France, and
wrote a book attacking anti-black racism
called Black Skins, White Masks.

In 1953 Fanon took a French government job as
head of the psychiatric ward in a hospital in Blida,
Algeria. In 1954 an uprising against French colo-
nial rule began, led by the FLN (National Libera-
tion Front), which was suppressed with great bru-
tality by the French army. Fanon and some of his
staff sympathized with the rebels. As the intensity
of the fighting increased, Fanon was put in the
impossible position of treating Algerian patients
who had been tortured by the French cops at the
same time as he treated the cops who tortured
them and wanted relief from the misery of being a
torturer.

By 1956 Fanon, who could no longer stay in Alge-
ria, moved to Tunisia. There he worked as a writer
and editor for the FLN newspaper E/ Moujahid,

and wrote articles and books published in France.
In 1959 he was appointed ambassador to Ghana
by the provisional government of Algeria, where
he was diagnosed with leukemia. While fighting
the disease he wrote his most influential
book, The Wretched of the Earth, published in
France just before his death. He died in Washing-
ton D. C. in 1961.

Liberation of “Man”

Fanon saw the goal of anti-colonial rebellions as
advancing toward the liberation of “man,” humani-
ty in the abstract, of no particular class. He did,
however, count some classes as allies in this
struggle and others as obstacles or enemies.

The Working Class

Fanon thought that the European working class
received “social advantages and wage increases”
as a result of colonialism. He hoped, however, for
support from European workers for anti-colonial
struggles as part of the “general process of man’s
liberation,” despite their economic interests. [TAR,
145]

Fanon did not see the working class of the colo-
nies as a positive force in the struggle against co-
lonialism. Instead, he wrote that “in colonial terri-
tories the proletariat is the kernel of the colonized
people most pampered by the colonial regime.”
They are “relatively privileged” and have “every-
thing to lose.” [WE, 64] He did not expect them to
support the “general process of man’s liberation,”
as he expected European workers to do. Instead
of the working class, Fanon saw the revolutionary
classes in the colonies as the peasantry and the
“lumpenproletariat.”

“Lumpenproletariat”

Marx used this term to refer to pimps, thieves,
swindlers, and other petty crooks. Fanon’s lump-
enproletariat, however, combines the crooks with
the masses of unemployed workers living in shan-



tytowns on the fringes of colonial cities. The
“pimps, the hooligans, the unemployed, and the
petty criminals,” he wrote, will devote “themselves
to the liberation struggle.” [WE, 81-2]. This is both
unscientific and insulting to workers. There is a
world of difference in political thinking and power
between workers who can’t find work and the pet-
ty exploiters who prey on them.

The Peasantry

Fanon’s picture of the peasants (a term which in-
cludes rich peasants and rural workers) was an
idealized one, ignoring class divisions, although
the main support for the anti-colonial struggle in
Algeria came from poor peasants and rural work-
ers. He saw peasants as spontaneous-
ly revolutionary, committed to violent uprisings,
and also disciplined and unselfish. Fanon also
realized that spontaneity had its limits, and
claimed that peasant revolt “needs control and
guidance” by a leadership that provided organiza-

tion and ideology, which came from “militants”
who had run away from the corrupt politics of the
towns to the countryside. [WE, 86, 95-6]

The experience of the communist movements in
Russia and China had already shown that peas-
ants and rural workers can be a powerful revolu-
tionary force, but they need leadership not just
from the cities but from the working class and
working class ideas, that is, Marxism. But Fanon
was vague about what the ideas of the revolution
should be, other than “national independence.” He
did not live to see the complete failure of national
liberation movements to liberate the masses any-
where, from Algeria to Vietnam, despite the hero-
ism and sacrifice by millions.

References: WE: Wretched of the Earth, R. Phil-
cox, trans., New York, 2004; TAR: Toward the
African Revolution, H. Chevalier, trans., New
York, 1967.

Frantz Fanon and the Illusions Of “National Liberation,”
Part 11

In our previous column, we saw some of Fanon’s
wrong analysis of classes in colonized countries.
He lumped unemployed workers together with
pimps and thieves in his “lumpenproletariat” and
he lumped rich farmers together with poor farmers
and rural workers in his “peasantry.”

These errors are not just carelessness on Fanon’s
part, but central to his politics. Fanon maintained
that the “first and foremost” division in colonial
society was race, not class. He wrote that Marx’s
analysis had to be “stretched” to apply to the col-
onies because there “you are rich because you
are white and you are white because you are
rich.” [WE, 5] This denial that there are class dif-
ferences that matter among both the colonists and
the colonized population is flatly false, however. It
was false in particular about Algeria, and he knew
it.

As a rule, the colons (European settlers) in Alge-
ria had higher income and better treatment by the
government than the Arab and Berber population
of the colony, but few of these colons were actual-
ly rich. Wealthy business and landowners
(called grands colons) were a small minority. As
usual for the French colonies, managers, doctors
and engineers recruited directly from France (like
Fanon himself) were not rich but had a higher

standard of living than Europeans recruited locally
for jobs like drivers, mechanics, cooks, security
guards, etc. These white workers were not much
better off than the colonized population of the cit-
ies.

Fanon did acknowledge that many colons helped
the anti-colonial struggle, including some who
were tortured or killed by the French authorities.
He even noted that it was the small settlers (petits
colons) who often supported the revolt in the
countryside, but he does not explain this by their
social class. His nationalist take is that they simp-
ly “identified themselves with the Algerian cause.”
[DC, 158, 153]

Fanon’s position was that class divisions were far
less important than the racial division brutally im-
posed by the colonizing power. Thus he saw “na-
tional” unity, not class unity, as the basis of suc-
cessful revolt against colonialism. This idea of the
relative unimportance of class is, however, con-
tradicted by Fanon’s own analysis of the “national
bourgeoisie,” a topic he discussed at length and
with some insight.

Fanon called the capitalists who take power at the
end of a colonial regime the “national bourgeoi-
sie.” He saw them as hoping to step into the colo-
nizers’ shoes, but economically weak and apa-



thetic. Without industrialists or financiers, they are
not “geared to production, invention, creation or
work.” [WE, 98]

Fanon claimed there is an “imperative duty” of an
“authentic national bourgeoisie of an underdevel-
oped country to repudiate its bourgeois status and
as an instrument of capital and become entirely
subservient to the revolutionary capital that the
people represent.” The bourgeoisie should “be-
tray” the typical course of its class, learn from the
people, and make its knowledge and resources
available to them. Fanon is well aware, however,
that the bourgeoisie “often” takes the “anti-
national” course of a “conventional bourgeoisie.”
[WE, 98-9]

In fact, capitalists never behave the way Fanon
demands, and he gives a fairly accurate account
of what they do in former colonies. The national
bourgeoisie takes over all the better-paying posi-
tions previously held by Europeans. It becomes a
middleman, camouflaging the rule of big capital-
ists, who still pull the strings. It sells national re-
sources and deposits the profits in foreign banks.
It promotes hostility to foreigners, tribalism, re-
gionalism, religious conflict and racism, despite its
“vibrant calls for African unity.” [WE, 104]

Fanon concluded that the masses “should bar the
way to this useless and harmful bourgeoisie” and

skip any bourgeois phase of development. [WE,
119-20] So in the case of the national bourgeoi-
sie, even Fanon sees class as the decisive social
reality, but only because the class interest of capi-
talists makes them bad nationalists. Instead he
looks to socialism, which he thinks rules out a
“society where a privileged few hold the reins of
political and economic power.” [WE, 56]
The experience of the five decades since Fanon’s
death shows clearly that socialism does no such
thing, in developed countries or undeveloped
ones. Socialism is capitalism in disguise, ruled by
a privileged few, who eventually take the mask off
and show their capitalism openly. Only a class-
less society, the mobilization of the masses for
communism, can prevent a “privileged few” from
bringing misery to the masses. But Fanon does
not advocate communism. Two main things hold
him back from it: his expectation that capitalism of
developed countries will actually help economic
development of former colonies, and his insist-
ence on “national consciousness.” Future col-
umns will discuss both of these issues.

References: WE: Fanon, Wretched of the Earth,
R. Philcox, trans., New York, 2004; DC: Fanon, A
Dying Colonialism, H. Chevalier, translator, New
York, 1965

Class Consciousness versus “National” Consciousness

Fanon did not see class struggle as the dominant
fact determining how society works and changes.
He saw colonialism as the domination of one na-
tion over another, Algeria against France, not as
the brutal rule of capitalism over the masses of
the regions it had conquered. He saw the uprising
against colonial rule as a national movement of
‘the  people,” not the working class.
Fanon tried to distinguish between nationalism
and “national consciousness.” Nationalism, he
said, “aroused the masses against the oppressor
but disintegrates in the aftermath of independ-
ence,” as the national bourgeoisie takes over and
becomes the new oppressors. He described “na-
tional consciousness” as a set of political ideas,
supposed to be developed in stages, that goes
beyond mere nationalism. In his contradictory de-
scriptions of it, Fanon tried to rescue something
good about nationalism from the oppression that it
had maintained in Africa.

Stages of “National Consciousness”

The earliest stage of “national consciousness,”
said Fanon, was the aim to kill or drive out every
European. As the anti-colonial war progressed,
some European settlers supported the war, and
some blacks and Arabs opposed it, so “national
consciousness” could get beyond a “racial and
racist dimension.” Next tribalism and regionalism
were supposed to be overcome, and nationalism
must be replaced by a “social and economic con-
sciousness,” about whose content Fanon is very
vague. According to Fanon, any kind of interna-
tionalism requires “national consciousness,” which
he claims to be the “highest form of culture.” (All
quotations from Fanon, Wretched of the Earth, R.
Philcox, trans., New York, 2004)

There is an amazing unreality about this whole
scheme. Fanon pretends that “national con-
sciousness” only unifies, overcoming tribalism and
regionalism. But this is not true. Any kind of na-
tionalism also divides the masses. Developing
“national consciousness” means giving over-riding



importance to particular features of a group of
people who have a common history or language,
features that supposedly distinguish them from
other groups. Both now and in Fanon’s time,
however, the masses of these groups are op-
pressed by the same capitalist system. The
masses of Mali and Bolivia, Pakistan and France,
or of any other countries, not only have a common
enemy, but they are more similar than different in
their capabilities for fighting back and supporting
each other.

Nationalism does not promote internationalism.
Instead it raises barriers between workers of dif-
ferent countries and races. It also aims to unite
the masses with their rulers. This is why bosses
love nationalism. In each country they cook up
some supposedly unique and flattering character-
istics of their nation that they give speeches about
and teach kids in school.

Working Class Consciousness and Interna-
tionalism

Fanon saw “national consciousness” as some-
thing that a nationalist political movement needed
to struggle for, not something spontaneous.
Communists understand that we need to fight for
working-class consciousness. The fact that work-
ers have the same interests the world over does
not mean that they always understand this. It is up
to us to use our press and political actions to bring

out the nature of global capitalism and the strug-
gles of the masses against the system in every
country. This is why ICWP exposes state murder,
racism and oppression and the masses’ fight back
against these things. ICWP has organized and
taken part in many protests of racist police mur-
ders in the US. We have protested the govern-
ment murders of 43 students in Guerrero, Mexico
and the deaths of 1100 Bangladeshi garment
workers, killed by the bosses’ greed. We have
publicized, in a pamphlet and Red Flag, the hero-
ic struggle of striking miners shot down by police
in South Africa. Our leaflet supporting workers
protesting the World Cup was distributed in Brazil.
These efforts will continue and expand.

Mobilizing the masses for communism means
combining struggles that take place in many coun-
tries, learning from and coordinating with workers
everywhere. Constructing communism includes
doing away with the bosses’ national boundaries
and working closely to see that workers’ needs
are fully met everywhere, even if their local pro-
duction is not yet enough.

“National liberation” movements were tried, dec-
ades ago. It is obvious now that the struggles and
sacrifices of millions who took part in them ac-
complished nothing for the masses. We have
learned our lesson: working-class internationalism
is vital for the communist future of the working
class.

Fanon and Capitalism

We saw in past columns that Fanon rejected the
rule of a “national bourgeoisie” in former colonies.
Quite correctly, he saw them as operating as jun-
ior partners of imperialism, incapable of develop-
ing the productive forces in poor countries in a
way that would benefit the masses. Fanon, insist-
ed, however, that newly independent countries
must stay in the world capitalist market. The
“young independent nation is obliged to keep the
economic channels established by the colonial
regime. ... the basis of its exports remains basi-
cally unchanged.” [WE, p.56]

Prisoners of the Market

An unavoidable consequence of Fanon’s idea is
that the “young independent nation” he imagines
won’t be independent at alll Instead, it must be
dominated by world capitalism and subject to its
economic laws. These include domination by the
banks and by market crises. For example, the fall

in the prices in the 1980s of commodities that Af-
rican countries exported made it impossible for
many governments to pay back their loans. The
International Monetary Fund bailed many of them
out, but imposed conditions that increased their
domination by foreign capitalists.



The coffee crisis in the late 1990s and early
2000s was a dramatic example of the effect of the
world market. The overproduction of coffee
caused a drop in coffee prices by nearly half, pro-
ducing mass misery—starvation, debts, mass mi-
gration—in countries where coffee is produced on
small farms. This happened many places in Africa
and Latin America, including Cameroon, Central
African Republic, Ivory Coast, El Salvador, Ethio-
pia, Nicaragua, and Mexico (Chiapas). (See
graph)

Help From Imperialism?

Fanon thought a “national bourgeoisie” could only
do harm, but his view of European capitalists was
quite different. He saw them as exploiters, but as
energetic, creative and productive, and called on
them to help their former colonies.

Fanon said that the colonialists owed it to their
former colonies to make up for their centuries of
robbery, so they should invest and lend on favor-
able terms. This was not just a moral obligation,
he claimed, but something in the real interests of
the imperialist powers. If they did not invest, he
said, the European capitalists would lack outlets
for their manufactured goods. Circulation of capi-
tal would lessen, and economic stagnation would
result. [WE, p.60]

If the former colonies joined together and refused
to buy from the developed countries, Fanon pre-
dicted that factories would close and the Europe-
an working class would revolt. He called on the
European monopolies to “realize that their true
interests lie in ... massively aiding without too
many conditions, the underdeveloped countries.”
[WE, p.61]

It is true that capitalists of wealthy countries would
not be pleased if former colonies stopped doing
business with them. Imperialists need places to
sell their products and especially to invest in un-

derdeveloped countries, where the rate of profit is
higher because wages are lower. What they don’t
need to do and don’t actually do is to invest or
lend in order to benefit the masses.

For decades the main foreign investments in Afri-
ca have been in extraction of minerals and oil.
Lending by foreign banks and institutions has
been subject to crippling conditions, like severe
limitations on what governments are allowed to
spend on public health. This investment has done
nothing for the welfare of the masses, who suffer
from malnutrition and lack of medical services in
many countries that have a lot of oil or minerals.
Fanon imagined that imperialists need to benefit
the masses of former colonies or suffer economic
stagnation. On his own account, however, the
new countries have no choice but to use the same
old “economic channels,” staying in the world
market and continuing to produce similar prod-
ucts. Thus the former colonists’ only worry is that
their former colonies might do business with some
other imperial power. The facts bear this out. The
old imperialists still dominate many former colo-
nies, although they are now challenged by new
imperial powers like India and especially China.
Fanon mistakenly imagined that the end of colo-
nialism would mean that a comparatively harmo-
nious world capitalist system would result. He
wrote that the “Third World” of former colonies
expects Europe to help “rehabilitate man and en-
sure his triumph everywhere.” [WE, p. 61]

Fanon’s evaluation of the possibilities of capital-
ism was fundamentally wrong. Understanding the
reasons why it was wrong allows us to draw the
fundamental conclusion, that capitalism always
means misery for the masses, and communism is
the only future for the working class.

References: WE = Wretched of the Earth, New
York, 2004.

Fanon and Sexism

Previous columns have showed Frantz Fanon’s
mistaken ideas about a number of things, espe-
cially his illusions about capitalism and national-
ism. At best, Fanon’s writings about equality of
men and women are wrong about what it takes to
end sexism. At worst his comments are viciously
sexist and reactionary.

A number of passages in Fanon’s first book, Black
Skin, White Masks [BS], contain outright hostility

toward women and repeat outrageous sexist ste-
reotypes. These include the vicious idea that
women secretly desire rape. Most of these pas-
sages are far too disgusting to quote here, but we
give one example: “Just as there are faces that
just ask to be slapped, couldn’t we speak of wom-
en who just ask to be raped?” [BS, p. 134]

Fanon treats black men who try to gain ac-
ceptance in European society by mastering Euro-



pean culture (as he did himself) quite sympatheti-
cally, but severely criticizes women of color who
had gained status by marrying white men.

These open attacks on women disappear in his
later writings, and in his last book, Fanon said that
women should “have the same place as men, not
in the articles of the Constitution but in everyday
life, in factories, in schools and in assemblies.”
[Wretched of the Earth, p. 142]. The key question
is how he thought this could be achieved.

In his 1959 book, A Dying Colonialism [DC], Fan-
on described the first 5 years of the Algerian war
for independence. His ideas in the book about the
restrictions imposed on women in traditional Alge-
rian society are quite contradictory. He praised
young Algerian women fighters who had discard-
ed the haik (a veil that covers the entire body). He
also defended expecting women to wear the haik
as an expression of defiance against French dom-
ination.

The French colonial administration had tried to
make Algerian women their allies against the na-
tionalist movement. Demonstrations in which
women publicly removed their haiks were covertly
organized by the French administration in May
1958. Fanon responded to European criticisms of
the haik as an attempt to undermine Algerian cul-
ture and as an expression of European rape fan-
tasies [DC, pp. 42, 45]. Some of Fanon’s com-
ments on unveiled women have their own air of
fantasy, however. [See DC, pp. 58-9]

Fanon’s most serious error about sexism was not
his own attitude, but his belief that participation by
women in the Algerian nationalist movement
could eliminate sexism:

“The unveiled Algerian woman, who assumed an
increasingly important place in revolutionary ac-
tion, developed her personality, developed the
exalted realm of responsibility. The freedom of the
Algerian people from then on became identified
with women’s liberation, with her entry into histo-
ry.... This woman ... was ... bursting the bounds

of the narrow world in which she lived without re-
sponsibility, and was at the same time participat-
ing in the destruction of colonialism and the birth
of a new woman.” [DC, p. 107]

A significant number of women did take part in the
armed struggle in Algeria. About 11,000 were reg-
istered as veterans after the war, but the actual
number is probably much higher. It is true that
women’s involvement in mass struggles can help
weaken the grip of anti-woman ideology. In Alge-
ria, however, they were fighting for the wrong
thing, the illusion of “national” liberation. The posi-
tive effects of that movement on women were in
fact limited to a fairly small number of women and
were largely reversed by the new nationalist gov-
ernment.

Fanon paid little attention to the material, econom-
ic basis of sexism. That basis is the wage system,
which can never produce equality for the mass of
women and men workers, and must be destroyed
to end sexism, something “national” liberation
does not do.

The fight for gender equality is a key part of mobi-
lizing the masses for communism. Communism
can’t be created by a few leaders, but the masses
themselves must decide and then do what they
have decided. This is impossible without the full
participation of women in all areas of social life.
Eliminating the wage system is necessary for
gender equality, but so is a determined ideological
battle against sexist ideas. Fanon seems to have
thought that sexism can be ended by women’s
involvement in anti-colonial wars alone. It is ridicu-
lous to think that the battle of ideas is not neces-
sary, and specifically that the fight against reli-
gious justifications of sexism, whether from Islam
(dominant in Algeria) or other religions, can be
avoided.

Only the mobilization of the masses for com-
munism, led by women and men workers, can
end sexism. Fanon’s ideas do not help do this.

Fanon and the Psychology of Racism

Fanon considered race, not class, to be the most
important social category. His most systematic
writing about race is in his books Black Skin,
White Masks and Wretched of the Earth.

Fanon saw racism as the result of colonial-
ism. He held “European civilization and its
agents” responsible for it. This overlooks racism in

the rest of the capitalist system, like the racism of
Japanese capitalism against Chinese and Kore-
ans. Fanon focuses on racism against black peo-
ple, with some discussion of anti-Arab and anti-
Jewish racism.

Fanon was a psychiatrist and most of his writing
about racism is about its subjective aspects: the



psychological pain and confusion it causes. He
had a lot of personal experience of racism in Mar-
tinique, France and Algeria. However, he took
much of his analysis of the psychology of racism
from French idealist philosopher Jean Paul Sartre.
Fanon claimed that “the black ... needs white ap-
proval” but does not get that recognition. Racist
contempt and accusations of inferiority make the
victims suffer. They rob black people “of any val-
ue or originality,” seen only as a thing or “a bodily
image,” not a human being. The results he saw
were a widespread black inferiority complex and
the alienation of blacks from whites and from their
own bodies and families. Racism also produces
guilt, masochism and phobias in whites.
Fanon found these symptoms “in students, work-
ers, and the pimps of Pigalle or Marseille.” He did
not consider them mainly class phenomena, but
he emphasized some aspects that primarily af-
fected intellectuals like himself.

Fanon did not acknowledge rebellions of enslaved
or colonized black people — for example, in Haiti
— who sought to overthrow their white rulers, not
to win their approval. His one-sided emphasis on
psychological pain ignored the healthy anger that
has often put black workers in the lead of the fight
against racist capitalism.

In his professional work, Fanon struggled to find
psychoanalytic analyses of the distress and harm-
ful behavior that racism causes. He did, however,
recognize that medical treatment won’t accom-
plish much without eliminating the social and eco-
nomic bases of racism.

Racism’s Material Base

Racism is far more than wrong ideas and hostile
attitudes. It is a material system of oppression
created by capitalism. Capitalists single out the
workers of some racial or ethnic groups and im-
pose especially low wages, bad living conditions
and police terror on them. The bosses make
much greater profits by doing this.

By creating a system of racist myths and large
inequalities in standards of living, capitalists also
reinforce their rule with racial divisions among
workers. This is a political attack on the whole
working class, aimed at preventing a united revolt

To be continued ...

against capitalism.

As Marx wrote in 1870, racism “is the secret by
which the capitalist class maintains its power. And
that class is fully aware of it.” Yet this material
side of racism is mostly missing in Fanon’s work.

In the United States, for example, black adults are
20% more likely than white adults to report seri-
ous psychological distress. Black adults and chil-
dren are more likely to experience feelings of
sadness, hopelessness, and worthlessness than
white peers.

A great deal of this misery is directly due to eco-
nomic conditions. Black adults living below the
ridiculously low official poverty line are two to
three times more likely to report serious psycho-
logical distress than those living above the line.
Nor did Fanon focus on ways that schooling and
mass culture promote and reinforce racist stereo-
types of black “inferiority.” Instead he concentrat-
ed on issues of “recognition” that might have
made sense in his psychiatric practice but not in
mass anti-racist struggle.

Fanon did advocate revolutionary action: “At the
individual level, violence is a cleansing force. It
rids the colonized of their inferiority complex, of
their passive and despairing attitude.”
However, the revolution Fanon had in mind was
not for communism but for “national libera-
tion.” As we discussed in an earlier column, these
were complete failures for the masses.
Fighting back is good for our mental health what-
ever our “race” or “ethnicity.” But the point of vio-
lent struggle is to defeat capitalism, not to make
us feel better.

Only communism can destroy capitalism and, with
it, racism. Only by ending capitalism’s wage sys-
tem, its borders and its divisions can we create
the conditions for the mental and physical health
of the masses.

Everywhere on the planet we see masses fighting
back. Those who are most oppressed by capital-
ist racism must take the lead in mobilizing for
communism. In the process we will prove to our-
selves and to the world the creativity, courage and
intelligence of the masses.
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