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Critics have their purposes, and they’re supposed to do what they do, but some-
times they get a little carried away with what they think someone should have
done, rather than concerning themselves with what they did. 

—Duke Ellington, Music Is My Mistress

For more than a decade my primary intellectual preoccupation has been to widen
the world of ideas of critical theory. Although critical theory has long been associ-
ated with the Frankfurt School, and specifically the intellectual lives and legacies of
Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Erich Fromm, Jurgen Habermas, Max
Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse, the names and contributions of several other sig-
nificant critical social theorists have been recently raised. For instances, my first
book, W. E. B. Du Bois and the Problems of the Twenty-First Century (2007), explored
Du Bois and Africana Studies’ contributions to critical theory. It endeavored to in-
novatively demonstrate the ways in which Du Bois’s transdisciplinary discourse con-
tributes to the deconstruction and reconstruction of the intellectual history and his-
tory of ideas of “conventional” or “classical” critical theory, by bringing “classical”
critical theory into deep discursive dialogue with Du Bois’s distinct contributions to:
philosophy of race, sociology of race, psychology of race, anthropology of race, his-
tory of race, and critical race theory; Pan-Africanism, anti-colonialism, decoloniza-
tion theory, and critical postcolonial theory; black Marxism, black nationalism, and
other brands of black radicalism; and, black feminism, womanism, and the Black
Women’s Club Movement (specifically the National Association of Colored Women
and, later, the National Council of Negro Women). 

My second book, Du Bois’s Dialectics: Black Radical Politics and the Reconstruction of
Critical Social Theory (2008), shifted the focus from extending and expanding the in-
tellectual and political discourse(s) of classical critical theory, by accenting and an-
alyzing Du Bois and Africana Studies’ often-overlooked contributions, to broaden-
ing the base of contemporary or “new” critical theory, by bringing it into dialogue
with Du Bois and Africana Studies discourse. In both of my previous books, therefore,
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Du Bois’s seminal work as a transdisciplinary social theorist and radical political ac-
tivist was shown to be of immense importance to contemporary critical theorists in-
terested in intellectually overhauling the foundations of critical theory, making it
more multicultural, transethnic, transgender, transgenerational, sexual orientation-
sensitive, and non-Western European philosophy-focused by placing it into deep di-
alogue with theory and phenomena it has heretofore woefully neglected. As the ur-
gent issues of racism, sexism, capitalism, and colonialism were scrutinized in Du
Bois and the Problems of the Twenty-First Century, boldly blurring and unmistakably
moving the critical theoretical margins even further, Du Bois’s Dialectics endeavored
ideological critiques of education, religion, the politics of reparations, and the prob-
lematics of black radical politics in contemporary culture and society. Similar to Du
Bois and the Problems of the Twenty-First Century, Du Bois’s Dialectics employed Du
Bois as its critical theoretical point of departure and primary paradigmatic intellec-
tual-activist ancestor, decidedly demonstrating his (and Africana Studies’) contribu-
tions to, as well contemporary critical theory’s connections to: philosophy of edu-
cation, sociology of education, critical pedagogy, and critical educational theory;
philosophy of religion, sociology of religion, liberation theology, and womanist
theology; reparations theory and revolutionary humanism; and, it ingeniously of-
fered the first critical theoretical treatment of the infamous W. E. B. Du Bois–Booker
T. Washington debate, which lucidly highlights Du Bois’s transition from a bour-
geois black liberal touting a “Talented Tenth,” to a bona-fide black radical and rev-
olutionary democratic socialist advocating a “Guiding Hundredth.” 

CRITICAL THEORY GOT IT BAD (AND THAT AIN’T GOOD): 
ON CRITICAL THEORY’S AVERSION TO BLACK RADICALISM 
AND EMBRACE OF THE INTRICACIES OF EUROCENTRISM

Where Du Bois and the Problems of the Twenty-First Century exhibited a preoccupation
with the philosophical foundations and intellectual and political agendas of classi-
cal critical theory (demonstrating that many of the problems of the past remain
problems in the present because many classical critical theorists quarantined their
discourses along racial and gender lines), Du Bois’s Dialectics was intellectually ob-
sessed with broadening the base of contemporary or new critical theory (demon-
strating that many contemporary critical theorists are unwittingly weakening the
critical potency and radical potential of their theories by limiting their intellectual
lenses to “traditional,” single-subject disciplines, Eurocentric theorists and theories,
and, ironically, “ivory tower,” white-washed [as opposed to multicultural neo-Marx-
ist and/or transethnic anti-imperialist] discourse). Contemporary critical theory, as
I envision and expatiate it, should not only challenge “conventional” critical theory
to be more race and racism conscious, develop a deeper commitment to gender jus-
tice and women’s liberation, compassionately concern itself with colonialism (es-
pecially racial colonialism) and its interconnections with capitalism (especially
racist capitalism), and unequivocally dialogue with cutting-edge anti-heterosexist
and queer theory, but it should also unapologetically and generously draw from the
work of W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, Aime Cesaire, Leopold Senghor, Frantz
Fanon, and Amilcar Cabral, as well as innumerable other non-European/non-white
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critical theorists, who collectively emphasize(d): the importance of avoiding the ob-
sessive economism of many mainstream modern and postmodern Marxists; the
power of ideology critique; the primacy of politics; the political economy of race (es-
pecially “the black race”) in a white supremacist world; the racist nature of colo-
nialism and capitalism; the political economy of patriarchy and the need for
women’s decolonization and women’s liberation; the politics of leadership and lib-
eration; the politics of religion in a racialized and unjustly gendered world; and, the
need to constantly deconstruct and reconstruct critical social theory to speak to the
special needs of “the new times,” to borrow one of Stuart Hall’s favorite phrases (S.
Hall, 1996a). 

Surviving in the jungles of Europe’s ivory towers and quarantined to racially col-
onized and ghettoized spaces in the European and American academies, often qui-
etly combating the constantly “on safari” attitudes (or, stuck-on-stupid stances!, if
you will) of well-meaning whites’ unrepentant refusal to acknowledge their power
and privilege in a white supremacist world, and amid the current intellectual trepi-
dation and word-wizardry of many of the long-lauded “conventional” (read: white,
unmistakably Marxist, and male) critical theorists, the distinct discourse(s) of the
Africana tradition of critical theory exists furtively in the insurgent intellectual-
activist imagination, seemingly stripped of its critical potency, and even mocked by
postmodernists, postcolonialists, and post-Marxists (among many others) who ar-
gue that black radicalism is outdated or old fashioned. It seems as though black rad-
icalism in the twenty-first century continues to represent a riddle, or series of riddles,
which remain the hallowed hallmark(s) of the “wretched of the earth,” and this
even though “conventional” critical theorists consistently downplay and attempt to
diminish the salience of race, racism, racial violence, and, of course, white su-
premacy. Black radicalism has been all but banished in contemporary critical the-
ory, as it was with classical critical theory, blithely relegated to the status of a ruse
put forward by the unruly (dare I say, “buckwild!”) blacks of bygone eras—that is,
those “Pan-African insurgents,” “Negritude nuisances,” “Civil Rights radicals,” and,
of course, “Black Power pests” of the past. 

However, for those of us with unquenchable commitments to continuing the
fight for freedom, for those of us deeply disturbed by what is going on in our global
warming and war-torn world, and for those of us who desperately search for solu-
tions to our most pressing social and political problems, black radicals’ anti-impe-
rialist ideas and actions, black radicals’ increasing commitments to gender justice
and women’s liberation, black radicals’ revolutionary humanist political vision and
theories of social change are far from antiquated and have historically and continue
currently to offer a much needed Africana alternative to, and through, the mazes of
ever-increasing Eurocentrism, postmodernism, postcolonialism, postfeminism, and
post-Marxism, among other contemporary conceptual distractions and disruptions.
Along with other black radical figures, like Marcus Garvey, Claudia Jones, Ella Baker,
Malcolm X, Fannie Lou Hamer, Bayard Rustin, and Audre Lorde, the examples of W.
E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, Aime Cesaire, Leopold Senghor, Frantz Fanon, and
Amilcar Cabral can serve as models of, and provide the means through which we
begin critically rethinking the possibilities of resistance to, and the transgressive
transformation of the new global imperialism(s) of our age. Their collective thought
and texts clearly cut across several disciplines and, therefore, closes the chasm between
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Africana Studies and critical theory, constantly demanding that intellectuals not
simply think deep thoughts, develop new theories, and theoretically support radical
politics, but be and constantly become political activists, social organizers, and cul-
tural workers—that is, folk the Italian critical theorist Antonio Gramsci referred to
as “organic intellectuals.” In this sense, then, the series of studies gathered in
Africana Critical Theory contribute not only to African Studies, African American
Studies, Caribbean Studies, Cultural Studies, Postcolonial Studies, Postnational
Studies, and Women’s Studies, but also to contemporary critical theoretical dis-
course across an amazingly wide-range of “traditional” disciplines, and radical po-
litical activism outside of (and, in many instances, absolutely against) Europe’s in-
sidious ivory towers and the apartheid-like absurdities of the American academy. 

CRITICAL THEORETICAL AND RADICAL POLITICAL 
THINGS AIN’T WHAT THEY USED TO BE

Besides building on the research of my previous books, Africana Critical Theory: Re-
constructing the Black Radical Tradition, from W. E. B. Du Bois and C. L. R. James to
Frantz Fanon and Amilcar Cabral is loosely based on my doctoral dissertation and,
consequently, identifies and analyzes continental and diasporan African contribu-
tions to classical and contemporary critical theory. The present volume is earnestly
intended to be a climatic critical theoretical clincher that cogently demonstrates
how Du Bois’s rarely discussed dialectical thought, transdisciplinarity, intellectual
history-making radical political activism, and world-historical multiple liberation
movement leadership helped to inaugurate a distinct Africana tradition of critical
theory. With chapters on, of course, W. E. B. Du Bois (African American), C. L. R.
James (Caribbean), Negritude: Aime Cesaire (Caribbean) and Leopold Senghor
(African), Frantz Fanon (Caribbean), and Amilcar Cabral (African), Africana Critical
Theory endeavors to accessibly offer contemporary critical theorists an intellectual
archaeology of the Africana tradition of critical theory and a much-needed dialecti-
cal deconstruction and reconstruction of black radical politics. These six seminal fig-
ures are certainly not Africana critical theory’s only intellectual-activist ancestors
and, as I alluded above, there is an almost innumerable wealth and wide-range of
unexplored Africana “organic intellectuals,” political activists and cultural workers
whose thought and texts desperately deserve to be identified and analyzed for their
contribution to the Africana tradition of critical theory in specific, as well as the
wider world of radical politics and critical social theory in general. 

The subsequent series of studies, in addition, will analyze and explain the many
tensions and ambiguities, contradictions and conundrums in the Africana tradition
of critical theory by demonstrating how these six seminal figures’ thought and texts
are deeply connected to, and, as is usually the case, in critical dialogue with specific
historical happenings, cultural conditions, and political practices both within and
without the African world. This dialectical approach will enable us to see, first, how
Frankfurt School and the more Marxian brands of critical theory have long over-
looked racism, sexism, and colonialism, thus, in most instances, making their ver-
sions of critical theory the very “one-dimensional” thought that the Frankfurt
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School critical theorist, Herbert Marcuse (1964), woefully warned against. Second,
a dialectical approach will allow us to observe how Africana Studies and black rad-
icalism relates to the deconstruction and reconstruction of critical theory. Over the
last quarter of a century there have been consistent calls within critical theoretical
discourse for a “return to Marx” in order to reconstruct critical theory and make it
more viable in light of the vicissitudes of contemporary capitalism. However, what
many of these otherwise sophisticated critical social theorists fail to perceive is that
it was and remains their over-dependency on Marx and Marxism that has made so
much of their work theoretically myopic and intellectually insular. 

Like a dog chasing its own tail, many white Marxists and critical theorists have
locked their discourses into a vicious cycle, a hermeneutic circle, going round and
round, covering a lot of the same theoretical terrain and identifying similar eco-
nomic issues as the infinite cause of contemporary social suffering without open-
ing their conceptual universes to the world of ideas and the radical thought-
traditions of those of “other races and other colors,” as Marcuse (1964) aptly put
it in One-Dimensional Man (p. 256). Many of these same Marxists and critical the-
orists bemoan the sorry state of contemporary critical social theory, but are either
too intellectually timid, too intellectually elitist or, dare I say, too racially exclu-
sivist to move beyond merely mentioning the fact that critical theory should be
equally anti-racist, anti-sexist, and anti-colonialist. Mentioning racism, sexism,
and/or colonialism in passing, at the end of an article, or at the back of a book, and
always in subordination to “the evils of capitalism,” does not do the, literally, bil-
lions of human beings who suffer at the hands of these overlapping, interlocking,
and intersecting systems of exploitation, oppression, and violence a favor. In fact,
if the truth be told, it is the exact kind of curt cosmetic multiculturalism and tired tex-
tual tokenism that profoundly perturbs non-European/non-white radical and revo-
lutionary intellectual-activists and makes them constantly question the sincerity of
white “critical” social theorists. 

If, indeed, critical theory is theory critical of domination and discrimination, and
a social theory that simultaneously offers accessible and ethical alternatives to the
key social and political problems of the present age, then, any theory claiming to be
a “critical theory of contemporary society” must thoroughly theorize not only capi-
talism, but also racism, sexism, and colonialism, and how each of the aforemen-
tioned overlaps, interconnects, and intersects to deform and destroy life and the on-
going prospects of liberation and democratic socialist transformation. Africana
critical theory, thus, emerges from the succeeding series of studies as a transdiscipli-
nary, critical social scientific, philosophically fascinating, and mixed and multi-
method tradition of radicalism whose theoretical advances and actual socio-politi-
cal revolutions indisputably contributes to contemporary efforts to reconceptualize
and reconstruct radical politics and critical theory. Critical theory cannot and will
not be able to revise itself unless and until it seriously considers the contributions
of non-European/non-white social theorists and intellectual-activists. This genera-
tion of critical theorists, then, has a unique and time-sensitive task before it and,
simply said, it is as follows: we must put into principled practice immediately what
critical theory has so long advanced theoretically and rhetorically. In terms of the
Africana tradition of critical theory that critical theoretical admonition, perhaps, has
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been best captured by Frantz Fanon (1967), in Black Skin, White Mask, when he
wrote:

I, the man of color, want only this:
That the tool never possess the man. That enslavement of man by man cease forever.

That is, of one by another. That it be possible for me to discover and to love man, wher-
ever he may be . . . 

It is through the effort to recapture the self and to scrutinize the self, it is through the
lasting tension of their freedom that men will be able to create the ideal conditions of
existence for a human world.

Superiority? Inferiority?
Why not the quite simple attempt to touch the other, to feel the other, to explain the

other to myself?
Was my freedom not given to me then in order to build the world of the You? (pp.

231–232; emphasis in original)

IN A SENTIMENTAL MOOD: SAYING ASANTE SANA TO MY 
FRIENDS AND FAMILY, TO MY COLLEAGUES AND COMRADES

Africana Critical Theory is not simply an intellectual exercise about the long-over-
looked Africana tradition of critical theory, but it also stands as a testament to what
the many people who have contributed to my personal, professional, and radical
political development have taught me. W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, Aime Ce-
saire, Leopold Senghor, Frantz Fanon, and Amilcar Cabral, as I will repeat through-
out the text, represent radical political intellectual-activist ancestors who provide me
with several paradigms and points of departure to explore Africana Studies’ contri-
butions to the deconstruction and reconstruction of critical theory. Though their
thought provides the primary points of departure, the theories and praxes of many,
many others have influenced and informed my conceptions of radical politics and
critical social theory. Each chapter of this book bears the imprint of the diverse—
though often disconnected—intellectual and political arenas and agendas I draw
from and endeavor to establish critical dialogue with. As a consequence, the list of
intellectuals, activists, archivists, institutions, and organizations to which I am in-
debted is, indeed, enormous. Such being the case, I hope I may be forgiven for de-
ciding that the most appropriate way in which to acknowledge my sincere appreci-
ation is simply to list them below without the protracted praise each has so
solemnly earned. My deepest gratitude and most heartfelt asante sana (a thousand
thanks) is offered, first and foremost, to my family: my mother, Marilyn Giles; my
grandmothers, Lizzie Mae Davis (deceased) and Elva Rita Warren; my great aunt, Ar-
cressia Charlene Connor; my older brother and his wife, Robert Smith II and Karen
Smith; my younger brother and his wife, Dwight Clewis and Terica Clewis; my
nieces and nephews, Journey Clewis, Dominique Clewis, Robert Smith III, Ryan
Smith, Kalyn Smith, Remington Smith; my father, Robert Smith I; my grandfather,
Joseph Warren (deceased); and, my innumerable aunts, uncles, and cousins
throughout the Americas, the Caribbean, and Africa.

An undertaking as ambitious as Africana Critical Theory would have been im-
possible without the assistance of colleagues and comrades, both far and wide. I
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express my earnest appreciation to the following fine folk, who each in their own
special way contributed to the composition and completion of this book: Lucius
Outlaw; Rhonda Tankerson; De Reef Jamison; Denise Lovett; Adam Clark; Elzie
Billops; Sigmund Washington; Patrick DeWalt; Nelson Keith; Stacey Smith; Lamya
Al-Kharusi; Toroitich Chereno; Anthony Lemelle; Katherine Bankole; Onye
Ozuzu; Troy Barnes; April Sweeney; Nicole Barcliff; Zachary Epps; Ursula
Lindqvist; La’Neice Littleton; Marissa Manriquez; Sara Bloom; Tiya Trent; Lewis
Gordon; Paget Henry; Joy James; Alan Sica; Alison Jaggar; Vincent Harding; Kim-
berly Marshall; Cali Harris; Otis L. Scott; George Junne; Andrew Smallwood;
Mpozi Tolbert (deceased); and, Vincent Woodard (deceased).

I cannot adequately convey the depth of my gratitude to the National Council for
Black Studies (NCBS) for providing me with the critical feedback and fora to deepen
and develop my relationship with the Africana tradition of critical theory. I have
been presenting my research on Africana critical theory at NCBS’s annual confer-
ences for more than a decade. Along with saying nashukuru sana (special thanks) to
NCBS in general, I would be remiss not to single out several members whose key
contributions and intellectual encouragement have made the present volume possi-
ble. I express my earnest appreciation to the following NCBS colleagues and com-
rades: Molefi Asante; Maulana Karenga; James Turner; Delores Aldridge; James Stew-
art; Ronald Stephens; James Conyers; Charles Jones; Sundiata Cha-Jua; Perry Hall;
Shirley Weber; Barbara Wheeler; Alfred Young; Bill Little (deceased); Munasha Fu-
rusa; Akinyele Umoja; Fred Hord; Terry Kershaw; Jeffrey Ogbar; Scot Brown; Alan
Colon; Abdul Nanji; Christel Temple; Patricia Reid-Merritt; Kevin Cokley; Salim
Faraji; Cecil Gray; Ricky Jones; and, Mark Christian. 

The faculty, staff, and students in the Department of Ethnic Studies and the Cen-
ter for Studies of Ethnicity and Race in America (CSERA) at the University of Col-
orado at Boulder deserve special thanks for their patience and critical support.
Nashukuru sana to our steadfast staff, especially Sandra Lane and Susan Armstrong,
for always being there and lending a brother a helping hand. I am also deeply in-
debted to my colleagues and comrades who selflessly serve on the fine faculty in the
Department of Ethnic Studies, each of them have patiently listened to me rant and
rave about the Africana tradition of critical theory over the last couple of years. I say
nashukuru sana, therefore, to William King, Albert Ramirez, Arturo Aldama, Elisa Fa-
cio, Emma Perez, Daryl Maeda, Ken Orona, Deward Walker, Seema Sohi, William
Takamatsu, Stewart Lawler, Linda Hogan, Patricia Kaurouma, Vivian Delgado, and
Jose Lugo. William King, a former president of NCBS, and his lovely wife Carla wel-
comed me to Boulder with open arms, and we have shared many memorable meals
filled with love-laced words, lots of laughter and heated discussions and critical de-
bates about everything from the state of Africana Studies to the aesthetic evolution
of jazz and “soul music” (as opposed to “rhythm and blues”). Bill has been a model
mentor, and I humbly hope that the best of my teaching and research reflect my pro-
found respect for him and what he has shared with me over the last couple of years.
Also, I say asante sana (a thousand thanks) to the incredibly insightful students who
took my seminars on W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, Frantz Fanon, Critical Race
Theory, and Africana Philosophy at the University of Colorado at Boulder. This
book has greatly benefited from the critical questions and eloquent answers they of-
fered me (and the Africana tradition of critical theory). 
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Several libraries, research centers, special collections, and archives hosted and
helped me transform this book from an inchoate idea into its fully realized form. I
am indelibly indebted to the directors, research fellows, and staffs of: the W. E. B.
Du Bois Memorial Center for Pan-African Culture, Accra, Ghana; Africana Rare
Books Room, Balme Library, University of Ghana, Legon; Institute of African Stud-
ies, Nnamdi Azikiwe Library, University of Nigeria, Nsukka; West African Research
Center (WARC), Dakar, Senegal; Institut Fondamental d’Afrique Noire (IFAN),
Cheikh Anta Diop University, Dakar, Senegal; C. L. R. James Collection, West Indi-
ana and Special Collections, Main Library, University of the West Indies at St. Au-
gustine, Trinidad and Tobago; The West Indies Collection and University Collection,
Main Library, University of the West Indies at Mona, Jamaica; George Padmore In-
stitute, London; Center of African Studies, School of Oriental and African Studies,
University of London; Department of the Languages and Cultures of Africa, School
of Oriental and African Studies, University of London; Center for Ethnic Minority
Studies, School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London; American
Studies Research Center, King’s College London, University of London; Eccles Cen-
ter for American Studies, British Library, London; African Studies Center, University
of Oxford; Rothermere American Institute, University of Oxford; School of Ameri-
can and Canadian Studies, University of Nottingham; Center for American Studies,
University of Leicester; Center of African Studies, University of Cambridge; Ferguson
Center for African and Asian Studies, Open University; Center for African Studies,
University of Leeds; Center of West African Studies (CWAS), University of Birming-
ham; Center of African Studies, University of Edinburgh; W. E. B. Du Bois Papers,
Department of Special Collections and University Archives, W. E. B. Du Bois Library,
University of Massachusetts at Amherst; W. E. B. Du Bois Institute for African and
African American Research, Harvard University; Arthur A. Houghton, Jr., Library,
Harvard University; Center for African American Studies, Wesleyan University;
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library; Nicholas
Murray Butler Library, Columbia University; John Henrik Clarke Africana Library,
Africana Studies and Research Center, Cornell University; African American Collec-
tion, Hillman Library, University of Pittsburgh; Africana Research Center, Pennsyl-
vania State University; Charles L. Blockson African American Collection, Temple
University; Center for African American History and Culture, Temple University;
Center for Africana Studies, University of Pennsylvania; Moorland-Spingarn Re-
search Center, Howard University; African American Studies Research and Resource
Center, George Mason University; John Hope Franklin Collection for African and
African American Documentation, Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections
Library, Duke University; Carter G. Woodson Center for African American and
African Studies, University of Virginia; Robert W. Woodruff Library, Atlanta Univer-
sity Center Archives; Manuscript Sources for African American History, Special Col-
lections, Emory University; Fisk University Library, Fisk University; Amistad Re-
search Center, Tulane University; Center for African and African American Studies,
University of Texas at Austin; Center for African American Studies, University of
Houston; St. Clair Drake Center for African and African American Studies, Roosevelt
University; Center for African American and African Studies, University of Michigan;
African Studies Center, Michigan State University; Neal-Marshall African American
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Cultural Center, Indiana University; African and African American Collection, Uni-
versity Library, University of California, Berkeley; Ralph J. Bunche Center for African
American Studies, University of California, Los Angeles; Center for Black Studies,
University of California, Santa Barbara; Blair-Caldwell African American Research
Library, Denver Public Library; and, Center for African American Policy, University
of Denver.

My astute editor, Michael Sisskin, and the Lexington Books editorial board de-
serve very special thanks (nashukuru sana) for seeing the potential in this book proj-
ect and prodding me along during the many months it took me to revise the man-
uscript and prepare it for production. I would like to formally thank Michael, Julie
Kirsch, and Jessica Bradfield for the care and promptness with which they have han-
dled my book projects, and for their patience with my extremely erratic (if not a bit
eccentric) research and writing regimen, which in this instance took me to more
than three dozen university and public libraries, archives, and research centers in
Africa, the Caribbean, Europe, and the United States. I am not by any means the eas-
iest person to get in touch with when I am working, but throughout the entire re-
search and writing process they have calmly fielded my questions and coolly en-
couraged me to complete my book. 

It would be extremely irresponsible of me not acknowledge the enormous debt I
owe to Edward Kennedy Ellington, whose music has served as a constant source of
inspiration for me during the research and writing of, not only Africana Critical The-
ory, but, if truth be told, both of my previous books. To openly admit that my affin-
ity for the music of Duke Ellington is comparable to my intellectual love affair with
Du Bois is to finally put into print something that most of friends and family have
known for the better part of my life. Ellington (with Sun Ra coming in an uncom-
fortably close second!) is unequivocally my favorite composer, and it would not be
stretching the truth to say that I have, literally, listened to hundreds and hundreds
of his compositions during the research and writing of this book—Ellington com-
posed more than 5,000 compositions, and one of my life’s goals is to listen to his
corpus; yes, meaning, each and every one of his works. As it was with Du Bois, the
road to success (actually fame and fortune), did not come easily for Ellington. Few
folk wanted to hear his early “rags,” and even fewer folk had open ears for his in-
novative, music history-making contributions to jazz, which he initially called “Jun-
gle Music,” then “Mood Music.” Ellington meticulously labored long and hard on
his compositions, but I would be remiss not too mention that though he is gener-
ally regarded as the greatest “American”—as well as African American—composer of
the twentieth century, few have fully grasped the genius of his piano playing, and
Ellington himself was often extremely self-effacing when it came to his playing,
most often modestly pointing to the innovative improvisations of his extraordinar-
ily talented orchestra members (see Ellington, 1973; M. Tucker, 1993). 

It was my grandmother who first exposed me to Ellington’s music, and then,
upon learning of my musical love affair with the maestro, it was my mother who
bought me his albums and took me to the library to borrow books on him and his
music (i.e., “Ellingtonia”). Like Du Bois, Ellington has traveled with me from ado-
lescence to adulthood—that is, from boyhood to manhood. Where Du Bois pro-
vides me with intellectual and political guidance and direction, Ellington offers a
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unique Africana aesthetic that is part musical and, very importantly, part spiritual
and cultural. He, too, then, has influenced my research method(s) and writing
style(s), and it is in reference to his lifework, which is much more than mere “mu-
sic” to me, that the title and subtitles of this preface smacks of and is smitten with. 

This book is lovingly dedicated to my nieces and nephews and, as with all of my
work, it is also dedicated to my mother, grandmothers, and great aunt—and they in-
dividually and collectively know the many millions of reasons why. I cannot prop-
erly put into words what my nieces and nephews mean to me. They are my inspira-
tion, and constant sources of joy. I sincerely hope and pray that my lifework will be
like a bright light shining in this dark world where they, too, will have to eke out an
existence and, even more, a “good” life. I do not pretend to know what they have
suffered, nor what they more than likely will suffer, but this I do know: Life is not
now, and has never been predetermined (not even for black folk in an anti-black
racist and white supremacist world). Like Harriet Tubman and Frederick Douglass,
like Anna Julia Cooper and W. E. B. Du Bois, like Fannie Lou Hamer and Malcolm
X who came long before them, my nieces and nephews need to know that they do
not have to suffer in silence, they can and must knuckle and brawl to transform
themselves and the world they live in. I write all of this especially to Robert Dean
Smith III, my most beloved “Tré,” who has suffered for so long with leukemia and
epilepsy, among other ailments, and who through all of his ordeals has remained
resilient and resolute. This book is most especially for him, in sickness and in
health, on “bad” days and on “good” days.

I am also at a loss for words to express my love to and my most profound rever-
ence for my mother, grandmothers, and great aunt. They reared and raised me, loved
me and listened to me, berated and believed in me when so many others seemed
not the least bit concerned whether I, literally, lived or died. Though my brothers
and I grew up in a most acute abject poverty, it was my mother, grandmothers, and
great aunt who constantly reminded us that our poverty did not automatically deny
our human dignity. They double-dared us to dream but, even more, they encour-
aged us to humbly and diligently work toward turning our dreams into our realities.
Though they could have discouraged me from pursuing higher education, since no
one in our immediate family has ever attended a college or university, they instead
encouraged and supported me. Why or how, remains unbeknownst to me. I suppose
this is love in its purest and most unadulterated form. So, once again, to them, I say
simply, nakupenda sana—I love, admire, and adore you more any words can express. 

If, then, my gentle readers, any inspiration or insights are gathered from my jour-
ney through the jungles of radical politics and critical social theory, I pray you will
attribute them to the aforementioned. However, if (and when) you find foibles and
intellectual idiosyncrasies, I humbly hope you will neither associate them with any
of the forenamed nor, most especially, W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, Aime Ce-
saire, Leopold Senghor, Frantz Fanon, or Amilcar Cabral. I, and I alone, am respon-
sible for what herein is written. Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika . . . .1

—Reiland Rabaka
The Maghreb (al-Mag

.
rib al-Arabı–)
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NOTES

1. Translation: “God bless Africa” in Xhosa. Azania or South Africa’s national anthem,
Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika, was composed in 1897 by Enoch Mankayi Sontonga, a Xhosa teacher
and choirmaster at a Methodist mission school in Johannesburg. Since it was first sung in
1899 at the ordination of Reverend Boweni, a minister in the Methodist tradition, it has been
adopted as the anthem of the African National Congress and the national anthem of both
Tanzania and Zambia. Additionally, it was sung in Zimbabwe and Namibia during their re-
spective struggles against racial colonialism. Most of Sontonga’s songs were heart-wrenching
odes, somewhere between the spirituals and the blues, often grappling with the human suf-
fering and social misery of black life under apartheid. Sontonga, a reportedly deeply religious
man, is said to have repeatedly recited this prayer and taught it to his many pupils. The
African National Congress continues to close its meetings with this song, and it has been re-
ported that, upon his release from being unjustly imprisoned for 27 years on Robben Island,
Madiba Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela was so moved by the solemn singing of it that once
elected the president of South Africa he declared Sontonga’s grave a national monument and
erected a memorial in his honor. Therefore, in my earnest effort to show my sincere solidar-
ity with my known and unknown kith and kin throughout continental and diasporan Africa,
I know of no better way to conclude this preface and begin my beloved book: Nkosi Sikelel’
iAfrika.
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Critical theory envisions philosophy not so much as an abstract or general en-
gagement with questions of human existence; rather, it envisions a productive re-
lationship between philosophy and other disciplines—for example, sociology, cul-
tural studies, feminist theory, African American studies—and the use of this
knowledge in projects to radically transform society. Critical theory, as formulated
and founded by the Frankfurt School—which included Horkheimer and Mar-
cuse—has as its goal the transformation of society, not simply the transformation
of ideas, but social transformation and thus the reduction and elimination of hu-
man misery. It was on the basis of this insistence on the social implementation of
critical ideas that I was able to envision a relationship between philosophy and
black liberation.

—Angela Y. Davis, African American Philosophers: 17 Conversations, p. 22 

The framework of critical social theory, joined with praxis aimed at revolutionary
or evolutionary sociohistorical development, provides a context of understanding
within which we people of African descent (and others) can assess our situations
and achieve enhanced clarity regarding which concrete historical possibilities are
in our best interest. To the extent that we do so within this context of understand-
ing, conditioned by a commitment to generalized progressive human develop-
ment, then it is clear that our interest in our own well-being cannot be limited to
narrow self-interest.

—Lucius T. Outlaw Jr., Critical Social Theory in the Interests of Black Folk, p. 27 

[C]ritical social theory encompasses bodies of knowledge and sets of institutional
practices that actively grapple with the central questions facing groups of people
differently placed in specific political, social, and historical contexts characterized
by injustice. What makes critical social theory “critical” is its commitment to jus-
tice, for ones own group and/or for other groups.

—Patricia Hill Collins, Fighting Words: 
Black Women and the Search for Social Justice, p. xiv

1

1
(Re)Introducing the Africana Tradition
of Critical Theory: Posing Problems
and Searching for Solutions



Black Studies/African American Studies/Africana Studies was born with the express
purpose of decolonizing the minds of people, especially black people. Although much
knowledge can be produced by writing histories and social scientific studies, no
amount of information could get very far in the absence of minds unable to see or
understand it. Important as empirical work has been and continues to be, without
interpretation, even at the level of the methods used for organizing the research
and gathering data, such work would be meaningless. The power of interpretation
is such, however, that it, too, is embedded in a special type of interpretation or
hermeneutic without which it, as well, would be meaningless. And that interpreta-
tion we call theory.

—Lewis R. Gordon and Jane Anna Gordon, Not Only the Master’s Tools: 
African American Studies in Theory and Practice, p. x

[I]t is a common habit to study the thought of black thinkers as primarily deriva-
tive. . . . What this means is that thinkers like C. L. R. James, Frantz Fanon, and W.
E. B. Du Bois are never credited with intellectual independence and originality.
Their ideas exist only in relationship to and because of the already accepted systems
of thought. Consequently, there is a great chain of thought constructed around hi-
erarchical order wherein Africana thinkers are located on the margins. In this
chain, radical Africana thinkers piggyback on Marx or Sartre, their intellectual val-
idation passing through the ideas of the accepted “giants.” . . . The study of radical
black intellectuals requires us to excavate the ideas of black radicals, to probe and
discover the questions they raise in their political discourses and practices.

—Anthony Bogues, Black Heretics, Black Prophets: 
Radical Political Intellectuals, pp. 2, 9

TO BEGIN, AGAIN: REVISITING AND 
REVISING THE BLACK RADICAL TRADITION

As we quickly move from the dawn to the first decade of the twenty-first century,
W. E. B. Du Bois’s provocative prophecies and Frantz Fanon’s critical candor con-
tinue to haunt their intellectual and political heirs and opponents. The thought
and texts of these two towering figures have been recurrently deified and demo-
nized, exalted and ignored, defended and disproved to such an extent that it almost
invariably makes contemporary discussions of their offerings to the social sciences
and the humanities—as well as the transdisciplinary discipline of Africana Studies in
specific—suspect. In other words, critically engaging Du Bois and Fanon, and the
thought-tradition(s) their work extended and expanded, and continues extending
and expanding, is not for folk who are intellectually or politically faint of heart.
The series of studies that constitute Africana Critical Theory: Reconstructing the Black
Radical Tradition, from W. E. B. Du Bois and C. L. R. James to Frantz Fanon and Amil-
car Cabral are not simply about Du Bois and Fanon, nor the other quartet of com-
rades who fill its pages. Much more, this book is about remembering a tradition
(or, rather, traditions) of radicalism, and about how remembering that tradition (or,
again, those traditions) in the twenty-first century; in the midst of the reemergence
of anti-black racism, (neo)colonialism, and a new unprecedented stage of global
capitalist imperialism; in light of the advances of critical race theory, philosophy of
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race, history of race, sociology of race, psychology of race, anthropology of race, ge-
ography of race and, most especially, Africana Studies’ anti-racism and critique of
Eurocentrism and white supremacy, provides us with an ideal opportunity to not
only reflect on our inherited tradition(s) of radicalism but—and this cuts to the
core of the matter—it offers us a rare occasion to deconstruct and reconstruct classi-
cal and create and recreate new, contemporary thought- and practice- tradition(s) of
radicalism. In subsequent chapters in this volume I shall critically engage Du Bois
and Fanon, therefore, here there is no need to summarily define or defend their
theories and praxes. However, here I would like to briefly highlight how their
thought and practices, among others, helps contemporary intellectual-activists re-
visit and revise the black radical tradition.1

Why return to, and critically deconstruct and reconstruct, the black radical tradi-
tion? Because we are witnessing and living through one of the most pervasive and
profound crisis in the history of human culture and civilization, and, more specifi-
cally, in the histories, cultures, and struggles of continental and diasporan
Africans—Du Bois’s most beloved but still bitterly embattled “black folk,” and
Fanon’s famous but somehow either ill-remembered or completely forgotten
“wretched of the earth.” The current crisis is both old and new, known and un-
known, visible and invisible, and seemingly has the ability to elude even the keen-
est and most critical observers, who at their best have identified the key contempo-
rary issues as follows: racism, sexism, capitalism, colonialism, heterosexism,
Eurocentrism, religious intolerance, war, nuclear annihilation, ecological devasta-
tion, and animal extinction. This book is about the solutions that continental and
diasporan Africans, and the black radical tradition in particular, historically has, and
currently continues to offer to these pressing problems. 

Invoking the black radical tradition in an epoch of war and religious rivalry, at a
time when our global warming and war-torn world seems closer than ever before to
that final fiery moment, may shock and awe many of my more conservative and
(neo)liberal readers. However, I believe that it is important to humbly, albeit
strongly stress that this often-despised, routinely overlooked, and frequently unen-
gaged tradition of radicalism has, and continues to provide viable solutions to many
of the problems confronting the contemporary world. Further, it is my belief that
the enigmatic issues of the contemporary world are illuminated by black radicals in
unique ways in which they have not been and are not now by Marxists, feminists,
pragmatists, existentialists, phenomenologists, hermeneuticists, deconstructionists,
poststructuralists, postmodernists, postcolonialists, critical pedagogues, liberation
theologians, and (neo)liberals, among others. 

The black radical tradition is much more than a deconstructive response to white
supremacy, European modernity, the African holocaust, racial enslavement, racial
colonialism and racist capitalism, and the theories and praxes produced by its prac-
titioners should not be ghettoized and quarantined to “black folk” and/or “the
black experience.” In Prophesy Deliverance! the acclaimed African American philoso-
pher Cornel West (1982) has persuasively argued that Africans were central to, if not
the unacknowledged motors inside of the monstrous machines of, European
modernity and its aftermaths (see also West, 1993c, 1993d, 1999; Yancy, 2001).
Therefore, to truly comprehend the issues arising out of European modernity and,
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even more, the pastiche and pitfalls of postmodernity, a critical engagement of, not
simply “the black experience,” but Africana history, culture, and thought, and specif-
ically the black radical tradition, is probably prudent if not outright necessary. 

European modernity globalized, among other things, white supremacy, and the
black radical tradition has consistently countered it, often providing glowing and ir-
refutable examples of its inhumanity, among other contradictions. In this sense,
then, the black radical tradition offers more than five hundred years of theory and
praxis that could potentially aid contemporary continental and diasporan Africans,
as well as other people of color and white “race traitors,” in their efforts to rupture
their relationships with, not simply white supremacy but, considering the historical
(and herstorical) discourses and ongoing developments in womanism, black femi-
nism, black liberation theology, revolutionary black nationalism, black Marxism,
African socialism, and revolutionary decolonization, among others, the ways in
which white supremacy overlaps, interlocks, and intersects with sexism, capitalism,
and colonialism. What is often overlooked, and what I intend to critically accent, is
the historical fact that there is an undeniable and inextricable relationship between
European modernity and the African holocaust, racial enslavement, racial colonial-
ism, and the rise and racist nature of capitalism. Moving far beyond, and actually
going against, conventional (read: Eurocentric and white supremacist) conceptions
of European modernity, from the critical points of view of non-Europeans this in-
sidious epoch had the exact opposite effects as it did for Europe and Europeans. 

Where we are told that European modernity bequeathed “radical” political break-
throughs with regard to the American Revolution of 1776 and the French Revolu-
tion of 1789, during this same period both the Americans and the French, among
other European nations, participated in holocausts against, and the enslavement
and colonization of, people of color, particularly Native Americans and Africans.
Where it is said that European modernity ushered in new notions of empire, what
is most often not said is that they erected their empires on the carnage and ruins of
the nation-states, nay, even more, on the cultures and civilizations, on the sciences
and technologies of various peoples of color. Where we are told time and time again
that European modernity contributed the modern philosophical foundation for the
arts and the sciences, no mention is made of the many millions of ways in which
non-Europeans have not simply influenced and inspired European artists and sci-
entists, but in many instances provided them with points of departure, the basic ar-
chitecture, if you will, and the very tools through which they have built their mod-
ern haunted houses and postmodern plantations (see Adams, Clemens, and Orloff,
2005; Appadurai, 1996; Bartolovich and Lazarus, 2002; Bauman, 1987, 1989, 1991,
1992a, 1997, 2000, 2004a; Docherty, 1999; Fischer, 2004; Giddens, 1991; Goody,
2004; Held, Hubert, Thompson and Hall, 1996; Himmelfarb, 2004; Kosik, 1995; D.
Scott, 2004; Tester, 1992; K. Wilson, 2004; Winks and Neuberger, 2005). 

European modernity, and its postmodern interpretation, has always been and re-
mains one long self-congratulatory and narcissistic narrative, which has at its heart
a centuries-spanning celebration of Europe’s Europeanization, Europe’s “civiliza-
tion” and Christianization, Europe’s white-washing of the entire “dark,” “unen-
lightened,” non-European world. Deeply embedded in the discourse of, and the dis-
course on, European modernity is a latent Eurocentric intellectual insularity and
Eurocentric epistemic exclusiveness that has been universalized and normalized as a re-
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sult of Europe’s international imperialism. This means, then, that almost all mod-
ern and postmodern intellectual activity, whether by whites or non-whites, unless it
is critically conscious of white supremacy, adheres in one way or another to Euro-
centric paradigms of intellectualism, “scholarly” research, radicalism and, even,
“revolution” (M. Christian 2002, 2006). Consequently, this conundrum, this riddle
of modern and postmodern radicalism, has profoundly influenced and impacted
the history of classical and contemporary thought in general, and the study of mod-
ern Africana intellectual history in particular. Therefore, even though Africana Stud-
ies, among other (re)emerging disciplines, has made many strong strides in devel-
oping deconstructive devices for the critique of Eurocentrism in the arts, sciences, and
society at large, it has been woefully weak in self-reflexively putting forward recon-
structive tools and theories that move beyond the critique of Eurocentrism and em-
phasize the importance of revisiting and revising, as well as extending and expand-
ing traditions of black radicalism and, equally important, traditions of
revolutionary humanism. This is the major motif and main concern of the present
volume, my little labor of love, if you will. 

Much more than neo-black radicalism, Africana critical theory is a twenty-first cen-
tury outgrowth of efforts aimed at accenting the dialects of deconstruction and re-
construction, and the dialectics of domination and liberation in classical and con-
temporary, continental and diasporan African life-worlds and lived-experiences. Its
major preoccupation has been and remains synthesizing classical and contemporary
black radical theory with black revolutionary praxis. Consequently, Africana Studies
provides Africana critical theory with its philosophical foundation(s) and primary
point(s) of departure, as it, Africana Studies, decidedly moves beyond monodisci-
plinary approaches to Africana phenomena. More than any other intellectual arena,
Africana Studies has consistently offered the black radical tradition its highest com-
mendations and its most meticulous criticisms. It is, also, the academic discipline
that most inspired Africana critical theory’s unique method—“unique” especially
when compared to other forms of critical theory that emerge from traditional disci-
plines—because Africana Studies is a transdisciplinary discipline—that is, a discipline
that transgresses, transverses, and transcends the academic boundaries and intellectual bor-
ders, the color-lines and racial chasms, and the jingoism and gender injustice of traditional
single phenomenon-focused disciplines, owing to the fact that at its best it poses problems
and seeks solutions on behalf of Africana (and other struggling) people employing the the-
oretic innovations of both the social sciences and humanities, as well as the political break-
throughs of grassroots radical and revolutionary social movements.2

By critically examining the theories and praxes of half a dozen carefully chosen
major Africana intellectual-activists, this book (re)introduces, chronicles, and ana-
lyzes several of the significant features of Africana critical theory. Here I am prima-
rily, and almost exclusively, concerned with the Africana intellectual-activists’ theo-
retical and political legacies—that is, with the ways in which they constructed,
deconstructed, and reconstructed theory and the aims, objectives, and concrete out-
comes of their theoretical applications and discursive practices. Beginning with W.
E. B. Du Bois’s radical, and later revolutionary, theory and praxis, and then time-
traveling and globe-trotting from C. L. R. James to Negritude to Frantz Fanon and,
finally, concluding with Amilcar Cabral, this study chronicles and critiques, revisits
and revises the black radical tradition with an eye toward the ways in which classical
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black radicalism informs, or should inform, not only contemporary black radicalism
but contemporary efforts to create a new anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-capitalist, anti-
colonialist, and sexual orientation-sensitive critical theory of contemporary society, what I
call Africana critical theory.3

“But,” the critics of Africana critical theory have been quick to query, “isn’t ‘criti-
cal theory’ Eurocentric?” I usually respond speaking almost in a whisper so that they
will know that I am sincere when I say gently but emphatically, “no.” Then I go on,
“Frankfurt School critical theory may be Eurocentric, but critical theory, in a general
sense, is not Eurocentric. If we take that argument, the assertion that ‘critical theory’
is Eurocentric, to its logical conclusion, then, ultimately, we are saying that critical
thinking, that deep theorizing, that philosophizing is Eurocentric. And, what is
worst, we are saying this without really taking into critical consideration that most
forms of philosophy or theorizing are interrelated and have roots in ancient or clas-
sical thought traditions and, most, if not all, Africana Studies scholars and students
know that ancient African thought traditions, take Kemet or Egypt as an initial ex-
ample, provided the very foundations upon which philosophy was built” (see As-
ante, 2000; C.A. Diop, 1974, 1987, 1991; Frye, 1988; Gordon, 2008; Lott and
Pittman, 2003; Karenga, 2004; Obenga, 1990, 1993, 2004; Ogunmodede, 2004;
Onyewuenyi, 1993; Sumner, 1985; Wiredu, 2004). 

Part of the problem, I surmise, has to do with the fact that frequently the only form
of critical theory that most people (including Africana Studies scholars and students)
have been exposed to is Frankfurt School critical theory. However, truth be told, there
are many forms, many traditions, of critical theory.4 What the critics of Africana crit-
ical theory fail to understand is that the body of literature that constitutes the Frank-
furt School of critical theory is but one European groups’ efforts to identify what they
understand to be the most pressing problems of their age and put forward viable so-
lutions to those problems.5 In a nutshell, this is what critical theory, in a general
sense, entails; this is its basic method. That so many sophisticated theorists, in
Africana Studies in specific, cannot seem to comprehend that posing problems and
searching for solutions to those problems, not only preceded the Frankfurt School but,
especially in the Africana tradition of critical theory, raised questions and offered an-
swers above and beyond the intellectual, ethical, and political universe(s) of the Eu-
rocentric tradition of critical theory, is truly astonishing and, it seems to me, symp-
tomatic of their intense internalization of what Du Bois dubbed “double-
consciousness,” and what I have identified as intellectual historical amnesia and the di-
abolical dialectic of white intellectual superiority and black intellectual inferiority. 

In point of fact, W. E. B. Du Bois, who provides Africana critical theory with its
primary point of departure, graduated from Harvard University with a Ph.D. in his-
tory in 1895, the very same year that the oldest member of the Frankfurt School of
critical theory, Max Horkheimer, was born. Prior to graduating with a Ph.D. from
Harvard, Du Bois, as is well-known, earned a bachelor’s degree from Fisk University,
where he studied German, Greek, Latin, classical literature, philosophy, ethics,
chemistry, and physics; received a second bachelor’s degree, cum laude, in philoso-
phy, and a master’s degree in history, both from Harvard; and, completed his doc-
toral studies, studying history, economics, politics, and political economy, at
Friedrich Wilhelm University, now the University of Berlin, in Germany. Therefore,
he, literally, was developing and doing authentic interdisciplinary critical social theory
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either before the Frankfurt School critical theorists were born or, at the least, when
they were toddlers. One need look no further, for instance, than his early, critical
politico-sociological works, which helped to inaugurate American sociology and, es-
pecially, sociology of race, and his early interdisciplinary “social” and “community”
studies of black life and culture with which he, of course, initiated Africana Studies:
The Suppression of the African Slave Trade to the United States of America, 1638–1870,
“The Conservation of Races,” “Careers Open to College-Bred Negroes,” The Philadel-
phia Negro: A Social Study, The Atlanta University Publications under his editorship, The
Souls of Black Folk, “The Talented Tenth,” and his early “social” and “community”
studies posthumously published in W. E. B. Du Bois on Sociology and the Black Com-
munity (1978) and The Social Theory of W. E. B. Du Bois (2004), among others. 

Some of my critics have said, “Well, why are you calling your work ‘critical theory,’
then, if it is not Eurocentric? Why not call it something else?” Again, I calmly, almost
quietly, respond saying, “Another element of critical theory that intellectually at-
tracted me to it was its almost inherent emphasis on linking theory with praxis.
Now, as I understand Africana histories, cultures, and struggles, we black folk have
been connecting our words and deeds, our ideas and actions for quite some time.
So, since this is, perhaps one of the most popular, intellectual and political terms
designating praxis-promoting theory or theory with practical intent, then, I decided to
employ it—as one of my mentors, Lucius Outlaw (2005), is found of saying—‘in the
interests of black folk’.” 

I have also pointed out to many of my critics that I am fairly fluent in Swahili and
could have easily provided Africana critical theory with a Swahili name (unafa-
hamu?), but my intention is to make my work accessible to as wide an audience as
possible (across the “lines” of race, gender, class, sexual orientation, and religious af-
filiation), not simply to black academics and Africana Studies scholars nationally,
but to the black masses, other people of color, and, even, white anti-racists and
white “race traitors” internationally. On several occasions I have pointed out the fal-
lacy of attempting to dismiss Africana critical theory solely on the basis of nomen-
clature by observing that many of its critics continue to work in “disciplines,” in “the
academy,” and “critique” and produce “theory.” Even if we were to critically engage
just one of these European language based terms, say, “theory,” it, too, is not free
from Eurocentric baggage. For example, the etymology of the word “theory” is de-
rived from the Greek word theoria, which means, “to view.” There are correlations
between theoria and another Greek word, theos or theus or Zeus, each of which means
“God,” and each of which goes far to demonstrate that for the Greeks the theorist is
supposed “to view” the world as God would (Denyer, 1991; Gerson, 1990; A. A.
Long, 1999; Nightingale, 2004; Sedley, 2003; Vlastos, 1995). And, consequently, in
seeing the world the way God would, the theorist is suppose to search for and see
“the truth,” and reveal “the truth” about the world. I seriously doubt that Africana
Studies scholars will suddenly stop calling their conceptual generations “theory” be-
cause it is derived from a Greek word and emerges from Greek history, Greek cul-
ture, and Greek mythology. Therefore, we must all keep in mind that the great bulk
of our modern discourse has taken and is taking place in European colonial lan-
guages and in a white supremacist world, and that what we have to do for the fore-
seeable future is Africanize anything that can be used in our efforts to continue and
further develop the dialectical process of revolutionary decolonization and revolutionary
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re-Africanization. This means, then, that Africana critical theory is incomprehensible
without a thorough and critical knowledge of Africana intellectual history, the his-
tory of Africana philosophy, and the controversial history of anti-Eurocentric Africana
appropriation and Africanization of European, among other cultures and civilizations’,
languages, thoughts, and practices.

Therefore, those who quickly and uncritically claim that Africana critical theory is
Eurocentric because they hold the historically and intellectually uninformed belief
that “all critical theory is Eurocentric,” not only misunderstand and misrepresent
critical theory in a general sense, but they also put their internalized Eurocentrism,
intellectual historical amnesia, ungroundedness in Africana intellectual history, and,
perhaps even, their anti-Africana conceptual generation, on display. The critics of
Africana critical theory seriously error when they argue, often without undertaking
a thorough investigation of Africana critical theory, that it is nothing other than
Frankfurt School critical theory in blackface, or black Marcusean or black Haber-
masian critical social theory. As has been witnessed above (especially in Angela
Davis’s epigraph) and as will be witnessed below (in the subsequent sections), al-
though several Africana critical social theorists (myself included) have been influ-
enced by the Frankfurt School tradition of critical theory, it would be foolhardy and
fallacious to assume that such influence functions as a prerequisite or, even more,
as a “cause” as opposed to a unique paradigmatic opportunity that is actually more
indicative of the Eurocentric colonization of intellectual history and the world of
ideas. What is more, and as will be discussed in detail below, if any thought tradi-
tion(s) or classical theorists serve as progenitors and prerequisites for Africana criti-
cal theory, undoubtedly that honor should be bestowed on W. E. B. Du Bois and
Frantz Fanon, because they above and beyond all others have prefigured and pro-
vided the primary paradigms and preeminent points of departure for the discourse
and development of an Africana critical theory of contemporary society. 

To take this a step further, even in its anti-Eurocentric Africana appropriation and
Africanization of certain models and methods of the Frankfurt School or other Eu-
ropean traditions of critical theory, Africana critical theory utilizes the revolutionary
rationale and the revolutionary intellectual and political resources of its own tradi-
tion of critical theory as a critical theoretical criteria. In particular, and as will be dis-
cussed in detail in chapter 6 of this study, it is the words and wisdom of the Cape
Verdean and Guinea-Bissaun revolutionary, Amilcar Cabral (1979), which has in-
delibly influenced Africana critical theory’s emphasis on appropriation and African-
ization, and especially when he wisely warned: “A people who free themselves from
foreign domination will not be culturally free unless, without underestimating the
importance of positive contributions from the oppressor’s culture and other cul-
tures, they return to the upwards paths of their own culture” (p. 143). To “return”
to the “upwards paths of [our] own culture” would mean, at least in part, side-step-
ping racial and cultural essentialists’ claims against, and narrow-minded national-
ists’ knee-jerk reactions to, everything European or non-African, and it would also
mean making a critical and, even more, a dialectical distinction between the abom-
inations and undeniable negatives of white supremacy and Eurocentrism, on the
one hand, and the positives of European and other cultures’ authentic contributions
to progressive human culture and civilization, on the other hand (see the more de-
tailed discussion of Cabral’s contributions to Africana critical theory in chapter 6).
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Again, the Africana tradition of critical theory precedes the Eurocentric tradition
of critical theory, and it takes classical Africana intellectual-activists, such as W. E. B.
Du Bois and C. L. R. James as points of departure, not the Frankfurt School critical
theorists. However, and I should emphasize this, Africana critical theory is not afraid
to intellectually interrogate, critically dialogue with, and/or astutely appropriate the-
oretic breakthroughs contributed by the Frankfurt School and other traditions of
critical theory if it can Africanize them and put them to critical use in our efforts to
continue and further develop the dialectical process of revolutionary decolonization and
revolutionary re-Africanization. It is, therefore, extremely intellectually insincere of the
critics of Africana critical theory to harp on a handful of Eurocentric influences with-
out critically grappling with and attempting to grasp how or the ways in which it seeks
to Africanize and utilize aspects of Eurocentric theory and methods against the Eu-
ropeanization process and, even further, I reiterate, in our efforts to continue and
further develop the dialectical process of revolutionary decolonization and revolutionary
re-Africanization. It is, also, extremely intellectually disingenuous on the part of the
critics of Africana critical theory to hoot and holler about the inclusion of some
carefully and critically selected insights from a couple of the critical theorists of the
Frankfurt School without critically comprehending that all of the primary points of
departure of Africana critical theory have been and continue to be drawn from clas-
sical and contemporary, continental and diasporan African intellectual-activists, life-
worlds, and lived-experiences. In other words, to contend that European critical the-
orists were the initiators of critical theory, to place them as the “cause” and Africana
critical theory and Africana critical theorists as the “effect” is, quite simply, to place
the proverbial cart before the horse. It is to intellectually erase or, at the least, to ren-
der intellectually invisible, continental and diasporan Africans as intellectual and po-
litical agents and inventors. It is, as the Anthony Bogues (2003) observed in the final
epigraph above, “to study the thought of black thinkers as primarily derivative” and
this, of course, only continues Europeanization and Eurocentric intellectual colo-
nization, because Africana thinkers, then, “are never credited with intellectual inde-
pendence and originality” (p. 2; see also Bogues, 1998, 2002, 2004, 2005, 2008). 

Part of my task in the remainder of this introduction entails further elaborating
on the distinct conception of critical theory that will be employed in the chapters to
follow. This conception of critical theory, Africana critical theory, is grounded in and
grows out of Africana Studies, and specifically the discourses of Africana philosophy,
Africana social and political theory, and Africana intellectual history. Contrary to the
plethora of polemics, simplifications, mystifications, and misinterpretations of the
black radical tradition, it indeed does make several significant contributions to the
discourses of Africana Studies and contemporary critical theory. In an effort to em-
phasize these contributions, I shall discuss the relationship between black radical
theory and black revolutionary praxis, critical social theory in general, and, ulti-
mately, my conception of Africana critical theory. 

By analyzing and criticizing black radical thought, and the politico-economic and
socio-cultural situations to which it responds, its theories and praxes can be ac-
cessed and assessed for their contribution to: (1) contemporary Africana Studies and
critical social theory; (2) grassroots and mass movements calling for radical/revolu-
tionary social transformation, from the Harlem Renaissance, Negritude, Civil Rights
and Black Power movements, to the brewing anti-war and peace movements at the
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dawn of the twenty-first century; and (3) future moral and multicultural social
thought and practices. In what follows I shall, first, discuss some of the distinct dif-
ferences between Africana critical theory, critical race theory, critical class theory, Eu-
rocentric or white Marxism, black Marxism, and black radicalism. Second, I shall ex-
amine the relationship between black radical theory and black revolutionary praxis,
all the while exploring the contours of the Africana tradition of critical theory. Third,
I shall critically engage the nature and nuances of philosophy, radical politics, and
social theory in Africana Studies in an effort to further demonstrate Africana critical
theory’s distinct continental and diasporan African primary sources of knowledge
and primary sites of struggle. And, finally, I conclude this introduction by empha-
sizing the book’s recurring theme of the radical reconstruction of contemporary crit-
ical social theory and outlining the distinct theoretical thrusts of each of the subse-
quent chapters. 

THE CRISIS OF CONTEMPORARY CRITICAL 
SOCIAL THEORY: TRANSGRESSING THE WHITE MARXIST 
TRADITION OF CRITICAL THEORY, TRANSCENDING THE 

BLACK MARXIST TRADITION OF RADICALISM

For over a decade critical social theorists have been issuing calls for “a more multi-
cultural, race and gender focused, and broad[er]-based” critical theory (Kellner,
1995, p. 20). Unfortunately, however, few of their fellow critical theorists have taken
their summons seriously. One of the glaring ironies and intellectual injustices of
contemporary critical theory is that even with the academic popularity of feminism,
postcolonialism, and, more recently, critical race theory, the white and male domi-
nated discourse(s) of critical theory have yet to develop meaningful and in depth di-
alogues with these discursive communities. In the introduction to their ground-
breaking volume, New Critical Theory, William Wilkerson and Jeffrey Paris (2001)
admit: “The challenge to critical theorists to rethink their presuppositions according
to the realities of non-European cultures and technologies remains the most under-
thematized aspect of critical theories new and old” (p.8). 

Part of the current crisis of critical theory has to do with its often-uncritical re-
liance on classical Marxist concepts and categories without sufficiently revising and
synthesizing them with new, especially non-Marxian and non-European, theoretical
and political developments. Classical Marxism privileged class and the proletariat as
the agents of revolutionary social transformation, while unwittingly neglecting the
overlapping, interlocking, and intersecting nature of racism and sexism in capitalist
and colonial societies. In “The Obsolescence of Marxism?,” one of the leading Eu-
ropean American critical theorists, Douglas Kellner (1995), argues that it is “widely
accepted that classical Marxism exaggerates the primacy of class and downplays the
salience of gender and race. Clearly, oppression takes place in many more spheres
than just the economic and the workplace, so a radical politics of the future should
take account of gender and race as well as class” (p. 20). Notice that Kellner is not
calling for a complete rejection of Marxism and class theory but coupling it, revis-
ing and synthesizing it with cutting-edge race and gender theory. Many black radi-
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cals and multicultural Marxists, I believe, would partially agree with Kellner when
he writes further:

[W]e need to build on viable political and theoretical perspectives and resources of the
past, and I would argue that Marxism continues to provide vital resources for radical the-
ory and politics today. . . . In sum, I believe that we need new theoretical and political
syntheses, drawing on the best of classical Enlightenment theory, Marxian theory, femi-
nism, and other progressive theoretical and political currents of the present. Key aspects
for such new syntheses, however, are found in the Marxian tradition, and those who pre-
maturely abandon it are turning away from a tradition that has been valuable since
Marx’s day and will continue to be so in the foreseeable future. Consequently, Marxism
is not yet obsolete. Rather, the Marxian theory continues to provide resources and stim-
ulus for critical theory and radical politics in the present age. (pp. 25–26)6

Kellner and Africana critical theory, however, part company when and where he
gives a detailed discussion of the relevance of European derived and developed the-
ories or, rather, Eurocentric theories—Enlightenment theory, Marxism, and femi-
nism—and only alludes to the work of non-European theorists or, as he put it,
“other progressive theoretical and political currents” for renewing radical politics
and critical theory in the present (my emphasis). To his credit, Kellner states, “radi-
cal politics today should be more multicultural, race and gender focused, and
broad-based than the original Marxian theory” (p. 20). But, he does not identify or
critically engage the “other progressive theoretical and political currents” the way,
nor to the depth and detail to which he does a plethora of white male radical
thinkers whose thought, he believes, contributes indelibly to the reconstruction of
critical social theory. 

Kellner is not alone in arguing for the continued importance of Marxism for con-
temporary radical politics and the reconstruction of critical social theory. In “Toward
a New Critical Theory,” another leading European American critical theorist, James
Marsh (2001), audaciously asserts, “a critical theory without Marx” is a “critical the-
ory that is insufficiently critical” (p. 57). He further contends:

I think we need a much fuller appropriation and use of Marx than is going on in either
postmodernism or Habermasian critical theory. If capitalism is deeply pathological and
unjust, as I think it is and as I have argued in all of my works, then we need the resources
of what still remains the deepest and most comprehensive critique of capitalist political
economy, that which occurs in the late Marx in the pages of the Grundrisse, Capital, and
Theories of Surplus Value, a total of seven volumes that are more relevant than ever. For
these reasons, I draw on Marx’s theory of exploited labor in the workplace, his theory of
tyranny, in which the economy and money impinge on noneconomic aspects of the life-
world in a way that is absurd, his theory of a marginalized industrial reserve army, his
theory of value and surplus value, and his account of substantive socialism. Capitalist
pathology is not just colonization of lifeworld by system, although that is certainly an
important part of such pathology, but includes exploitation, tyranny, domination, and
marginalization as well. (p. 57)

As with Kellner’s claims, Marsh is on point when he asserts the comprehensive
character of Marx’s critique of capitalism. Similar to Kellner, he warns contemporary

(Re)Introducing the Africana Tradition of Critical Theory 11



critical theorists about the intellectual insularity and epistemic exclusiveness of their
discourse and even goes so far to say that “both modern and postmodern critical
theory runs the risk of being idealistic in a bad sense, that is, insufficiently attentive
to the task of interpreting, criticizing, and overcoming late capitalism in its racist,
sexist, classist, and heterosexist aspects. We, modernists and postmodernists alike,
need to get down to the job of social transformation” (p. 53). Now, after taking all
this in, one of the first critical thoughts that passes through the mind of an anti-sex-
ist critical social theorist of color is: How will radical politics and critical theory be-
come “more multicultural, and race and gender focused,” as Kellner contends, if it
does not turn to the thought and texts of the most progressive and, even further, crit-
ical race and gender theorists; some of whom happen to be radical theorists and rev-
olutionary intellectual-activists of color, particularly folk of African origin or de-
scent, and some of whom, of course, are women, and women of color in specific? 

According to the Caribbean radical political theorist, Anthony Bogues (2003),
who wrote in Black Heretics, Black Prophets: Radical Political Intellectuals, “in radical
historical studies, when one excavates a different archive, alternative categories are
opened up” (p. 86). To be sure, black radical theorists, such as Du Bois, C. L. R.
James, Frantz Fanon, Amilcar Cabral and Angela Davis, “deployed Marxism, but in
[their] hands the categories used to describe historical processes were wrought into
something else” (p. 81). That “something else” which Marxian categories were
shaped and molded into by these theorists was based on their critical understand-
ing of continental and diasporan African history, culture, and struggle. 

Africana history, culture, and struggle are the deeply disregarded “different
archives” that black radicals work with and operate from. These archives are not
only in many senses distinctly divergent from the archives of white Marxists, but em-
bedded in them are recurring racial motifs that shade and color black radical poli-
tics and social theory. White Marxists’ efforts to diminish and downplay racial dom-
ination and discrimination have made black radicals’ marriage to Marxism a
turbulent and very unhappy one. For example, in From Class to Race: Essays in White
Marxism and Black Radicalism, the Caribbean philosopher Charles W. Mills (2003a)
maintains:

Throughout the twentieth century, many people of color were attracted to Marxism be-
cause of its far-ranging historical perspective, its theoretical centering of oppression, and
its promise of liberation. But many of these recruits would later become disillusioned,
both with Marxist theory and the practice of actual (white) Marxist parties. The histori-
cal vision turned out to be Eurocentric; the specificities of their racial oppression were
often not recognized but were dissolved into supposedly all encompassing class cate-
gories; and the liberation envisaged did not include as a necessary goal the dismantling
of white supremacy in all its aspects. Cedric Robinson’s pioneering Black Marxism
(2000), first published in 1983, recounts the long-troubled history of left-wing black di-
asporic intellectuals (W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, George Padmore, Richard Wright,
Aimé Césaire) with “white Marxism,” and it argues for the existence of a distinct “black
radical political tradition” whose historic foci and concerns cannot be simply assimi-
lated to mainstream white Marxist theory. So even if the origin of white supremacy is
most plausibly explained within a historical materialist framework that locates it in im-
perialist European expansionism—as the product, ultimately, of class forces and bour-
geois class interests—race as an international global structure then achieves an inter-
subjective reality whose dialectic cannot simply be reduced to a class dynamic. (p. xvi) 
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In other words, black radicals’ issues with white Marxism often stem from the fact
that they understand racism to be both economic and experiential. Racial oppres-
sion has more than merely an economic exploitative or class dimension that can
coolly and calmly be conjectured by well-meaning white Marxist social scientists
(see Goldberg, 1990, 1993, 1997, 2001; L. Harris, 1999b; Marable, 1995, 1996,
1997; Mullen, 2002; Outlaw, 1996a, 2005; C.J. Robinson, 2000, 2001). As I dis-
cussed in detail in W. E. B. Du Bois and the Problems of the Twenty-First Century, racism
is malleable and motive, and white Marxists’ insensitive attempts to reduce it to an
outgrowth or offshoot of class struggle, or something internal to class conflict, robs
the economically exploited and racially oppressed of an opportunity to critically
theorize their lived-reality and a major determinant of their historical, cultural, so-
cial and political identities (Rabaka, 2007a).

Many black radicals, especially black Marxists, are at pains to point out that their
criticisms “should not be taken in the spirit of a complete repudiation of Marxism,”
since, they maintain, “a modified historical materialism might be able to carry out an
adequate conceptualization of the significance of race” (C.W. Mills, 2003a, pp.
xvi–xvii, emphasis in original). But, the longstanding problem has been and re-
mains white Marxists’ inconsideration and unwillingness to critically grasp and
grapple with the political economy of race and racism, in both capitalist and colo-
nial societies, in their extension and expansion of Marxian concepts and categories.
Black Marxists have historically exhibited an epistemic openness, one quite charac-
teristic of the Africana tradition of critical theory, to critical class theory in a way
brazenly counter to white Marxists’ almost universal unreceptiveness to, intellectual
disinterestedness in, and gnarly neglect of, critical race theory.7

Critical race theory, which could be defined as anti-racist praxis-promoting theory
critical of the ways in which white supremacy impacts institutions and individuals, has its
origins in the works of several civil rights lawyers in the early 1980s. Often associ-
ated with the Critical Legal Studies (CLS) movement, which demonstrated in dizzy-
ing ways that law is neither neutral nor apolitical, critical race theory began by chal-
lenging the racial neutrality of the law (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, and Thomas,
1995; Delgado, 1995; Delgado and Stefancic, 2001; Essed and Goldberg, 2001;
Goldberg, Musheno, and Bower, 2001; Valdes, Culp, and Harris, 2002). Legal schol-
ars of color, in complete agreement with the argument that law is non-neutral, crit-
icized the mostly white male leaders of the CLS movement for failing to recognize
and critically theorize the crucial role and continued relevance of race in social and
political interactions and institutions. Their work was quickly recognized as critical
race theory, and they themselves as critical race theorists. In recent years, the term crit-
ical race theory has become what the Palestinian intellectual-activist Edward Said
(1999, 2000) referred to as a “traveling theory,” moving in and out of intellectual
and political discursive communities far from its theoretical and intellectual origins,
and with each move taking on new or multiple meanings and losing some of its
original intent and logic. 

In this sense, then, I argue that critical race theory should not be thought of as an
uncritical coupling of anti-racism with Marxism/critical class theory, or limited to
the work of the last twenty-five years explicitly identified under the rubric of “criti-
cal race theory.” Its intellectual history and political journey, like that of the Africana
tradition of critical theory, has been much more complicated than previously noted,
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especially when read against the backdrop of Africana intellectual history, black rad-
ical theory, and black revolutionary praxis. Within the Africana world of ideas and
Africana intellectual history there has been and remains radical anti-racist thought
on racial domination and discrimination, and specifically white supremacy, that
prefigures and provides a black radical point of departure for contemporary critical
race theory, and, if truth be told, critical white studies (Rabaka, 2006c, 2006d,
2007a, 2007b, 2008a). Here I am hinting at what could be called classical critical race
theory, which is not now and has never been an outgrowth of white Marxism or the
Frankfurt School tradition of critical theory and, in fact, was underway long before
the birth of Karl Marx. 

Well ahead of Marxism and the Frankfurt School, as W. E. B. Du Bois’s Black Re-
construction and C. L. R. James’s The Black Jacobins eloquently illustrate, enslaved
Africans developed critical anti-racist thought traditions in their efforts to topple
white supremacy and cut capitalism and colonialism off at their knees (Du Bois,
1995b; C. L. R. James, 1963). Enslaved African intellectual-activists sought solutions
to social and political problems as passionately and radically as—indeed, even more
passionately and radically than—the white working-class, who, as the Caribbean
historian and leader Eric Williams (1966) observed in Capitalism and Slavery, prof-
ited from, were complicit in, and racially privileged as a result of the very white su-
premacist and enslaving system dominating and discriminating against blacks and
other non-whites. Usually critical theory is linked to modernity and the European
Enlightenment, and “modernity” is only thought of from a Eurocentric point of
view—that is, in the aftermath of European imperial expansion around the globe
what it means to be “modern” translates into how well Europeans and non-Euro-
peans emulate European imperial thought, culture, politics, etc. But, if one were to
critically call into question Eurocentric and imperial conceptions of what it means
to be “modern,” then, the very “alternative categories” that Bogues discussed above,
“are opened up,” and contemporary critical theorists are able to observe, perhaps for
the first time: first, that it was on the fringes of Europe’s imperial free-for-all, in the
imperial outposts in the colored world where racism and colonialism were natural-
ized, where modernity was conceived, and in some senses aborted, and, second, that
many of modernity’s most perplexing problems were initially put forward and
keenly considered by non-European, racialized and colonized, indigenous and en-
slaved intellectual-activists. Charles W. Mills (2003a) writes poignantly of this para-
dox and oft ignored predicament, and his penetrating words are worth quoting at
length:

All the issues we now think of as defining critical theory’s concerns were brought home
to the racially subordinated, the colonized and enslaved, in the most intimate and bru-
tal way: the human alienation, the instrumentalization and deformation of reason in
the service of power, the critique of abstract individualism, the paradox of reconciling
proclamations of humanism with mass murder, the need to harness normative theory
to the practical task of human liberation. So if Marx’s proletariat too often had to have
proletarian consciousness “imputed” (in Georg Lukács infamous phrase) to them, and
if the relation between Marxism and the actual working-class outlook was often more a
matter of faith and hopeful counterfactuals than actuality (what the workers would think
if only . . . ), then oppositional ideas on race have shaped the consciousness of the
racially subordinated for centuries. If white workers have been alienated from their
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product, then people of color, especially black slaves, have been alienated from their
personhood; if Enlightenment reason has been complicit with bourgeois projects, then
it has been even more thoroughly corrupted by its accommodation to white supremacy;
if liberal individualism has not always taken white workers fully into account, then it
has often excluded nonwhites altogether; if it was a post-World War II challenge to ex-
plain how the “civilized” Germany of Goethe and Beethoven could have carried out the
Jewish and Romani Holocausts, then it is a far older challenge to explain how “civilized”
Europe as a whole could have carried out the savage genocide of indigenous populations
and the barbaric enslavement of millions; and finally, if Marx’s proletarians have been
called upon to see and lose their chains (and have often seemed quite well-adjusted to
them), then people of color (Native American populations, enslaved and later Jim
Crowed Africans in the New World, the colonized) have historically had little difficulty
in recognizing their oppression—after all, the chains were often literal! —and in seek-
ing to throw it off. So if the ideal of fusing intellectual history with political practice has
been the long-term goal of critical class theory, it has been far more frequently realized
in the nascent critical race theory of the racially subordinated, whose oppression has
been more blatant and unmediated and for whom the urgency of their situation has ne-
cessitated a direct connection between the normative and practical emancipation. (p.
xviii)

Critical theories are not simply a synthesis of radical politics and social theory,
but also a combination of cultural criticism and historical theory. Each version of
critical theory, whether critical race theory or critical class theory, seeks to radically
reinterpret and revise history in light of, for example, race and racism for critical race
theorists, or capitalism and class struggle for critical class theorists. In order to thor-
oughly comprehend a given phenomenon, critical theorists believe that one must
contextualize it within its historical context, testing and teasing-out tensions be-
tween the phenomenon and the cultural, social, political, economic, scientific, aes-
thetic and religious, among other, institutions and struggles of its epoch. 

Mills makes the point that though white Marxists/critical class theorists have re-
peatedly revisited the connection(s) between theory and praxis, more often than not
the “revolutions” their works spawned have been theoretical and one-dimensional
(obsessively focused on the critique of capitalism) as opposed to practical and mul-
tidimensional (simultaneously critiquing capitalism and racism and colonialism).
Black radicals/critical race theorists, he observes, have frequently been more suc-
cessful at linking radical (anti-racist and anti-capitalist) theory to liberation strug-
gles and social movements because their “oppression has been more blatant and
unmediated,” and because “their situation has necessitated a direct connection be-
tween the normative and practical emancipation.” The “situation” that Mills is re-
ferring to is simultaneously historical, social, political, and economic, not to men-
tion deeply raced and gendered. So, though critical race theorists and critical class
theorists both have macro-sociohistorical concerns, in the end it all comes down to,
not necessarily the way they shift and bend the critical theoretical method for their
particular purposes, but what they shift and bend the critical theoretical method to
address. For most white Marxists race and racism are nonentities, but for many black
Marxists capitalism is utterly incomprehensible without connecting it to the rise of
race, racism, racial violence, white supremacy, and racial colonialism. Hence, black
radicals’ constant creations of timelines and topographies of the political economy
of race and racism in capitalist and colonial contexts, and emphasis on revising and
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advancing alternatives to Eurocentric historiography and Marxist historical materi-
alism in light of white supremacist and European imperial concepts and ruling race
narratives that render race and racism historically invisible, obsolete, or nonexistent. 

Where white Marxists/critical class theorists have a longstanding history of ne-
glecting, not only the political economy of race and racism but the distinct radical
thought traditions, life-worlds and lived-experiences of continental and diasporan
Africans in capitalist and colonial contexts, primarily utilizing the black radical tra-
dition, Africana critical theory endeavors to accent the overlapping, interlocking,
and intersecting character of capitalism, colonialism, racism, and sexism, among
other forms of domination, oppression, and exploitation. This means, then, that
Africana critical theory transgresses and transcends the white Marxist tradition of
critical theory in light of its epistemic openness and emphasis on continuously crit-
ically and dialectically deepening and developing the basic concepts and categories
of its socio-theoretical framework and synthesizing disparate discourses into its own
original anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-capitalist, anti-colonial and sexual orientation-sensi-
tive critical theory of contemporary society. Let us, then, take a deeper, perhaps, more di-
alectical look at the contour(s) and character of this new conception of critical so-
cial theory that utilizes Africana intellectual history, and the black radical tradition
in particular, as its primary point of departure.

THE CONTOUR(S) AND CHARACTER OF AFRICANA 
CRITICAL THEORY: RECONNECTING BLACK RADICAL 

THEORY WITH BLACK REVOLUTIONARY PRAXIS

At its core, Africana critical theory advances and applies two major dialectical pre-
suppositions: the dialectics of deconstruction and reconstruction and the dialectics of dom-
ination and liberation, and its major preoccupation is synthesizing classical and con-
temporary, national and international black radical theory with black revolutionary
praxis. It will be recalled that Africana critical theory’s dialectics of deconstruction
and reconstruction were discussed above and, consequently, need not be reiterated
in great detail here. Therefore, it is to the dialectics of domination and liberation
that our current discussion will be devoted. In addition, then, to being a critical the-
ory of deconstruction and reconstruction, Africana critical theory is theory critical of
domination and discrimination in classical and contemporary, continental and diasporan
African life-worlds and lived-experiences. It is a style of critical theorizing, inextricably
linked to progressive political practice(s), that highlights and accents black radicals’
and black revolutionaries’ answers to the key questions posed by the major forms
and forces of domination and discrimination that have historically and continue
currently to shape and mold our modern/postmodern and/or neocolonial/post-
colonial world. 

Africana critical theory involves not only the critique of domination and discrim-
ination, but also a deep commitment to human liberation and radical/revolution-
ary social transformation. Similar to other traditions of critical social theory,
Africana critical theory is concerned with thoroughly analyzing contemporary soci-
ety “in light of its used and unused or abused capabilities for improving the human
[and deteriorating environmental] condition” (Marcuse, 1964, p. xlii; see also
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Rabaka, 2006a; Wilkerson and Paris, 2001). What distinguishes and helps to define
Africana critical theory is its emphasis on the often-overlooked continental and di-
asporan African contributions to critical theory. It draws from critical thought and
philosophical traditions rooted in the realities of continental and diasporan African
history, culture, and struggle. Which, in other words, is to say that Africana critical
theory inherently employs a methodological orientation that highlights and accents
black radicalism and Africana philosophies, as Leonard Harris (1983) said, “born of
struggle.”8 And, if it need be said at this point, the black liberation struggle is si-
multaneously national and international, transgender and transgenerational and,
therefore, requires multidimensional and multiperspectival theory in which to in-
terpret and explain the various diverse phenomena, philosophical motifs and social
and political movements characteristic of—to use Fanon’s famous phrase—l’expéri-
ence vécue du Noir (“the lived-experience of the black”), that is, the reality of con-
stantly and simultaneously wrestling and wrangling with racism, sexism, capitalism,
and colonialism, among other forms of domination, oppression and exploitation
(Fanon, 2001; see also Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting, and White, 1996; Sharpley-Whit-
ing, 1997; Weate, 2001). 

Why, one may ask, focus on black radicals and black revolutionaries’ theories of
social change? An initial answer to this question takes us directly to Du Bois’s
(1986a) dictum, in “The Conservation of Races,” that people of African origin and
descent “have a contribution to make to civilization and humanity” that their his-
toric experiences of holocaust, enslavement, colonization, and segregation have
long throttled and thwarted (p. 825). He maintained that, “[t]he methods which we
evolved for opposing slavery and fighting prejudice are not to be forgotten, but
learned for our own and others’ instruction” (Du Bois, 1973, p. 144). Hence, Du
Bois solemnly suggested that black liberation struggle(s)—i.e., the combined conti-
nental and diasporan African fight(s) for freedom—may have much to contribute to
critical theory, and his comments here also hit at the heart of one of the core con-
cepts of critical theory, the critique of domination and discrimination (see Agger, 1992a;
Malpas and Wake, 2006; O’Neill, 1976; Shumaker, 1964; Snedeker, 2004; Ras-
mussen and Swindal, 2004; Rush, 2004; Schroyer, 1975; Wexler, 1991).

From a methodological point of view, critical theory seeks to simultaneously: (1)
comprehend the established society; (2) criticize its contradictions and conflicts;
and (3) create egalitarian (most often radical/revolutionary democratic socialist) al-
ternatives (Arato, 1993; Barrow, 1993; B. Cannon, 2001; Cohen, 1987; Morrow,
1994; Outlaw, 2005). The ultimate emphasis on the creation and offering of alter-
natives brings to the fore another core concept of critical theory, its theory of libera-
tion and radical/revolutionary democratic social(ist) transformation (Marcuse, 1968,
1969a; Marsh, 1995, 1999; Ray, 1993).9 The paradigms and points of departure for
critical theorists vary depending on the theorists’ race, gender, intellectual interests,
and political persuasions. For instance, many European critical theorists turn to
Hegel, Marx, Weber, Freud, and/or the Frankfurt School (Adorno, Benjamin,
Fromm, Habermas, Horkheimer, and Marcuse), among others, because they under-
stand these thinkers’ thoughts and texts to speak in special ways to European mod-
ern and/or “postmodern” life-worlds and lived-experiences (see Held, 1980; Jay,
1984, 1985a, 1985b, 1996; Kellner, 1989; Wiggerhaus, 1995; Wolin, 1992, 1994,
1995, 2006). 
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My work, Africana critical theory, utilizes the thought and texts of Africana intel-
lectual-activist ancestors as critical theoretical paradigms and points of departure be-
cause so much of their thought is not simply problem-posing but solution-providing
where the specific life-struggles of persons of African descent (or “black people”) are
concerned—human life-struggles, it should be said with no hyperbole and high-
sounding words, which European critical theorists (who are usually Eurocentric and
often unwittingly white supremacist) have woefully neglected in their classical and
contemporary critical theoretical discourse; a discourse that ironically has consis-
tently congratulated itself on the universality of its interests, all the while, for the
most part, side-stepping the centrality of racism and colonialism within its own dis-
cursive communities and out in the wider world. Moreover, my conception of criti-
cal theory is critically preoccupied with classical Africana thought traditions, not
only because of the long unlearned lessons they have to teach contemporary critical
theorists about the dialectics of being simultaneously radically humanist and
morally committed agents of a specific continent, nation, or cultural groups’ libera-
tion and social(ist) transformation, but also because the ideas and ideals of conti-
nental and diasporan African intellectual-activists of the past indisputably prefigure
and provide a foundation for contemporary Africana Studies, and Africana philoso-
phy in specific. In fact, in many ways, Africana critical theory, besides being
grounded in and growing of out the discourse of Africana Studies, can be said to be
an offshoot of Africana philosophy, which according to the acclaimed African Amer-
ican philosopher, Lucius Outlaw (1997a), is:

a “gathering” notion under which to situate the articulations (writings, speeches, etc.),
and traditions of the same, of Africans and peoples of African descent collectively, as
well as the sub-discipline or field-forming, tradition-defining, tradition-organizing re-
constructive efforts which are (to be) regarded as philosophy. However, “Africana phi-
losophy” is to include, as well, the work of those persons who are neither African nor of
African descent but who recognize the legitimacy and importance of the issues and en-
deavors that constitute the disciplinary activities of African or [African Caribbean or]
African American philosophy and contribute to the efforts—persons whose work justi-
fies their being called “Africanists.” Use of the qualifier “Africana” is consistent with the
practice of naming intellectual traditions and practices in terms of the national, geo-
graphic, cultural, racial, and/or ethnic descriptor or identity of the persons who initiated
and were/are the primary practitioners—and/or are the subjects and objects—of the
practices and traditions in question (e.g., “American,” “British,” “French,” “German,” or
“continental” philosophy). (p. 64)

Africana critical theory is distinguished from Africana philosophy by the fact that
critical theory cannot be situated within the world of conventional academic disci-
plines and divisions of labor. It transverses and transgresses boundaries between tra-
ditional disciplines and accents the interconnections and intersections of philoso-
phy, history, politics, economics, the arts, psychology, and sociology, among other
disciplines. Critical theory is contrasted with mainstream, monodisciplinary social
theory through its multidisciplinary methodology and its efforts to develop a com-
prehensive dialectical theory of domination and liberation specific to the special
needs of contemporary society (see Agger, 2006; J.C. Alexander, 2001; Blackburn,
1972; Bronner, 2002; Habermas, 1984, 1987a, 1988, 1989b; Rush, 2004). Africana
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philosophy has a very different agenda, one that seems to me more meta-philo-
sophical than philosophical at this point, because it entails theorizing-on-tradition
and tradition-reconstruction more than tradition extension and expansion through
the production of normative theory and critical pedagogical praxis aimed at appli-
cation (i.e., immediate radical/revolutionary self and social transformation).10

The primary purpose of critical theory is to relate radical thought to revolutionary
practice, which is to say that its focus—philosophical, social and political—is always
and ever the search for ethical alternatives and viable moral solutions to the most
pressing problems of our present age. Critical theory is not about, or rather should
not be about allegiance to intellectual ancestors and/or ancient schools of thought,
but about using all (without regard to race, gender, class, sexual orientation, and/or
religious affiliation) accumulated radical thought and revolutionary practices in the
interest of human liberation and social(ist) transformation. With this in mind, Cor-
nel West’s (1982) contentions concerning “Afro-American critical thought” offer an
outline for the type of theorizing that Africana critical theory endeavors:

The object of inquiry for Afro-American critical thought is the past and present, the do-
ings and the sufferings of African people in the United States. Rather than a new scien-
tific discipline or field of study, it is a genre of writing, a textuality, a mode of discourse
that interprets, describes, and evaluates Afro-American life in order comprehensively to
understand and effectively to transform it. It is not concerned with “foundations” or tran-
scendental “grounds” but with how to build its language in such a way that the configu-
ration of sentences and the constellation of paragraphs themselves create a textuality and
distinctive discourse which are a material force for Afro-American freedom. (p. 15)

Though Africana critical theory encompasses and is concerned with much more
than the life-worlds and lived-experiences of “African people in the United States,”
West’s comments here are helpful, as they give us a glimpse at the kind of connec-
tions critical theorists make in terms of their ideas having an impact and significant
influence on society. Africana critical theory is not thought-for-thought’s sake (as it
often seems is the case with so much contemporary philosophy—Africana philoso-
phy notwithstanding), but thought-for-life-and-liberation’s sake. It is not only a
style of writing which focuses on radicalism and revolution, but a new way of think-
ing and doing revolution that is based and constantly being built on the radicalisms
and revolutions of the past, and the black radical and black revolutionary past in
particular. 

From West’s frame of reference, “Afro-American philosophy expresses the particu-
lar American variation of European modernity that Afro-Americans helped shape in
this country and must contend with in the future. While it might be possible to ar-
ticulate a competing Afro-American philosophy based principally on African norms
and notions, it is likely that the result would be theoretically thin” (p. 24). Contrary
to West’s comments, Africana critical theory represents and registers as that “possi-
ble articulat[ion] of a competing [Africana] philosophy based principally on African
norms and notions,” and though he thinks that the results will be “theoretically
thin,” Africana critical theory—following Fanon (1965, 1967, 1968, 1969)—under-
stands this risk to be part of the price the wretched of the earth must be willing to
pay for their (intellectual, political, psychological, and physical) freedom. Intellec-
tually audacious, especially considering the widespread Eurocentrism and white 
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supremacism of contemporary conceptual generation, Africana critical theory does
not acquiesce or give priority and special privilege to European history, culture and
thought. It turns to the long overlooked thought and texts of women and men of
African descent who have developed and contributed radical thought and revolu-
tionary practices that could possibly aid us in our endeavors to continuously create
an anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-capitalist, anti-colonial and sexual orientation-sensitive crit-
ical theory of contemporary society.

Above and beyond all of the aforementioned, Africana critical theory is about of-
fering alternatives to what is (domination and discrimination), by projecting possi-
bilities of what ought to be and/or what could be (human liberation and radical/revo-
lutionary social transformation). To reiterate, it is not afraid, to put it as plainly as
possible, to critically engage and dialogue deeply with European and/or other cul-
tural groups’ thought traditions. In fact, it often finds critical cross-cultural dialogue
necessary considering the historical conundrums and current shared conditions and
shared crises of the modern or postmodern, transnational, and almost completely
multicultural world (see Goldberg, 1994; Goldberg and Solomos, 2002; McLaren,
1997). Africana critical theory, quite simply, does not privilege or give priority to Eu-
ropean and/or other cultural groups’ thought traditions since its philosophical foci
and primary purpose revolves around the search for solutions to the most pressing
social and political problems in continental and diasporan African life-worlds and
lived-experiences in the present age.

EPISTEMIC STRENGTHS AND THEORETIC WEAKNESSES: 
ON THE PROSPECTS AND PROBLEMATICS OF EPISTEMIC 

OPENNESS AND INTELLECTUAL EXCLUSIVENESS IN 
AFRICANA THOUGHT TRADITIONS

Africana critical theory navigates many theoretic spaces that extend well beyond the
established intellectual boundaries of Africana Studies. At this point, it is clearly
characterized by an epistemic openness to theories and methodologies usually under-
stood to be incompatible with one another. Besides providing it with a simultane-
ously creative and critical tension, Africana critical theory’s antithetical conceptual
contraction (i.e., its utilization of concepts perceived to be contradictory to, and in
conflict and competing with one another) also gives it its theoretic rebelliousness
and untamable academic quality. Which is to say that Africana critical theory exists
or is able to exist well beyond the boundaries of the academy and academic disci-
plines because the bulk of its theoretic base, its primary points of departure, are rad-
ical and revolutionary Africana political practices and social movements. The word
“theory,” then, in the appellation “Africana critical theory” is being defined and, per-
haps, radically refined, for specific transdisciplinary discursive purposes and practices.
This is extremely important to point out because there has been a long intellectual
history of chaos concerning the nature and tasks of “theory” in Africana Studies. 

To an Africana critical theorist, it seems highly questionable, if not simply down-
right silly at this juncture in the history of Africana thought, to seek a theoretical
Holy Grail that will serve as a panacea to our search for the secrets to being, culture,
politics, society or, even more, liberation. Taking our cue from W. E. B. Du Bois and
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C. L. R. James, it may be better to conceive of theory as an “instrument” or, as Frantz
Fanon and Amilcar Cabral would have it, a “weapon” used to attack certain targets
of domination and discrimination. Theories are, among many other things, optics,
ways of seeing; they are perspectives that illuminate specific phenomena. However,
as with any perspective, position or standpoint, each theory has its blind spots and
lens limitations, what we call in the contemporary discourse of Africana philosophy,
theoretical myopia. 

Recent theoretical debates in Africana Studies have made us painfully aware of the
fact that theories are discipline-specific constructs and products, created in particu-
lar intellectual contexts, for particular intellectual purposes (see Aldridge and James,
2007; Aldridge and Young, 2000; Anderson and Stewart, 2007; Asante and Karenga,
2006; Bobo and Michel, 2000; Bobo, Hudley and Michel, 2004; Conyers, 2005; P.A.
Hall, 1999; Gordon and Gordon, 2006a, 2006b; Marable, 2000, 2005). Contempo-
rary Africana thought has also enabled us see that theories are always grounded in
and grow out of specific social discourses, political practices, and national and in-
ternational institutions. In The Hermeneutics of African Philosophy, the Eritrean
philosopher, Tsenay Serequeberhan (1994), correctly contends that “political ‘neu-
trality’ in philosophy, as in most other things, is at best a ‘harmless’ naïveté, and at
worst a pernicious subterfuge for hidden agendas” (p. 4). Each discipline has an ac-
ademic agenda. Therefore, the theories and methodologies of a discipline promote
the development of that particular discipline. Theories emerging from traditional
disciplines that claim to provide an eternal philosophical foundation or universal
and neutral knowledge transcendent of historical horizons, cultural conditions and
social struggles, or a metatheory (i.e., a theory about theorizing) that purports ab-
solute truth that transcends the interests of specific theorists and their theories, have
been and are being vigorously rejected by Africana Studies scholars and students
(see Asante, 1990, 1998, 2003a, 2007a; Azevedo, 2005; Ba Nikongo, 1997; Bonilla-
Silva and Zuberi, 2008; Conyers, 2003; Gordon, 2006a; Norment, 2007a, 2007b;
Zuberi, 2001). Theory, then, as Serequeberhan (1994) says of philosophy, is a “crit-
ical and explorative engagement of one’s own cultural specificity and lived histori-
calness. It is a critically aware explorative appropriation of our cultural, political,
and historical existence” (p. 23).11

Theoretic discourse does not simply fall from the sky like wind-blown rain, leav-
ing no traces of the direction from which it came and its initial point of departure.
On the contrary, it registers as, and often radically represents, critical concerns inte-
rior to epistemologies and experiences arising out of a specific cultural condition
and historical horizon within which it is located and discursively situated. In other
words, similar to a finely crafted woodcarving or hand-woven garment, theories re-
tain the intellectual and cultural markings of their makers, and though they can and
do “travel” and “cross borders,” they are optimal in their original settings and when
applied to the original phenomena that inspired their creation (Said, 1999, 2000;
Giroux, 1992). 

A more modest conception of theory sees it, then, as an instrument (or, as Michel
Foucault would have it, a “tool”) to help us illuminate and navigate specific social
spaces, pointing to present and potential problems, interpreting and criticizing
them, and ultimately offering ethical and egalitarian alternatives to them (e.g., see
Foucault, 1977a, 1977b, 1984, 1988, 1997, 1998, 2000). At their best, theories not
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only illuminate social realities, but they help individuals make sense of their life-
worlds and lived-experiences. To do this effectively, theories usually utilize
metaphor, allegory, images, symbols, discursive concepts, counter arguments, con-
versational language, rhetorical devices, and narratives. Modern metatheory often
accents the interesting fact that theories have literary components and qualities: they
narrate or tell stories, employ rhetoric and semiotics and, similar to literature, often
offer accessible interpretations of classical and contemporary life. However, theories
also have cognitive and kinship components that allow them to connect with other
theories’ concepts and common critical features, as when a variety of disparate the-
ories of Africana Studies discourse raise questions concerning race and racism, or
questions of identity and liberation.

There are many different types of theory, from literary theory to linguistic theory,
cultural theory to aesthetic theory, and political theory to postmodern theory.
Africana critical theory is a critical conceptual framework that seeks an ongoing syn-
thesis of the most emancipatory elements of a wide-range of social theory in the in-
terests of continental and diasporan Africans, among other struggling people. This
means that Africana critical theory often identifies and isolates the social implica-
tions of various theories, some of which were not created to have any concrete con-
nections with the social world (and certainly not the African world), but currently
do as a consequence of the ways they have been appropriated, (re)articulated and,
in terms of Africana critical theory, decolonized and Africanized. 

Here, it is extremely important to recall the history of theory. Theories are instru-
ments and, therefore, can be put to use in a multiplicity of manners. Historically,
theories have always traveled outside of their original contexts, but two points of im-
portance should be made here. The first point has to do with something the Pales-
tinian literary theorist and political activist Edward Said (1999, 2000) said long ago,
that is, that theories lose some of their original power when taken out of their orig-
inal intellectual and cultural contexts, because the sociopolitical situation is differ-
ent, the suffering and/or struggling people are different, and the aims and objectives
of their movements are different. The second point is reflexive and has to do with
the modern moment in the history of theory: Never before have so many theories
traveled so many mental miles away from their intellectual milieux. This speaks to
the new and novel theoretical times that we are passing through. Part of what we
have to do, then, is identify those theories (“instruments” and/or “weapons,” if you
prefer) that will aid us most in our struggles against racism, sexism, capitalism, and
colonialism, among other epochal imperial issues. 

The turn toward and emphasis on social theory suggests several of Africana criti-
cal theory’s key concerns, such as the development of a synthetic sociopolitical dis-
course that earnestly and accessibly addresses issues arising from: everyday black life
and experiences in white supremacist societies; women’s daily lives in male su-
premacist (or, if you prefer, patriarchal) societies; and, the commonalities of and the
distinct differences between black life in colonial and capitalist countries, among
other issues. Social theoretical discourse is important because it provides individu-
als and groups with topographies of their social terrains. This discourse, especially
when it is “critical,” also often offers concepts and categories that aid individuals
and groups in critically engaging and radically altering their social worlds (see Ag-
ger, 2006; J.C. Alexander, 2001; Birt, 2002; Blackburn, 1972; Calhoun, 1995; Dant,
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2003; P.H. Collins, 1998; R. Collins, 2000; Elliott, 2003; Rhoads, 1991; Sica, 1998;
B.S. Turner, 1996). 

Social theories, in a general sense, are simultaneously heuristic and discursive de-
vices for exploring and explaining the social world. They accent social conditions
and can often provoke social action and political praxis. Social theories endeavor to
provide a panoramic picture that enables individuals to conceptualize and contex-
tualize their life-worlds and lived-experiences within the wider field of sociopoliti-
cal relations and institutions. Additionally, social theories can aid individuals in
their efforts to understand and alter particular sociopolitical events and artifacts by
analyzing their receptions, relations, and ongoing effects. 

In addition to socio-theoretical discourse, Africana critical theory draws directly
from the discourse of dialectics because it seeks to understand and, if necessary, alter
society as a whole, not simply some isolated or culturally confined series of phe-
nomena. The emphasis on dialectics also sends a signal to those social theorists and
others who are easily intellectually intimidated by efforts to grasp and grapple with
the whole of human history, culture and our current crises, that Africana critical the-
ory is not in any sense a traditional social theory but, unapologetically, a social ac-
tivist and political praxis-promoting theory that seriously seeks the radical/revolution-
ary redistribution of social wealth and political power. The dialectical dimension of
Africana critical theory enables it to make connections between seemingly isolated
and unrelated parts of society, demonstrating how, for instance, neutral social ter-
rain, such as the education industries, the entertainment industries, the prison in-
dustrial complex, the political electoral process, or the realm of religion are sites and
sources of ruling race, gender, and/or class privilege and power.12

Dialectics, the art of demonstrating the interconnectedness of parts to each other
and to the overarching system or framework as a whole, distinguishes Africana crit-
ical theory from other theories in Africana Studies because it simultaneously
searches for progressive and retrogressive aspects of Africana, Eurocentric, and other
cultural groups’ thought traditions. This means, then, that Africana critical theory
offers an external and internal critique, which is also to say that it is unrepentantly
a self-reflexive social theory: a social theory that relentlessly reexamines and refines its
own philosophical foundations, methods, positions, and presuppositions. Africana
critical theory’s dialectical dimension also distinguishes it from other traditions and
versions of critical theory because the connections it makes between social parts and
the social whole are those that directly and profoundly affect Africana life-worlds
and lived-experiences. No other tradition or version of critical theory has historically
or currently claims to highlight and accent sites of domination and sources of liberation
in the interests of continental and diasporan Africans, as well as humanity as a
whole. 

STRUGGLE ALWAYS: WEAPONS OF THEORY, THOUGHT TRADITIONS
OF PRAXIS, AND AFRICANA CRITICAL THEORY’S AVERSION TO
EPISTEMIC EXCLUSIVENESS AND INTELLECTUAL INSULARITY

In “The Weapon of Theory,” the Cape Verdean and Guinea-Bissaun freedom fighter,
Amilcar Cabral (1979), asserted: “every practice gives birth to a theory. If it is true
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that a revolution can fail, even though it be nurtured on perfectly conceived theo-
ries, no one has yet successfully practiced revolution without a revolutionary the-
ory” (p. 123). Africana critical theory is a “revolutionary theory” and a beacon sym-
bolizing the birth of a theoretical revolution in Africana Studies and critical social
theory. Its basic aims and objectives speak to its radical character and critical quali-
ties. It is unique in that it is theory preoccupied with promoting social activism and
political practice geared toward radical/revolutionary social transformation and the
development of an ethical and egalitarian anti-imperial society by pointing to: what
needs to be transformed; what strategies and tactics might be most useful in the
transformative efforts; and, which agents and agencies could potentially carry out
the radical/revolutionary social transformation. 

Following Cabral (1972, 1973, 1979), Africana critical theory conceives of theory
as a “weapon,” and the history of Africana thought, and the black radical thought
tradition in particular, as its essential arsenal. As with any arsenal, a weapon is cho-
sen or left behind based on the specifics of the mission, such as the target, terrain
and time-sensitivity. The same may be said concerning “the weapon of theory.” Dif-
ferent theories can be used for different purposes in disparate situations. The use-
fulness or uselessness of a particular theory depends on the task(s) at hand and
whether the theory in question is deemed appropriate for the task(s). Theory can be
extremely useful, but it is indeed a great and grave mistake to believe that there is a
grand narrative, super-theory or theoretical god that will provide the interpretive or
explanatory keys to the political and intellectual kingdom (or queendom). Instead
of arguing for a new super-theory, as so many theories emerging from European
modernity and postmodernity seem to, Africana critical theory advocates an ongo-
ing synthesis of the most moral and radical political elements of classical and con-
temporary, continental and diasporan African thought-traditions with other cultural
groups’ progressive (i.e., radical/revolutionary) thought and political practices in the
interest of critically engaging and ethically altering local and global, national and in-
ternational, African and human problems in the present age. 

Contemporary society requires a continuous and increasingly high level of socio-
political mapping because of the intensity of recent politico-ideological maneuvers–
what the Italian critical theorist, Antonio Gramsci (2000, pp. 222–245), identified
as “wars of position” and “wars of maneuver”—and the urgency of present socio-
economic transformations.13 History has unfolded to this in-between epoch of im-
mense and provocative change, and many theories of contemporary society outline
and attempt to explain an aspect of this change, and, as a result, are relevant with
regard to certain social phenomena. But, no single theory captures the complete con-
stantly-changing socio-political picture, though there are plethoras that religiously
profess to, and promise to provide their adherents and converts with theoretical sal-
vation in the sin-sick world of theory. It should be stated outright: All theories have
blind spots and lens limitations, and all theories (theoretically) make critical conceptual
contributions. Consequently, Africana critical theory advocates combining classical
and contemporary theory from diverse academic disciplines and intellectual-activist
traditions; though Africana thought traditions, and the black radical tradition in
specific, it must be made clear, is always and ever Africana critical theory’s primary
point of departure. My conception of critical social theory keeps in mind that the
mappings of each theory potentially provide specific new and novel insights but, it
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must be admitted, these insights alone are not enough to affect the type of radi-
cal/revolutionary social change required. It is with this understanding that Africana
critical theory eschews epistemic exclusiveness and intellectual insularity, and in-
stead emphasizes epistemic openness and, on principle, practices antithetical concep-
tual contraction by generously drawing from the diverse discursive formations and
theoretic practices of a wide-range of classical and contemporary, continental and
diasporan African thought traditions, such as: African, African American, African
Caribbean, Afro-Asian, Afro-European, Afro-Latino, Afro-Native American, and
Africana philosophy and theory; Negritude; revolutionary Pan-Africanism;
prophetic pragmatism; womanism; black feminism; black postmodernism; black
existentialism; black radicalism; black Marxism; revolutionary black nationalism;
black liberation theology; critical race theory; philosophy of race; sociology of race,
psychology of race; anthropology of race; history of race; and, geography of race,
among others. 

Africana critical theory relentlessly examines its own aims, objectives, positions,
and methods, constantly putting them in question in an effort to radically refine
and revise them. It is, thus, epistemically open, flexible and non-dogmatic, con-
stantly exhibiting the ability to critically engage opposing theories and appropriate
and incorporate progressive strains and reject retrogressive strains from them. It is
here that Africana critical theory exhibits its theoretic sophistication and epistemic
strength and stamina. Along with the various Africana theoretical perspectives that
Africana critical theory employs as its primary points of departure, it also often crit-
ically engages many of the other major theoretical discourses of the modern mo-
ment, such as: Marxism; feminism; pragmatism; historicism; existentialism; phe-
nomenology; hermeneutics; semiotics; Frankfurt School critical theory; critical
pedagogy; poststructuralism; postmodernism; and, postcolonialism, among others. 

Africana critical theory engages other, non-Africana discursive formations and
theoretic practices because it is aware of the long history of appropriation and re-ar-
ticulation in Africana thought traditions. This takes us right back to the critical de-
bates raging all around about black people employing white theory to explore and
explain black experiences (Asante and Karenga, 2006; Conyers, 2003, 2005; Gordon
and Gordon, 2006a, 2006b; Rojas, 2007; Rooks, 2006). Instead of simply side-step-
ping this important intellectual history, Africana critical theory conscientiously con-
fronts it in an effort to understand and, if need be, alter it in an attempt to actual-
ize black liberation on terms interior to contemporary Africana life-worlds and
lived-experiences. This brings to mind the Caribbean philosopher, Lewis Gordon’s
(1997a), contention that,

[T]heory, any theory, gains its sustenance from that which it offers for and through the
lived-reality of those who are expected to formulate it. Africana philosophy’s history of
Christian, Marxist, Feminist, Pragmatist, Analytical, and Phenomenological thought has
therefore been a matter of what specific dimensions each had to offer the existential re-
alities of theorizing blackness. For Marxism, for instance, it was not so much its notion
of “science” over all other forms of socialist theory, nor its promise of a world to win,
that may have struck a resonating chord in the hearts of black Marxists. It was, instead,
Marx and Engels’ famous encomium of the proletarians’ having nothing to lose but their
chains. Such a call has obvious affinity for a people who have been so strongly identi-
fied with chattel slavery. (p. 4, emphasis in original)
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It is important to understand and critically engage why continental and diasporan
Africans have historically and continue currently to embrace Eurocentric theory. Say-
ing simply that blacks who did or who do embrace some aspects of white theory are
intellectually insane or have an intellectual inferiority complex logically leads us to
yet another discourse on black pathology; all the while we will be, however inad-
vertently, side-stepping the confrontation and critique of white supremacy as a his-
tory-making and culture-shaping global imperialism (Bonilla-Silva, 2001, 2003;
Bonilla-Silva and Doane, 2003; Bonilla-Silva and Zuberi, 2008; C.W. Mills, 1999,
2001, 2003b). Persons of African origin and descent have been preoccupied in the
modern moment with struggles against various forms and forces of domination, op-
pression, and exploitation. They, therefore, have been and remain attracted to theo-
ries that they understand to promise or provide tools to combat their domination,
oppression, and/or exploitation. Though blacks in white supremacist societies are
often rendered anonymous and/or are virtually invisible, they do not have a “col-
lective mind” and have reached no consensus concerning which theories make the
best weapons to combat their domination, oppression, and/or exploitation.14 This
means, then, that the way is epistemically open, and that those blacks who embrace
or appropriate an aspect of white theory are not theoretically “lost” but, perhaps,
simply employing the theoretical tools they understand to be most applicable and
most readily available to them in their neocolonial contexts and their particular
emancipatory efforts. 

Fanon spoke to this issue in a special way in Black Skin, White Masks, where he de-
clared “the discoveries of Freud are of no use to us here” in the hyper-racialized and
hyper-colonized life-worlds and lived-experiences of black folk, and in The Wretched
of the Earth, where he asserted “Marxist analysis should always be slightly stretched
every time we have to do with the colonial problem. Everything up to and includ-
ing the very nature of pre-capitalist society, so well explained by Marx, must here be
thought out again” (1967, p. 104, 1968, p. 40). Fanon (1967) did not find anything
of use in Freud for the particular kind of critical theoretical work he was doing in
Black Skin, White Masks, and he even went so far to say that “there is a dialectical
substitution when one goes from the psychology of the white man to that of the
black” (p. 151). However, he was able to employ some aspects of Marxism for the
kind of critical theoretical work he was doing in The Wretched of the Earth, but—and
this is the main point—he critically engaged Marxism from his own critical subjec-
tive and radical political position as a hyper-racialized and hyper-colonized black
man in a white supremacist capitalist and colonial world. In other words, his
Africanity, or non-Europeanness, was never left in abeyance or abandoned for the
sake of Eurocentric theoretical synthesis. Approaching Marxism from this Africana
critical theoretical angle, essentially employing it as a tool and not as a tenet, Fanon
was able to extend and expand the critical theoretical and radical political range and
reach of Marxism; more than merely Africanizing it, but seminally building on and
moving beyond it to critically engage phenomena, life-worlds, and lived-experiences
that Marx and his Eurocentric heirs have shamefully shoved to the intellectual out-
posts of their quite quarantined racial and colonial (and patriarchal) world of ideas. 

It is quite possible, even with the advent and academization of Africana Studies
from the mid-1960s to the present, that many contemporary intellectuals and ac-
tivists of African descent are unaware of Africana intellectual history, and especially

26 Chapter 1



Africana critical thought traditions, which is very different than saying that they are
unattracted to or find little or nothing of use in Africana critical thought traditions.
Contemporary Africana theorists must take as one of their primary tasks making
classical and contemporary black radical and Africana critical thought traditions
more accessible and attractive, particularly to blacks but also to non-African anti-
imperial others. There simply is no substitute for the kinds of easily-intelligible and
epistemically open critical theoretical genealogies and contemporary conceptual
generations that Africana Studies scholars must produce and propound to the
Africana intelligentsia, the masses of black folk, well-meaning anti-racist whites, and
multicultural, multiracial, and transethnic others if, not simply Africana Studies, but
the souls of humble and hard-working black folk, are to survive and continue to
contribute to human culture and civilization. 

Africana critical theory engages a wide and diverse range of theory emerging from
the insurgent intellectuals of the academy and the activist-intellectuals of radical
and revolutionary socio-political movements. It understands each theory to offer
enigmatic and illuminating insights because the more theory a theorist has at her or
his disposal, the more issues and objects they can address, the more tasks they can
perform, and the more theoretical targets they can terminate. As stated above, theo-
ries are optics or perspectives, and it is with this understanding that Africana critical
theory contends that bringing a multiplicity of perspectives to bear on a phenome-
non promises a greater grasp and a more thorough engagement and understanding
of that phenomenon. For instance, many theories of race and racism arising from
the discourse of Africana Studies have historically exhibited a serious weakness
where sexism, and particularly patriarchy, is concerned. This situation was (to a cer-
tain extent) remedied and these theories were strengthened when Africana Women’s
Studies scholars diagnosed these one-dimensional and uni-gendered theories of
race and racism, and coupled them with their own unique anti-racist interpretations
of women’s domination and discrimination and gender relations (see Butler and
Walter, 1991; Guy-Sheftall, 1995; Hull, Scott and Smith, 1982; James and Sharpley-
Whiting, 2000; Nnaemeka, 1998). Indeed this is an ongoing effort, and clearly there
is no consensus in Africana Studies as to the importance of critically engaging gen-
der domination and discrimination in continental and diasporan African life-
worlds and lived-experiences. But, whether we have consensus or not, which we
probably never will, the key concern to keep in mind is that though it may not be
theoretically fashionable to engage certain phenomena it does not necessarily mean
that it is not theoretically and/or practically important to engage that phenomena.
As theorists part of our task is to bring unseen or often overlooked issues to the fore.
In order to do this we may have to develop new concepts and new categories so that
others might be able to coherently comprehend these enigmatic issues. 

In calling for bringing many theories to bear on a phenomenon, Africana critical
theory is not eluding the fact that in many instances a single theory may be the best
source of insight. For example, Pan-Africanism offers a paradigm for analyzing the
history of Africana anti-colonialism and decolonization; where black Marxism ac-
cents the interconnections of racism and capitalism in black life; while black femi-
nism often speaks to the intersection(s) of racism and sexism in black women’s life-
worlds. Africana critical theory chooses to deploy a theory based on its overarching
aims and objectives, which are constantly informed by the ongoing quest for human
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freedom and black liberation. It is not interested in an eclectic combination of 
theories—that is, theoretical eclecticism—simply for the sake of theoretical synthesis
and contributing to the world of ideas, but its earnest interest lies in radical and rev-
olutionary social(ist) transformation in the interest of Africana and other oppressed
people.

LOOKING BACKWARD TO THE BLACK RADICAL TRADITION,
LOOKING FORWARD TO THE AFRICANA TRADITION OF CRITICAL
THEORY: EPISTEMIC TOPOGRAPHIES AND CHAPTER SUMMARIES

The following chapter will focus on the polymathic and pioneering thought and
texts of W. E. B. Du Bois and, specifically, his four quintessential contributions to
Africana critical theory; contributions, it should be said at the outset, which con-
tinue to either elude or intimidate contemporary Africana, among other, intellec-
tual-activists. Though he made many critical theoretical breakthroughs and, as we
will see, covered and crisscrossed a great deal of uncharted and oft time treacherous
intellectual terrain, many of Du Bois’s major positions arise and recur as he ad-
dressed issues involving race, gender, and the dual dimensions of capitalist and
colonial exploitation and oppression in Africana life-worlds and lived-experiences.
In an effort to accent and highlight what I have identified as Du Bois’s seminal and
most significant donations to the discourse and development of the Africana tradi-
tion of critical theory, I undertake extended analyses of his concepts of race, anti-
racism and critical race theory; his critique of sexism, and particularly patriarchy; his
anti-colonialism, discourse on decolonization, and (proto) postcolonial theory;
and, lastly, his concept of a race-centered and racism-conscious critique of capital-
ism and Marxism.

Critically challenging the traditional interpretations of the Trinidadian radical, C.
L. R. James, in chapter 3 I shall argue that James, similar to Du Bois and the other
intellectual-activist ancestors of the Africana tradition of critical theory explored in
this study, was, first, more a critic of Marxism than a Marxist in any orthodox, or
dogmatic, or Eurocentric sense. Second, I situate James in the black radical and
Africana critical thought traditions. This is extremely important because it has be-
come commonplace in studies on James to analyze his philosophy and social and
political theory, almost exclusively, in light of white Marxist and other Eurocentric
schools of thought, as if he had little or no relationship with the black radical tra-
dition. Finally, I articulate what I consider to be James’s most substantial contribu-
tions to the discourse and development of a critical theory of contemporary society
with an emphasis on the most crucial issues confronting modern Africa and its di-
aspora.

Chapter 4 begins with an engagement of the multiple meanings of Negritude, ex-
ploring the supposedly divergent and “clearly distinguished” versions of the theory
as advanced by Aime Césaire, Leopold Senghor, and Jean Paul Sartre. Then, an ex-
ploration of Negritude’s connections to the radicalism of the Harlem Renaissance
will be undertaken. Similar to Negritude, the Harlem Renaissance, it will be argued,
provided both continental and diasporan Africans with fora where the most press-
ing social and political problems confounding and confronting their respective
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countries and communities could be critically and collectively engaged. In this way,
much of Negritude, as theory and/or movement, is incomprehensible without ex-
ploring its critical connections to the radicalism of the Harlem Renaissance, among
other black radical traditions and movements. And, finally, the chapter concludes
with an analysis of Negritude’s significance for Africana Studies, and most especially
with an accent on the concept’s contributions to the discourse and development of
the Africana tradition of critical theory.

In chapter 5, I confront conventional interpretations of Fanon that either seek to
turn him and his work into psychoanalytic theory, postcolonial theory, or a deriva-
tive of some other form of Eurocentric philosophy or theory by reinterpreting his
ideas and actions from the vantage point of the black radical tradition. Employing
Africana critical theory as my basic interpretive framework, I carefully and critically
sift through Fanon’s work, all the while focusing on its often-overlooked radical and
revolutionary socio-theoretical dimensions. From this angle, Fanon is viewed as a
critical social theorist of extraordinary depth and insight, especially with regard to
issues involving Europe’s supposed white superiority and Africa’s alleged black in-
feriority; racism, sexism, colonialism and neocolonialism; revolutionary self-deter-
mination and revolutionary decolonization; the nature of revolutionary national-
ism and its interconnections with revolutionary humanism; colonial violence and
anticolonial violence; national consciousness, national culture and national libera-
tion; the psychology of both the colonizer and the colonized; and, the prospects and
problematics of a truly “postcolonial” African state.

In chapter 6, I explore and explicate Amilcar Cabral’s extremely important, albeit
often-overlooked, contributions to Africana Studies and critical social theory; con-
tributions, I argue, which conceptualize and earnestly attempt to think through the
borderlines and boundaries between, and the dialectics at play in, various stages of
“underdevelopment” and “development,” tradition and modernity, and national-
ism and humanism in racial colonial and racist capitalist societies. The chapter will
commence with a critical engagement of Cabral’s concept(s) of colonialism and em-
phasis on the importance of ideology and concrete philosophy. Then, it engages the
unique ways in which he synthesized radical theory with revolutionary praxis (or,
rather, revolutionary nationalism with guerilla warfare). Next, analysis is given to
his thesis of “return to the source” and the importance and inextricability of na-
tional history and national culture in his distinctive conceptions of national libera-
tion and the dialectical process of revolutionary decolonization and revolutionary re-
Africanization. Finally, the chapter concludes with a brief assessment and
interpretation of some of the deficiencies of Cabral’s contributions to the new criti-
cal theory of the twenty-first century.

The concluding chapter engages Africana critical theory as an unfinished project
of human liberation and radical/revolutionary social transformation. It points to
some of the pitfalls and problematics of previous interpretations and criticisms of
black radicalism and strongly stresses the necessity of future studies to examine
black radicalism as theory as opposed to ideology. I also make note of many of the
remaining tasks for redeveloping critical theory of contemporary society and argue
that henceforth it must be much more multiracial, multicultural, transethnic, trans-
gender, transgenerational, sexual orientation-sensitive, and have a broader base than
classical black radicalism and conventional (i.e., white or Eurocentric) critical theory.
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Contemporary critical theory, and Africana critical theory in particular, I contend,
must initiate the arduous and intricate task of simultaneously and dialectically re-
developing and revising its classical philosophical foundation(s), move beyond its
now inadequate and/or obsolete positions, and constantly synthesize itself with
the most critical and cutting-edge social and political theory available. A redefined
and revised black radical tradition and, even more, the Africana tradition of criti-
cal theory, I end the book asserting, offers an almost ideal source of and site for the
radical reconstruction of, not simply Africana Studies and critical theory but, more
importantly, contemporary culture and society. Let us now begin our journey by
taking a critical look at Du Bois’s key contributions to the Africana tradition of crit-
ical theory.

NOTES

1. In terms of “black radicalism” and the “black radical tradition,” I should observe at the
outset that though it has been consistently discussed and heatedly debated over the years, few
scholars have endeavored extended studies in this area. Often a paragraph or, at most, a jour-
nal article or book chapter surfaces every now and then, but book-length studies of this tra-
dition have been and remain extremely rare. Consequently, I have relied on a wide-range of
sources to deconstruct and reconstruct the black radical tradition. Most helpful in this regard
were: Alkebulan (2007), Bogues (1983, 2003), Bush (1999), Cha-Jua (2001), O.C. Cox
(1948, 1959, 1962, 1964, 1976, 1987), Cruse (1965, 1967, 1969, 2002) Foley (2003), Foner
(1976, 1977), Foner and Allen (1987), Foner and Lewis (1989), Foner and Shapiro (1991),
Geggus (2002), Haines (1988), C. L. R. James (1963, 1994, 1995, 1996a, 1999), J.A. James
(1996a, 1997, 1999), W. James (1998), C. Johnson (2007), Joseph (2006a, 2006b), R.D.G.
Kelley (1990, 1994, 1997a, 2002), Kornweibel (1998, 2002), Lazerow and Williams (2006),
Lemelle and Kelley (1994), Marable (1983, 1985a, 1986, 1987, 1996, 2000, 2002, 2005,
2006), Meeks (1993, 1996, 2000), Meeks and Lindahl (2001), C.W. Mills (2003a), Moten
(2003), Mullen (1999, 2002, 2004), Mullen and Ho (2008), Mullen and Linkon (1996),
(Mullen and Smethurst (2003), Naison (1983), Ogbar (2004), Parascandola (2005), Payne
and Green (2003), Pulido (2006), C.J. Robinson (1997, 2000, 2001), Schor (1977), Singh
(2004), Springer (1999, 2005), Theoharis and Woodard (2003, 2005), J. Tyner (2006), West
(1988b, 1993a, 1999), Wilmore (1998), and J. Woods (2004). 

2. The literature on Africana Studies, which in its most comprehensive sense includes
African, African American, Afro-American, Afro-Asian, Afro-European, Afro-Latino, Afro-Na-
tive American, Caribbean, Pan-African, Black British and, of course, Black Studies, is diverse
and extensive. The most noteworthy overviews and critical analyses are: Aldridge (1988),
Aldridge and James (2007), Aldridge and Young (2000), Alkalimat (1986, 1990), Allen
(1974), Anderson (1990), Anderson and Stewart (2007), Asante (1990, 1998, 2003a, 2007a),
Asante and Abarry (1996), Asante and Karenga (2006), Azevedo (2005), R. Bailey (1970),
Baker, Diawara, and Lindeborg (1996), Ba Nikongo (1997), Barrett and Carey (2003), Bates,
Mudimbe and O’Barr (1993), Blassingame (1973), Bobo and Michel (2000), Bobo, Hudley
and Michel (2004), Butler (1981, 2000, 2001), Cha-Jua (2000), Conyers (2003, 2005), Cor-
tada (1974), Croutchett (1971), P.T.K. Daniels (1980, 1981), Davies, Gadsby, Peterson and
Williams (2003), Fierce (1991), Ford (1973), Fossett and Tucker (1997), Frye (1978), Geggus
(2002), Gordon and Gordon (2006a, 2006b), P.A. Hall (1999), Hare (1972, 1998), Harris,
Hine, and McKay (1990), Hayes (2000), Hudson-Weems (2004, 2007), Johnson and Hen-
derson (2005), Johnson and Lyne (2002), Karenga (1988, 2001, 2002), R.D.G. Kelley
(1997b), Kershaw (1989, 1992, 2003), Kilson (1973, 2000a), Kopano and Williams (2004),
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Marable (2000, 2005), Marable and Mullings (2000), Mazrui (1967, 1974, 1978, 1980,
1986, 1993, 2002a, 2002c, 2004), Mazrui, Okpewho and Davies (1999), Mercer (1994),
Mullen and Ho (2008), Norment (2007a, 2007b), Prashad (2000, 2001), Robinson, Foster
and Ogilvie (1969), Rojas (2007), Rooks (2006), J.B. Stewart (1979, 1981, 1992, 1996b,
2004), Turner and McGann (1980), J. Turner (1984), Walton (1969), and Whitten and Tor-
res (1998).

3. I advance this book, then, as a continuation of the Africana Critical Theory (ACT) in-
tellectual archaeology project, which was initiated with my doctoral dissertation, “Africana
Critical Theory: From W. E. B. Du Bois and C. L. R. James’s Discourse on Domination and Lib-
eration to Frantz Fanon and Amilcar Cabral’s Dialectics of Decolonization” (2001). The pres-
ent volume, however, represents much more than an uncomplicated revision of my disserta-
tion on account of the fact that it endeavors to build on and go beyond my previous books,
Du Bois and the Problems of the Twenty-First Century and Du Bois’s Dialectics—that is, works in
which I deepened and developed my conception of critical theory and identified Du Bois as
the primary and preeminent point of departure and paradigmatic figure for the Africana tra-
dition of critical theory. Where Du Bois and the Problems of the Twenty-First Century innovatively
examined Du Bois’s contributions to classical critical theory, Du Bois’s Dialectics audaciously
upped the ante by asserting that Du Bois did not only contribute to classical critical theory
but also offers much to the resuscitation and reconstruction of contemporary critical theory,
what has been referred to as “new critical theory,” which seeks to bring critical class theory
(mostly Marxism) into discursive dialogue with critical race theory, feminist theory, queer
theory, postmodern theory, and postcolonial theory, among others (see Cornell, 2008; N.
Fraser, 1989, 1997; Malpas and Wake, 2006; Mendieta, 2007; C.W. Mills, 2003a; Wilkerson
and Paris, 2001). Africana Critical Theory, as an ongoing intellectual archaeology project, of
course, revisits Du Bois’s contributions to the deconstruction and reconstruction of critical
theory but also, taking a bold turn toward often overlooked and unengaged Africana intel-
lectual-activist ancestors and history, chronicles a heretofore hidden history and tradition of
critical theory: from W. E. B. Du Bois to C. L. R. James, Negritude to Frantz Fanon, and Frantz
Fanon to Amilcar Cabral. It need be noted at the outset, and in agreement with the British
political theorist, David Held (1980), “[c]ritical theory, it should be emphasized, does not
form a unity; it does not mean the same thing to all its adherents” (p. 14, emphasis in orig-
inal). For instance, Steven Best and Douglas Kellner (1991) employ the term “critical theory”
in a general sense in their critique of postmodern theory, stating: “We are using ‘critical the-
ory’ here in the general sense of critical social and cultural theory and not in the specific sense
that refers to the critical theory of society developed by the Frankfurt School” (p. 33). Further,
Raymond Morrow (1994) has forwarded that the term critical theory “has its origins in the
work of a group of German scholars [of Jewish descent] (collectively referred to as the Frank-
furt School) in the 1920’s who used the term initially (Kritische Theorie in German) to desig-
nate a specific approach to interpreting Marxist theory. But the term has taken on new mean-
ings in the interim and can be neither exclusively identified with the Marxist tradition from
which it has become increasingly distinct nor reserved exclusively to the Frankfurt School,
given extensive new variations outside the original German context” (p. 6). Finally, in his
study of Marx, Foucault, and Habermas’s philosophies of history and contributions to criti-
cal theory, Steven Best (1995) uses the term critical theory “in the most general sense, desig-
nating simply a critical social theory, that is, a social theory critical of present forms of dom-
ination, injustice, coercion, and inequality” (p. xvii). He, therefore, does not “limit the term
to refer to only the Frankfurt School” (p. xvii). This means, then, that the term “critical the-
ory” and the methods, presuppositions and positions it has come to be associated with in the
humanities and social sciences: (1) connotes and continues to exhibit an epistemic openness
and style of radical cultural criticism that highlights and accents the historical alternatives and
emancipatory possibilities of a specific age and/or sociocultural condition; (2) is not the 
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exclusive domain of Marxists, neo-Marxists, post-Marxists, feminists, post-feminists, post-
structuralists, postmodernists, and/or Habermasians; and, (3) can be radically reinterpreted
and redefined to identify and encompass classical and contemporary, continental and diasporan
African liberation theory and revolutionary praxis. For a few of the more noteworthy histories of
the Frankfurt School and their philosophical project and various sociopolitical programs, see
Bernstein (1995), Bottomore (1984, 2002), Bubner (1988), Dews (1987), Freundlieb, Hud-
son and Rundell (2004), Friedman (1980), Geuss (1981), Held (1980), Ingram (1990), Jay
(1996), Kellner (1989), Kohlenbach and Geuss (2005), T. McCarthy (1991), McCarthy and
Hoy (1994), Morrow (1994), Nealon and Irr (2002), O’Neill (1976), Pensky (2005), Ras-
mussen (1996), Rasmussen and Swindal (2004), Stirk (2000), J.B. Thompson (1990), Wig-
gerhaus (1995), and Wolin (1992, 1994, 1995, 2006). And, for further discussion of the
Africana tradition of critical theory, see Rabaka (2002, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c, 2003d, 2003e,
2004, 2005a, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c, 2006d, 2007a, 2007b, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c).

4. Several works, which fall under the rubric of what is currently being called “new critical
theory,” are already taking up the challenge of making critical theory speak to more than
merely European, European American, patriarchal, and heterosexual crises, cultures, and so-
ciopolitical problems. These works lucidly demonstrate that there are many forms and many
traditions of critical theory. For further discussion, see Agger (1992b, 1993), Arisaka (2001),
P.H. Collins (1998, 2000, 2004), Essed and Goldberg (2002), N. Fraser (1989), Hames-Gar-
cia (2001), L. Harris (1999b), Huntington (2001), Jafri (2004), Mendieta (2007), Outlaw
(2005), Pulitano (2003), Rabaka (2007a, 2008a), L.C. Simpson (2003), Willet (2001), and
Wilkerson and Paris (2001).

5. For further discussion of critical theory, or critical social theory, “in a general sense”
and/or beyond the Frankfurt School’s conception of critical theory, see Agger (1992b, 2006),
J.C. Alexander (2001), Best (1995), Blackburn (1972), Crossley (2005), Dant (2003), Elliott
(2003), N. Fraser (1989, 1997), How (2003), Lichtmann (1993), Outlaw (2005), Pensky
(2005), Peters, Olssen and Lankshear (2003), Peters, Lankshear and Olssen (2003), Rabaka
(2006a), Ray (1993), Rhoads (1991), Sica (1998), and J.B. Thompson (1990). 

6. Since its inception Marxism has been in crisis, but this does not negate the fact that it
has historically and continues currently to provide one of, if not the most penetrating and
provocative critiques of capitalism. In response to constant criticisms that Marxism had been
falsified, Herbert Marcuse (1978b) may have put it best when he asserted in a 1978 BBC in-
terview:

[I] do not believe that the theory [Marxism], as such, has been falsified. What has happened is that
some of the concepts of Marxian theory, as I said before, have had to be re-examined; but this is not
something from outside brought into Marxist theory, it is something which Marxist theory itself, as
an historical and dialectical theory, demands. It would be relatively easy for me to enumerate, or
give you a catalogue of, those decisive concepts of Marx which have been corroborated by the de-
velopment of capitalism; the concentration of economic power, the fusion of economic and politi-
cal power, the increasing intervention of the state into the economy, the decline in the rate of profit,
the need for engaging in a neo-imperialist policy in order to create markets and opportunity of en-
larged accumulation of capital, and so on. This is a formidable catalogue—and it speaks a lot for
Marxian theory. . . . Marxian theory would be falsified when the conflict between our ever-increas-
ing social wealth and its destructive use were to be solved within the framework of Capitalism; when
the poisoning of the life environment were to be eliminated; when capital could expand in a peace-
ful way; when the gap between rich and poor were being continuously reduced; when technical
progress were to be made to serve the growth of human freedom—and all this, I repeat, within the
framework of Capitalism. (pp. 72–73; see also Marcuse, 1967)

Many black radicals, especially black Marxists, concede with their white Marxists counter-
parts that capitalism does not enhance but inhibits human life and liberation. However, in
contradistinction to white Marxists, black Marxists also emphasize the political economy of
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race and racism and, often employing a reconstructed race-conscious and racism-critical his-
torical materialist framework, point to the interconnections and parallel historical evolution
of racism and capitalism. As early as his 1907 essays, “Socialist of the Path” and “The Negro
and Socialism,” for instance, W. E. B. Du Bois (1985c) detected and detailed deficiencies in
the Marxist tradition which included, among other things, a silence on and/or an inattention
to: race, racism, and anti-racist struggle; colonialism and anti-colonial struggle; and the ways
in which both capitalism and colonialism exacerbate not simply the economic exploitation of
non-Europeans, but continues (both physical and psychological) colonization beyond the
realm of political economy. Du Bois, therefore, laboring long and critically with Marxian the-
ory and methodology, deconstructed it and developed his own original radical democratic so-
cialist theory that: simultaneously built on his pioneering work as a (classical) critical race
theorist and anti-colonialist; called for the radical transformation of U.S. society and the
power relations of the world; was deeply concerned about and committed to world peace and
demanded disarmament; and, advocated the liberation of all colonized, politically op-
pressed, and economically exploited persons (see Horne, 1986; Marable, 1986; Mullen, 2002;
Rabaka, 2007a, 2008a; C.J. Robinson, 2000).

7. For further discussion of black radicals and black Marxists’ ragged relationship with
white Marxism and white Marxist party politics and movements, see Baraka (1966, 1970,
1971, 1972, 1984, 1994, 1995, 1997, 2000), Bogues (1983, 2003), O.C. Cox (1959, 1987),
Cruse (1967, 2002), A.Y. Davis (1998a), Duffield (1988), Foner and Allen (1987), Grigsby
(1987), Haywood (1934, 1948, 1978), Hennessey (1992), P. Henry (2000), Holcomb
(2007), C. L. R. James (1992, 1994, 1996a), W. James (1998), Kelley (1990, 1994, 2002), Ko-
rnweibel (1998), Marable (1983, 1985a, 1987, 1996), Mullen (2002); Naison (1983), Out-
law (1983a, 1983b, 1987), Serequeberhan (1990), Sivanandan (1990), C.J. Robinson
(2000), Watts (2001), West (1988b, 1993a, 1999) and K. Woodard (1999, 2000). 

8. Along with Africana Studies and more general critical social scientific research methods,
Africana critical theory has also been deeply influenced by the monumental meta-method-
ological studies of Bonilla-Silva and Zuberi (2008), Gunaratnam (2003), Sandoval (2000),
and L.T. Smith (1999), which each seek to decolonize research methods and emphasize their
importance in developing critical theories of white supremacist patriarchal capitalist and
colonial societies. The influence of these works on Africana critical theory’s methodological
orientation cannot be overstated.

9. In his introduction to One-Dimensional Man, the Frankfurt School critical theorist Her-
bert Marcuse (1964) argues that, “[s]ocial theory is concerned with the historical alternatives
which haunt the established society as subversive tendencies and forces” (pp. xliii–xliv). Part
of the task of a critical theory of contemporary society, then, lies in its ability to critique so-
ciety “in light of its used and unused or abused capabilities for improving the human condi-
tion” (p. xlii). When I write of “ethical,” “historical,” and/or “radical” alternatives here, I am
advocating new modes of human existence and interaction predicated on practices rooted in
the realities of our past, present, and hoped for future. I am following in the footsteps of one
of the great impresarios of the Black Arts movement, Larry Neal (1989), who taught us that
one of the most urgent tasks of radical artists and intellectual-activists is to offer “visions of
a liberated future.” In offering ethical alternatives to the established order, critical theorists
highlight and accent right and wrong thought and action, perhaps the single most important
issue in the field of moral philosophy (Frey and Wellman, 2003; Lafollette, 1999, 2003;
Singer, 1993; Sterba, 1998). The critique of racism, sexism and colonialism register, or rather
should register right alongside the critique of capitalism in critical theorists’ conceptual uni-
verse(s), because part of the established order’s ideology and, in particular, part of its politi-
cal and economic agenda, involves domination and discrimination based on race, gender,
and capitalist and/or colonial class/caste. Anti-racist, anti-sexist, and anti-colonial thought,
practices, and social movements help to provide historical alternatives that Marx and Marxists’
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criticisms of capitalism, to date, have not been able to adequately translate into reality (Aron-
son, 1995; Best, 1995; Callari, Cullenberg and Biewener, 1995; Gottlieb, 1992; Magnus and
Cullenberg, 1995; Nelson and Grossberg, 1988). In fact, many former and neo- Marxists
openly acknowledge that “classical” Marxism privileged class and gave special priority to eco-
nomic issues that enabled it to easily overlook and/or omit the multiple issues arising from
the socio-historical realities of racism, sexism, and colonialism in modern history, culture,
politics, and society (Agger, 1992a, 1998; Cohen, 1987; A.Y. Davis, 1981, 1989, 1998a; Di
Stephano, 1991, 2008; Dussel, 1985, 1995, 1996; Ingram, 1990; Kellner, 1989, 1995; Kuhn
and Wolpe, 1978; Marsh, 1995, 1999, 2001; Matustik, 1998; C.W. Mills, 1987, 1997, 1998,
2003a; Nelson and Grossberg, 1988; Sargent, 1981; Vogel, 1983, 1995; Weinbaum, 1978;
West, 1988b, 1993a). What I am calling for here, though, is not a neglect of class and the role
that political economy plays in contemporary culture and society, but rather the placing of
critical class theory in dialogue and on equal theoretical terms with critical race theory,
women’s liberation theory, and postcolonial theory, among other theory, in order to develop
a broader-based, polyvocal radical political theory of contemporary society. The sites and
sources of oppression and exploitation in contemporary culture and society are multiple and
do not emerge from the economy and the crises of capitalism alone. New critical theory must
take into consideration the long neglected or often overlooked new and novel forces and
forms of domination and discrimination. Africana critical theory is an effort aimed at chron-
icling classical and contemporary, continental and diasporan African radicals and revolu-
tionaries’ contributions to a critical theory of contemporary society. For further discussion,
see Rabaka (2007a, 2008a).

10. Part of Africana philosophy’s current meta-philosophical character has to due with
both its critical and uncritical appropriation of several Western European philosophical con-
cepts and categories. As more philosophers of African origin and descent receive training in
and/or dialogue with Africana Studies theory and methodology, the basic notions and nature
of Africana philosophy will undoubtedly change. Needless to say, Africana philosophy has an
intellectual arena and engages issues that are often distinctly different from the phenomena
that preoccupy and have long plagued Western European and European American philoso-
phy. I am not criticizing the meta-philosophical motivations in the discourse of contempo-
rary Africana philosophy as much as I am pleading with workers in the field to develop a “di-
vision of labor”—à la Du Bois’s classic caveat(s) to continental and diasporan Africans in the
face of white supremacy (see Du Bois, 1973, 2002). A move should be made away from “phi-
losophizing on Africana philosophy” (i.e., meta-philosophy), and more Africana philosoph-
ical attention should be directed toward the cultural crises and social and political problems
of the present age. In order to do this, Africana philosophers will have to turn to the advances
of Africana Studies scholars working in history, cultural criticism, economics, politics, and so-
cial theory, among other areas. For a more detailed discussion of the nature and tasks of
Africana philosophy, see Lucius Outlaw’s groundbreaking, “Africana Philosophy” and
“African, African American, Africana Philosophy” (Outlaw, 1996a, 1997a). Also of immense
importance and extremely influential with regard to my interpretation (and criticisms) of
Africana philosophy have been: Abanuka (2003, 2004), Appiah (1992, 2003, 2005, 2006,
2008), Asouzu (2004), Azenabor (1998), Babbitt and Campbell (1999), R.H. Bell (2002),
L.M. Brown (2004), Chukwu (2002), Coetzee and Roux (1998), Dawson (1994, 2001), Eng-
lish and Kalumba (1996), Ekei (2001), Etuk (1989), Eze (1997a, 1997b), Gordon (1997a,
1997b, 1998, 2000, 2003, 2006a, 2006b, 2008), Gbadegesin (1991), Gyekye (1988, 1995,
1996, 1997), Hallen (2002, 2006), Hallen and Sodipo (1981, 1986), Hamminga (2005), L.
Harris (1983), P. Henry (2000), Hord and Lee (1995), Hountondji (1996), Imbo (1998,
2002), Karp and Bird (1980), Karp and Masolo (2000), Kebede (1999, 2004), Kiros (1992,
1994, 2001, 2005), Kwame (1995), Locke (1983, 1989, 1992), Lott (2002), Lott and Pittman
(2003), Mkabela (1997), Masolo (1994), May (2007), Mburu (2003), Mezu (1965), C.W.
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Mills (1998), Montmarquet and Hardy (2000), Moses (2004), Mosley (1995a), Mudimbe
(1988, 1994), Ndubuisi (2005), Nwigwe (2004), Nzegwu (2006), Ogunmodede (2001,
2004), Okere (1971, 1991, 2005), Okrah (2003), C.B. Okolo (1985, 1987, 1990a, 1990b,
1993a, 1993b, 1993c, 1994a, 1994b, 1996), Oladipo (1992, 1996, 1998a, 1998b, 2002,
2006), Olaniyan (1995), Onyewuenyi (1993), Oruka (1990a, 1990b), Owomoyela (1996),
Peters (1982), Pinn (2001), Pittman (1997), Praeg (2000), Ramose (1999), Ruch (1984),
Scott and Franklin (2006), Scriven (2007), Serequeberhan (1991, 1994, 1997, 2000, 2007),
Shelby (2005), Sodipo (2004), Sogolo (1993), Sumner (1962, 1970, 1974, 1985, 1986,
1999), Sumner and Wolde (2002), P.C. Taylor (2004), Tedla (1995), Unah (1995, 1996,
1999, 2002), Waters and Conaway (2007), D. Wells (1993), Wintz (1996a), Wiredu (1980,
1995, 1996, 2004), R.A. Wright (1984), and Yancy (1998, 2004, 2005, 2007, 2008).

11. Here, and throughout the remainder of this section of the introduction, I draw heav-
ily from the discourse of Africana hermeneutics, or Africana philosophy of interpretation, in
an effort to emphasize the importance of culturally grounded inquiry and interpretation in
Africana critical theory. As Okonda Okolo (1991) observed in his classic essay, “Tradition and
Destiny: Horizons of an African Philosophical Hermeneutics,” Africana hermeneutics, as with
almost all hermeneutical endeavors, centers on the ideas of tradition and destiny and how
successive generations interpret, explain and embrace their historical, cultural and intellectual
heritage. In his own words:

For our part, we want to test the resources but also the limits of our hermeneutical models and prac-
tices, by examining the two notions that encompass our interpretative efforts in an unconquerable
circle—the notions of Tradition and Destiny. These notions simultaneously define the object, the
subject, the horizons, and the limits of interpretation. To interpret is always to close the circle of the
subject and the object. We cannot, however, make this circle our own if we do not lay it out beyond
the thought of the subject and the object, toward a thinking of our horizons and the limits of our
interpretation defined by the reality of our traditions and the ideality of our destiny. (p. 202)

Okolo, among other Africana hermeneuticists, highlights the abstruse issues that arise in in-
terpretative theory and praxis in our present social world and world of ideas. Historical and
cultural experiences determine and, often subtly, define what we interpret and the way we in-
terpret. If, for instance, Africana thought-traditions are not known to, and not shared with,
theorists and philosophers of African descent and other interested scholars, then they will as-
sume there is no history of theory or philosophy in the African world (see L. Harris, 1983;
Eze, 1997a; Gordon and Gordon 2006a, 2006b; Lott and Pittman, 2003; Wiredu, 2004).
These would-be Africana theorists will draw from another cultural group’s schools of thought,
because human existence, as the Africana philosophers of existence have pointed out, is noth-
ing other than our constant confrontation with ontological issues and questions. What is
more, the nature of theory, especially in the current postcolonial/postmodern period, is that
it incessantly builds on other theories. In other words, a competent theorist must not only be
familiar with the history and evolutionary character of theory, but the intellectual origins of
theories—that is, with who, where, and why specific theories were created to describe and ex-
plain a particular subject and/or object. For further discussion of Africana hermeneutics, see
Okere (1971, 1991), Outlaw (1974, 1983a, 1983c), and Serequeberhan (1991, 2000, 2007). 

12. Most notably, my interpretation of dialectics has been influenced by C. L. R. James’s
Notebooks on Dialectics: Hegel, Marx, Lenin (1980), Robert I. Allen’s Dialectics of Black Power
(1968), Raya Dunayevskaya’s Women’s Liberation and the Dialectics of Revolution: Reaching for
the Future (1996), Anouar Abdel-Malek’s Social Dialectics (1981), and John H. McClendon’s
C. L. R. James’s Notes on Dialectics: Left-Hegelianism or Marxist-Leninism? (2005). Similar to crit-
ical social theory, it should be emphasized that dialectics is not the exclusive theoretical do-
main or intellectual terrain of Marxists or Marxist-Leninists, but a specific kind of critical
thinking, open to all, that constantly compares, contrasts, and counters what is with what
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could be or what ought to be. In this sense, each human culture and civilization has its own
unique version of dialectical thinking, and it is from this discourse that Africana critical the-
ory deepens and develops its dialectical dimension (see Rabaka, 2008a). For further discus-
sion of dialectics, in a general sense, see Albritton (1999), Albritton and Simoulidis (2003),
Anived (2003), Bongmba (2006), D. Cooper (1968), DeGrood (1978), Erickson (1990), Fat-
ton (1986), Kosik (1976), McClennen (2004), Moscovici (2002), Nuckolls (1996), T.J. Reiss
(2002), Rescher (1977, 2006), J.D. Saldivar (1991), R. Saldivar (1990), T.M. Shaw (1985),
Shusterman (2002), Solomon (1976), Widmer (1988), and Vogeler and de Souza (1980). 

13. Here and throughout this section in addition to Amilcar Cabral’s critical theory, I am
generously drawing from Antonio Gramsci’s conceptual contributions: “ideological hege-
mony,” “organic intellectual,” “historical bloc,” “war of position,” “war of maneuver,” and
“ensemble of ideas and social relations,” and so on. His work has deeply influenced my con-
ception of critical theory as a form of ideological and cultural critique, as well as a radical po-
litical praxis-promoting social theory. In particular, Gramsci’s assertion that class domination
is exercised as much through popular and unconscious consensus (or the internalization of
imperialism) as through physical coercion (or the threat of it) by the state apparatus—
especially in advanced capitalist societies where politics, education, religion, law, medicine,
media, and popular culture, among other areas, are covetously controlled by the ruling
class—his work innovatively emphasizes the ideological and counter-hegemonic dimension
that radical politics and critical social theory today must deepen and further develop. How-
ever, in terms of Africana critical theory of contemporary society and the life-worlds of peo-
ple of African origin and descent, and people of color in general, class domination and cap-
italism represent one of many overlapping, interlocking, and intersecting systems of
domination and discrimination that must be ideologically and physically combated and dis-
continued. Therefore, Gramsci’s work provides several insights, but must be synthesized with
other theory, especially critical race theory, anti-racist feminist theory, womanist theory, post-
colonial theory, critical pedagogy, and liberation theology, among others, if it is to aid in the
(re)construction of a new, more multicultural, radical anti-racist, gender justice-seeking, and
sexuality sensitive critical theory of contemporary society. For further discussion, see Gramsci
(1967, 1971, 1975, 1977, 1978, 1985, 1992, 1994a, 1994b, 1995a, 1995b, 1996, 2000).

14. My interpretation of black invisibility and anonymity has, of course, been deeply in-
fluenced by Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1980) and Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark:
Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (1990), but has been enhanced most by Lewis Gordon’s
Bad Faith and Anti-Black Racism (1995a), “Existential Dynamics of Theorizing Black Invisibil-
ity” (1997a, pp. 69–79), “Context: Ruminations on Violence and Anonymity” (1997b, pp.
13–24), and “Existential Borders of Anonymity and Superfluous Invisibility” (2000a, pp.
153–163). On the black collective mind and African communal thought theses, see Robin
Horton’s Modes of Thought: Essays on Thinking in Western and Non-Western Societies (1973) and
his controversial sequel Patterns of Thought in Africa and the West: Essays on Magic, Religion, and
Science (1993), as well as Paulin Hountondji’s African Philosophy: Myth and Reality (1996).
And, for solid criticisms of these theses, see Kwasi Wiredu’s Philosophy and an African Culture
(1980) and Kwame Gyekye’s An Essay on African Philosophical Thought (1995).
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Du Bois detected early, along with and presumably independently of his German
contemporaries associated with the Frankfurt Institute, the fundamental homology
uniting Fascism, Bolshevism, and the New Deal; he expressed a need to adjust the
orthodox critique of capitalism to account for the rise of a “new class of technical
engineers and managers” and other internal systemic changes in the twentieth cen-
tury, and he demonstrated a sense of the significance of the mass-culture appara-
tus, planned obsolescence and intensified marketing in the contemporary social
management synthesis.

—Adolph L. Reed Jr., W. E. B. Du Bois and American Political Thought: 
Fabianism and the Color-Line, pp. 217–218

With a politics remarkably progressive for his time (and ours), Du Bois confronted
race, class, and gender oppression while maintaining conceptual and political link-
ages between the struggles to end racism, sexism, and war. . . . In his analysis inte-
grating the various components of African American liberation and world peace,
gender and later economic analyses were indispensable.

—Joy A. James, Transcending the Talented Tenth, pp. 36–37

He [Du Bois] virtually, before anyone else and more than anyone else, demolished
the lies about Negroes in their most important and creative periods of history. The
truths he revealed are not yet the property of all Americans but they have been
recorded and arm us for our contemporary battles. . . . Dr. Du Bois was not only an
intellectual giant exploring the frontiers of knowledge, he was in the first place a
teacher. He would have wanted his life to teach us something about our tasks of
emancipation.

—Martin Luther King Jr., “Honoring Dr. Du Bois,” pp. 20, 24
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INTRODUCTION: W. E. B. DU BOIS 
AND THE SOUL OF CRITICAL SOCIAL THEORY

The African holocaust and anti-colonial struggle; Pan-Africanism and the peace
movement; Marxism and male-feminism; the African American struggle for human
and civil rights; intellectual adoration of and admiration for Frederick Douglass and
Alexander Crummell; disputations with Booker T. Washington and Marcus Gar-
vey—an enigmatic and eclectic combination of critical ideas and interests unfolds
across the landscape of William Edward Burghardt Du Bois’s life and work. For
many he represents one of the most critical and contradictory race theorists of the
twentieth century. Another host argues that he is “the father of Pan-Africanism” and
a pioneering architect of anti-colonial theory and praxis. For others, such as Cedric
Robinson (2000) in Black Marxism, Du Bois was one of the most sophisticated Marx-
ist theorists in American radical history, though “his work had origins independent
of the impulses of Western liberal and radical thought” (p. 186). Still others, such
as Joy James, Beverly Guy-Sheftall, Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, and Nellie McKay con-
tend that Du Bois’s name, along with those of Charles Lenox Remond and Freder-
ick Douglass, belongs on that very short list of men who openly advocated gender
equality and spoke out against female domination and discrimination. His work, in
many senses similar to that of C. L. R. James and Frantz Fanon, and due no doubt
to its highly porous nature, has been critically analyzed and appropriated by scores
of academics and political activists who harbor harrowingly different intellectual
and ideological agendas.

Though his thought took several crucial philosophical and political twists and
turns in his eighty-year publishing career (from 1883 to 1963), it is Du Bois’s con-
cepts of race and anti-racism, Pan-Africanism and anti-colonialism, critique of cap-
italism and critical Marxism and, most recently, his anti-sexism and male-feminism
that have come under the greatest scholarly scrutiny and can be said to have ushered
in the contemporary Du Bois renaissance.1 But, I should bellow from the beginning,
rarely if ever have these central themes in Du Bois’s oeuvre been juxtaposed and ex-
amined for their import to critical theory. To be sure, Du Bois’s thought has traveled
an almost unfathomable tract of intellectual terrain, receiving commentary and crit-
icism from philosophers, historians, political scientists, economists, literary theo-
rists, feminists, womanists, Pan-Africanists, and Marxists, to name only a few intel-
lectual and political communities. However, on no occasion (my previous work
withstanding) has his thought and texts been critically engaged for their contribu-
tion to critical theory of contemporary society.

This chapter will analyze W. E. B. Du Bois’s thought for its contribution to con-
temporary critical theory in particular, and Africana radical politics and revolution-
ary social movements more generally. Consequently, it is not my intention to offer
a definitive or even exhaustive treatment of his biography or life-work, which would
seem rather redundant coming so quickly on the heels of David Levering Lewis’s
Pulitzer Prize-winning volumes (see D.L. Lewis, 1993, 2000). I am concerned here
primarily, and almost exclusively, with Du Bois’s theoretical and political legacy—
that is, with the ways he constructed, deconstructed, and reconstructed theory and
the aims, objectives, and outcomes of his theoretical applications and discursive
practices. He consistently appropriated, revised and rejected disparate concepts, al-
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ways integrating what he perceived to be the most radical (and later revolutionary)
thought into his critical socio-theoretical discourse. His work, in several senses,
lends itself to critical social theory because it provides an alternative model and
methodology to chart and affect progressive social change.2

The following sections will focus on Du Bois’s four key contributions to critical
theory, and specifically critical theory in the interest of continental and diasporan
Africans—what I have referred to elsewhere as Africana critical theory (Rabaka,
2006a, 2007a, 2008a). Though he made many theoretical breakthroughs and, as we
will see, covered and crisscrossed a great deal of uncharted and oft time treacherous
intellectual terrain, many of Du Bois’s major positions arise and recur as he ad-
dressed issues involving race, gender, and the dual dimensions of capitalist and
colonialist exploitation and oppression in Africana life-worlds and lived-experi-
ences. In an effort to focus exclusively, but not superficially, on what I have identi-
fied as Du Bois’s seminal and most significant donations to the discourse and de-
velopment of critical social theory, I undertake extended analyses of his concepts of
race, anti-racism and critical race theory; his critique of sexism, and particularly pa-
triarchy; his anti-colonialism and critical postcolonial theory; and, his concept of a
race-centered and racism-conscious critique of capitalism and Marxism. We begin
with his philosophy of race, anti-racism, and contributions to critical race theory.

THE SOULS OF BLACK AND WHITE FOLK: W. E. B. DU BOIS’S
PHILOSOPHY OF RACE, ANTI-RACISM, AND CRITICAL RACE THEORY 

Du Bois’s corpus contains an astounding body of literature on, and knowledge of,
race and racism. His philosophy of race figures prominently, and has consistently
been featured in both classical and contemporary racial discourse. Moreover, race
critics have chronicled his concepts of race from a multiplicity of disciplinary and
theoretic perspectives, often arguing against and, at other times, agreeing with his
critical writings on race and racism, which have been documented to have domi-
nated racial discourse for the first half of the twentieth century (Bay, 1998; Bobo,
2000; Bruce, 1995; Chaffee, 1956; Holt, 1990, 1998; Meade, 1987; Mostern, 1996;
Rampersad, 1996b; C.M. Taylor, 1981).

The history of Du Bois’s philosophy of race and anti-racist theory is not an easy
tale to tell, but one that must be told. Why? One may ask. Why do we need another
(re)interpretation of Du Bois’s concept(s) of race and critique(s) of racism? Why
should we revisit the discourse of race and racism anyway? Isn’t race, and therefore
racism, a thing of the past or, at the least, a superstitious social construction that sci-
ence tells us has never existed or certainly no longer exists? Didn’t Anthony Appiah’s
analytic philosophical assault debunk Du Bois’s philosophy of race once and for all,
exposing its pseudo-scientific and narrow nationalistic underpinnings? And, after all
the smoke has cleared and all the dust settled, isn’t Du Bois just another over-
engaged “race man” posthumously positioned as a radical theorist?3

Throughout this section I will address these questions (and probably problema-
tize and raise many others) by arguing that Du Bois’s writings on race are relevant
and contribute to contemporary racial discourse for four fundamental reasons. First,
his philosophy of race is often interpreted as an “ideology of race”—that is, an 
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inert, inflexible, fixed and fast, singular notion of what race is, and which groups
constitute constituent races. This is not only a gross misinterpretation of Du Bois’s
constantly evolving philosophy of race, but an example of the type of intellectual
disingenuousness and invisibility that plagues Africana intellectuals of every politi-
cal persuasion and social station. 

Critically engaging Du Bois’s philosophy of race offers objective interpreters and
critics of race and racism an opportunity to analyze a theoretically rich and thor-
oughgoing series of ruminations on race and racism by a pioneer critical race theo-
rist who almost infinitely harbored a hardnosed skepticism toward the supposed
scientific and/or biological bases of race. This skepticism, coupled with his own
homegrown pragmatism, often led Du Bois to contradictory conclusions regarding
race (Glaude, 2007; West, 1989). However, he repetitiously reminded his readers
that he was not searching for a sound, scientific concept of race as much as he was
on a quest to either locate or create a vehicle for Africana (as well as other non-
whites’) cultural development, political empowerment, and social survival. 

The meaning of race has always moved, as the very idea of race has consistently
traveled far and wide since its inception. Du Bois has the distinction of being one of
the first persons of African descent to scientifically research and write on race (Durr,
2001; B.S. Edwards, 2001; Juguo, 2001; D.L. Lewis, 1993, 2000; Lott, 1999, 2001).
His Africanity, or blackness, is important insofar as Africans, or blacks, have histor-
ically and continue currently to be considered one of the most thoroughly racialized
groups—though under theorized from their own historical horizons, cultural con-
ditions, social situations and political positions—in the history of race and racism
(Gordon, 1995a, 2006b; Marable, 1983, 1993, 2002; C.W. Mills, 1997, 1998, 1999,
2001, 2003b). From an increasingly Africana history-, culture-, and philosophy- 
informed critical perspective, Du Bois studied the history of race with an intense in-
terest in its origins and originators, and the purpose(s) of its origination. This alone
should distinguish his writings on race as more than mere intellectual artifacts, but
there is more, as a matter of fact, much more. 

His concepts of race harbor an inherent and radical humanism (which is to say a
humanism that extends well beyond his beloved black folk) that is often complex
and seemingly contradictory, but which nonetheless is part and parcel of his over-
arching philosophy of race. In specific, Du Bois developed what I will crudely call,
a “gift theory” which, in short, elaborated that each race has specific and special
“gifts” to contribute to national and international culture and civilization. In works
such as The Souls of Black Folk, “The People of Peoples and Their Gifts to Men,” and
Darkwater, and most especially in later works like The Gift of Black Folk, “The Black
Man Brings His Gifts,” Black Reconstruction of Democracy in America, Black Folk, Then
and Now, Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography of a Race Concept and The
World and Africa, Du Bois put forward concepts of race that were not biologically
based, but predicated on political, social, historical, and cultural “common” char-
acteristics and experiences shared by continental and diasporan Africans. In Du
Bois’s gift theory, these characteristics represent Africana peoples’ “gifts” or race-spe-
cific, black existential contributions to the forward flow of human history. 

Second, and falling fast on the heels of the first point, it is important for us to re-
visit Du Bois’s concept(s) of race because what we now know of his race theory is
almost utterly predicated on and relegated to his early writings. For instance, most
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contemporary critics of Du Bois’s theory of race begin and often end with his 1897
address to the American Negro Academy, “The Conservation of Races.” Some critics
go as far as his early career classics, “The Study of the American Negro Problem,” The
Philadelphia Negro, and, of course, The Souls of Black Folk. Further than these texts,
however, contemporary race critics do not dare venture, which to my mind seems
absurd considering the fact that Du Bois continued to publish for another 60 years.
Scant attention has been given to Du Bois’s writings on race and racism after The
Souls of Black Folk, and, when on rare occasions they are engaged, more is made of
his infamously alleged and highly controversial collapsing of race into class in his
1935 classic, Black Reconstruction of Democracy in America. Maybe those who argue
that Du Bois (1982c) collapsed race into class and that he uncritically accepted com-
munism have never read his 1936 essay, “Social Planning for the Negro, Past and
Present,” where he roars against the supposed racelessness and political panacea
thesis of the white socialists and communists: “There is no automatic power in so-
cialism to override and suppress race prejudice. . . . One of the worst things that Ne-
groes could do today would be to join the American Communist Party or any of its
many branches” (p. 38). Du Bois, then, as I will demonstrate in a subsequent sec-
tion, was a much more astute interpreter of Marxian philosophy and class theory
than many contemporary race theorists may be aware of. Without a thorough un-
derstanding of why, and the ways in which he critically engaged, as opposed to
openly embraced Marxism, many critics of his concepts of race are doomed to do
Du Bois a disservice by misinterpreting his motivations for emphasizing certain as-
pects of race and racism at specific socio-historic and politico-economic intervals. It
may not be too much of an overstatement to say that Du Bois developed a discourse
on race in order to critique racism and provide a philosophical foundation for anti-
racist struggle. This is the second reason his work has import for contemporary race
and racism discourse: because it may offer methods and models for us to further our
critiques of race and to combat racism. 

The third reason Du Bois’s writings on race are important for contemporary race
and racism discourse is because of the recent emergence of critical white studies and
the emphasis on whiteness, white racelessness or white racial neutrality and univer-
sality, and white supremacy. In several pioneering publications in historical sociol-
ogy and political economy he deftly and defiantly hit at the heart of whiteness,
chronicling its rise alongside the concept of race, noting that to be white is to be
raceless, to be powerful or, at the least, to have access to power or people in posi-
tions of power. In the logic of the white world, race is something that soils the so-
cial status of sub-humans, it politically pollutes their thinking, thus rendering them
powerless, irrational, and in need of clear conceptions concerning themselves and
the world. Since whites are the only group that is not plagued by race, they then
have been burdened by God with the task of leading the lost, raced “natives,” “bar-
barians,” “savages,” and sub-humans to the higher level or “heaven” of humanity.
Du Bois resented whites’ racial mythmaking, and directed a significant portion of
his writings on race and racism to critiquing whiteness and white supremacy. His
writings, such as “Race Friction Between Black and White,” “The Souls of White
Folk,” “Of The Culture of White Folk,” “White Co-Workers,” “The Superior Race,”
“The White Worker,” “The White Proletariat in Alabama, Georgia, and Florida,”
“The White World” and “The White Folk Have a Right to Be Ashamed,” represent
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and register as early and sustained efforts that critique whiteness and white su-
premacy. Du Bois’s work in this area, then, can be said to prefigure and provide a
paradigm and point of departure for the contemporary discourse and debates of
critical white studies (Rabaka, 2006d, 2007b).

Finally, Du Bois’s writings on race are relevant with regard to contemporary race
and racism criticism as they contribute significantly to the discourse of critical race
theory. No longer considered the exclusive domain of legal studies scholars and rad-
ical civil rights lawyers and law professors, critical race theory has blossomed and
currently encompasses and includes a wide range of theory and theorists from di-
verse academic disciplines. In a nutshell the core concerns of critical race theory in-
clude: race and racism’s centrality to European imperial expansion and modernity;
racism’s interconnection with sexism and capitalism; white supremacy; white nor-
mativity and neutrality; state-sanctioned (or, “legal”) racial domination and dis-
crimination; and, liberative race-consciousness amongst non-whites or, rather “peo-
ple of color” (Bulmer and Solomos, 1999a, 1999b, 2004; Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller
and Thomas, 1995; Delgado, 1995; Delgado and Stefancic 2001; Dixson and
Rosseau, 2006; Essed and Goldberg, 2001; Goldberg, Musheno, and Bower, 2001;
Goldberg and Solomos, 2002; Matsuda, 1993; Parker, Deyhle and Villenas, 1999;
Solomos and Back, 2000; Solomos and Muji, 2005; Valdes, Culp and Harris, 2002;
Wing, 1997, 2000). Du Bois’s philosophy of race in many senses foreshadows con-
temporary critical race theory and, therefore, contributes several paradigms and
points of departure. However, as with so many other aspects of his dialectical
thought, Du Bois’s writings on race and racism have been relegated to the realm, at
best, of sociology (especially sociology of race), which downplays and diminishes
their transdisciplinarity and significance for the deconstruction and reconstruction
of radical politics and contemporary critical social theory. Therefore, his writings on
race have been virtually overlooked and/or rendered intellectually invisible by criti-
cal race theorists (Rabaka, 2006c). 

As Joy James (1997) and Cheryl Townsend Gilkes (1996) argue, and as I will dis-
cuss in greater detail in an ensuing section of this chapter, Du Bois was critically con-
scious of some of the ways in which race is gendered and gender is raced. Emerging in
the fifteenth century, and coinciding with European imperial expansion around the
globe, racial domination threw fuel on the wildfire of gender discrimination. As an
astute student of gender relations, Du Bois accented the interconnections and inter-
sections of racism and sexism, specifically white supremacy and patriarchy. This
means, then, that at the least some of his anti-racist social theorizing may serve as a
model for critical race theory in the sense that it seeks a similar goal: To make visi-
ble the long invisible interconnections between racial and gender domination and
discrimination, not only in law but in medicine, politics, education and religion,
among other aspects and areas of contemporary society. What is intellectually amaz-
ing and seminally significant is that Du Bois developed a gender-sensitive and sexism-
critical conception of race and racism almost a hundred years prior to the current crit-
ical race theory and critical race feminist movements, which is to say that Du Bois’s
work for all theoretical and practical purposes could (and, I think, should) be con-
sidered classical critical race theory.4

Du Bois was also an early exponent of the race/class thesis that contended that
though class struggle had been a part of human history for several centuries, the
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modern concept of race and the sociopolitical practice of racism, coupled with cap-
italism and colonialism exacerbated class conflicts (amongst both colonizers and
the colonized). Though often unacknowledged, similar to C. L. R. James (1977a,
1980a, 1980c, 1984, 1992, 1994, 1996a, 1999) and Oliver C. Cox (1948, 1959,
1962, 1964, 1976, 1987, 2000), Du Bois was a pioneer in terms of analyzing the po-
litical economy of race and racism, which is to say that he often argued against
studying race independent of class. Race and class, as we have seen with race and
gender in Du Bois’s gender-centered and sexism-critical conception of race and racism,
are inextricable and incessantly intersecting and reconfiguring, constantly forming,
reforming and deforming, creating a racist dimension in modern class theory and
struggle, and a classist or economically exploitive dimension in anti-racist politics
and struggle. 

Race and racism were European modernity’s weapons of choice. A (sub)person,
from the modern white world’s frame of reference, was economically exploited
based on biology or ethnicity. That is, the degree(s) to which one was dominated
and/or discriminated against was predicated on European-invented racial classifica-
tions and ethno-cultural categorizations (L.D. Baker, 1998; Black, 2004; Bonilla-
Silva, 2001, 2003; Bonilla-Silva and Doane, 2003; Goldberg, 1993, 1994, 2001;
Gossett, 1953, 1997; Graves, 2001, 2004; Gregory and Sanjek, 1994; Hannaford,
1996; Smedley, 2007). Du Bois’s writings on the political economy of race and
racism provide another paradigm for contemporary critical race theory to build on
and bolster its calls for racial, economic, and gender justice. 

A large part of the racially ruled’s anti-racist theory and praxis has been preoccu-
pied with colonialism and the prospects of decolonization—issues which remark-
ably have yet to resonate or register as central concerns in the discourse of contem-
porary critical race theory. This is extremely curious considering the fact that many
of the earliest expressions of radicalism amongst the racially oppressed were aimed
at critiquing various forms and forces of colonial racism and/or racial colonialism. Du
Bois was one of the major doyens of this discourse and, by most accounts, is con-
sidered to have made his most lasting contributions as a pioneer Pan-Africanist and
radical anti-colonialist. As a consequence, the ensuing section will analyze Du Bois’s
critical theory of the colonial world for its contribution to the discourse and devel-
opment of a critical theory of contemporary society that is as critical of (neo)colo-
nialism as it is of the predatory and nefarious nature of capitalism. 

THE SOULS OF COLONIZED COLORED FOLK: W. E. B. 
DU BOIS’S CRITICAL THEORY OF THE (NEO)COLONIAL 
WORLD AND CONTRIBUTIONS TO DECOLONIZATION

W. E. B. Du Bois offers contemporary colonial and postcolonial theorists a critical
conception of colonialism and neocolonialism in several ways. First, by analyzing
colonialism’s fundamental features (which will be outlined below), and, second, by
focusing his readers’ attention on the world-historic fluctuations and mutations of
colonialism, Du Bois highlights—as Tejumola Olaniyan (2000) recently noted—the
varied nature of colonialism, not simply in topographical terms, but also insofar as
the particularities of the colonized peoples’ pre-existing or “pre-colonial” cultures
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are concerned. This is an extremely important point to make because many post-
colonial theorists have a tendency to gloss over the specificities and the different de-
grees to which various peoples were historically and currently continue to be 
colonized—not to mention colonized and racialized (see Barrington, 2006; Cham-
bers and Curti, 1996; Chatterjee, 1993; Feathersome, 2005; Goldberg, 2000; Gold-
berg and Quayson, 1999; Joseph and Wilson, 2006; Krishnaswamy and Hawley,
2008; Loomba, 2005; J. McLeod, 2007; Moore-Gilbert, 1997; Parry, 2004; Poddar
and Johnson, 2005; Puri, 2004; Schwarz and Ray, 2000; Syrotinski, 2007; Venn,
2006). Finally, by linking colonialism with capitalism, and by refusing to isolate
economic exploitation from racial domination and gender discrimination, Du
Bois’s conception of colonialism prefigures and provides a paradigm for and a cri-
tique of contemporary critical theoretical and postcolonial discourse. 

By “deliberately using the word ‘colonial’ in a much broader sense than is usually
given it,” and by asserting that “there are manifestly groups of people, countries and
nations, which while not colonies in the strict sense of the word, yet so approach
the colonial system as to merit the designation semicolonial,” Du Bois (1985a) not
only anticipates, but contributes the concept of “semi-colonialism” to postcolonial
discourse (pp. 229, 236; my emphasis). It is this concept of “semi-” or “quasi-” colo-
nialism that distinguishes Du Bois’s conception of colonialism from Cesaire (1972),
Fanon (1965, 1967, 1968, 1969), Nkrumah (1964, 1965, 1970b, 1973a), Cabral
(1972, 1973, 1979), and a whole host of classical anti-colonial and de-colonial the-
orists. Moreover, it is this same theory of “semi-colonialism” that enables me to as-
sert that, on the one hand, Africana Studies scholars, and Du Bois scholars in spe-
cific, may find much of interest in postcolonial theory. We need mince no words in
laying bare the fact that both Africana and postcolonial theorists are involved in
similar (and, I would aver often identical) projects of radical critique. For Africana
theorists, to speak generally, great and grave issues emanate from the socio-histori-
cal realities of not simply anti-African racism and racial colonialism, but sexism and
capitalism as well. For postcolonial theorists, again generally speaking, criticisms
have been leveled against each of the aforementioned and, in specific, the ways in
which past and present forms of colonialism exacerbate and perpetuate racism, sex-
ism and capitalism. Indeed, a burgeoning philosophical framework that brings di-
verse discourse on colonialism, anti-colonialism, and the coming post-colonial
world into dialogue is on the rise. 

On the other hand, it should be stated outright, Du Bois—an intellectual-activist
who consistently critiqued colonialism throughout his eighty-year publishing 
career—has been relegated to the periphery of postcolonial discourse. As a result, as
I argue throughout this section, postcolonial theorists in many senses undermine
and do themselves a disastrous disservice because they ignore and/or erase a wealth
of critical concepts and categories, such as “semi-colonialism,” that could very well
aid them in their efforts to theorize and bring into being a truly post-colonial world. 

In arguing that there are partially colonized peoples and countries, Du Bois offers
postcolonial theorists a concept that helps to highlight the continuation of colo-
nialism in our modern moment. If “[a] colony, strictly speaking, is a country which
belongs to another country, forms part of the mother country’s industrial organiza-
tion, and exercises such powers of government, and such civic and cultural freedom,
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as the dominant country allows,” then there exists today, even after independence,
in Africa, in the Americas and the Caribbean, in Asia and in Australia, colonies—al-
beit “quasi-” or “semi-” colonies, but colonies nonetheless (Du Bois, 1985a, p.
229). Du Bois’s concept of colonialism is predicated on what he understands to be
universal or common characteristics, “certain characteristics of colonial peoples,
which are so common and obvious that we seldom discuss them and often actually
forget them.” These characteristics, which remain part and parcel of the life-worlds
and lived-experiences of the wretched of the earth, essentially entail the following:
(1) physical and/or psychological violence, racio-biological domination and dis-
crimination; (2) economic exploitation; (3) poverty; (4) illiteracy; (5) lawlessness,
stealing and crime; (6) starvation; (7) death; (8) disaster; (9) disease; (10) disen-
franchisement; (11) the denial of “cultural equality;” and, (12) the denial of partic-
ipation in political processes (pp. 229–236).5

Moving beyond the “narrower definition” and “the strict sense of the word”
colony—and, I would like to suggest, “colonialism”—Du Bois’s conceptualization
of colonialism challenges postcolonial theorists to be cognizant of the fact that the
prefix “post” in “postcolonialism,” on the one hand, may very well signify a rupture
with that which preceded it. But, on the other hand, the “post” in postcolonialism
can also be said to signify a dependence on, a continuity with, and a filial connec-
tion to, that which follows it. Which, of course, has led some critics to argue that
what is currently being called “postcolonial” is actually an intensification of the
colonial.6

The noted Nigerian philosopher, Emmanuel Eze (1997b), has argued that “post”
should be employed as a prefix insofar as colonialism is concerned, “only as far as
the lived actuality of the peoples and the lands formerly occupied by European im-
perial powers can suggest, or confirm, in some meaningful ways, the sense of that
word, the ‘post’ of the (post)colonial” (p. 341). Ashcroft and associates assert that
there is “a continuity of preoccupations throughout the historical process initiated
by European imperial aggression,” so much so that “all the culture affected by the
imperial process from the moment of colonization to the present day” must, to par-
aphrase Fanon, be called into question (Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, 1989, p. 2;
Fanon, 1968, p. 37). And, the Ghanaian philosopher Anthony Appiah (1992) avers,
“[t]o theorize certain central features of contemporary culture as post anything, is, of
course, inevitably to invoke a narrative, and from the Enlightenment on, in Europe
and in European-derived [and dominated] cultures, that ‘after’ has also meant
‘above and beyond’” (pp. 140–141; emphasis in original).7 Now, the critical ques-
tions confronting us are: Have we really reached the post- (as in, after) colonial pe-
riod? How can we be in the period after colonialism when most of the fundamen-
tal features of colonialism continue to plague “three-quarters of the people living in
the world today”? Is it possible that we have gotten “above and beyond” colonial-
ism when it is understood that even with “political independence” the impact and
influence of European imperial powers continue to “displace” pre-colonial philo-
sophical, spiritual and axiological systems and traditions? (Ashcroft, Griffiths and
Tiffin, 1989, pp. 1, 8–10).8

Here it will be helpful to compare Du Bois’s concept of colonialism with that of
other leading Pan-African and radical anti-colonial theorists. According to Amilcar
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Cabral (1979) there have historically been two major forms of imperialist domina-
tion that have affected Africana people:

1. Direct domination: by means of a political power made up of agents foreign
to the dominated people (armed forces, police, administrative agents and set-
tlers)—which is conventionally called classical colonialism or colonialism.

2. Indirect domination: by means of a political power made up mainly or com-
pletely of native [African] agents—which is conventionally called neocolonial-
ism. (p. 128)

Cabral’s concept and categories of colonialism, especially when compared with
Du Bois’s, accents and enables us to conceive of colonialism not so much as an his-
torical and cultural coordinate of the past, but as one of the present. For Cabral
(1979), colonialism (whether direct or indirect) has the same basic objective and ef-
fect: the “denial of the historical process of the dominated people, by means of vi-
olent usurpation of the freedom of the process of development of the national pro-
ductive forces” (pp. 129–130).9 Furthermore, those forces that are most productive
to a people struggling for national liberation are the ones that help them create
thought and practices that not only confront and contradict the established impe-
rial order, but also bring into being the “new humanity” and “new society” that Du
Bois, Fanon, Che Guevara, and Herbert Marcuse wrote and spoke so passionately
about.10 Coupling Du Bois’s conception of colonialism with Cabral’s, we see, then,
that it is possible for “classical colonialism,” as “direct domination,” to come to an
end without neocolonialism—and the “indirect domination” it entails—being ex-
hausted and extinguished. 

In fact, Kwame Nkrumah (1965) contended that most African nations were
“nominally independent”—that is, independent only in name, not in fact—because
even after “independence” their economic systems and, therefore, their social and
political policies were directed by, and dictated from, non-African or foreign forces
(p. ix). More credence is given to this line of thinking when it is understood that
neocolonialism, like the form(s) of classical colonialism that preceded it, is predi-
cated upon the paralysis and retardation of the historical process(es) or “historicity”
of Africana and other colonized peoples. “The reality of colonialism,” suggests the
Eritrean philosopher Tsenay Serequeberhan (1994), is “the violent superimposition
of European historicity on African historicity” (p. 111). In other words, classical
colonialism and neocolonialism, and all the dogma and domination they necessi-
tate, represent and register as “the negation of the cultural difference and specificity
that constitutes the historicity and thus humanity of the non-European world” (p.
58). These conclusions bring us to a discussion of the period between colonialism
and postcolonialism. 

Postcolonial theory, literature, culture and the like, denotes the intellectual pro-
ductions of formerly colonized peoples after colonization. Considering the fact that
“[h]istorical epochs do not rise and fall in neat patterns or at precise chronological
moments,” and considering the fact that the culture of the colonizing country con-
tinues to effect the culture of the colonized even after “independence,” much of the
discourse of postcolonialism is extremely misleading (Best and Kellner, 1997, p. 31;
Loomba, 1998, pp. 10–12). Based on Du Bois’s conceptualization of colonialism, it
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seems safe to say that we are not in a postcolonial period, but in a transitional
stage/state between a now-aging colonial era and an emerging postcolonial era that
remains to be adequately conceptualized, charted, and mapped. Transition from
one era to the next, we are told, is always “protracted, contradictory, and usually
painful” (Best and Kellner, 1997, p. 31). But, the task for contemporary critical the-
orists is not to jump on the (extremely “premature”) postcolonial bandwagon
(Loomba, 1998, p. 7). On the contrary, our task is to attempt to explore this transi-
tional moment, to grasp the connections between “classical colonialism” and “neo-
colonialism,” and to project present and future postcolonial possibilities. Hence,
one of the most important tasks of a critical anti-colonial theory of contemporary
society is to capture and critique both the continuities and discontinuities of the
colonial and neocolonial in order to make sense of our currently quite colonized
life- and language-worlds. 

Although it is prudent to be skeptical and critical of certain segments of post-
colonial discourse, and especially the extreme forms of this discourse which attempt
to render the assumptions and assertions of anti-colonialists and decolonialists of
the past obsolete. It must be admitted that significant changes have taken, and are
taking place, and that many of the classical anti-colonial and decolonial theories
and practices no longer adequately describe or explain contemporary (neo)colo-
nialism. Whereas the “classical colonial” period, as Cabral (1979) pointed out, was
distinguished by “direct domination,” since the gaining of “independence” African
and other colonized people, neocolonized people, if you will, have experienced “in-
direct domination,” which unrepentantly remains, I should add, a form of domi-
nation nonetheless (p. 128). 

Africana critical thought at its best has consistently been anti-colonial, and this is
especially evident when we turn to the treasure trove of theoretical and practical in-
sights of the Pan-African tradition.11 Keeping a keen and critical eye on Du Bois’s
concept of “semi-colonialism,” it must be born in mind that colonial status has con-
sistently been extended and expanded to encompass and include the lived-experi-
ences and life-worlds of the Africans of the diaspora.12 Further, following Du Bois’s
line of thinking, and as asserted above, the nature, processes, and effects of colo-
nization have changed, and colonialism in its new forms—just as Du Bois pointed
out with the “classical,” direct domination forms of colonialism—is not something
that can be confined simply to “people of color” in “third world” and/or “underde-
veloped” countries. If we dare attempt to fully grasp and grapple with this expanded
Du Boisian definition of colonialism, then, one of the most daunting questions be-
setting and bombarding contemporary Africana and other radical anti-colonial the-
orists is: If the injustices and other inequities of racial colonial rule have not, in fact,
been eradicated, and if colonialism continues, albeit in another indirect and/or
covert form, how, then, can we combat colonialism in the modern moment? It is
here, I think, that we can come to appreciate several aspects of classical anti-colonial
and contemporary postcolonial discourse. 

Loomba (1998) stated, “the grand narrative of decolonization has, for the mo-
ment, been adequately told and widely accepted. Smaller narratives are now
needed, with attention paid to local topography, so that maps can become fuller”
(p. 252). Many postcolonial theorists are involved in projects of constructing re-
gional or national narratives and, similar to some postmodernists, are excited by the
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“multiplicity of histories” that challenge political and cultural “monocentricism,”
and especially Eurocentrism and other linear conceptions of history.13 Postcolonial
discourse has also often provided (neo)colonized, anti-colonial and decolonial the-
orists with a much-needed network and discursive arena in which to compare, con-
trast, and create coalitions based on common historical experiences and en-
durances.

However, I would be the first to say that contemporary anti-colonial theorists
should be suspicious of extreme or “strong” postcolonialism, and especially those
versions which assert that the “post” in “postcolonialism” literally means “after,” as
in “after-colonialism.” For some postcolonial theorists, the extremists, colonialism
is a thing of the past and we have already entered into the postcolonial period.
Without understanding the reconfiguring nature of colonialism, some postcolonial
theorists have conflated changes in the character of colonialism with the “death,”
demise, and/or destruction of colonialism—this is, again, precisely why I assert that
Du Bois’s concepts of colonialism and semi-colonialism are so important for con-
temporary anti-colonial, decolonial, and postcolonial theory and praxis. 

Loomba (1998) claims, “colonialism was challenged from a variety of perspec-
tives by people who were not all oppressed in the same way or to the same extent”
(p. 8). This statement helps to highlight the heterogeneous nature of both classical
colonialism and neocolonialism. Colonialism took, and is taking place in the lives
and on the lands of various peoples who have had comparably different historical
experiences. This means, then, that it is important not to gloss over the precolonial,
colonial, and possible postcolonial life- and language-worlds of historically and cur-
rently colonized people. In our attempts to engage “the colonial problem” and put
forward postcolonial solutions, we should keep in mind that, “[o]pposition to colo-
nial rule was spearheaded by forms of national struggle which cannot offer a blue-
print for dealing with inequities of the contemporary world order” (p. 14). Why?
Because the “contemporary world” is not the world of classical colonialism, and as
Arif Dirlik (1994, 1997, 2007) and Crystal Bartolovich (2000) have pointed out, the
connections and power relations between neocolonialism and global (multi-na-
tional and corporate) capitalism have intensified and are often obscured by the
poststructuralist and/or postmodernist conceptually incarcerating jargon of post-
colonial theorists. 

Du Bois serves as a critic and critique of postcolonialism insofar as his discourse
demystifies and destabilizes several of the main tenets of postcolonialism. Where it
is argued that postcolonialism represents a specific species of thought that theorizes
the world “after” colonialism, Du Bois puts forward the principle features of colo-
nialism, which in turn helps to highlight the fact that although we are not enduring
“classical colonialism,” we are, as Cabral and Nkrumah asserted, experiencing “neo-
colonialism.” Du Bois can also be seen as a critic and critique of postcolonialism
when it is understood that he refused to reduce colonialism to direct domination or
strictly economic exploitation. 

For Du Bois (1985a) capitalism and colonialism, as they emanate from European
“mother countries” and metropolises, represent “two of the most destructive
[forces] in human history” and are “today threatening further human death and dis-
aster” (p. 233). We, then, as critical and radical anti-colonial theorists, have a
solemn duty to develop theory and praxis that counters and combats not only cap-
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italism and colonialism, but also any and all forms of imperialism. We must con-
sistently build bridges between classical and contemporary anti-colonial thought
and practices. Additionally, as Du Bois’s discourse accents, there is a real need to crit-
ically engage Pan-African and Africana anti-colonial thought-traditions, as these tra-
ditions may offer much of interest and much that can be instructive in our current
struggle(s) against the ever-present colonialism in most of our lives. Du Bois
(1971b) reminds us once again that the anti-colonial struggle has consistently had
as its aim “intellectual understanding and cooperation” among all colonized peo-
ples “in order to bring about at the earliest possible time . . . industrial and spiritual
emancipation” (p. 208). Finally, we must not be fooled into believing that either
colonialism or capitalism, or racial domination and discrimination are things of the
past so long as they determine, define, and deform our present. We must consis-
tently fight for freedom, keeping Cabral’s (1972) caveat in mind: 

[L]et us go forward, weapons in hand . . . let us prepare ourselves . . . each day, and be
vigilant, so as not to allow a new form of colonialism to be established in our countries,
so as not to allow in our countries any form of imperialism, so as not to allow neo-
colonialism, already a cancerous growth in certain parts of Africa and of the world, to
reach our own countries. (p. 85)

Du Bois’s engagement of colonialism soon gave way to a more serious critique of
capitalism. As a system of oppression, colonialism has historically been primarily
predicated on robbing people of color of their resources, land and labor—in a word
(or, in a couple of words), colonialism loots their very lives and livelihood. Capi-
talism, on the other hand, has never conceded to the conventions of the color-line.
It economically exploits and underdevelops poor whites as well as blacks and other
people of color. However, when and where capitalism connects with colonialism,
which is almost everywhere considering the historical fact that the rise of capitalism
coincides with European imperial expansion around the globe, it exploits people of
color in ways in which it does not white workers, because workers of color under a
white supremacist capitalist system not only lose their labor, but their sense of self
and their kinship with their history and culture.

For Du Bois, colonialism and capitalism are two very different oppressive systems
that, especially considering their racial (or racist) character, intersect in the lives of
people of color, and twice (or thrice) threaten their humanity and ability to con-
tribute to human culture and civilization. The racial political economic aspects of
colonialism and capitalism have historically made them inextricable; where one was
found, the other was always there somewhere, in someway as well. This being the
case, Du Bois developed what was conceivably the first critical race theory of capi-
talism. However, he observed at the outset of this venture that one of the major dif-
ferences involved in the critique of colonialism and the critique of capitalism was
the fact that capitalism’s economic exploitation extended well-beyond the world of
color and workers of color. 

White workers had long leveled serious criticisms of capitalism, and undeniably
during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries their best work in this vein
was embodied in Marxism. Yet, Du Bois pointed out, white Marxists overlooked the
racist character of capitalism and diminished and downplayed the political economy
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of race and racism in their discourse when Pan-African Marxists consistently
brought these issues to the fore. It was with this in mind that Du Bois developed not
only a critical race theory of capitalism, but a critical race theory of the Eurocentrism
and white supremacism of Marxism as well. His relationship with Marxian theory
(and dogma) was long, varied and intricate, and often obfuscated by both black and
white Marxists wishing to claim him for their respective “radical” camps. In the next
section I discuss Du Bois’s critiques of capitalism and Marxism, as well as his devel-
opment of a conception of critical multicultural and transethnic democratic social-
ism that sought an alternative egalitarian society free from the machinations of
racism, capitalism and colonialism. 

THE SOULS OF BLACK AND WHITE MARXISTS: W. E. B. DU BOIS’S
CRITICAL RACE THEORY OF CAPITALISM AND MARXISM

As intimated in the previous section, Du Bois’s critique of colonialism is inextrica-
ble from his critique of capitalism. In some senses it could be averred that as he de-
veloped his simultaneously socio-historic and politico-economic analyses, begin-
ning with race and racism and quickly connecting them to colonialism and
decolonization, Du Bois eventually added capitalism to his anti-imperialist agenda
as a major target of oppression and exploitation to be eliminated. On the one hand,
one of many things that distinguish his criticisms of capitalism from colonialism in-
volves the fact that from his optic capitalism and colonialism are two very different—
albeit intimately interrelated—violent, oppressive, and exploitive systems that must
be approached in a manner that speaks to their specificities. On the other hand, an-
other contributing defining and distinguishing marker of Du Bois’s critique of cap-
italism is linked to the fact that some whites, that is, some members of the ruling
race, also understood capitalism to be a violent, oppressive, and exploitive system
and had developed critical theory and praxis traditions that could be loosely drawn
from and put to use in the Africana fight for freedom and justice. Though, as Du
Bois observed early, most white critics of capitalism focused almost exclusively on
capitalism’s economic exploitative aspects without so much as mentioning how it
intersected with and exacerbated racial violence (physical and psychological vio-
lence) and racial oppression. This led Du Bois at the outset of his critique of capi-
talism to simultaneously critique capitalism and the white critics (and their cri-
tiques) of capitalism. 

The white critics of capitalism were critical of it for very different reasons than
those of their colored “comrades.” And, Du Bois was one of the first radical theo-
rists of color, and, perhaps, without a doubt, the first Africana theorist to register this
difference. As several interpreters of Du Bois have observed, he had a critical and di-
alectical relationship with the white critics of capitalism, especially Marxist socialist
and communist thought and practice. According to Adolph Reed (1997), in W. E. B.
Du Bois and American Political Thought, “everyone agrees that Du Bois died a social-
ist, but few agree on when he became one or on what kind of socialist he was” (p.
83). 

In W. E. B. Du Bois: Negro Leader in a Time of Crisis, the brutally polemical Francis
Broderick (1959) explains that Du Bois’s thought may be difficult to periodize in
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the manner that many intellectual historians are accustomed to on account of the
fact that “[h]is ideas changed constantly, but the major changes came gradually,
with a considerable overlap” (p. 124). This is an important point, especially con-
sidering the present examination of Du Bois’s contributions to the deconstruction
and reconstruction of radical politics and critical social theory, because it speaks to
the systematic, multidimensional, and transdisciplinary quality and character of his
thought. Broderick’s (1959) comments in this regard deserve further quotation:

Writing month after month on current events, he [Du Bois] did not, of course, abruptly
end one period of intellectual change and begin another. He might drop a hint, then
wait twenty years before picking it up for further development. His praise of self-suffi-
cient, segregated Negro communities came at the flood tide of the Niagara Movement.
He was making advances to socialism in 1907, although in early 1908 he affirmed his
attachment to the principles of the Republican party. Africa had an almost mystical fas-
cination for him even on his twenty-fifth birthday, but thirty years elapsed before the
fascination produced a program of action. Even as the hope for alliance with workers
and colored men dominated his thought in the 1930s, a minor theme, self-sufficiency
for the Negro community, was rising in a crescendo which by the early 1930s would
make it dominant. Conversely, as new ideas came to prominence after the World War,
the old ones did not disappear: the essence of his lecture “Race Relations in the United
States,” for the American Academy of Political and Social Science in 1928 could have
been written twenty-five years before. His ideas changed constantly, but the major
changes came gradually, with considerable overlap. (pp. 123–124; see also Du Bois,
1982b, pp. 303–308)

Du Bois’s “socialism,” to use this term loosely, may have never been as scientific,
dogmatic, and/or orthodox Marxist as many intellectual historians have claimed, or
would like to claim. As he matured, both personally and professionally, his thought
took on a chameleonic character, crisscrossing back and forth between the chasms
of race and class. His thought often exhibited internal tensions, sometimes appear-
ing unrepentantly race-centered, intensely Pan-African and bluntly black national-
ist, and at other times seeming overly concerned with class, labor, and economic
(in)justice issues. In addition, the complexity and multidimensionality of his
thought gave it a contradictory and often confusing character, which, as we will soon
see in the subsequent section, was exacerbated by the fact that sexism (particularly
patriarchy and/or male supremacy) was also a major item on his anti-imperial
agenda right alongside racism, colonialism, and capitalism. Du Bois’s criticisms of
capitalism, then, are distinguished from those of the white critics of capitalism, es-
pecially the Marxists, because his criticisms harbored an acute sensitivity to, and crit-
ical employment of subjugated knowledge regarding the ways in which capitalist
oppression overlaps, intersects and interconnects with racial and sexual domination
and discrimination.14

Du Bois, indeed, was a “socialist,” and he openly admitted as much. But, as many
black and white Marxist theorists have pointed out, what it meant to be a “Marxist”
or “socialist” prior to the Russian Revolution of 1917 was very different than claim-
ing to be one after this historic event (Kolakowski, 1978b, 1978c; Service, 1999,
2007; Wade, 1969, 1984, 2001, 2005). Prior to the Russian Revolution, socialism
generally entailed a belief in non-violent social revolution or, rather, social reform,

W. E. B. Du Bois 51



trade and industrial unionism, public ownership of utilities and properties, munic-
ipal improvement, corporate regulation, and a wide-range of other economic and
public policies and programs. After the Russian Revolution, socialism became the
bane of many social circles in capitalist countries because it was purported to be the
transitional state between capitalism and communism, as claimed by Karl Marx and
his disciples in their theorizations. The Russian Revolution was not the prim and
proper, prudent non-violent textbook revolution that so many French, English, and
white American socialists had hoped for and long dreamed about (Buhle, 1991;
Carr, 1966; Fitzpatrick, 2001). In fact, according to Roger Gottlieb (1992), in Marx-
ism 1844–1990, though the Russian communists took state power in the spirit of the
ideas of Marx and Engels, their interpretation and practice of communism “had vir-
tually nothing in common with Marx’s vision of socialism” (p. 77; see also Fromm,
1941, 1947, 1955, 1960b, 1961a, 1961b, 1965; Marcuse, 1958). None of this, of
course, stopped the Russian communists’ actions and interpretations from staining
Marxism and socialism in the American social imagination, as the hysteria of the
House Committee on Un-American Activities under the auspices of Senator Joseph
McCarthy clearly illustrated (Doherty, 2003; Fried, 1997; T. Morgan, 2003;
Schrecker, 1998, 2002; Theoharis, 2002). In the final analysis, similar to the term
race (and the terms of racism) at the turn of and throughout the twentieth-century,
socialism had/has a mercurial and malleable meaning, or set of meanings.15

Du Bois critically engaged various versions of socialism (or, more generally,
Marxism) for many of the same reasons that the Trinidadian triumvirate of C. L. R.
James, Oliver C. Cox, and Eric Williams did: because it offered an array of criticisms
of capitalism that cut to its core and made visible its obstinately invisible imperial
machinations. However, it must be borne in mind that each of the aforementioned
continuously criticized Marxism for its neglect of the racial and racist aspects of
capitalist culture and political economy. They were never Marxist in any orthodox
or doctrinaire sense because, as Du Bois and James’s radical thought regularly re-
minds us, blacks and other non-whites were often seen as threats to white workers,
white trade unions, and white labor movements’ strides toward economic justice.
White supremacy shaped and shaded the white critics of capitalism’s theorizations
and politics, especially in the socialist and communist parties. This had the effect
of placing Du Bois and the other black critics of capitalism outside of the orthodox
Marxist orbit. In a sense, this forced them to develop their own race-centered and
racism-conscious critiques of capitalism; something the white Marxists had never
even dared dream of doing. It also led the black radicals to a critical and, at times,
volatile relationship with the white critics of capitalism, Marxism, and Marxist
party politics.16

Just as he had pioneered as a philosopher of race, sociologist of race, Pan-African-
ist and anti-colonial theorist, Du Bois recusantly reinterpreted and critically engaged
Marxism from perspectives that previously had not been considered by either Marx-
ist or non-Marxist theorists. That is to say that when he critically questioned Marx-
ian theory from an Africana historical, cultural, social, and political frame of refer-
ence, and/or from the position of colored and colonized people generally, he
identified several of its theoretic inadequacies. It is the identification of these inad-
equacies and his development of a distinct critical race theory of capitalism that
makes Du Bois stand out among Africana radical theorists.
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Whether they agreed or disagreed with him, few could escape Du Bois’s enormous
and almost unfathomable influence on black radicalism during his day. For in-
stance, take into consideration, perhaps, the most noted of the Trinidadian tri-
umvirate, C. L. R. James, who is by many accounts one of the greatest intellectuals
the Caribbean has produced, and the subject of the succeeding chapter. In C. L. R.
James and Revolutionary Marxism, Scott McLemee (1994) argues that though James
was highly critical of Du Bois, Du Bois did, in fact, “deeply influence him” (p. 225).
In an often-overlooked 1965 tribute to the then recently deceased Du Bois, James
(1977a) revealingly wrote:

There is no need to subscribe to all that Dr. Du Bois has said and done. . . . Only the fu-
ture can tell to what degree the historical audacities of Du Bois are viable. . . . Dr. Du Bois
has always been put forward as one of the great black men and one of the great leaders
of the black people. But, I have said that he is one of the great intellectuals—American in-
tellectuals—of the twentieth century, and today and in years to come his work will con-
tinue to expand in importance while the work of others declines. (pp. 202, 211) 

Du Bois’s thought appealed to James and others of his ilk because it was cultur-
ally grounded, critical, and dialectical. In his approach to Marxism, Du Bois consis-
tently demonstrated his ability to distinguish between its progressive and retrogres-
sive elements. One of the many areas that Du Bois—among many other Africana
radical theorists—found Marxism wanting was in its neglect to theorize the life-
worlds and lived-experiences of the racially oppressed (blacks as well as other non-
whites).

As early as his 1907 essay, “The Negro and Socialism,” Du Bois detected and de-
tailed deficiencies in the Marxist tradition which included, among other things, a si-
lence on and/or an inattention to: race, racism, and anti-racist struggle; colonialism
and anti-colonial struggle; and, the ways in which both capitalism and colonialism
exacerbate not simply the economic exploitation of non-European peoples, but
continues (both physical and psychological) colonization beyond the realm of po-
litical economy. Du Bois, therefore, laboring long and critically with Marxian theory
and methodology, deconstructed it and developed his own original radical (and
later revolutionary) democratic socialist theory that: simultaneously built on his pio-
neering work as a race theorist and anti-colonialist; called for the radical transfor-
mation of U.S. society and the power relations of the world; was deeply concerned
about and committed to world peace and demanded disarmament; and, advocated
the liberation of all colonized, politically oppressed, and economically exploited
persons.

Du Bois was well aware of the fact that anyone in the citadel of super-capitalism,
the United States, who openly embraced socialism or Marxism in any of its mani-
festations would quickly become a social and political pariah. But, against a barrage
of black bourgeois and white conservative criticism he sought democratic socialism
and a methodical and meticulous understanding of Marxism. As discussed in greater
detail below, Du Bois did not believe that the Russian communists had a monopoly
on Marxism any more than he believed that the Marxists put a patent on the critique
of capitalism. Marxism was merely one of many tools in Du Bois’s ever-evolving crit-
ical socio-theoretical framework, and just as the meaning of socialism and Marxism
changed as a result of revolutionary praxis and re-theorization, so too did Du Bois’s
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relationship with and critical appreciation and/or race-conscious rejection of certain
aspects of Marxism change. 

In his classic study, The Golden Age of Black Nationalism, 1850–1925, Wilson Moses
(1978) correctly contends, “Du Bois was an anticapitalist long before he was a so-
cialist” (p. 138). In 1903, the year he published his watershed work, The Souls of
Black Folk, Du Bois wanted nothing whatsoever to do with what he called “a cheap
and dangerous socialism” (cited in Moses, 1978, p. 138). There has long been a ten-
dency in Du Bois studies, and especially among those working on his racial and rad-
ical thought, to either exclusively engage his work prior to and including The Souls
of Black Folk, or to disavow his early articulations and emphasize the radicalism of
his later years. But, this is intellectually disingenuous and, it would seem to me, a
great disservice to Du Bois, who spoke and wrote endlessly of our ethical obligation
to constantly search for both scientific and social truth. In addition, this elision cre-
ates an arbitrary and artificial dichotomy in Du Bois’s oeuvre that robs contemporary
radicals of a paradigm and an opportunity to chart the political growth and devel-
opment of a classical radical theorist and critic. 

Traditionally when Du Bois’s radical thought and relationship to socialism has
been engaged three themes predominate the discourse. First, Du Bois is argued to
have rashly turned to radicalism, embracing a brand of socialism based on the artic-
ulations of white critics of capitalism (this includes Marxists, anti-Marxists, and non-
Marxists). Second, the Russian Revolution is reported to have convinced him once
and for all of the sanctity of socialism and Marxism. And, third,—and the most com-
mon claim—his magisterial black Marxian text, Black Reconstruction of Democracy in
America, is asserted to represent the completion of his conversion to Marxism. How-
ever, Du Bois’s texts tell a different tale, and it is to these neglected narratives that I
now intend to turn. I will briefly treat each of the three themes before discussing his
distinct and constantly developing conception of democratic socialism. 

With regard to the first theme, Moses (1978) maintains, “Du Bois is remembered
as one of the great socialists of the twentieth century and it is easy to forget the con-
servatism of his intellectual origins” (p. 138). However, we should mince no words
and make no mistakes about it, though Du Bois ultimately arrived at socialism, he
only “became a socialist by gradual stages” (p. 138). His embrace of socialism did
not entail the type of religious “leap of faith” or rituals of religious conversion that
have historically been associated with some theorists’ turn to Marxism. The careful
and critical Du Bois came to socialism only after years of studying its theories and
observing its practices, and, even after he came to it, it is difficult to say with any ac-
curacy what type of socialism he initially embraced.17

Though much has been made of Du Bois’s 1907 essays, “Socialist of the Path” and
“The Negro and Socialism,” which, of course, reveal his turn to “radical thought”
and socialism, few have commented on the fact that even after his supposed “so-
cialist turn,” Du Bois continued to carry out one of the most thorough criticisms of
Marxian theory in radical intellectual history. Many Du Bois scholars have observed
his historic 1907 turn to socialism, but they do not provide an intellectual archae-
ology of the crucial why and how he decided to embrace socialism as a political the-
ory and praxis. Further, most Du Bois scholars pass over roughly thirty years of his
critical writings on socialism and Marxism to quickly get to the tried and true ex-
ample of his employment of Marxian methodology and major contribution to what
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is currently called “black Marxism” (C. J. Robinson, 2000, 2001). I am, of course, re-
ferring to Du Bois’s 1935 classic Black Reconstruction of Democracy in America.18

Du Bois was a consistent critic of Marxism, and not an uncritical and impetuous
demagogue and disciple of the white critics of capitalism and their theories. In 1911
he officially joined the Socialist Party. Ironically, in that same year he delivered an
address in New York entitled, “Socialism Is Too Narrow for Negroes,” before an au-
dience of one thousand socialists. In his speech he told his “comrades”:

You come to us, and with all the faith that your idea, the idea of Socialism inspires you,
and you tell the Negro race to join the Socialist movement, which aims at the abolition
of all ills and inequalities. You will find, however, that the Negro race will look upon
you, upon the Socialists, with the same suspicion that it looks upon all white men. It
will regard you as enemies just as it has been taught to regard all white men. (Du Bois,
1982b, p. 40)

Why will Du Bois’s beloved black folk look at the socialists “with the same suspi-
cion that [they] look upon all white men,” we are all asking? Because, Du Bois de-
cidedly continued:

the Socialist movement really does not offer such a remedy for the race problem as So-
cialists generally think. The Socialist movement, like a great many reform movements in
religion, in humanitarian and social relations of men, in the labor movement, have been
movements which have concerned themselves with the European civilization, with the
white races. So long as the Socialist movement can put a ban upon any race because 
of its color, whether that color be yellow or black, the Negro will not feel at home in it.
(p. 40)

In so many words, Du Bois was calling his socialist comrades white supremacists
and Eurocentrists because their brand of socialism was racially exclusive, focusing
narrowly on “the European civilization” and “the white races,” as he put it above.
Surely this type of intra-party criticism (again, Du Bois was a member of the party
at this point) was unprecedented in socialist circles at the time. But, because most
Du Bois scholars rush to Black Reconstruction, they miss many of his seminal criti-
cisms of (Eurocentric) socialism that led him to develop the distinct methodology
of their most beloved book. Now, one may also be wondering: well, why did Du
Bois join the Socialist Party if he knew it was racist? He quickly and coolly answered:
the Socialists were “the only party which openly recognizes Negro manhood.” Ac-
cording to Manning Marable (1986), in W. E. B. Du Bois: Black Radical Democrat, Du
Bois’s motivations for joining the Socialist Party also grew out of his associations
with several of the white socialists who helped him found the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and his “overriding commitment
to racial and economic justice” (p. 90). Soon, says Marable, “Socialism was inte-
grated into his larger struggle against racial inequality” (p. 90).19

Du Bois’s tenure in the Socialist Party was very brief, only lasting one year, from
1911 to 1912. As he revealed in Darkwater, he simply could not stomach the fact
that his so-called socialist “comrades,” and a political organization that he was a
member of, “openly excluded Negroes and Asiatics” (Du Bois, 1996a, p. 552). Du
Bois’s prompt departure from the party was precipitated by what he perceived to be
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its timidity toward concrete criticisms of, as opposed to radical rhetoric against,
racial discrimination and racist exclusions within its own ranks. Soon after joining
the party he began a campaign to recruit and elect African American officers. But,
the white socialists would not budge. Marable (1986) correctly contends that
though Du Bois “may have resigned from the Socialist Party, . . . he remained a So-
cialist” (p. 90).

The second recurring theme that dominates the discourse on Du Bois’s radical
thought involves his impression and interpretation of the Russian Revolution and
its impact on his outlook. Clearly the Soviet experiment with communism had a
deep and profound impact on Du Bois. But, again, his interest in the Russian Revo-
lution has often been interpreted as an unequivocal and unflinching acceptance of
everything that revolution entailed. However, and in the fashion of his foray into so-
cialism, and Marxism in general, Du Bois continued to critically question Russian
communism. In fact, he exhibited such an uncharacteristic reticence regarding the
Russian Revolution and its immediate aftermath that he was harshly criticized by
the Jamaican poet laureate and black radical, Claude McKay.20

From McKay’s optic, Du Bois had written critically of the Russian Revolution and
was therefore a traitor to the working classes and black masses because, as McKay
fumed, “the Negro in politics and social life is ostracized only technically by the dis-
tinction of color; in reality the Negro is discriminated against because he is the low-
est type of worker” (McKay quoted in Du Bois, 1995a, p. 531). Now, it is Du Bois’s
rejoinder to McKay that sheds light on his position on the Russian Revolution and
possibly lays to rest incredulous claims regarding his early, extremely critical inter-
pretation of it. Du Bois’s blazing response to McKay was entitled, “The Negro and
Radical Thought.” In the essay he takes “Mr. McKay” to task for privileging class over
race (something several critics of Du Bois would argue that he did in his later work)
and making the erroneous assumption that he “sneered” at the Russian Revolution.
Du Bois (1995a) declared: 

[W]e have one chief cause—the emancipation of the Negro, and to this all else must be
subordinated—not because other questions are not important but because to our mind
the most important social question today is recognition of the darker races.

Turning now to that marvelous set of phenomena known as the Russian Revolution,
Mr. McKay is wrong in thinking that we have ever intentionally sneered at it. On the con-
trary, time may prove, as he believes, that the Russian Revolution is the greatest event of
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and its leaders the most unselfish prophets. At
the same time The Crisis does not know this to be true. Russia is incredibly vast, and the
happenings there in the last five years have been intricate to a degree that must make
any student pause. We sit, therefore, with waiting hands and listening ears, seeing some
splendid results from Russia . . . and hearing other things which frighten us. (p. 532)

At first issue is Du Bois’s unapologetic display of black nationalism. In his words,
“we have one chief cause . . . the emancipation of the Negro.” In addition, and this
should be underscored, it must be borne in mind that he made this statement well-
nigh fifteen years after his supposed “socialist turn” in 1907. Again, I refute the
claim that he was a Marxist-socialist in any orthodox or doctrinaire sense. In fact,
what we see here is Du Bois being highly critical of a radical of African descent—the
fact that he was a “Negro poet of distinction” notwithstanding—who had accepted
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the orthodox Marxist obsession with economics and overemphasis on class struggle
(p. 531). And finally, Du Bois’s comments on the Russian Revolution reveal that five
years after “that marvelous set of phenomena” he was still not convinced or com-
mitted to the Russian version of communism. However, and in characteristic fash-
ion, he did remind his radical “Negro” readers that “the immediate work for the
American Negro lies in America and not in Russia” (pp. 532–533). He also coun-
seled black radicals to continue to question socialism and communism, all the
while he was extending and expanding his critique or, rather, his critical race theory
of Marxism. Du Bois rhetorically questioned and answered:

What is today the right program of socialism? The editor of The Crisis considers himself
a Socialist but he does not believe that German State Socialism or the dictatorship of the
proletariat are perfect panaceas. He believes with most thinking men that the present
method of creating, controlling and distributing wealth is desperately wrong; that there
must come and is coming a social control of wealth; but he does not know just what
form that control is going to take, and he is not prepared to dogmatize with Marx or
Lenin. Further than that, and more fundamental to the duty and outlook of The Crisis,
is this question: How far can the colored people of the world, and particularly the Ne-
groes of the United States, trust the working classes? 

Many honest thinking Negroes assume, and Mr. McKay seems to be one of these, that
we have only to embrace the working class program to have the working class embrace
ours; that we have only to join Trade Unionism and Socialism or even Communism, as
they are today expounded, to have Union Labor and Socialists and Communists believe
and act on the equality of mankind and the abolition of the color line. The Crisis wishes
that this were true, but it is forced to the conclusion that it is not. (p. 533)

Fifteen years after his supposed socialist turn, and five years after the Russian Rev-
olution, Du Bois considered himself a socialist but was “not prepared to dogmatize
with Marx or Lenin.” This may seem curious to many contemporary readers but,
again, Du Bois did not think that the Marxists had a monopoly on socialism. In 1921
he continued to carry out his critique of Marxism, calling into question its usefulness
to the racially oppressed, and particularly people of African origin and descent. 

It was racial discrimination and racist exclusionism, not only by white capitalists
but also by white workers that distinguished the plight of the black worker. Black
workers were black before they were ever even considered workers, which in many
white supremacist capitalists, unionists, labor organizers, and workers’ minds pre-
cluded blacks from ever being workers in either a Marxian or non-Marxian sense.
This is to say that black workers were never thought of in the raceless terms in which
white workers were thought of when white Marxists, economists, labor scholars, po-
litical scientists and sociologists, among many others, theorized “the working class”
(R.D.G. Kelley, 1994, 1997a). Black workers were always and ever raced first, to
shamelessly appropriate Marcus Garvey’s famous phrase for my own critical theo-
retical purposes. The bottom line, and the main point Du Bois wanted to make in
the passage above was that white workers undeniably suffer severely within a capi-
talist system. But, he emphatically emphasized, being a white worker within a white
supremacist capitalist system is not nearly as tragic and traumatic as being black and
a worker in a white supremacist capitalist system (Marable, 1983, 1993, 1995, 1996,
1997, 2002).
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Fifteen years after “The Negro and Radical Thought,” Du Bois produced what
many critics have long hailed as his definitive statement on the differences between
the white worker and the black worker, his 1935 masterpiece Black Reconstruction of
Democracy in America. This, of course, brings us to the third and final theme that
dominates the discourse on Du Bois’s radicalism and distinct democratic socialism.
With the publication of Black Reconstruction, a book C. L. R. James (1977a, p. 211)
said “is and is likely to continue to be one of the finest history books ever written,”
Du Bois is purported to have finally shown his hand and crossed over completely to
Marxism. Critics have taken great pleasure in pointing out this or that Marxian ele-
ment or influence in his later radical writings, especially in Black Reconstruction. But,
the truth of the matter is: one-dimensional, narrow-minded, and Eurocentric inter-
pretations of Du Bois do his (Africana intellectual history-making) legacy a great
disservice and robs contemporary critical theorists of an opportunity to explore the
richness and wide-range and reach of his dialectical thought. 

Indeed, Black Reconstruction is one of many watershed works in Du Bois’s corpus,
and my critical remarks here should not be confused with criticisms of the book
(which, incidentally, will not be directly engaged in this instance), but more criti-
cisms of the book’s reception. Black Reconstruction’s reception—and we could say,
contemporary reception of classical reception of this text—is important here in
terms of developing Africana critical theory because if this important work in black
radicalism is interpreted as a work wholly within the Marxian tradition, then, Du
Bois quickly and logically (from a mainstream Marxist and Eurocentrist frame of ref-
erence, which are virtual one and the same) becomes a disciple or, worst, an ideo-
logue in a tradition in which he actually innovated, created, and contributed new
critical concepts and categories of analysis and praxis. My efforts here are primarily
geared toward exposing the fact that even after he wrote Black Reconstruction, Du Bois
did not uncritically accept Marxism, but continued to draw from those aspects of the
theory which he understood to offer the greatest contribution to his “one chief
cause—the emancipation of the Negro.” Moreover, let us bear in mind that for Du
Bois “all else must be subordinated” to the “one chief cause,” “not because other
questions are not important but because to our mind the most important social
question today is recognition of the darker races.”

I utterly agree with the two-time Pulitzer Prize-winning Du Bois biographer,
David Levering Lewis in W. E. B. Du Bois: The Fight for Equality and the American Cen-
tury, 1919–1963, when he noted: “The book [Black Reconstruction] represented one
of those genuine paradigm shifts periodically experienced in a field of knowledge,
one that sunders regnant interpretations into the before-and-after of its sudden, dis-
orienting emergence. Had he ventured to paraphrase Marx, who both inspires and
deforms the book, Du Bois might well have observed that he had set reconstruction
historiography upright after finding it standing on its head” (D.L. Lewis, 2000, p.
367). Black Reconstruction represents and registers as a “genuine paradigm shift” be-
cause it recasts both Reconstruction historiography and Marxian historical material-
ism from “the black point of view,” a cool-penned Lewis quipped regarding the
methodological orientation of Du Bois’s Reconstruction research from his 1910
bombshell “Reconstruction and Its Benefits” through to Black Reconstruction (p.
351).
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Du Bois maintained a critical relationship with Marxism from the time of his sup-
posed socialist turn in 1907 and up to and even after the publication of Black Re-
construction in 1935. In 1936, ironically a year after Black Reconstruction had a ripple
effect on Reconstruction historiography and supposedly made him the black Marx-
ist par excellence, Du Bois continued to carry out his criticism of socialism and com-
munism in an obscure and often overlooked Journal of Negro Education essay enti-
tled, “Social Planning for the Negro: Past and Present.” The essay is essentially a
history of African American’s social and political thought and movements, from en-
slavement to his epoch, then 1936. After accenting the rebellions of Denmark Vesey
and Nat Turner; noting Harriet Tubman and the Underground Railroad; highlight-
ing Paul Cuffe’s emigration plan; praising John Brown and Frederick Douglass for
their revolutionary abolitionism; and, writing almost objectively of Booker T. Wash-
ington and his accommodationist program, the essay gives way to its concluding
section, which Du Bois dubbed “The Present Dilemma.”

Emphasis should be placed on the last section of Du Bois’s essay because it rep-
resents one of the first times he discussed African Americans and their then current
conditions after the publication of Black Reconstruction. Black Reconstruction was a
critical look at African Americans’ past from “the black point of view” (à la Lewis),
where “Social Planning for the Negro: Past and Present,” as the title suggests, was an
examination of African Americans’ classical and contemporary conditions from “the
black point of view.” In addition, the final section of Du Bois’s essay is a clarion ex-
ample of his continued critical relationship with Marxism after the publication of
Black Reconstruction.

Du Bois (1982c) begins the section, “The Present Dilemma,” by putting forward
his long held contention that “the problem of race discrimination always cuts across
and hinders the settlement of other problems” (p. 36). The problem he is hinting at
here has to do with both race and class, actually racial oppression and economic ex-
ploitation in the forms of racism and capitalism. Faced with the reality of the eco-
nomic depression in the U.S. at that time, Du Bois argued that African Americans
had three options available to them: “(1) toward invoking the protection of restored
capitalism, (2) a movement toward alliance with organized labor, and (3) a move-
ment toward socialism” (p. 36). With regard to the first and second options, Du
Bois succinctly stated:

There is only one haven of refuge for the American Negro. He must recognize that his
attempt to enter the ranks of capital as an exploiter came too late, if it were ever a wor-
thy ideal for a group of workers. He is now forever excluded by the extraordinary mo-
nopoly which white capital and credit have upon the machines and materials of the
world. Moreover, that solution after all was possible only for the few. The great mass of
Negroes belong to the laboring class. (pp. 37–38)

African Americans simply could not join with the capitalists and bourgeois bu-
reaucrats because they had no capital, and even if and when they did produce or
procure capital, racism still reared its ugly head (and horns!). Besides, Du Bois ques-
tioned, is it a “worthy ideal,” economically exploiting others? And, considering
African Americans’ historical experiences at the hands (and under the boots!) of
white supremacist capitalists: aren’t blacks almost inherently anti-capitalist or,
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rather, shouldn’t (based on their historical experiences and endurances) blacks be al-
most inherently anti-capitalist? Keep in mind, Du Bois declared, “The great mass of
Negroes belong to the laboring class” and historically have been ever since Africans
first came to the Americas in shackles and chains at the dawn of the sixteenth cen-
tury. The first option was, therefore, quickly dispelled. 

As far as the second option of African Americans joining the unions, racism again
proved a decisive factor. The unionists, as Du Bois discussed in “The American Fed-
eration of Labor and the Negro,” were white supremacists who saw blacks as job-
stealers and would not allow them to join the unions. There went the second op-
tion, dismissed with Du Bois’s characteristic quick-wit and uncomplicated brevity.
This left, then, the third and final option, socialism. Du Bois (1982c) demurrly
mused:

Suppose, now, that the Negro turns to the promise of socialism whither I have long
looked for salvation. I was once a member of the celebrated Local No. 1 in New York. I
am convinced of the essential truth of the Marxian philosophy and believe that eventu-
ally land, machines and materials must belong to the state; that private profit must be
abolished; that the system of exploiting labor must disappear; that people who work
must have essentially equal income; and that in their hands the political rulership of the
state must eventually rest.

Notwithstanding the fact that I believe this is the truth and that this truth is being
gradually exemplified by the Russian experiment, I must nevertheless ask myself seri-
ously; how far can American Negroes forward this eventual end? What part can they ex-
pect to have in a socialistic state and what can they do now to bring about this realiza-
tion? And my answer to this has long been clear. There is no automatic power in
socialism to override and suppress race prejudice. This has been proven in America, it
was true in Germany before Hitler and the analogy of the Jews in Russia is for our case
entirely false and misleading. One of the worst things that Negroes could do today
would be to join the American Communist Party or any of its many branches. The Com-
munists of America have become dogmatic exponents of the inspired word of Karl Marx
as they read it. They believe, apparently in immediate, violent and bloody revolution,
and they are willing to try any and all means of raising hell anywhere and under any cir-
cumstances. This is a silly program even for white men. For American colored men, it is
suicide. In the first place, its logical basis is by no means sound. The great and funda-
mental change in the organization of industry which Karl Marx with his splendid mind
and untiring sacrifice visualized must, to be sure, be brought about by revolution, but
whether in all times and places and under all circumstances that revolution is going to
involve war and bloodshed, is a question which every sincere follower of Marx has a
right to doubt. (p. 38)

Du Bois began on a sincere and somber note, revealing his belief in “the promise
of socialism” and “the essential truth of the Marxian philosophy.” Next, he outlines
socialism and solemnly sings some of its praises, laying bare its emphasis on utiliz-
ing natural, technological, and human resources in the best interest of the most
needy among the masses, the laboring classes, and future generations. Socialism had
a certain longstanding appeal for Du Bois (1986c) not simply because he believed
that it was “the end to economic reform” (pp. 49–53). But, it also appealed to him
because it was a system of social organization that resembled ancient African com-
munalism, where “crops are divided, not necessarily according to the amount of
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work that the man does or the efficiency of it, but according to the needs of the
members of the tribe” (Du Bois, 1971c, p. 165). This last point is one that often goes
overlooked by students of Du Bois’s radical writings, even those working in Africana
Studies, but it is extremely important nevertheless.21

Now, back to the previous passage, we come to the crux of Du Bois’s criticisms of
Marxist socialism and communism: “There is no automatic power in socialism [or
communism] to override and suppress race prejudice.” Du Bois had read those well-
worn famous first few pages of the Communist Manifesto, where Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels wrote with great glee of the global triumph of the white bourgeoisie
over the colonized colored world’s cultural and historical formations. In an almost
knee-jerk reaction, which has since become an unspoken rite of passage among
black radicals, Du Bois critically queried: what happens when socialists or commu-
nists are white supremacists and Eurocentrists? This is a question that Karl Marx and
many of his communist comrades never considered, because very frequently they
suffered from white supremacism and Eurocentrism, and looked on European im-
perial expansion as a “necessary evil” that “opened up fresh ground for the rising
bourgeoisie” that would ultimately forge “weapons that bring death to itself” (Marx
and Engels, 1978, pp. 474, 478; see also Marx, 1972; C.W. Mills, 2003a; Rabaka,
2008a; C.J. Robinson, 2000, 2001; Serequeberhan, 1990, 1994). Du Bois pleaded
with African Americans and other “colored men” not to join the Communist or So-
cialist Party, as he had done, but to organize among themselves, study socialism and
communism from their own independent frames of reference, and develop race-
centered and racism-conscious critiques of capitalism, as well as Marxism.22

It was not simply the racism and Eurocentrism of the white socialists and com-
munists that Du Bois took issue with. He also felt that their emphasis on “immedi-
ate, violent and bloody revolution” was not feasible for African Americans who at
the time constituted less than 10 percent of the U.S. population. White communists
and socialists could advocate “immediate, violent and bloody revolution” to the
white working class because they were the majority of the U.S. population and, thus,
stood a greater chance of destabilizing the imperial economic order. However, for
black folk to take this position, from Du Bois’s optic, was not only untenable but
quite simply “suicide.” In an extremely unorthodox and heretic manner, Du Bois
(1982c) was searching for an alternative to violent social revolution, but he never
ruled out self-defensive violence as a last resort, stating: “We abhor violence and
bloodshed; we will join no movement that advocates a program of violence, except
as the last defense against aggression” (p. 39).23

Du Bois was acutely aware of blacks’ social status and political position in the
white supremacist world. By this time, circa 1936, he had undertaken several stud-
ies of lynching and mob violence and, as a result, was painfully cognizant of the fact
that white supremacists had no regard whatsoever for black life.24 His criticisms of
Marxism here were groundbreaking in the sense that he exposed the nexus between
white conservatives, white liberals, and white radicals: their whiteness and (con-
scious and/or unconscious) adherence to white supremacy. Du Bois may have been
duped when he joined the Socialist Party in 1911, but now he knew that the white
socialists and communists could be just as white supremacist as the white capital-
ists. The white communists and socialists had volumes of radical rhetoric regarding
the “brotherhood of mankind” and the equality and inherent rights of all workers,
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when in all actuality they meant white workers and even more, as we will see in the
next section, they meant white male workers. 

Each time Du Bois criticized the white socialists or communists it forced him to
dig deeper and develop his own independent version of democratic socialism, one
distinctly race-centered and racism-conscious. It was premature to spend too much
time theorizing communism since, along orthodox Marxist lines, Du Bois believed
that socialism must proceed communism. As he asserted in “The Negro and Social-
ism,” “the salvation” of persons of color, and people of African descent in particu-
lar, “lies in socialism” (Du Bois, 2000a, p. 418). However, he was extremely
adamant in stating that continental and diasporan Africans should not graft Euro-
centric (Marxist-Leninist) and/or Asiocentric (Maoist) communism or socialism
onto Africana life-worlds, but that they should “study socialism, its rise in Europe
and Asia, and its peculiar suitability for the emancipation of Africa” and its diaspora
(p. 416). Du Bois maintained that the “question of the method by which the so-
cialist state can be achieved must be worked out by experiment and reason and not
by dogma. Whether or not methods which were right and clear in Russia and China
fit our circumstances is for our intelligence to decide” (p. 418).

In its broadest sense, “socialism,” according to Du Bois in “Socialism and the
American Negro,” means “the ownership of capital by the state; the regulation of all
industry in the interests of citizens and not for private profit of the few; and the
building of a welfare state where all men work according to ability and share income
according to need” (1985a, p. 295). However, he is quick to point out that “[t]he
complete socialism called communism has been reached by no nation,” and he in-
cluded the politico-economic experiments of the Soviet Union (Russia) and China
in his analysis (p. 295). In attempting to understand Du Bois’s connections and
contributions to the deconstruction and reconstruction of radical politics and criti-
cal social theory, it is important to point out—as Cedric Robinson (2000) has in
Black Marxism—that, “Du Bois was one of the first American theorists to sympa-
thetically confront Marxist thought in critical and independent terms” (p. 207). Be-
cause of the brevity of his tenure in the Socialist Party, which he felt betrayed African
Americans on account of its internal racial hierarchy (which replicated U.S. society
and the European imperial impulse) and the socialists’ non-existent (or, at the least,
half-hearted) external critique and confrontation of racism, and considering his
longstanding distrust of the Communist Party, the Party which drove him to un-
flinchingly state: “American Negroes do not propose to be the shock troops of the
Communist Revolution, driven out in front to death, cruelty and humiliation in or-
der to win victories for whites workers”—it is not hard to understand how or why I,
following Robinson, read Du Bois as more of a critic of Marxism than a Marxist in
any dogmatic, orthodox, or Eurocentric sense (Du Bois, 1995a, p. 591; C.J. Robin-
son, 2000, p. 228). 

Du Bois is easily understood to be a contributor to the deconstruction and re-
construction of radical politics and critical social theory when and where the cri-
tique of both capitalism and Marxism are acknowledged as basic characteristics of
radical politics and critical social theory (Agger, 1992a, 1992b, 2006; Kellner, 1989,
1990b, 1990c, 1993, 1995; Wilkerson and Paris, 2001). And, when his critiques of
capitalism and Marxism are coupled with his pioneering work as an anti-racist and
anti-colonial theorist, Du Bois immediately emerges as an innovator in the critical
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theory tradition, Africana or otherwise. An innovator who broadened critical the-
ory’s base by using Africana liberation thought and revolutionary practices as his
foundation and grounding point of departure. 

It was not simply capitalism and class struggle that impeded socialism from Du
Bois’s increasingly radical point of view, but equally racial domination and dis-
crimination weighed in. Where he began his adventure in socialism toying with its
most conservative, reformist, and gradualist strains, historical happenings on the
world scene and the acute and increasing economic exploitation of blacks in white
supremacist capitalist societies led him to couple his critical race and anti-colonial
theory with critical class theory. As a consequence, Du Bois developed some of the
first race/class theory and criticisms of Marxism from an Africana frame of reference.
However, race and class were not the only issues Du Bois believed were deterring a
democratic socialist society. There was also the problem of gender domination and
discrimination, something the prophet of problems wrote extensively about, but an
issue that Du Bois scholars and critics have buried beneath a barrage of criticism re-
garding his race manhood, black radicalness, and/or lack of skills as a littérateur.
The concluding section of this chapter, then, will be devoted to the often-overlooked
anti-sexist dimension(s) of Du Bois’s dialectical thought and critical socio-theoreti-
cal discourse. 

THE SOULS OF BLACK FEMALE FOLK: W. E. B. DU BOIS’S 
ANTI-SEXIST CRITICAL THEORY OF CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

Du Bois’s contributions to critical theory, and Africana critical theory in specific, are
perhaps ultimately most distinguished by his passionate pro-women politics or,
what Michael Awkward (2000) dubs, Du Bois’s “male-feminism,” which amazingly
integrates each of the aforementioned areas of critical inquiry—(anti)racism,
(anti)colonialism, and (anti)capitalism—into a full-fledged critical socio-theoreti-
cal framework. Du Bois claimed in his classic essay, “The Study of Negro Problems”
(1898), that the omission of persons of African descent from the realm of social sci-
entific study, and their relegation and reduction to paradigms par excellence of
pathology when they are studied, robs all “true lovers of humanity” who “hold
higher the pure ideals of science” of the rigorous and robust practice of a truly hu-
man science (p. 23). In this same vein, he also argued that there could be no au-
thentic human science unless and until the contradictions and conundrums of
women’s sociality—that is, women’s socio-political lived-experiences and lived-
endurances, their social life-realities in this “man-ruled world,” and their relations
among themselves and to men—were critically reflected in social scientific and
other humanistic studies of the social world (Du Bois, 1995a, p. 297).25

Though many read him as an archetypal “race man,” according to Joy James
(1997) in Transcending the Talented Tenth, Du Bois actually practiced “a politics re-
markably progressive for his time and ours” (p. 36).26 James notes, “Du Bois con-
fronted race, class, and gender oppression while maintaining conceptual and polit-
ical linkages between the struggles to end racism, sexism, and war” (pp. 36-37). His
socio-theoretical framework was dynamic and constantly integrated diverse compo-
nents of African American liberation theory; Pan-Africanism and anti-colonial 
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theory; women’s liberation theory; peace and international political theory; and
Marxist and non-Marxist class theory, among others. 

In “The Souls of Black Women Folk in the Writings of W. E. B. Du Bois,” the
greatly esteemed African American feminist and literary theorist Nellie McKay
(1990) contends: “At a time when black male writers concentrated their efforts on
the social, economic, and educational advancement of black men as the ‘leaders’ of
the race, Du Bois is something of an anomaly in his recognition that black women
were equal partners in the struggle to claim the human dignity all black people were
seeking” (p. 236). Moreover, in Daughters of Sorrow: Attitudes Toward Black Women,
1880–1920, the lionized African American literary and feminist theorist Beverly
Guy-Sheftall (1990) maintains that Du Bois was not only one of “the most pas-
sionate defenders of black women,” but also one of the “most outspoken [male-]
feminists” in African American history and, more generally, American history (p.
13). In fact, in Guy-Sheftall’s opinion, Du Bois “devote[d] his life’s work to the
emancipation of blacks and women” (p. 161, emphasis in original).27

In W. E. B. Du Bois: Black Radical Democrat, celebrated African American historian,
political scientist, and social theorist Manning Marable (1986) echoes Guy-Shef-
tall’s observations, declaring, “[l]ike Douglass, Du Bois was probably the most ad-
vanced male leader of his era on the question of gender inequality” and woman suf-
frage, though he was deeply “troubled by the racism within the white women’s
movement” (p. 85). Particularly perplexing for Du Bois was the white women’s
movement’s inattention to and perpetuation of racism. For instance, Du Bois was
bothered by the racial politics of the National American Woman Suffrage Associa-
tion, whose president, Carrie Chapman Catt, asserted that democratic rights had
been granted to African American men “with possibly ill-advised haste,” producing
“[p]erilous conditions” in U.S. society as it introduced “into the body politic vast
numbers of irresponsible citizens.” Belle Kearney, the Mississippi suffragist leader,
practiced an even more overtly anti-black racist politics by advocating that white
women’s enfranchisement would guarantee, among other things, an “immediate
and [more] durable white supremacy” (cited in Marable, 1986, p. 85; see also Blee,
1991, 2002; Caraway, 1991; Ferber, 2004; Newman, 1999; Roth, 2003; Twine and
Blee, 2001; Ware, 1992). Du Bois (1995a), in characteristic fashion, shot back:
“Every argument for Negro suffrage is an argument for woman’s suffrage; every ar-
gument for woman’s suffrage is an argument for Negro suffrage; both are great
movements in democracy” (p. 298). 

In terms of developing Africana critical theory of contemporary society, what I am
most interested in here is how Du Bois maintained, as James put it above, “concep-
tual and political linkages” between various anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-colonial,
and anti-capitalist thought-traditions and socio-political movements. Unlike most
of the critics in the Frankfurt School tradition of critical theory, Du Bois did not
downplay gender domination and discrimination (N. Fraser, 1991; Heberle, 2006;
Meehan, 1995). On the contrary, he placed the critique of sexism and racism right
alongside the critique of capitalism, class analysis, and class conflict theory. In tune
with the thinking of many Marxist feminists and socialist feminists, Du Bois was
critical of both capitalism and patriarchy (Gillman and Weinbaum, 2007; A.E.
Weinbaum, 2001; see also M.J. Buhle, 1981; Eisenstein, 1979; Holmstrom, 2002;
Sargent, 1981; B. Weinbaum, 1978). He understood women, in general, to have
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great potential as agents of social transformation because of their simultaneous ex-
perience of capitalist exploitation and sexist oppression. However, similar to con-
temporary Africana anti-sexist social theorists, both black feminists and womanists,
Du Bois understood women of African origin and descent, in particular, to have
even greater potential as agents of radical social change on account of their simul-
taneous experience of racism, sexism and economic exploitation, whether under
capitalism or colonialism (Guy-Sheftall, 1995; hooks, 1981, 1984, 1995; Hudson-
Weems, 1995, 1997, 2004; James and Sharpley-Whiting, 2000; Nnaemeka, 1998).
Du Bois’s socio-theoretical framework, therefore, has immense import for the dis-
cussion at hand so far as it provides Africana critical theory with a paradigm and
point of departure for developing a multi-perspectival social theory that is simulta-
neously critical of racism, sexism, capitalism, and colonialism.

Du Bois developed theory that was simultaneously critical of racism, colonialism,
capitalism, and traditional Marxism. In the remainder of this chapter I will bring
this thought into dialogue with his contributions to women’s decolonization and
women’s liberation. Similar to the iconic African American intellectual-activist an-
cestor Frederick Douglass (1992), Du Bois demanded that women’s human and
civil rights be respected and protected. But, beyond Douglass, DuBois thoroughly
theorized and “strategized woman suffrage and female equality,” argues Gary
Lemons (2001) and Nellie McKay (1985, 1990), “from a standpoint grounded in
the lived experiences,” literature and critical thought of black women (Lemons,
2001, p. 74). Bringing his critique of capitalism and careful study of modern polit-
ical economy to bear on “this man-ruled world” and its absurd “sex conditions,” Du
Bois—again, faithfully following Frederick Douglass—advocated that women have
“equal pay for equal work,” stating: “We cannot abolish the new economic freedom
of women. We cannot imprison women again in a home or require them all on pain
of death to be nurses and housekeepers” (Du Bois, 1995a, pp. 289, 297, 309; see
also Douglass, 1992, pp. 63–65).28

Many Du Bois scholars have pointed out that Du Bois prophesied that “the prob-
lem of the twentieth century” would be “the problem of the color line” (see Ander-
son and Zuberi, 2000; Andrews, 1985; Bell, Grosholz and Stewart, 1996; Clarke,
Jackson, Kaiser and O’Dell, 1970; Fontenot, 2001; Fontenot and Keller, 2007). How-
ever, what many of these scholars have often failed to mention is the fact that Du
Bois made this statement in 1900 (in “To the Nations of the World”), and that he
augmented and revised this thesis several times within the remaining sixty-three years
of his life (see Du Bois, 1995a, pp. 639–641; see also Rabaka, 2007a). In fact, by the
time he published Darkwater in 1920, Du Bois (1995a) stressed not only the “sex
conditions,” “sex equality” and “sex freedom” of women, but he also asserted that
“women are passing through, not only a moral, but an economic revolution” (pp.
308, 311). Further, forty-three years before his death, Du Bois—seemingly unbe-
knownst to the great majority of past and present Du Bois scholars and critics—
stated: “The uplift of women is, next to the problem of the color line and the peace
movement, our greatest modern cause” (p. 309; see also Gillman and Weinbaum,
2007).29

Du Bois developed a “critical sociology,” according to the noted black feminist so-
ciologist Cheryl Townsend Gilkes (1996), which “emphasized that gender, race, and
class intersected in the lives of black women to foster an important critical perspective
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or standpoint” (pp. 117, 112; see also Lucal, 1996). “Standpoint” is a term currently
employed in black feminist discourse, and feminist discourse in general, to denote,
as another noted black feminist sociologist, Patricia Hill Collins (1996), points out,
the fact that:

First, Black women’s political and economic status provides them with a distinctive set
of experiences that offers a different view of material reality than that available to other
groups. The unpaid and paid work that Black women perform, the types of communi-
ties in which they live, and the kinds of relationships they have with others suggest that
African American women, as a group, experience a different world than those who are
not Black and female. Second, these experiences stimulate a distinctive Black feminist
consciousness concerning that material reality. In brief, a subordinate group not only ex-
periences a different reality than a group that rules, but a subordinate group may inter-
pret that reality differently than a dominant group. (p. 223)30

Du Bois believed that women, and women of African descent in particular, were
(within white and male supremacist societies) a “subordinate group” who by dint
of hard labor and harsh living conditions had developed a distinct gender, racial
and class consciousness.31 With “[a]ll the virtues of her sex . . . utterly ignored,” “the
primal black All-Mother of men,” “the African mother” endured, on Du Bois’s
(1995a) account, “[t]he crushing weight of slavery” only to be re-subjugated in a
world that claimed to “worship both virgins and mothers,” but “in the end despises
motherhood and despoils virgins” (pp. 304, 300, 301, 300). African American
women, in the period after de jure “American slavery,” were flung into a world where
they were dominated and discriminated against simultaneously on account of their
race and gender. Their subordination, then, was inherent—though implicit on many
accounts—in the evolving social ontology and social ecology of white and male su-
premacist U.S. society.32 The chronic experience and effects of the interlocking, in-
tersecting and overlapping nature of race, gender, class and, as of late, sexuality have
led many Africana women’s liberation theorists to posit that women of African de-
scent experience a reality that is distinctly different from the lived-experiences and
life-struggles of those persons who are not black and female. Theories of “double,”
“triple,” and “multiple” jeopardy abound but, curiously, rarely if ever has Du Bois’s
contributions to women’s decolonization and women’s liberation figured promi-
nently in this discourse.33

Du Bois spent the great bulk of his life and intellectual energy wrestling with dif-
ferent forms of domination and discrimination, and though he often missed the
mark in his personal life (I am tempted to say, in his personal “affairs”) with
women, specifically his wife and daughter, there remains much that can (and
should) be salvaged from his anti-sexist social thought. To leave Du Bois to the tra-
ditional “race man” line is, to my logic, to throw the baby out with the bath water.
The more radical and critical thing to do is to search for and salvage what we can
from Du Bois’s life-work that will aid us in our endeavors to develop an Africana
critical theory of contemporary society, which includes a definite and distinctive
anti-sexist dimension alongside its anti-racism, anti-colonialism, and anti-capital-
ism. This, then, is an effort to build on and go beyond Du Bois; it is aimed at bring-
ing his anti-sexist social thought into dialogue with past and present Africana
women’s liberation theorists. 
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As with any thought-system or philosophical method there are things that are
positive and others that are negative in Du Bois’s discourse, which, of course, brings
us to the question of dialectics (Rabaka, 2008a). A dialectical approach to Du Bois
enables us to simultaneously acknowledge the sexism he practiced at specific inter-
vals in his private life, while focusing on his production and promotion of anti-sex-
ist positions and policies in his public life. This approach, also, opens objective in-
terpreters of Du Bois to the fact that he—as is common with many men struggling
against their sexist socialization and the madness of male supremacy—may very
well have concomitantly and contradictorily had instances of sexist thought and be-
havior in both his public and private life-worlds.

However, were we to highlight Du Bois’s sexism without accenting his anti-sexism
(or, vice versa) we would be producing and practicing the very type of one-dimen-
sional interpretation and thought that critical theory purports to be combating and
offering ethical and radical alternatives. Because he has long been cast in the “race
man” cloak, it is difficult for many Du Bois scholars and critics to look at his life and
work from multidimensional theoretical optics. What I wish to accent here, above
all else, are those aspects of Du Bois’s life-work that contribute to the development
of Africana critical theory, which means that I am primarily concerned with those
aspects of his discourse that critique domination and provide the promise of liber-
ation. The Du Bois that I am interested in, then, indeed did sometimes harbor sub-
tle sexist sentiments but, by the same token, the Du Bois that I am engaging here
also did not shy away from the forms of domination and discrimination that
women, and particularly women of African descent, experienced as a result of white
and male supremacy. Surely his essays such as, “The Work of Negro Women in So-
ciety,” “The Black Mother,” “Hail Columbia!,” “Woman Suffrage,” “The Damnation
of Women,” and “Sex and Racism,” to name only a few, are sincere testimonies and
solemn testaments that affirm his heartfelt assertion in the last paragraph of “The
Damnation of Women”: “I honor the women of my race” (Du Bois, 1995a, p.
311).34

Divulging the fact that “women of African descent have struggled with the multi-
ple realities of gender, racial, and economic or caste oppression,” Joy James, similar
to Cheryl Townsend Gilkes, contends that Africana women have “created . . . space
for a more viable democracy” (James and Sharpley-Whiting, 2000, p. 1; see also
Gilkes, 1996, pp. 114, 116–117). Democracy, one of the most prevalent and perva-
sive themes in Du Bois’s discourse, has not and will never exist so long as any hu-
man group, no matter how small or so-called “minority,” is excluded from the civic
decision making-processes of their respective national communities and the inter-
national community. Du Bois included women when he spoke of “peasants,” “la-
borers,” and “socially damned” persons who must always be considered if the
United States, or any nation for that matter, is to achieve anything remotely close to
democracy. For instance, in Darkwater, in the chapter ironically entitled “Of the Rul-
ing of Men,” Du Bois (1969a) asserted:

Today we are gradually coming to realize that government by temporary coalition of
small and diverse groups may easily become the most efficient method of expressing the
will of man and of setting the human soul free. . . . [N]o nation, race, or sex, has a mo-
nopoly on ability or ideas . . . no human group is so small as to deserve to be ignored
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as a part, and as an integral and respected part, of the mass of men . . . above all, no
group of twelve million black folk, even though they are at the physical mercy of a hun-
dred million white majority, can be deprived of a voice in government and of the right
to self-development without a blow at the very foundations of all democracy and all hu-
man uplift. . . . [N]o modern nation can shut the gates of opportunity in the face of its
women, its peasants, its laborers, or its socially damned. How astounded the future
world-citizen will be to know that as late as 1918 great and civilized nations were mak-
ing desperate endeavor to confine the development of ability and individuality to one
sex,—that is, to one-half of the nation; and he will probably learn that a similar effort
to confine humanity to one race lasted a hundred years longer. (pp. 153–154)

Du Bois directed his intellectual attention to the plight of black women, and they
were so far as he was concerned, “an integral and respected part” of his beloved
“black folk.” In fact, the woman of African descent, “the primal black All-Mother of
men,” could not and would not be held in check, neither by white nor male su-
premacy. Why? Because she was leading both a “moral” and an “economic” revolu-
tion (Du Bois, 1995a, pp. 300, 308). Gilkes (1996) contends that “for Du Bois,
black women represent a unique force for progressive change in the United States”
because of the degree(s) to which they experience and endure various forms of racial
and gender oppression and economic exploitation (p. 113). 

Where most of the male social theorists of his age placed a greater emphasis on
class theory, class formation, class consciousness and the impact of political econ-
omy on culture and society, Du Bois engaged the intersections of class, race, and gen-
der utilizing Africana lived-experiences and liberation thought and practices as a
model for his theories of social change and concept of an ever-expanding, all-inclu-
sive transethnic, transgender, and transgenerational democracy. Gilkes goes on to
say, “Du Bois’s vision pointed to a society that could confront, respect, and embrace
the gifts of all” (p. 133). His was a critical sociological imagination and prophetic
radical democratic vision that neither limited itself to the issues of the white male
bourgeoisie nor the white male proletariat, as was the dominant sociological trend
of his day, but Du Bois decidedly and solemnly sought to develop “a broad theory
of history that concerned itself with” an even broader and bolder conception and
“development of democracy and of American culture” (p. 114). Going against the
socio-theoretical grain of his times, as Gilkes observes, Du Bois staunchly opposed
the “subordination of the problems of gender and race in the development of soci-
ological theory” (p. 117). Hence, here again, Du Bois’s critical socio-theoretical
framework is distinguished from that of classical European, white American, and
Frankfurt School social theorists’, who by most accounts relegated race and 
gender—and, more specifically, racism and sexism—not merely to the margins, but
to intellectual and actual oblivion (see J.C. Alexander, 2001; Alexander, Boudon and
Cherkaoui, 1997; Boudon, Cherkaoui and Alexander, 1997; Calhoun, 2002; Fer-
rarotti, 2003; Giddens, 1971; Hughes, Sharrock and Martin, 2003; Ray, 1999; Roche
de Coppens, 1976; K.H. Tucker, 2002; B.S. Turner, 1999). When race and gender
did/do register in classical and contemporary Eurocentric “critical” and social the-
ory they are usually seen as social negatives that somehow fell from the sky, as
though Europeans (or whites) were not the architects of modern (and postmodern)
conceptions and social constructions of race and racism, and as though men were
not the masterminds behind, and continue to be the major perpetuators and per-
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petrators of gender domination and discrimination against women and other gen-
der justice-seeking men who embrace and endorse what bell hooks calls, “alterna-
tive masculinities” (hooks, 1991; see also Bennett, 2006; Bulmer and Solomos,
1999a, 1999b, 2004; Essed and Goldberg, 2001; Essed, Goldberg and Kobayashi,
2005; Goldberg, 1990; 1993; Goldberg and Solomos, 2002; L. Harris, 1999b; Jain,
2005; P. Miller, 1998; Schloesser, 2002; Solomos, 1988, 1995, 1996; Solomos and
Back, 2000; Solomos and Murji, 2005; Solomos and Jenkins, 1987; Walby, 1990). 

It was precisely “the problems of gender and race” which Karl Marx, Emile
Durkheim and Max Weber—the “three names [that] rank above all others,” accord-
ing to the esteemed British sociologist Anthony Giddens (1971)—downplayed in
their “development of sociological theory” (p. vii; see also Bologh, 1990; Bonilla-
Silva, 2001, 2003; Bonilla-Silva and Doane, 2003; Bonilla-Silva and Zuberi, 2008;
Di Stephano, 1991, 2008; Lehmann, 1994; McKee, 1993). Du Bois’s socio-theoreti-
cal framework is distinguished by the fact that it sought solutions to the problems
of racism, sexism, and colonialism, while keeping a keen and critical eye on the
ways that capitalism defines, deforms and destroys an ever-expanding, all-inclusive
transethnic, transgender, and transgenerational democracy. On the prevalence of
“the problem of class” in early modern social theory, Gilkes (1996) observes:

Although issues of class, race, and gender ought to be addressed, most early social the-
ory only focused on class and not on gender or race. In spite of its prominence in Amer-
ican society, the problem of race relations was not accorded the same theoretical im-
portance as were issues centered on class, change, and social structure. Critical theories
that assumed the primacy of human action and enterprise in the process of social
change often dismissed the issues of race and gender as subordinate to or derived from
the problem of class. The result . . . has been a neglect of gender and of racial-ethnic op-
pressions. (p. 113)

Because of the sociohistorical fact of their suffering, what black feminist sociolo-
gist Deborah King (1995) calls the “multiple jeopardy” of being black, female, poor,
and perpetually hyper-sexualized—which, in other words, is to say that black
women to varying degrees simultaneously experience and endure racism, sexism,
and the ravaging effects of economic exploitation, whether under capitalism or colo-
nialism, among other existential issues—Du Bois understood women of African de-
scent to be the almost ideal agents of radical social change. In Africana women and
their lived-experiences, in their lived-actualities and life-struggles, Du Bois found
radical subjects for social change and the spreading of authentic democratic thought
and practice. Though rarely referred to, Du Bois’s “perspectives on African American
women,” asserts Gilkes (1996), “anticipated and influenced concepts and ideas we
currently use to examine the intersection of gender, race, and class with reference to
African American women” (p. 132). She continues, “his work is the earliest self-con-
sciously sociological interpretation of the role of African American women as agents
of social change” and, therefore, offers modern radical theorists and activists a
multi-perspectival model on which to build an anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-colonial
and anti-capitalist critical theory of contemporary society (p. 134).

Gilkes reminds us that African American women were an integral part of all three
of the “great revolutions” Du Bois prophesied in Darkwater which must take place
if America (and the wider world) was to truly achieve democracy: the revolution
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against racism or the color-line; the revolution against sexism, and specifically the
subordination of women; and the revolution against economic exploitation, which
included both capitalism and colonialism. Here we see most clearly how Du Bois
went about confronting and contesting the major and most daunting existential is-
sues of his epoch (and ours): racism, sexism, capitalism, and colonialism. Of the
“great revolutions,” first, there was the revolt of the masses of colored peoples
against colonialism and the color-line. This, of course, translated itself in Du Bois’s
discourse into his anti-colonial and anti-racist writings in The Moon, Horizon, the
Crisis, Phylon, and The National Guardian, amongst other publications, public intel-
lectualism, and radical political activism. Women of African descent were cast in a
“messianic” or “prophetic” role in the revolution against racial domination and dis-
crimination, because Du Bois believed their sufferings “provided them with a legit-
imate voice of challenge” (Gilkes, 1996, p. 120). Who knew then, and who would
know now, perhaps more so than any other class of citizens, the deficiencies of U.S.
democracy than those persons experiencing and enduring both white and male su-
premacy, as well as capitalist-colonialist economic exploitation? Prefiguring Patricia
Hill Collins’s notion of “subjugated knowledge,” Du Bois attempted to accent and
highlight the “hidden” and/or “suppressed” knowledge produced by black women
as they confronted, combated, and often contradicted both white and male supremacy
(see P.H. Collins, 1990, pp. 3–40, 201–238, 1998, pp. 95–123, 2000, pp. 51–90). 

The second “great revolution” that Africana women were to participate in, ac-
cording to Du Bois (1995a), was the revolution of womanhood. He contended that
it was the “new revolutionary ideals” of women, and especially black women,
“which must in time have vast influence on the thought and action of this land [i.e.,
the United States of America]” (p. 311). Here he is clearly drawing from the social
theory of several Africana women’s liberation theorists of his era: Anna Julia Cooper,
Ida B. Wells, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, and Maria
Stewart, among them. Ever the serious student of African American sociopolitical
thought and culture in its totality, Du Bois was keenly conscious of African Ameri-
can women’s liberation thought-traditions: from the anti-sexist abolitionism of
Maria Stewart, Sojurner Truth and Frances Harper, to the black women’s club and
civil rights activism of Anna Julia Cooper, Ida B. Wells, Mary Church Terrell, and
Mary McLeod Bethune. 

Frances Harper in particular was distinguished and deserved recognition, accord-
ing to Du Bois (1911), on account of her incessant efforts “to forward literature
among colored people” (p. 20). Harper, Du Bois epitaphically intoned, was “a wor-
thy member of that dynasty, beginning with the dark Phyllis [Wheatley] in 1773 and
coming on down to Dunbar, Chesnutt and Braithwaite of our day” (p. 21). It is
highly plausible that Harper’s women’s liberation theory, and especially her classic
1893 essay, “Woman’s Political Future,” had an impact on the development of Du
Bois’s women’s rights consciousness when we consider the fact that Harper was a
major force in both the black women’s club movement and the then burgeoning
black literary tradition (see Harper, 1988, 1990, 1994, 2007).35 It is hard to overlook
the similarities in Harper and Du Bois’s women’s liberation theory, both of which
highlight and hinge upon women’s character and their distinct moral mission, na-
tionally and internationally. Take the following passage from Harper’s (1995) essay,
“Woman’s Political Future,” as an initial example: 
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Today there are red-handed men in our republic, who walk unwhipped of justice, who
richly deserve to exchange the ballot of the freeman for the wristlets of the felon; brutal
and cowardly men, who torture, burn, and lynch their fellow-men, men whose de-
fenselessness should be their best defense and their weakness an ensign of protection.
More than the changing of institutions we need the development of a national con-
science, and the upbuilding of national character. Men may boast of the aristocracy of
blood, may glory in the aristocracy of talent, and be proud of the aristocracy of wealth,
but there is one aristocracy which must ever outrank them all, and that is the aristocracy
of character; and it is the women of a country who help to mold its character, and to in-
fluence if not determine its destiny; and in the political future of our nation woman will
not have done what she could if she does not endeavor to have our republic stand fore-
most among the nations of the earth, wearing sobriety as a crown and righteousness as
a garment and a girdle. In coming into her political estate woman will find a mass of il-
literacy to be dispelled. If knowledge is power, ignorance is also power. The power that
educates wickedness may manipulate and dash against the pillars of any state when they
are undermined and honeycombed by injustice. (p. 41)

Harper’s words help to drive home the point that women, and women of African
descent in particular, were believed by many—again, Du Bois among them—to be
destined to make great contributions to the deconstruction and radical reconstruc-
tion of (American) democracy. Similar to Maria Stewart—who in 1832 queried,
“How long shall the fair daughters of Africa be compelled to bury their minds and
talents beneath a load of iron pots and kettles?” (M.W. Stewart, 1987, p. 38)—
Harper held-fast to the notion that though women were relegated to the home and
housework, there would come a time, in a not too distant future, when the ruling
race/gender/class would have to come to terms with women’s growing sociopoliti-
cal power. That power, unlike men’s power, would not rest on the “might-makes-
right” theses of the Western European social contract tradition (e.g., Jean-Jacques
Rousseau, Discourse on the Origins and Foundations of Inequality; Thomas Hobbes,
Leviathan; John Locke, Two Treatise of Government; and Immanuel Kant, The Meta-
physics of Morals), but would revolve around women’s contributions to “the devel-
opment of a national conscience, and the upbuilding of national character.”36

Harper (1995) continues in this vein:

Political life in our country has plowed in muddy channels, and needs the infusion of
clearer and cleaner waters. I am not sure that women are naturally so much better than
men that they will clear the stream by the virtue of their womanhood; it is not through
sex but through character that the best influence of women upon the life of the nation
must be exerted.

. . . O women of America! into your hands God has pressed one of the sublimest op-
portunities that ever came into the hands of the women of any race or people. It is yours
to create a healthy public sentiment; to demand justice, simple justice, as the right of
every race; to brand with everlasting infamy the lawless and brutal cowardice that
lynches, burns, and tortures your own countrymen. (p. 42)

Also a dominant theme in Du Bois’s women’s decolonization discourse, as we
shall soon see, “character” was the cornerstone of Harper’s conception of woman-
hood and it laid at the heart of her women’s liberation theory as well. Women
would “mold” the country’s character, help to “determine its destiny,” and “create a
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healthy public sentiment,” not by mimicking the ruling race/gender/class—who so-
ciohistorically have been simultaneously racist, sexist and classist—but, by “de-
mand[ing] justice, simple justice, as the right of every race.” 

In A Voice from the South: By A Black Woman of the South, published in 1892, the
noted Africana women’s liberation theorist, Anna Julia Cooper (1998), echoes
Harper’s contentions of black women’s social, political and cultural contributions
through their special character by asserting that: “The colored woman of today oc-
cupies, one may say, a unique position in this country” (p. 112). She continues,
“[i]n a period of itself transitional and unsettled, her status seems one of the least
ascertainable and definitive of all the forces which make for our civilization.” Where
white men in mobs, as Harper alluded to above, had historically “lynch[ed],
burn[ed], and torture[d]” their black fellow “countrymen,” and where white women
and black men had long been vying with one another—in light of the white and
male supremacy of the U.S. government—for the right to vote, Cooper maintained
that each of the aforementioned (“all of the forces which make for our civilization”)
could learn many lessons from black women’s lived-experiences and liberation
thought and practices. Why, we feel compelled to query? Because the black woman
“is confronted by both a woman question and a race problem, and is as yet an un-
known or a unacknowledged factor in both” (pp. 112–113).37

Harper charged women in general with the task of “demand[ing] justice, simple
justice, as the right of every race.” Cooper, however, took this claim a step further
and focused in no uncertain terms on “the BLACK WOMAN,” her plight and so-
ciopolitical position (p. 63). For Cooper, what distinguished the black (or “col-
ored”) woman’s standpoint from that of white men, white women, and even that
of black men, was the sociohistorical fact that she “is confronted by both a woman
question and a race problem.” In critically engaging racism and sexism, the black
woman, the “unknown” and “unacknowledged factor in both,” had developed a
“unique position,” a “peculiar coigne of vantage,” which enabled her to “weigh
and judge and advise” (p. 114). So, where Harper charged women in general with
the task of “demand[ing] justice, simple justice, as the right of every race,” Cooper,
we could say, charged black women with the task of demanding justice, simple justice,
as the right of every race and both sexes. On the unique vocation of black women,
Cooper wrote:

What a responsibility then to have the sole management of the primal lights and shad-
ows! Such is the colored woman’s office. She must stamp weal or woe on the coming
history of this people. May she see her opportunity and vindicate her high prerogative.
(p. 117)

The majority of black women had long been “thoughtful spectators,” standing
“aloof from the heated scramble . . . above the turmoil and din of corruption and
selfishness.” This helped to foster their “unique position,” their “peculiar coigne of
vantage,” which enabled them to critically look at and carefully listen for “the teach-
ings of eternal truth and righteousness” rising out of the furious fight for the soul,
not simply of America, but the soul of humanity. Cooper continues:

One needs occasionally to stand aside from the hum and rush of human interests and
passions to hear the voices of God. And it not unfrequently [sic] happens that the All-
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loving gives a great push to certain souls to thrust them out, as it were, from the dis-
tracting current for awhile to promote their discipline and growth, or to enrich them by
communion and reflection. And similarly it may be woman’s privilege from her pecu-
liar coigne of vantage as a quiet observer, to whisper just the needed suggestion or the
almost forgotten truth. The colored woman, then, should not be ignored because her
bark is resting in the silent waters of the sheltered cove. She is watching the movements
of the contestants none the less and is all the better qualified, perhaps, to weigh and
judge and advise because not herself in the excitement of the race. Her voice, too, has al-
ways been heard in clear, unfaltering tones, ringing the changes on those deeper inter-
ests which make for permanent good. She is always sound and orthodox on questions
affecting the well-being of her race. (p. 114)

For Cooper, it was not simply black women’s character, but also their “unique [so-
ciohistorical] position” that fostered their moral mission and enabled them to speak
their special moral message. This is a point that was not lost on Du Bois, who put
his own special spin on this thesis in his classic essay, “The Damnation of Women.”
Du Bois, as the lionized literary theorist Eric Sundquist (1993) observed, “appears
to have absorbed a good deal from others without leaving the fullest accounts of his
tutelage” (p. 552). Surely this was the case when it came to Africana women’s liber-
ation theory, and Cooper’s contributions in specific. For instance, both Joy James
(1997) and Charles Lemert (1998) have noted that Cooper and Du Bois met at and
participated in the 1900 Pan-African Congress in London and “over the years, had
corresponded . . . over several notable race matters” (Lemert, 1998, p. 12; see also
A.J. Cooper, 1998, p. 336). 

Cooper’s woman-centered sociopolitical concepts increasingly crept their way
into Du Bois’s discourse as he continued to develop his critical theory of contem-
porary society. In his most sustained offering to Africana women’s liberation theory,
“The Damnation of Women,” Du Bois quoted Cooper’s famous “when and where I
enter” sentence, but unforgivably failed to mention Cooper by name or to cite the
source of the sentence. Du Bois (1995a) wrote: 

As one of our women writes: “Only the black women can say ‘when and where I enter,
in the quiet, undisputed dignity of my womanhood, without violence and without su-
ing or special patronage, then and there the whole Negro race enters with me’.” (pp.
304–305)

The unnamed woman writer, and the unacknowledged source of the sentence, in
a sense, “allows Cooper to disappear as her words appear,” Joy James (1997) con-
vincingly argues (pp. 42–46). This, in turn, renders Cooper anonymous and robs
Du Bois’s readers of an opportunity not simply to engage Cooper’s woman-centered
cultural criticism, but also to compare Cooper and Du Bois’s women’s rights work
and social theories, respectively. Cooper’s anonymity enables Du Bois and his
Africana women’s liberation theory to appear as an androgynous or “transgender
representative for the entire vilified and oppressed race,” James jabs (p. 45). This, to
put it plainly, is not only problematic, but helps to demonstrate an instance were
Du Bois was intellectually dishonest and, in a way, embraced his “race man” intel-
lectual reputation. He should have given Cooper credit for her ideas and acknowl-
edged her work as his point of departure for this section of his essay. Instead, he did
the intellectually (and ethically) inexcusable: He rendered Cooper anonymous and
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placed himself in the traditional “race man” position of omniscient intellectual-
leader and “protector and provider” of black women, those dark damsels in distress,
if you will. Indeed, Du Bois did, as Sundquist asserted above, gather “a good deal
from others without leaving the fullest accounts of his tutelage.” This scenario may
actually be even more pronounced when his women’s rights work is further critically
approached and thoroughly analyzed.

Recall earlier I observed that Du Bois stated, “women of Negro descent . . . are
passing through, not only a moral, but an economic revolution.” Here Du Bois is,
perhaps, following Frances Harper and, surely, Anna Julia Cooper with his empha-
sis on black women’s special moral message and ethical obligation to black libera-
tion. For Du Bois, as it was for Harper and Cooper, it was character that rested at the
heart of the moral revolution that women of African descent were bringing into be-
ing. Character was one of the many great contributions Africana women were
counted on to make to the development and dissemination of democracy in the
modern moment. In Darkwater, which was written almost a quarter of a century af-
ter Harper delivered “Woman’s Political Future” and Cooper published A Voice from
the South, Du Bois (1995a) commented on the character of black women, austerely
stating:

So some few women are born free, and some amid insult and scarlet letters achieve free-
dom; but our women in black had freedom thrust contemptuously upon them. With
that freedom they are buying an untrammeled independence and dear as is the price
they pay for it, it will in the end be worth every taunt and groan. Today the dreams of
the mothers are coming true. We still have our poverty and degradation, our lewdness
and our cruel toil; but we have, too, a vast group of women of Negro blood who for
strength of character, cleanness of soul, and unselfish devotion of purpose, is today eas-
ily the peer of any group of women in the civilized world. (p. 311)

Here Du Bois defies white and male supremacist notions of womanhood, and
constructs what could be termed a part Pan-African, part black nationalist-feminist/
womanist version of womanhood. He encouraged “our women in black” to strug-
gle for liberation in both the public and privates spheres (pp. 309–311). Moreover,
Du Bois—in the fashion of Cooper’s woman-centered sociocultural criticism—
thought it important to point out that women of African descent were attempting to
grasp and grapple with distinctly different social and political issues than their white
counterparts, though both groups of women were discriminated against on account
of their gender. Race, racism, and anti-racist struggle made and continues to make
distinct differences in the lived-experiences, life-worlds, and liberation theory and
praxis of women of African descent, and this is especially true when coupled with
their simultaneous struggles for gender justice and an end to economic exploitation.
To put it another way, gender and racial domination and discrimination, and the
theory and praxis developed to combat these oppressions, have and continue to
serve as central determining factors in Africana women’s lived-experiences and life-
worlds, and it is this stubborn socio-historical fact, combined with the contradic-
tions of capitalism and/or colonialism, that have routinely put many Africana
women’s liberation theorists at loggerheads with the inexcusable racial lethargy and
lacunae of ruling race/class feminists and feminism(s) (see, e.g., Alcoff, 1998; Allan,
1995; Bambara, 1970; Caraway, 1991; B. Christian, 1985, 1989, 1994; P.H. Collins,
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1993, 1995, 1998, 2000; A.Y. Davis, 1981, 1989, 1998a; Dill, 1979, 1983; Dove,
1998a; Floyd-Thomas, 2006a, 2006b; Guy-Sheftall, 1995; Harley and Terborg-Penn,
1978; hooks, 1981, 1984, 1989, 1990, 1991; Houston and Idriss, 2002; Hudson-
Weems, 1997, 1998a, 1998b, 2004; Hull, Scott and Smith, 1982; James and Sharp-
ley-Whiting, 2000; Lorde, 1984, 1988, 1996, 2004; Marsh-Lockett, 1997; Nnae-
meka, 1998; L. Phillips, 2006; B. Smith, 1983, 1998; V. Smith, 1998; Steady, 1981;
Terborg-Penn, Harley and Rushing, 1987; and Thiam, 1978).

Du Bois seems to have possessed the ability to synthesize disparate discourses
into his own somewhat sophisticated critical social theory. For instance, it is inter-
esting to point out that though he initially drew from elite black women’s work that
cast bourgeoisie black women in leadership roles, work such as that of Anna Julia
Cooper and some of the members of the black women’s club movement, he con-
tinued to deepen and develop his concept(s) of class(ism) and the political econ-
omy of race(ism) and sex(ism) (Blair, 1980; Cash, 1986, 2001; Dickson, 1982; Hen-
dricks, 1998; E.B. Higginbotham, 1993; Knupfer, 1996; K.O. T. Miller, 2001; Perkins,
1981, 1997; S.J. Shaw, 1991; Terborg-Penn, 1998; Waters and Conaway, 2007; C.H.
Wesley, 1984; D.G. White, 1999). Ultimately, Du Bois developed a critical socio-
theoretical framework that transcended and transgressed, if you will, the gender (male)
and class (bourgeoisie) elitism of his younger years. Critically comparing Cooper and
Du Bois’s social theory, Joy James (1997) helps to corroborate my contentions: 

Cooper’s gender politics revolved around poor black women’s struggles and elite black
women’s agency. But Du Bois’s evolving class politics allowed him to, theoretically, at-
tribute greater agency to poor black women workers and laborers. Du Bois’s later writings
surpass Cooper’s 1892 work in democratizing agency. Cooper repudiates masculine
elites, or privileged black male intellectuals. However, her repudiations do not extend to
feminine elites, or privileged black female intellectuals. Cooper countered the domi-
nance of male elites with that of female elites and remained somewhat oblivious of the
limitations of her caste and class-based ideology. Cooper’s 1892 book [A Voice from the
South] failed to argue that the intellectual and leadership abilities of black women la-
borers equaled those of black women college graduates, whereas Du Bois’s later revi-
sions of the Talented Tenth included nonelite black women and men. In this respect, we
see that Du Bois’s maturing politics were less hampered by the cultural conservatism of
bourgeois notions of respectability for (black) women. (p. 45, emphasis in original; see
also May, 2007; Rabaka, 2008a)

It is not my intention here to (re)interpret and (re)inscribe Du Bois as some sort
of super anti-sexist social theorist, which he, if the truth be told, and simply said,
was not. I am well aware of the ways that an anti-sexist male perspective in a male
supremacist society is not as suspect as an anti-sexist female perspective—though I
would concede that an anti-sexist male perspective is suspect to a certain degree, and
that gender progressive males are marginalized and ostracized in such a social
world, though they have never been marginalized and ostracized to the extent to
which (anti-sexist) women have historically been in the said social world. However,
and in all intellectual honesty, an anti-sexist male (with the most minute amount of
academic credentials and/or institutional affiliation) can quickly become, in the
minds of the ruling race/gender/class and their media machines in a male su-
premacist social world, an authoritative anti-sexist “voice of reason.” This, of course,
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is similar in many senses to the ways that white “race traitors” and white anti-racists
are exalted as the definitive voices of anti-racist reason and radical anti-racist polit-
ical practice in white supremacist society. Du Bois’s discourse destabilizes and resists
efforts to position him purely (and, disingenuously I believe) as “race man,” or
“male-feminist”/“male-womanist,” or “Marxist,” or “Pan-Africanist,” or “black na-
tionalist,” or even “integrationist,” because—as I stated above—he continuously
deepened and developed the basic concepts and categories of his socio-theoretical
framework and synthesized disparate discourses into his own original critical theory
of contemporary society. 

To read “The Conservation of Races,” The Souls of Black Folk, Darkwater and Dusk
of Dawn is to read not merely studies in race, but also studies in class and caste. To
read Black Reconstruction, Color and Democracy and The World and Africa is not sim-
ply to read studies in race, caste and class, but also studies in Pan-Africanism and
anti-colonialism. And, finally, when “The Damnation of Women,” “The Work of Ne-
gro Women in Society,” “The Black Mother,” “Suffering Suffragettes,” “Hail Colum-
bia!,” “The Burden of Black Women” and “Sex and Racism” are read, what one is
reading are not just studies in race and class theory, but also critical analyses of gen-
der domination and discrimination, and especially as these overlapping, interlock-
ing and intersecting systems of violence, oppression, and exploitation effect the life-
worlds and lived-experiences of black women. It is the multidimensionality of Du
Bois’s discourse that makes it difficult for opportunistic interpreters to appropriate
and (re)articulate his thought and texts in a monodimensional manner. Moreover,
it is this same multidimensionality in Du Bois’s discourse that provides paradig-
matic examples of some of the ways male anti-sexist social theorists can simultane-
ously avoid being appropriated as “the” authoritative and most rational voices of
gender justice, and connect critiques of sexism with those of racism and classism. 

If male anti-sexist social theorists openly and honestly dialogue with, document
and disseminate the community and campus work of female anti-sexist social the-
orists, then, it will be very hard for male supremacist media machines to project the
gender progressive male voice as the definitive voice of gender justice. Critically en-
gaging women’s liberation theory and practice by actively participating in the said
theory and practice, male anti-sexist social theorists can and should expand the
range and use(s) of women’s liberation theory and other anti-sexist social theory to
include the work of both women and men who sought and are actively seeking gen-
der justice. Male anti-sexist social theorists must simultaneously (re)claim and
(re)construct male anti-sexist, gender justice, and women’s liberation theory and
praxis traditions, and share the knowledge they discover and create with gender jus-
tice-seeking women and men. In fact, one of the special tasks of anti-sexist men is
to encourage our brother-friends to critically examine ways that they embrace patri-
archy and perpetuate and exacerbate sexism and female domination and discrimi-
nation. Male anti-sexist social theorists and activists are long overdue in articulating
to sexist men the violent psychological and physical consequences of male su-
premacist thought and behavior, and how, as quiet as it is kept, this thought and be-
havior not only robs women of their human and civil rights, but also often causes
serious life-threatening conflicts and contradictions among men.

What I am calling for here is for anti-sexist men to unflinchingly encourage sexist
men to self-consciously confront and correct their sexist socialization and sexist
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thought and behavior. Anti-sexist men must embrace the revolutionary responsibil-
ity of providing new paradigms for modern masculinity. We must show the world,
and especially women, our sister-friends, that patriarchal, phallocentric, militaristic
and misogynistic masculinity are not definitive practices or modes of masculinity
but deformations and destructions of masculinity. Masculinity, henceforth and
forevermore, must be predicated on moral practice. What it means to be a “man”
must begin to be bound up with males’ embrace of the ethical obligation to end fe-
male domination and discrimination and their promotion of women’s decoloniza-
tion, women’s liberation, and radical anti-sexist social reorganization. 

Africana male anti-sexist social theorists and activists must be bold enough and
brave enough to take our cue from our anti-sexist forefathers, men (dare I say, “fa-
ther figures”) like Charles Lenox Remond, Frederick Douglass, and W. E. B. Du Bois,
among others, who—as I have earnestly endeavored to illustrate above—possessed
problematic but nonetheless progressive stances on gender justice and, specifically,
Africana women’s decolonization and liberation. However, and even more than
turning to the anti-sexist thought and practice traditions of our forefathers, anti-sex-
ist men of African descent must humbly learn the many lessons our freedom fight-
ing foremothers’ legacies of liberation thought and practice have to teach. This im-
pulse to learn radical life-saving and life-enhancing lessons from our foremothers
must also extend to the thought, texts and practices of anti-sexist Africana women
in our present age. A common characteristic of both black feminist and womanist
discourse is the notion that theory and practice must simultaneously speak to the
special needs of women of African descent and the emancipatory aspirations of
African people (which includes black men) nationally and internationally. This
means, then, that (most) modern black feminists and womanists do not adhere to
the constraints of European and European American constructions of gender and/or
sex roles. The only “role” we, women and men of African descent, have is that of re-
silient black revolutionaries: radical anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-colonialist, and anti-
capitalist rebels and renegades.

C. L. R. James was certainly a radical, though his work is probably weakest when
and where we come to the problems of patriarchy and sexist sentiment among black
men, especially black male radicals. He was a pioneering Pan-African Marxist who
innovatively deepened and developed many of the themes found in Du Bois’s dis-
course—again, Du Bois’s contributions to women’s decolonization and liberation
theory withstanding. James is correctly considered one of the major “most-under-
rated” and “most-sophisticated” Marxist social theorists of the twentieth century,
but curiously his work has had, at best, a lukewarm and generally lethargic recep-
tion, ironically, especially amongst Africana Studies scholars and students. Part of
the problem has to do with the sprawling nature of his oeuvre, and the maverick
manner in which he researched, wrote, raised critical consciousness, and partici-
pated in radical politics. The following chapter critically engages James’s contribu-
tions to the Africana tradition of critical theory by examining his unique synthesis
of Pan-Africanism and Marxism during his initial intellectual history-making
decade-long sojourn in the United States, from 1938 to 1948. It was during this pe-
riod that James made his most lasting early contributions to, not simply Pan-
Africanism and Marxism, but also to the African American struggle for human and
civil rights, as well as black radical politics in the United States. Let us now, therefore,
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leave the discourse on W. E. B. Du Bois and begin what promises to be a beguiling
journey into the radical politics and polymathy of C. L. R. James. 

NOTES

1. With regard to what I am referring to as “the contemporary Du Bois renaissance,” I have
in mind not only the plethora of recent reprints by Du Bois, but also David Levering Lewis’s
Pultizer Prize-winning volumes and the spate of works in Du Boisia that preceded those texts
and closed the twentieth and opened the twenty-first centuries. See, for example, Andrews
(1985), Bloom (2001), Blum (2007), Byerman (1994), Durr (2001), Horne (1986), B.L.
Johnson (2008), Juguo (2001), D.L. Lewis (1993, 2000), Marable (1986), Reed (1997),
Wolters (2001) and Zamir (1995, 2008). A number of noteworthy doctoral dissertations were
produced during this period as well, see Alridge (1997), Braley (1994), Chandler (1997),
W.A. Drake (1985), Drummer (1995), Edelin (1981), B.S. Edwards (2001), Gabbidon
(1996), Greco (1984), Higbee (1995a), Hwang (1988), Makang (1993), Meade (1987), P.L.
Moore (1998), H.J. Morrison (2000), T.R. Neal (1984), Nwankwo (1989), Okoro (1982),
Quainoo (1993), N. Warren (1984), J.M. Wortham (1997), W.D. Wright (1985) and Yuan
(1998). There were also several conferences on and commemorations and centennial cele-
brations of his books and classic essays which rekindled intellectual and politic interest in Du
Bois, see Anderson and Zuberi (2000), Bell, Grosholz and Stewart (1996), Crouch and Ben-
jamin (2002), Fontenot (2001), and Katz and Sugrue (1998). Moreover, many of Du Bois’s
speeches and his audio autobiography have been recently reissued on compact disc, see Du
Bois (1960a, 1960b, 2000c). Finally, curiosity concerning Du Bois’s long buried radical legacy
has been revived by two documentaries produced in the last decade of the twentieth century,
see Baulding (1992) and Massiah (1995). The Massiah documentary is far superior to the
Baulding production and is considered the definitive work in this genre, but Baulding paints
a more nuanced picture of Du Bois’s early years, family life and initial intellectual formation.
Taken along with the aforementioned studies, dissertations, conference proceedings and
compact discs, these documentaries (which both aired on PBS multiple times) have brought
Du Bois back to intellectual life and introduced him to yet another youthful generation of so-
cial justice seekers. 

2. For a more detailed discussion of Du Bois’s life and work, see first and foremost his own
adventures in autobiography: “The Celebration of My Twenty-fifth Birthday,” The Souls of
Black Folk, “Credo,” “I Am Resolved,” Darkwater: Voices from Within the Veil, “So the Girl Mar-
ries,” “On Being Ashamed of Oneself: An Essay on Race Pride,” A Pageant in Seven Decades,
1868-1938, Dusk of Dawn: An Essay Toward an Autobiography of a Race Concept, “My Evolving
Program for Negro Freedom,” “My Golden Wedding,” “I Bury My Wife,” “I Take My Stand,”
In Battle for Peace: The Story of My 83rd Birthday, “A Vista of Ninety Fruitful Years,” “My Last
Message to the World,” “To an American Born Last Christmas Day,” “Advice to a Great-Grand-
son,” “A Negro Student at Harvard at the End of the Nineteenth Century,” W. E. B. Du Bois:
A Recorded Autobiography, and The Autobiography of W. E. B. Du Bois: A Soliloquy on Viewing My
Life from the Last Decade of Its First Century (see Du Bois, 1938, 1952, 1960a, 1968a, 1968b,
1969a, 1969b, 1970d, 1985a, 1997a). One should also consult his posthumously published,
Against Racism: Unpublished Essays, Papers, Addresses, 1887–1961, and the three-volume collec-
tion of his correspondence, The Correspondence of W. E. B. Du Bois, 1877–1963 (Du Bois,
1985a, 1997b, 1997c, 1995a, 1997d). Also, helpful in this regard are several secondary
sources which often reveal more about various trends and traditions in Africana social and
political theory and praxis as they do Du Bois’s intellectual development and biography, see,
for example, Broderick (1955, 1958a, 1958b, 1959, 1974), Cain (1990a), Chandler (1997),
Clarke, Jackson, Kraiser, and O’Dell (1970), W.A. Davis (1974), DeMarco (1974), S.C. Drake
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(1986/87), W.A. Drake (1985), Drummer (1995), Durr (2001), Franklin (1995), Golden and
Milikan (1966), Guzman (1961), Higbee (1995b), Katznelson (1999), Lester (1971), D.L.
Lewis (1993, 2000, 2008), R.W. Logan (1971), Marable (1985a, 1986, 1996, 1998), J.B.
Moore (1981), Moses (1975, 1978b, 1993a, 1996, 1998), Rampersad (1990), Reed (1985,
1997), Rudwick (1956, 1960, 1968, 1982a), Stuckey (1987), Sundquist (1993, 1996), Tuttle
(1957, 1973), J. Tyner (1997), Walden (1966, 1977), R. Williams (2001), Wolters (2001), F.
Woodard (1976), and Zamir (1995, 2008). 

3. With regard to Anthony Appiah’s (1992) assault on Du Bois’s philosophy of race, his
“The Uncompleted Argument: Du Bois and the Illusion of Race,” originally published in Crit-
ical Inquiry in 1985, was revised, re-titled, and reprinted as “Illusions of Race,” in his In My
Father’s House: Africa in the Philosophy of Culture (pp. 28–46). In “Race, Culture, Identity: Mis-
understood Connections,” Appiah (1996) amends some his argument(s) against Du Bois’s
so-called “socio-historical” conception of race, and claims that Du Bois was up to much more
than he, Appiah, had initially realized. For hard-hitting critiques of Appiah’s criticisms of Du
Bois’s concepts of race and critiques of racism, see Patrick Goodin’s “Du Bois and Appiah: The
Politics of Race and Racial Identity” (2002), Paul C. Taylor’s “Appiah’s Uncompleted Argu-
ment: W. E. B. Du Bois and the Reality of Race” (2000), and Lucius Outlaw’s legendary and
heatedly debated “defense” of Du Bois, “‘Conserve’ Races?: In Defense of W. E. B. Du Bois”
(1996b). Further, for a vociferous yet not vicious critique of Du Bois, Appiah and Outlaw’s
discourse and debates on Du Bois, race, culture and identity, see Robert Gooding-Williams’s
“Outlaw, Appiah, and Du Bois’s ‘The Conservation of Races’”(1996). Concerning the claim
that Du Bois may very well be “just another over-engaged ‘race man’ posthumously posi-
tioned as a radical theorist,” see the concluding section of the present chapter where I discuss
the disingenuousness and difficulties of reading a multidimensional theorist such as Du Bois
from a one-dimensional frame of reference. 

4. For more on the provocative discourse of critical race feminism, please see Wing (1997,
2000). 

5. For further discussion of Du Bois’s concept(s) of colonialism’s “common characteris-
tics,” see Du Bois (1930a, 1930b, 1945, 1958, 1961a, 1965, 1968b, 1970a).

6. In light of the fact that many, if not most, of the formerly colonized countries remain
under some mutated and/or (post)modern form of colonialism, Amilcar Cabral’s assertions
concerning classical colonialism as “direct domination,” and neocolonialism as “indirect domi-
nation” help to highlight and accent a bitter and brutal truth: We—meaning formerly and
currently colonized people—are not in a postcolonial period, which is to say that we are not
in a period after colonialism when and where we understand colonialism as Cabral (1979)
did: as interlocking and intersecting systems of racial and gender domination and discrimi-
nation and economic exploitation (p. 128). In fact, at this point it seems safe to say that we
are actually in a transitional stage/state between a now-aging colonial era and an emerging
postcolonial era that remains to be adequately conceptualized, charted, and mapped. This
point will be discussed in greater detail in the subsequent paragraphs. For other examples of
works which question and confront the “post” in “postcolonial,” see Appiah (1992), Mc-
Clintock (1992, 1995), McClintock, Mufti, and Shobat (1997), During (1987), Mishra and
Hodge (1991), Lazarus (2004), Loomba (1998), Olaniyan (1992, 2000), Parry (1987, 2004),
Rattansi (1997), Sadar (1998), San Juan (1998), and Shohat (1993, 1998). Cabral’s concep-
tion of colonialism will be discussed further very briefly below and, then, more fully in chap-
ter 6 of the present volume.

7. Tejumola Olaniyan also addresses this issue in “Narrativizing Postcoloniality” (1992).
8. For a fuller discussion and other corroborating claims, see Prakash (1995) and Rajan

and Mohanran (1995).
9. As with Fanon in The Wretched of the Earth (see chapter 1: “Concerning Violence”),

Cabral’s concept of violence extends well-beyond the realm of physical violation and en-
compasses those psychological factors and forces that inhibit human wholeness, critical 
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self-consciousness, and free and full development. Which, in other words, is to say that the
ethical and justificatory hub and hinge of Cabral’s concept of violence is a struggling peoples’
right to self-definition, self-determination, and self-defense. For further discussion, see Bienen
(1977), Blackey (1974), Chabal (1981a, 1983), Chilcote (1968, 1991), McCollester (1973),
McCulloch (1983b), Taiwo (1999a, 1999b), and Serequeberhan (1994), as well as chapter 6
of the present volume. 

10. See, for instance, Du Bois (1945, 1968b, 1999), Fanon (1967, 1968), Guevara (1968),
and Marcuse (1969a, 1972a). On national liberation, see Fanon, “The Pitfalls of National
Consciousness” and “On National Culture,” both in The Wretched of the Earth (1968); Fanon,
“Decolonization and Independence” and “Unity and Effective Solidarity are the Conditions
for African Liberation,” both in Toward the African Revolution (1969); Nkrumah, Towards Colo-
nial Freedom (1962), Consciencism: Philosophy and Ideology for Decolonization (1964), Neo-Colo-
nialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism (1965), Africa Must Unite (1970a), Class Struggle in Africa
(1970b), Revolutionary Path (1973a), and The Struggle Continues (1973b); Cabral, “National
Liberation and Peace: Cornerstones of Non-Alignment,” “The National Movements of the
Portuguese Colonies,” and “The Development of the Struggle,” all in Revolution in Guinea
(1972); Cabral, “National Liberation and Culture” and “Identity and Dignity in the Context
of National Liberation Struggle,” both in Return to the Source (1973); Cabral, “Presuppositions
and Objectives of National Liberation in Relation to Social Structure,” in Unity and Struggle
(1979); and Chabal, “National Liberation in Portuguese Guinea, 1956-1974” (1981b).

11. For critical discussions of Pan-African theory and praxis, see Axelsen (1984), English
and Kalumba (1996), Esedebe (1994), Geiss (1974), Langley (1973, 1979), Serequeberhan
(1994), V. B. Thompson (1969), and Walters (1993). And, for discussions of Pan-Africanism
that details Du Bois’s position as doyen of this discourse, see Contee (1969a, 1969b, 1971,
1972), Efrat (1967), Gbadegesin (1996), Gershoni (1995), Martin and Yeakey (1982), R. B.
Moore (1970), Rabaka (2005a), Recht (1971), Reed (1975, 1997), Rogers (1955), and
Romero (1976).

12. For further discussion, see Du Bois (1945, 1958, 1965), Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin
(1989, p. 2), Loomba (1998, p. 12), Cook and Henderson (1969), Drachler (1975), J. E. Har-
ris (1993), Lemelle and Kelley (1994), V. B. Thompson (1987), Von Eschen (1997), and Wal-
ters (1993).

13. For a discussion, see Alva (1995) and Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin (1989, pp. 11-12).
On postmodern conceptions of history and the history of ideas, see Appleby, Covington,
Hoyt, Latham, and Snieder (1996). And, for strong critiques of Eurocentrism and other lin-
ear conceptions of human history, see Abu-Lughod (1991), Chatterjee (1993), Blaut (1993),
Gran (1996), M. Keita (2000), Shohat and Stam (1994), and Wallerstein (1974, 1979, 1980a,
1980b, 1981, 1983, 1984, 1989, 1991a, 2004, 2006).

14. My interpretation of (white) Marxism here and throughout this chapter has been pri-
marily drawn from several “Hegelian” or “Western” Marxist works, as well as a few of the
more philosophy-focused texts in Marxist studies, see P. Anderson (1976), N. S. Arnold
(1990), Aronson (1995), P. Buhle (1991), Callari, Cullenberg and Biewener (1995), Castori-
adis (1991, 1997), Gottlieb (1989, 1992), Gouldner (1980), Hindess (1993), Howard (1972,
1988), Howard and Klare (1972), Jacoby (1981), Jameson (1971, 1975, 1979a, 1979b,
1990), Jay (1984, 1985a), Kellner (1989, 1995), Kelly (1982), Kolakowski (1978a, 1978b,
1978c), Leonhard (1971), Lichtheim (1965, 1966), Marcuse (1960, 1967, 1970b), Nelson
and Grossberg (1988), and Therborn (1996).

15. For a discussion socialism’s fluidity and malleability throughout the twentieth century,
and especially at the century’s end, see Aronson (1995), Boggs (1982, 1995), Callari, Cul-
lenberg and Biewener (1995), Castoriadis (1988a, 1998b, 1993), Cole (1953, 1955, 1957,
1959, 1960), Ferguson (1998), Laclau and Mouffe (1985, 1987), Magnus and Cullenberg
(1995), Marcuse (1965a, 1965b), Nelson and Grossberg (1988), and Self (1993). 
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16. For further discussion of black Marxism and black Marxists’ relationship with the
white critics of capitalism and white Marxism, see Bogues (1983), O.C. Cox (1959, 1987),
Cruse (1967, 2002), A.Y. Davis (1998a), C. L. R. James (1992, 1994, 1996a), Kelley (1990,
1994, 2002), Marable (1985a, 1987, 1996), C.W. Mills (2003a), Mullen (2002), Outlaw
(1983a, 1983b, 1987), Serequeberhan (1990), Rabaka (2007a, 2008a), C.J. Robinson (2000),
and West (1988b, 1993a, 1999). And, for analyses of the Trinidadian triumvirate, among
other African Caribbean intellectuals’ communion with Marxism, see Bogues (2003), Bood-
hoo (1986, 2001), Cateau and Carrington (2000), Deosaran (1981), Hennessey (1992), P.
Henry (2000), W. James (1998), W.A. Lewis (1994), McAuley (2004), Palmer (2006), and
Solow and Engerman (1987).

17. My claims here, and much of my interpretation of Du Bois’s socialism and relation-
ship to Marxism has been critically culled from two excellent, though ultimately flawed, un-
published doctoral dissertations, among several other sources cited in the text. See, William
Wright’s “The Socialist Analysis of W. E. B. Du Bois” (1985) and Ji Yuan’s “W. E. B. Du Bois
and His Socialist Thought” (1998). Because these works are extended studies that focus ex-
clusively on Du Bois’s democratic socialist thought they offer students of Du Bois’s demo-
cratic socialism some of the best criticisms available of his ever-increasing radicalism, and a
long overdue look at the myriad meanings of Marxism, socialism, and communism in twen-
tieth century black radical discourse. My analysis here has also benefited from my colleague
Joseph DeMarco’s contributions to Du Bois studies, “The Rationale and Foundation of Du
Bois’s Theory of Economic Cooperation” (1974) and, of course, his classic The Social Thought
of W. E. B. Du Bois (1983). 

18. With regard to the “roughly thirty years” of Du Bois’s critical writings on socialism,
Marxism, and radical thought (including his labor studies) that many Du Bois scholars have
had a tendency to pass over in order to get to Black Reconstruction, see, for instance: “Socialist
of the Path,” “The Negro and Socialism,” “The Economic Aspects of Race Prejudice,” “The
Economics of Negro Emancipation in the United States,” “Socialism Is Too Narrow For Ne-
groes,” “A Field for Socialists,” “Socialism and the Negro Problem,” “The Problem of Prob-
lems,” “Brothers, Come North,” “Of Work and Wealth,” “Of the Ruling of Men,” “The Social
Equality of Blacks and Whites,” “Socialism and the Negro,” “The Negro and Radical
Thought,” “Class Struggle,” “Communists Boring into Negro Labor,” “Russia, 1926,” “The
Denial of Economic Justice to Negroes,” “The American Federation of Labor and the Negro,”
“The Negro and Communism,” “Communists and the Color Line,” “Socialism in England,”
“Karl Marx and the Negro,” “Marxism and the Negro Problem,” “The U.S. Will Come to Com-
munism,” “Where Do We Go From Here?: An Essay on the Negroes’ Economic Plight,” “The
Present Economic Problem of the American Negro,” and “A Negro Nation Within the Na-
tion.” My interpretation and reconstruction of Du Bois’s concept of democratic socialism,
and critique of capitalism and Marxism, as well as my general argument here, derives in part
from careful and critical investigation of these extremely important articles and essays (see Du
Bois 1965, 1970c, 1970d, 1971a, 1971b 1985a, 1986a, 1995a, 1996a). 

19. Similar to Moses (1978, p. 138), who contends that Du Bois “became a socialist by
gradual stages,” Marable (1986) argues:

Du Bois’s introduction to Marxism and socialism was extremely fragmentary. At Harvard, Marx’s
work was briefly discussed, “but only incidentally and as one whose doubtful theories had long
since been refuted,” Du Bois wrote later. “Socialism as dream of philanthropy or as will-o-wisp of
hotheads was dismissed as unimportant.” At [the University of] Berlin, Karl Marx was mentioned,
only to point out how thoroughly his theses had been disproven; of his theory itself almost noth-
ing was said.” Only at Atlanta University did Du Bois begin to acquaint himself with writings by so-
cialists and radical liberals. . . . In the second issue of the Horizon, in February 1908, Du Bois stated
that he considered himself a “Socialist-of-the-Path.” Du Bois had certain misgivings about the So-
cialist party, but still believed that “the socialist trend” represented the “one great hope of the
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Negro American.” As the Socialist party acquired a mass following, Du Bois monitored its progress
as an ally to the democratic struggles of blacks. In February 1908, Du Bois advised readers of the
Horizon that “the only party today which treats Negroes as men, North and South, are the Social-
ists.” (p. 89)

From the foregoing it seems clear that even Du Bois’s early relationship with Marxism was
critical, complex, and extremely complicated. Similar to the thought of many black radicals,
Du Bois’s radical ruminations cannot easily and one-dimensionally be characterized as Marx-
ist, or “black Marxist” because, as we will soon see, his thought routinely re-theorized Marx-
ist class theory by combining it with a critical race component, and by emphasizing racial
strife within the working class. At times in Du Bois’s later discourse race simply was not as
central as many black nationalist and other race-centered theorists would like. But, it would
be difficult for these theorists to argue that race occupies a secondary or tertiary position in
his critical socio-theoretical framework. Race and racism were consistent foci of his discourse,
but as his thinking evolved, and he identified capitalism and sexism as oppressive systems
that overlap, intersect and interlock with racism, each system was often simultaneously en-
gaged. It is the simultaneity (and, I should add, the transdisciplinary nature) of Du Bois’s en-
gagement of these overlapping, interlocking and intersecting oppressive systems that misleads
many Du Bois scholars and critics into arguing that in his later years he privileged class over
race. This issue does not arise as much where Du Bois’s discourse on colonialism is concerned
because of the overt racially oppressive character of colonialism (hence, racial colonialism) in
continental and diasporan African modernity. 

20. For further discussion of McKay, his poetic imagination, literary prowess, and radical
politics, see W.F. Cooper (1982, 1987), Gayle (1972), Giles (1976), Gosciak (2006), Hol-
comb (2007), W. James (2000, 2003), C. McKay (1953, 1968, 1970, 1973, 1998, 2004), A.L.
McLeod (1992), Ramesh (2006), and Tillery (1992).

21. In Black Folk: Then and Now and The World and Africa, Du Bois made a few cursory re-
marks concerning “cooperative movements in Africa” and “West African collectivism” that
emphasized communist and socialist sentiments in ancient and pre-colonial Africa (i.e., be-
fore Karl Marx was born and Europe made colonial contact). He believed that contemporary
communist and socialist societies could learn many valuable lessons from classical African
social organization, politics, and economics because in ancient Africa, to speak very generally,
each of these systems was interrelated and stressed collectivism over individualism. The con-
tention that Africa’s past possibly offers us useful paradigms to improve our Africana present
has been echoed recently by the Ghanaian philosopher, Kwasi Wiredu (1991), who asserted,
“the philosophical thought of a traditional (i.e., preliterate and nonindustrialized) society
may hold some lessons of moral significance for a more industrialized society” (p. 98). How-
ever, Du Bois was not completely nostalgic about ancient Africa and proved to be a harsh
critic where ruling classes privileged their personal or familial wants and whims over the vi-
tal needs of the masses. For further discussion, see Du Bois (1939, pp. 296–299, 1965, pp.
160–161). Widely considered “the father of Pan-Africanism,” Du Bois’s accent on ancient
African communist and socialist sentiment was extremely influential on several of the mid-
twentieth century pioneer Pan-Africanists; particularly Kwame Nkrumah, who, along with
Sekou Toure and Julius Nyerere, went the furthest (theoretically and practically) in terms of
developing a distinctly African version of socialism that purported to be loosely based on
classical African social organization and political systems. An astute statesman and theoreti-
cian, Nyerere went so far to dub his “definition of socialism in Tanzanian terms,” Ujamaa,
which essentially means “familyhood,” to emphasize Africans’ filial connections to each
other and all humanity. On Nkrumah, Nyerere, and Toure’s Pan-African socialism, see
Nkrumah (1964, 1965, 1970a, 1970b, 1973a, 1973b), Nyerere (1966, 1968, 1969,1970,
1973, 1974, 1977, 1978), and Toure (1959, 1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978,
1979, 1980). 
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22. For a discussion, see Du Bois’s post-Black Reconstruction radical writings: “Lifting from
the Bottom,” “A Social Program for Black and White Americans,” “A Program of Organization
for Realizing Democracy in the United States by Securing to Americans of Negro Descent the
Full Rights of Citizens,” “My Evolving Program for Negro Freedom,” “The Negro and Impe-
rialism,” “Behold the Land,” “Socialism,” “A Petition to the Human Rights Commission of
the Social and Economic Council of the United Nations; and to the General Assembly of the
United Nations; and to Several Delegations of the Member States of the United Nations,”
“There Must Come a Vast Social Change in the United States,” “Address at the American La-
bor Party Election,” “Negroes and the Crisis of Capitalism in the United States,” “Colonial-
ism and the Russian Revolution,” “Ethiopia: State Socialism Under An Emperor,” “The Stalin
Era,” “Socialism and Democracy,” “Negroes and Socialism,” “A Future for Pan-Africa: Free-
dom, Peace, Socialism,” “The Future of All Africa Lies In Socialism,” “The Negro and Social-
ism,” “The Dream of Socialism,” “The Vast Miracle of China Today,” “Socialism and the
American Negro,” Socialism Today, “Whither Now and Why,” and “Application for Member-
ship in the Communist Party of the United States of America” (see Du Bois, 1965, 1970c,
1970d, 1971a, 1971b 1985a, 1986a, 1995a, 1996a). One of the best studies of Du Bois’s later
years, particularly the period after the second European world war (i.e., “World War II”), was
researched and written by the acclaimed African American radical historian Gerald Horne,
Black and Red: W. E. B. Du Bois and the Afro-American Response to the Cold War, 1944–1963
(1986), which I have relied on heavily here to develop my argument. 

23. One of Du Bois’s best statements on black self-defense against white supremacist vio-
lence is his classic September 1919 Crisis essay, “Let Us Reason Together.” In the essay he ex-
ploded in moral outrage in the aftermath of a heated six-month period of violent racial con-
flict, which James Weldon Johnson famously referred to as the “Red Summer of 1919.”
During this nadir in U.S. race relations more than twenty-five cities and small towns erupted
in white supremacist and anti-black racist violence. Black blood flowed in the streets, not sim-
ply in Southern cities, but also in Chicago and Washington D.C., the nations’ capital! Where
Claude McKay captured the wrathful and resilient mood of the masses of black folk in his
protest poem, “If We Must Die,” similarly Du Bois (1971b) decidedly summoned blacks to
defend themselves in “Let Us Reason Together,” thundering: 

Brothers, we are on the Great Deep. We have cast off on the vast voyage which will lead to Freedom
or Death. For three centuries we have suffered and cowered. No race ever gave Passive Resistance and
Submission to Evil longer, more piteous trial. Today we raise the terrible weapon of Self-Defense.
When the murderer comes, he shall no longer strike us in the back. When the armed lynchers gather,
we too must gather armed. When the mob moves, we propose to meet it with bricks and clubs and
guns. But we must tread here with solemn caution. We must never let justifiable self-defense against
individuals become blind and lawless offense against all white folk. We must not seek reform by vi-
olence. We must not seek vengeance. “Vengeance is Mine,” saith the Lord; or to put it otherwise, only
Infinite Justice and Knowledge can assign blame in this poor world, and we ourselves are sinful
men, struggling desperately with our homes, our wives and children against the lawless stint or hes-
itation; but we must carefully and scrupulously avoid on our own part bitter and unjustifiable ag-
gression against anybody. (pp. 14–15)

Here, Du Bois not only foreshadows and lays a foundation for many of the central themes of
the Civil Rights and Black Power movements, but he also displays an ability to articulate black
anger and outrage in a rational and morally mature manner. Both Martin Luther King, Jr., and
Malcolm X would later echo aspects of the argument Du Bois laid out above, each taking el-
ements of the ideas in their own distinct direction. The main point that I want to place em-
phasis on here has to do with Du Bois’s advocacy of black self-defense and the fact that more
like Malcolm X (especially in his later years), and unlike King or Bayard Rustin, Du Bois was
not unerringly wedded to any specific social strategy or political tactic (e.g., passive resistance,
civil disobediance, and/or non-violence). He was consistently open to using what he 
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understood to be the best plans of defense and social survival thought and practices available
to blacks in white supremacist capitalist society. An additional issue that distinguishes Du
Bois’s critical social theorizing stems from his constant coupling of diverse and disparate
(Africana and, much to the chagrin of many black nationalists, European) radical thought-tra-
ditions: from Pan-Africanism to Pragmatism, Marxism to Feminism, and Black Nationalism
to German Romanticism (see Anderson and Zuberi, 2000; Aptheker, 1989; Beck, 1996; Bell,
Grosholz and Stewart, 1996; Berman, 1997; Boxill, 1996; Broderick, 1958b, 1959, 1974;
Cain, 1993; Clarke, Jackson, Kaiser, O’Dell, 1970; W.A. Drake, 1985; Gilroy, 1993a; J.A.
James, 1997; Meier, 1959, 1963; Moses, 1975, 1978, 1998; Rabaka, 2007a, 2008a; Ramper-
sad, 1990; Reed, 1997; Rudwick, 1960, 1968, 1982; Sundquist, 1993; West, 1989, 1996; Za-
mir, 1994, 1995, 2008). 

24. Du Bois’s most noteworthy studies of lynching and mob violence are: “Race Friction
Between Black and White,” “A Litany of Atlanta,” “Agitation,” “Does Race Antagonism Serve
Any Good Purpose?,” “Lynching,” “The Lynching Industry,” “Houston,” “The Massacre of
East St. Louis,” “Rape,” “Let Us Reason Together,” “Jim Crow,” “The Technique of Race Preju-
dice,” “The Tragedy of Jim Crow,” “A University Course in Lynching,” “Lynchings,” “Mob Tac-
tics,” “Lynchings,” “Violence,” and “Prospects of a World Without Race Conflict” (see, Du
Bois, 1970c, 1971b, 1983a, 1983b, 1986a). On the U.S. legacy of lynching and anti-black
racist violence and, more generally, Du Bois’s place in this discourse, see Charles A. Frye’s Val-
ues in Conflict: Blacks and the American Ambivalence Toward Violence (1980) and Herbert
Shapiro’s watershed work White Violence and Black Response: From Reconstruction to Montgomery
(1988). 

25. For a discussion of Du Bois’s philosophy of social science and social scientific method-
ology, see Du Bois (1978, 1996b, 2004), Anderson and Zuberi (2000), Bulmer (1991), Bur-
bridge (1999), Dennis (1975), Edelin (1981), B.S. Edwards (2001), Everage (1979), K.K.
Gaines (1996), Gilkes (1996), Gordon (2000b, 2000c), D.S. Green (1973), A.L. Johnson
(1949), A.J. Jones (1976), Juguo (2001), Katz and Sugrue (1998), Larue (1971), McDaniel
(1998), T.R. Neal (1984), Outlaw (2000), Reed (1997), Rudwick (1969, 1974), C.M. Taylor
(1981), E. Wright (2001) and Zamir (1995, 2008). 

26. On Du Bois and his “race man” reputation, see Carby (1998). 
27. Some may find Guy-Sheftall’s (re)construction of Du Bois as a male-“feminist” trou-

bling. However, as Hazel Carby (1998) contends, it should be held in mind that Du Bois
means “many things to many people” (p. 14). He is one of the many male and female “re-
discovered ancestors” whose thought and texts are currently being engaged by contemporary
theorists “in response to the needs of various agendas,” academic and otherwise (p. 14).
Where Guy-Sheftall (1990) and McKay (1990) read Du Bois as a male-“feminist,” Joy James
(1996b, 1997) proffered a “pro-feminist” Du Bois. More recently, Gary Lemons (2001) ar-
gued that Du Bois’s pro-women’s rights and women’s suffrage work can actually be read as
both “black feminist” and “womanist.” It is not the intention of this section to argue whether
Du Bois was a “womanist” or a “feminist”—two terms, it should be pointed out, that were
not en vogue in Africana intellectual arenas until well-after his death. The primary purpose
here is to discover what implications Du Bois’s pro-women’s rights and women’s suffrage
work has for the development of an anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-capitalist, and anti-colonial
critical theory of contemporary society, what I am currently calling Africana critical theory.
Therefore, this section, as well as this study in general, will draw from the women’s decolo-
nization and women’s liberation theory of a wide-range of women and men of African de-
scent who self-describe and self-define themselves as: “womanists,” “Africana womanists,”
“black feminists,” and “African feminists,” among other nomenclature (see A.Y. Davis, 1998a;
hooks, 1991, 1984, 2000b; Hudson-Weems, 1998b, 1998c, 2001a, 2004; Hull, Scott, and
Smith, 1982; Lorde, 1984, 1996, 2004). 

28. For treatments of male-feminism, and black male-feminism or black male-womanism
in particular, see Adams and Sayran (2002), Adu-Poku (2001), Awkward (1995, 2000), Brod
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(1987), Brod and Kaufman (1994), Buchbinder (1994), Byrd and Guy-Sheftall (2001), Car-
bado (1999), H. Christian (1994), Dench (1996), Digby (1998), Douglass (1992, 1996,
1999), Gardiner (2002), D.D. Gilmore (1990), Goldrick-Jones (2002), Jardine and Smith
(1987), Kiberd (1985), Kimmel (1995, 2004a, 2004b), Kimmel and Mosmiller (1992),
Lemons (1997, 2001), May, Strikwerda, and Hopkins (1996), P. Murphy (2004), D. Porter
(1992), Schacht and Ewing (1998), Seidler (1991), Spender (1981), Sterba (2000),
Stoltenberg (1993), and Whitehead and Barrett (2001). And, concerning Du Bois’s assertion
that women receive “equal pay for equal work,” it is interesting to note that this claim lies at
the heart of modern Marxist feminist discourse, and especially the “comparable worth” the-
orists’ work. See, for example, Amott and Matthaei (1999), M. Barrett (1980), Bose, Feldberg,
and Sokoloff (1987), Fox (1980), Gunderson (1994), Guettel (1974), Kuhn and Wolpe
(1978), Malos (1980), and Mullaney (1983). 

29. Nellie McKay, Gary Lemons, and Hazel Carby each bemoan the fact that there is a
strong tendency in Du Bois studies to read him primarily as a “race man” and downplay the
“feminist” and/or “womanist” dimensions of his discourse. In her essay, “The Souls of Black
Women Folk in the Writings of W. E. B. Du Bois,” McKay (1990) claims that Du Bois was one
of very few black men who wrote “feminist autobiography”: “More than any other black man
in our history, his three autobiographies [Darkwater, Dusk of Dawn, and The Autobiography of
W. E. B. Du Bois] demonstrate that black women have been central to the development of his
intellectual thought” (pp. 229, 231). McKay argues that one of the reasons that so many Du
Bois scholars and critics read him as a “race man” is because they often overlook his “more
creative, less sociological works, where most of his thoughts on women and his own funda-
mental spirituality are expressed” (p. 230). “Few people, even those who have spent years
reading and studying Du Bois,” quips McKay, “know that he wrote five novels and published
a volume of poetry” (p. 231). In “‘When and Where [We] Enter’: In Search of a Feminist Fore-
father—Reclaiming the Womanist Legacy of W. E. B. Du Bois,” Lemons (2001) laments: Du
Bois’s “womanist activism remains to be fully claimed by contemporary Black men, as he
continues to be viewed primarily as a ‘race man’” (p. 72). What perplexes Lemons is the fact
that the critics who elide and erase Du Bois’s donations to women’s decolonization and
women’s liberation do not simply do Du Bois a great disservice, but rob contemporary men,
and men of African descent in particular, of an Africana male anti-sexist role model. Accord-
ing to Lemons, “not only” was Du Bois’s “conception of anti-racist resistance feminist-in-
spired, his worldview was profoundly influenced by Black women” (p. 73). Finally, in the first
chapter of her book, Race Men, “The Souls of Black Men,” Hazel Carby (1998) offers con-
temporary academics and political activists a deconstruction of Du Bois as “race man” that
acknowledges that he “advocated equality for women and consistently supported feminist
causes” (p. 12). Carby, who asserts that it is not her intention to claim that Du Bois was “a
sexist male individual,” is not, however, as concerned with Du Bois’s “male-feminist”
thought—though she gives it a thorough critical treatment—as with many black male intel-
lectuals’ erasure and omission of that thought from their discourse on Du Bois and their ob-
sessive concerns with “the reproduction of Race Men” (pp. 12, 25). She further states: “If, as
intellectuals and as activists, we are committed, like Du Bois, to struggles for liberation and
democratic egalitarianism, then surely it is not contradictory also to struggle to be critically
aware of the ways in which ideologies of gender have undermined our egalitarian visions in the
past and continue to do so in the present” (p. 12, my emphasis). Carby’s caveat, like the cau-
tions of McKay and Lemons, essentially asks that we be cognizant of not only the “ideologies
of gender” in the present, but also the “ideologies of gender” of the past, and how this spe-
cific species of ideology may have and/or, more than likely, influenced the ways our intellec-
tual-activist ancestors theorized about this or that issue. In other words, we must make our-
selves, as well as others, critically conscious of sexist sentiment and patriarchal pretensions in
both classical and contemporary Africana liberation thought and practice traditions. My work
here, then, registers as an effort to simultaneously deepen and develop the anti-sexist aspects
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of Africana critical theory, and an attempt to move beyond one-dimensional interpretations
of Du Bois which downplay the multidimensionality and transdisciplinarity of his thought
and texts. It is, once again, important here to note that because of the richness and wide range
and reach of Du Bois’s thought, within Du Bois studies there are various research areas and
agendas—for example, history, philosophy, social theory, politics, economics, aesthetics, reli-
gion, education, and so forth. Depending on one’s intellectual orientation and academic
training and discipline, his thought and texts may serve a multiplicity of purposes and may
be approached from a wide array of dialectical and discursive directions. Needless to say, my
interpretations of Du Bois have been deeply influenced by my training in and trek through
Africana studies, and specifically Africana philosophy, social theory, and radical politics.

30. Collins’s contentions here are right in line with the arguments of many of the major
feminist standpoint theorists: Sandra Harding’s The Feminist Standpoint Theory Reader (2004),
Nancy Harstock’s The Feminist Standpoint Revisited and Other Essays (1998), and Sara Ruddick’s
“Maternal Thinking as a Feminist Standpoint” (1999) immediately come to mind. However,
what distinguishes Collins’s standpoint theory from those of Harstock and Ruddick is her
emphasis on race and the realities of racism in the life-worlds and life-struggles of women of
color, and women of African descent in particular. For further discussion, see P.H. Collins
(1993, 1998, 2000, 2005, 2006).

31. For Africana womanist, black feminist, and/or feminist discussions of the intersection
and interconnections of race, gender, and class, see Awkward (2000), Bambara (1970), Bobo
(2001), Busby (1992), B. Christian (1985, 1989, 1994), P.H. Collins (1993, 1998, 2000), A.Y.
Davis (1981, 1989, 1998a), Dill (1979, 1983), Dove (1998a, 1998b), Guy-Sheftall (1990,
1995), hooks (1981, 1984, 1989, 1990, 1991, 1995, 2000a), Hudson-Weems (1995, 1997,
1998a, 1998b, 2000, 2004), Hull, Scott, and Smith (1982), James and Busia (1993), J.A.
James (1996a, 1996b, 1997, 1999), James and Sharpley-Whiting (2000), Lorde (1984, 1988,
1996, 2004), Marsh-Lockett (1997), Nnaemeka (1998), B. Smith (1983, 1998), Terborg-
Penn, Harley, and Rushing (1987), Zack (1997, 2000), and Zack, Shrage, and Sartwell
(1998). Black feminist/womanist historians have also engaged the overlapping nature of race,
gender, and class in the lives of women of African descent. A few of the most noteworthy ma-
jor studies are: Giddings (1984), Hine (1990, 1994a, 1994b), Hine, King, and Reed (1995),
Hine and Thompson (1998), J. Jones (1985), Noble (1978), and D.G. White (1999).

32. For a discussion, consult Angela Davis’s essay, “Reflections on the Black Woman’s Role
in the Community of Slaves” (1995), which remains one of the best introductions to African
American women’s existential universe during enslavement. In “Sexism and the Black Female
Slave Experience,” and in Ain’t I A Woman generally, bell hooks (1981) provides a provoca-
tive and penetrating analysis of sexual stereotypes and racial myth-making that was and con-
tinues to be created in white and male supremacist efforts to socio-politically control and
“steer” black women away from the sites and sources of power, and also the people in/with
power away from black women’s lived-experiences and life-worlds (pp. 15–49). Patricia Hill
Collins (2000), also, comments on sexual stereotypes and racial myth-making, and particu-
larly with regard to “the politics of the maternal,” in “Mammies, Matriarchs, and Other Con-
trolling Images” (pp. 69-96). She, too, is critical of white and male supremacist efforts to so-
cio-politically control and “steer” black women and has put forward a blistering critique in,
“The More Things Change, the More They Stay the Same: African American Women and the
New Politics of Containment” (P.H. Collins, 1998, pp. 11–43). In a similar spirit, Hammond
(1997) and Towns (1974) offer a couple of the best critical genealogies of the mythification
of black women’s sexuality. And finally, Joy James (1999), in “Depoliticizing Representations:
Sexual-Racial Stereotypes,” critiques some of the ways black women’s radicalism (during and
after enslavement) has been downplayed because of the over-sexualization, “mammifica-
tion,” and “bitchification” of black women in modern mass media and the entertainment in-
dustry (pp. 123–150). 
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33. For a discussion of sexuality and/or sexual orientation’s import to the overlapping, in-
terlocking and intersecting nature of race, gender and class, see P.H. Collins (1993, 1998,
2000, 2005), A.Y. Davis (1981, 1989), Guy-Sheftall (1995), hooks (1990, 1991, 1994b),
Hull, Scott and Smith (1982), J.A. James (1996a, 1999), James and Sharpley-Whiting (2000),
Lorde (1984, 1988, 1996, 2004), B. Smith (1983, 1998), V. Smith (1998), Zack (1997), and
Zack, Shrage and Sartwell (1998). With regard to the “jeopardy” theses, see Frances Beale’s
“Double Jeopardy: To Be Black and Female” (1995) and Deborah King’s “Multiple Jeopardy,
Multiple Consciousness: The Context of Black Feminist Ideology” (1995).

34. Each of the aforementioned essays can be found in Du Bois (1995a), with the excep-
tion of “The Work of Negro Women in Society,” which was originally published in the Spel-
man Messenger in February 1902, see Du Bois (1982a). 

35. For biographical, political, and philosophical explorations of Harper’s life and legacy,
see Boyd (1994), Carby (1987), Collier-Thomas (1997), Foster (1993), Giddings (1984),
Graham (1973, 1986), Greer (1952), Hine and Thompson (1998), and D.G. White (1999).
The claim that it is “highly plausible” that Harper influenced, however indirectly, the devel-
opment of Du Bois’s women’s liberation theory is based on Jesse Michael Lang’s “Anticipa-
tions of the Booker T. Washington-W. E. B. Du Bois Dialectic in the Writings of Frances E.W.
Harper, Ida B. Wells, and Anna Julia Cooper” (1992). 

36. Gatens (1991), Grimshaw (1986), G. Lloyd (1984), Nagl-Docekal (1998), Okin
(1992), Pateman (1988, 1989), and Tuana (1992) provide a few of the more salutary and
sustained feminist critiques of the Western social contract tradition, while Boxill (1992), Law-
son (1992), Lott (1998), McGary and Lawson (1992), McGary (1999), C.W. Mills (1997,
1998), Outlaw (1983a, 1983b, 1987, 1991, 1995, 1996a), and West (1982, 1988a, 1989,
1993a) offer some of the more noteworthy Africana (male) critiques of both contractarian-
ism and Western social and political philosophy in general. 

37. For critical engagements of Cooper’s intellectual biography, women’s liberation theory,
and philosophy of education, see E. Alexander (1995), Baker-Fletcher (1991, 1994), L.C.
Gabel (1982), L. Hutchinson (1981, 1993), K.A. Johnson (2000), and May (2007). Further,
for a fuller discussion of what Harper and I are referring to when we write of the “white men
in mobs . . . ‘lynch[ing], burn[ing], and tortur[ing]’ their black fellow ‘countrymen’” (I take
her to include black women, their fellow countrywomen, here), see: Angela Y. Davis (1998a),
“Violence Against Women and the Ongoing Challenge to Racism,” among her many other
writings on “racialized punishment” and the criminalization of people of color, collected in
The Angela Y. Davis Reader; Joy James (1996a, 1997), “Erasing the Spectacle of Racialized State
Violence,” in Resisting State Violence, and “On Racial Violence and Democracy,” in Transcend-
ing the Talented Tenth; Manning Marable’s (1983) classic, “The Meaning of Racist Violence in
Late Capitalism,” in How Capitalism Underdeveloped Black America; and, by far the best study
on this subject to date, Herbert Shapiro’s (1988) White Violence and Black Response: From Re-
construction to Montgomery. Du Bois, of course, wrote a great deal concerning white violence,
both physical and psychological, and the need for both black self-defensive violence and non-
violence. See, for example: John Brown, “The Souls of White Folk,” “Cowardice,” “The Mas-
sacre of East St. Louis,” “Let Us Reason Together,” Darkwater, “A University Course in Lynch-
ing,” “Mob Tactics,” Black Reconstruction, Black Folk Then and Now, Color and Democracy:
Colonies and Peace, African in Battle Against Colonialism, Racism, and Imperialism, and Against
Racism (see Du Bois, 1939, 1945, 1960, 1962, 1970c, 1971a, 1972a, 1972b, 1983, 1985a).
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James’s research also constituted a preliminary approach to international black his-
tory, hardly even a concept at that point [in the 1930s]. In the same years that
James pursued his researches, veteran black political-intellectual leader W. E. B. Du
Bois, foremost sponsor of Pan-African gatherings, had begun consolidating the
studies leading to his book Black Reconstruction. The relative youngster (and politi-
cal neophyte) James, and the distinguished Du Bois evolved simultaneously to-
ward Marxism, on history’s account. They could solve the intellectual problems be-
fore them in no other manner.

—Paul Buhle, C. L. R. James: The Artist as Revolutionary, pp. 41–42

The lacuna in Western political thought regarding the importance of the black
struggle and its impact on the nature of politics again puts black political thinkers
outside the Western intellectual tradition and its radical legacies. Consequently, the
conceptions of Western Marxism are white and European, and literature on Marx-
ism after Marx does not mention black thinkers or the nature of the racial question.
Yet it is the works of C. L. R. James and W. E. B. Du Bois which raise some of the
fundamental issues of Western society about the nature and limitations of equal-
ity, freedom and democracy, because the nature of the black radical tradition in all
its heterogeneity is both a critique of and a fundamental enquiry into these classi-
cal notions. The universality of the Enlightenment stopped short on race. The black
radical tradition offers a larger dimension to these issues.

—Anthony Bogues, Caliban’s Freedom: 
The Early Political Thought of C. L. R. James, p. 168

Over half a century ago, a group of radical black intellectuals, most notably W. E.
B. Du Bois, George Padmore, Eric Williams, and C. L. R. James, came to the con-
clusion that African people in the Western hemisphere have been at the fulcrum of
the most important social and political transformations in the modern world. . . .
James was rare among fellow Marxists for his recognition of the revolutionary 
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potential of black nationalism. . . . James was convinced of the necessity of black
nationalism as an essential element of the black freedom struggle.

—R.D.G. Kelley, “The World the Diaspora Made: 
C. L. R. James and the Politics of History,” pp. 104, 115–116

INTRODUCTION: C. L. R. JAMES AND 
REVOLUTIONARY PAN-AFRICAN MARXISM

Cricket and calypso, Toussaint L’Ouverture and the Haitian Revolution, the history
of Pan-African revolt, Marxist-Leninism and world revolution, the African American
struggle for human and civil rights, William Shakespeare, W. E. B. Du Bois, Herman
Melville, and Richard Wright—an enigmatic and eclectic combination of ideas and
interests unfolds across the landscape of Cyril Lionel Robert James’s life and work.
He has been, of no doubt due to the highly porous nature of his writings, read and
re-read from a multiplicity of academic and non-academic angles (P. Buhle, 1986a;
Cha-Jua, 1998; Cudjoe and Cain, 1995; Farred, 1996; Henry and Buhle, 1992). Ini-
tially in James studies it was mostly Marxists (of various persuasions) whom mined
James’s mind for the precious dialectical diamonds interned there. In time, and due
undoubtedly to the fact that James began to teach in university and other academic
settings, his thought and texts procured praise and criticism far exceeding any other
purported “black Marxist” or “Marxist of African descent,” Du Bois’s dialectics, of
course, withstanding (Bogues, 2003; P. Henry, 2000; C.J. Robinson, 2000; West,
1991).

James was born in 1901 on the Caribbean island of Trinidad, which was a British
colony at the time. Early in life he developed an anti-authoritarian approach and,
though his family was firmly middle-class, he harbored an intense interest in work-
ing-class culture and politics. Refusing to be a “good” colonized intellectual, though
he was exceptionally gifted and intellectually advanced, much to his parents’ cha-
grin the young James opted to pursue a career as a writer and political radical. He
migrated to England in 1932 to bring his literary ambitions to fruition, but once
there he became intensely involved in Marxist, anticolonial, and Pan-African poli-
tics. He quickly became one of the leading lights of the international Marxist move-
ment in Europe, publishing a history of Marxist-Leninism and the Russian Revolu-
tion in 1936, World Revolution, 1917–1936 (C. L. R. James, 1993c). James also had a
lifelong love affair with cricket and became a leading cricket correspondent for the
Manchester Guardian (Renton, 2007; Worcester, 1985). During this period he pub-
lished a novel and wrote several plays (one of which starred the acclaimed African
American actor and orator Paul Robeson) as well. 

From England James migrated to America, then back to England, then to the
Caribbean, then again back to England, and along the way he developed his own
unique Pan-African Marxist perspective in a number of jaw-dropping and genre-ex-
ploding works: The Black Jacobins, A History of Pan-African Revolt, Notes on Dialectics,
State Capitalism and World Revolution, American Civilization, Mariners, Renegades, and
Castaways, Modern Politics, Beyond a Boundary, and Nkrumah and the Ghana Revolu-
tion, among others (see C. L. R. James 1960, 1963, 1969, 1977b, 1980b, 1985,
1993a, 1993b, 1995; see also P. Buhle, 1988; McClendon, 2005; Worcester, 1995).
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Throughout much of his life his work was marginalized and overlooked by both
Pan-Africanists and Marxists, though in his own eyes he humbly saw himself as a
faithful disciple of both traditions. Similar to Du Bois, what James did not realize,
at least not until much later in his life, was how uncommon and intimidating com-
bining Pan-Africanism and Marxism was for both Pan-Africanists and Marxists and
both capitalist and colonialist governments. He was, in a word, a political pariah be-
cause his social and political vision encompassed and integrated aspects of both
African and European radical thought traditions; intellectual and popular culture;
and, academic and folk philosophy. During the last quarter of his life the intellec-
tual eclipse ended (although his radical politics remained suspect) and he received
praise and honor in certain circles. 

In the 1970s, Radical America devoted an entire issue to James’s life and work, an
unprecedented occurrence in that publication’s history. The 1980s witnessed not
only a special issue of Urgent Tasks dedicated exclusively to James studies, but also
the publication of four volumes of his selected writings: Cricket, At the Rendezvous of
Victory, The Future in the Present, and Spheres of Existence. In 1988, a year before
James’s death, acclaimed European American Marxist, Paul Buhle (1988), published
the first full-length James biography, C. L. R. James: The Artist as Revolutionary. By the
1990s several collections of James’s writings and scholarly criticisms of his work ap-
peared in print, and at the turn of the twenty-first century and well into its first
decade James studies has only continued to deepen and develop, with scores of
scholars identifying or taking issue with this or that aspect of James’s innovative and
intellectual history-making oeuvre. 

Of particular interest with regard to the present study is the wide range and reach
of Jamesian theory; that is to say, the beyond interdisciplinary and, more accurately,
transdisciplinary import of James’s ideas and interests and their relevance for con-
temporary radical politics and the reconstruction of critical social theory. For exam-
ple, Grace Lee Boggs (1993, 1995), Anthony Bogues (1997, 2003), Paul Idahosa
(1995), Walton Look Lai (1992), Neil Lazarus (1992), Scott McLemee (1994,
1996), James Millette (1995), Glen Richards (1995), Rick Roderick (1995), Andrew
Ross (1996), Brett St. Louis (2007), and Kent Worcester (1984, 1985, 1991, 1992a,
1992b, 1995, 1996) have each undertaken critical studies of Jamesian political the-
ory. Paul Buhle (1986b, 1988), Cornelius Castoriadis (1995), Martin Glaberman
(1995, 1999), Stuart Hall (1992), Paul Le Blanc (1994), Farrukh Dhondy (2001),
John McClendon (2005), Cedric Robinson (1995, 2000), and Frank Rosengarten
(2008) have each examined James as a Marxist cultural critic and aesthete; hence,
the current contentions of James as a doyen in cultural studies discourse (Gair,
2006; Larsen, 1996; Lazarus, 1992; Levi, 1991). Sylvia Wynter (1986, 1992), Aldon
Nielsen (1995, 1997), Frank Birbalsingh (1984), Helen Pyne-Timothy (1995), Kara
Rabbitt (1995), and Nicole King (2001) have read James as a literary artist and the-
orist, while Paget Henry (1992a, 1992b, 1997, 2000) and Lewis Gordon (1997a,
1997b, 2000) have long viewed James as a social and political philosopher. Further,
the radical historian, Robin D.G. Kelley (1996), has critically engaged James as an
historian and notes that James “radically revised African and diasporic history by
placing it firmly in the history of the West and by focusing on the masses” (p. 104). 

Though he has been read from the aforementioned angles, C. L. R. James has on
no occasion to this writer’s knowledge been approached and appropriated as a critical
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theorist. Similar to Du Bois, James sought to construct a systematic and compre-
hensive social theory in the interest of solving the key social, political and cultural
problems of his day. Hence, and in line with the other theorists excavated and ap-
propriated for the Africana critical theory intellectual archaeology project, James of-
fers contemporary critical theorists radical (re)interpretations of various forms of
imperialism. In remarking on his strengths as a revolutionary thinker, Paul Le Blanc
(1994) perceptively points to James’s 

great intellectual breadth, which is evidenced in the quality of his Marxism, reflecting a
serious concern with philosophy, history, economics, culture, and practical political
work. There is also his capacity to see things that aren’t quite “there” yet, but that are in
the process of coming into being. Related to this are his capacity to identify fruitful con-
nections between seemingly disparate phenomena and his consequent ability to take
what is “peripheral” and show that it is, in fact, central to an adequate understanding of
politics and society. (p. 26)

Corroborating Robin Kelley’s aforementioned assertion that James “radically re-
vised African and diasporic history by placing it firmly in the history of the West and
by focusing on the masses,” Le Blanc helps to highlight the fact that James, in view-
ing the Africana experience as integral to any understanding of Western culture and
civilization, adhered to an inchoate Africana critical theoretical and black radical
political approach to “seemingly disparate phenomena.” By placing that which is
purported to be “peripheral” at the “center” of his analyses, James’s radicalism dove-
tails with Du Bois’s more Marxist-oriented work. Both theorists exposed the Euro-
centrism of Marxism and offer anti-racist critical theorists, and critical race theorists
in particular, creative paradigms with which to construct a new critical theory of
contemporary society that intensely explores the political economy of race and
racism and the Eurocentric pitfalls of the original Marxian paradigm, which after all,
from Marx through to Marcuse, has consistently prided itself on being a “world-
historical” and “global” theory of revolution (Aronson, 1995; D’Amato, 2006; Got-
tlieb, 1992; Jay, 1984; Kellner, 1989; Kolakowski, 1978a, 1978b, 1978c). However,
this is not to say that Du Bois and James did not internalize some of the Eurocen-
trism of Marxism even as they were at pains to point it out. It is often these kinds of
creative tensions that place Africana and other non-European/non-white critical the-
orists on distinctly different theoretical terrain(s), making much of their social and
political theory heresy in orthodox Marxist and Pan-Africanist circles. When com-
pared with Du Bois’s Marxist writings, James may have developed a more nuanced
relationship with, and understanding of Marxism, but at the same time his work fre-
quently displays some of the same Eurocentric pitfalls that Marxism so often does. 

On the one hand, it must be conceded that James can and should, at specific in-
stances in his oeuvre, be read as a Marxist, and particularly as a Marxist innovator for
his critically acclaimed contributions of several “Marxist” concepts and categories (P.
Buhle, 1986b; Gelderen, 1994; Hamilton, 1992; P. Henry, 1992b; Le Blanc, 1994;
McClendon, 2005; McLemee, 1994, 1996). On the other hand, it should be em-
phasized that there are a multiplicity of deficiencies that arise when employing
Marxist methods to engage James, because he was not merely a Marxist, but also a
revolutionary Pan-Africanist.1 For example, and with regard to James’s innovations
in the Marxist tradition, Bogues (1997), Kelley (1996), and C.J. Robinson (2000)
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have each observed that James, alongside Du Bois, should be considered one of the
preeminent pioneers in Marxian theory because of his emphasis on the ways in
which race is exacerbated and interlocks and intersects with class in capitalist soci-
eties. Also, Bogues (1997) and McLemee (1994) have both noted that James, “hav-
ing recognized the limitations of the Trotskyist movement . . . attempted the mas-
sive project of reconstructing Marxism for the immediate post-World War II period”
(Bogues, 1997, p. 1). In undertaking such an endeavor, James’s aim is reported to
have been “similar in some respects to that of the Italian Marxist thinker Antonio
Gramsci” (p. 1). Like Gramsci, James’s social theory and political discourse ex-
tended a tradition in Marxism that focused on culture and critical consciousness. How-
ever, unlike Gramsci, Marx or Lenin, James’s subtext and subjects were not Europe
and Europeans, but Africa and Africans, continental and diasporan, as well as other
non-whites. James revealed and remarked upon his Africana historical materialism
when he wrote in the “Preface” of the 1980 edition of The Black Jacobins: “The book
was written not with the Caribbean but with Africa in mind” (p. vi). 

Upon his arrival in the United States in October 1938, C. L. R. James observed:
“In America the situation is different” (quoted in Bogues, 1997, p. 86). By this he
wished to convey to his comrades that they were faced with a new situation, one
that neither Marx nor Lenin, or any of the other members of the Marxist pantheon,
had dared approach. A new situation, a new interlocking form of domination and
discrimination demanded new critical liberation theory, theory that not only cri-
tiqued capitalism, but also colonialism, racism, sexism, and, perhaps most impor-
tantly for the young James, Marxism. 

It is the James who—after his arrival in America and experience of American
apartheid—never wearied of noting the deficiencies of Marxist thought, and espe-
cially with regard to persons of African descent, that Africana critical theory draws
from and seeks to illuminate; that James (1994) who exclaimed, “[t]he classics of
Marxism are European in origin and content” (p. 223); that James (1996a) who
thundered with utterly unchecked passion, “[t]he Negro people . . . on the basis of
their own experiences, approach the conclusions of Marxism” (p. 140); that James
(1996a) who stated without an ounce of hyperbole, “[t]hey [persons of African de-
scent] may not formulate their beliefs in Marxist terms, but their experience drives
them to reject this shibboleth of bourgeois democracy” (p. 140). It is that same
James that Africana critical theory comprehends to offer alternatives to Eurocentric
radical politics and critical social theory.

In contrast to conventional interpretations of C. L. R. James, I shall argue in this
chapter that James, similar to Du Bois, Cesaire, Senghor, Fanon, and Cabral, was
first, more a critic of Marxism than a Marxist in any orthodox or dogmatic sense.2

Second, I situate James in continental and diasporan African intellectual and polit-
ical traditions. This is extremely important because it has become commonplace in
James studies to analyze James’s philosophy and social and political theory in light
of Western European schools of thought (e.g., P. Buhle, 1986c, 1988, 1994; Casto-
riadis, 1995; Gelderen, 1994; Glaberman, 1966, 1995, 1999; Le Blanc, 1994; Mc-
Clendon, 2005; Roderick, 1995; L. Turner, 1995). However, to acknowledge that he
was influenced and inspired by Western European thought without acknowledging
all the Africana intellectual and political influences on him, in my mind, is to do
James (and James studies) a great and grave disservice. Employing the Africana critical
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theoretical framework, I read James, not as an appendage of, or “black bastard”
within Western European/white “radical” thought traditions, but as a Pan-African
Marxist revolutionary theorist whose contentious and frequently contradictory cor-
pus provides contemporary critical theorists with much more than previously
noted. Finally, I articulate what I consider to be James’s most substantial contribu-
tions to the discourse and development of a critical theory of contemporary society
with an emphasis on the most crucial issues plaguing “postcolonial” and “post-
modern” Africa and its diaspora.

TRANSFORMATION THROUGH REVOLUTION: C. L. R. JAMES, PAN-
AFRICAN MARXISM, AND AFRICANA INTELLECTUAL HISTORY

In order to interpret James, one must not only be in full command of past and pres-
ent Marxist discourse (and eminently attentive to the divergent discourses of mul-
tiracial and multicultural Marxists), but also, and as I shall argue especially, classical
and contemporary Pan-African discourse. Moreover, it would seem to me an utter
impossibility to understand the plausibility of my assertions of James as a critic of
Marxism as opposed to a mere Marxist critic unless one had a thorough knowledge
of Africana intellectual history. In this section I intend, in brief, to explicate and il-
lustrate James in relation to Africana radical thought and traditions, and particularly
Pan-Africanism.3

Early in his intellectual life James exhibited the kind of critical Pan-African ap-
proach to continental and diasporan history and culture that would come to char-
acterize most of his corpus (Blackburn, 1995; Dupuy, 1995; Hamilton, 1992; Lai,
1992; Lazarus, 1992; Moitt, 1995; Pyne-Timothy, 1995; Rabbitt, 1995; Richards,
1995; Singham, 1970). Several James scholars have noted that he studied Marxism
and joined and participated in Marxist party politics during his residence in Europe
between 1932 and 1938 (Bogues, 1997; P. Buhle, 1988; R.A. Hill, 1986; Worcester,
1984). However, what most of these scholars fail to effectively highlight and accent
in their studies is the fact that James composed not one, but two classic texts in Pan-
Africanist thought, both in 1938, just before he set sail for America. The Black Ja-
cobins and A History of Pan-African Revolt stand today as testaments to James’s early
commitment to Pan-African revolt, and monuments to his legacy as a revolutionary
Pan-Africanist par excellence. 

Although there is no nice and neat definition of Pan-Africanism, for discursive
purposes I would like to offer a sort of working definition for the sake of clarity and
accessibility. According to several Pan-African scholars (Du Bois, 1958; Esedebe,
1994; Langley, 1979; Legum, 1962; Ofuatey-Kudjoe, 1986; V.B. Thompson, 1969;
Walters, 1993), the principal aims and objectives of twentieth-century Pan-African-
ism revolved around several combinations of the following component ideas: 

1. Africa as the homeland of both continental and diasporan Africans.
2. Unity with all persons of African origin and descent.
3. Belief in a distinct African personality.
4. Firm belief in the rehabilitation of past and present Africa (which includes

struggles to rescue and rehabilitate Africa).
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5. Pride in African history and culture.
6. Africa for Africans in church and state (i.e., in both the sacred and secular

spheres of existence).
7. Faith in and hope for a united and glorious future for Africa and its diaspora. 

Based upon the above and with some simplification, we can say that Pan-African-
ism is a social, political, and cultural theory and praxis which regards continental and di-
asporan Africa and Africans as a collective unit and force for national and international
transformation in the best interest of persons of African origin and descent. Though James
may not have ever adhered to all of these ideas, he did at several intervals in his in-
tellectual adventure subscribe to and seek to wed many of them with his home-
grown and simultaneously cosmopolitan critical Marxism. 

James’s early predilection for Pan-Africanism can be ascertained by his consistent
raising of anticolonial issues whilst a member of the British Marxist movement
(Bogues, 1997; Worcester, 1984). For instance, the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in
1935 in particular made James aware of the fact that not only were the Marxists Eu-
rocentric, because they did not see the invasion of Ethiopia as a crucial rallying
point for Africans and other oppressed (“Third World”) people worldwide, but also
because many of them refused to condemn the Soviet Union when it was discovered
that Stalin was selling arms to Italy. This betrayal, perhaps more than any other in
his long coquetry with Marxism, made James well-aware of the fact that Marxism, as
a school of purported “radical” thought, was deficient and had neither fully nor ad-
equately dealt with the questions of race, racism (especially white supremacist anti-
black racism), and colonialism (especially racial colonialism). Remarking on
James’s insider-outsider relationship with respect to white Marxism’s anti-black
racism, Bogues (1997) writes:

Black colonial intellectuals are a distinct social group in the “mother country.” Equipped
with the intellectual tools learnt from the colonial power, and although having absorbed
the language, norms and values of the colonial power, they remain outsiders. A key fac-
tor here is race. It would have been unusual for James not to have been aware of this,
and indeed his first sustained piece of political writing was anti-colonial and his first
practical political activity in England was as a popular anti-colonial speaker where he
would have had to confront the question of race. The problem of synthesizing different
political currents would arise as he moved to embrace Marxism. But as a West Indian in-
tellectual, James was particularly well suited to this task. (p. 38)

This brings us to the question of what Marxism may have meant to James. As
Bogues relates, “his [James’s] Marxist commitment meant fighting imperialism in-
ternationally” (p. 39). James’s corpus is shot-through with indicting comments on,
criticisms of, and corrections for Marxism’s utter inadequacy in grasping and grap-
pling with the various forms of imperialism that effect and influence the contem-
porary world, especially the non-European/non-white world. However, if Marxism
“meant fighting imperialism internationally” for James, and it meant not criticizing
its own perpetuation of imperialism (i.e., Marxist party’s anti-black racist policies
and paternalistic attitude toward non-whites in general and the Soviet’s selling arms
to fascist Italy, amongst other acts of imperialism), then James quickly disqualified
himself as a Marxist. It is precisely this conundrum that Bogues has in mind when
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he contends above, “[t]he problem of synthesizing different political currents would
arise as he [James] moved to embrace Marxism.” Bogues perceptively poses the ten-
sion in James’s oeuvre with regard to Marxism and Pan-Africanism as a “problem,”
which sheds light on why I characterized James’s corpus as “contentious” and “con-
tradictory” above.

James, however, may be read as contradicting not so much himself as Marxism,
and particularly the types of Marxism adhered to by many of the major Western Eu-
ropean and European American political theorists and activists. For instance,
James’s (1995) pioneering studies on Pan-African revolutionary history were under-
taken to smash racist myths and reveal that “the Negro was no docile animal. He re-
volted continuously” (p. 57). Long before Fanon wrote The Wretched of the Earth in
1961, James (1994) understood that “change will take place, by violence and by rea-
son combined” (p. 85). James was also perceptive when he wrote: “Long before Karl
Marx wrote ‘Workers of the world, Unite!,’ the revolution was international” (p. 81).
In highlighting Pan-African revolutionary history, James, according to Robin Kelley
(1995), “excoriated imperialism and placed Black laborers at the center of world
events when the leading historians of his day believed Africans were savages, colo-
nialism was a civilizing mission, and slavery was a somewhat benevolent institu-
tion” (p. 2). It is his placing of Africa and Africans “at the center of world events”
that makes James, in my mind, an ideal intellectual-activist ancestor for those of us
interested in developing theories critical of the multifarious forms and forces of im-
perialism confronting contemporary continental and diasporan African culture(s)
and civilization(s). 

When and where James chronicles the radical and revolutionary thought and
practices of continental and diasporan Africans in their quest for freedom; when
and where he “see[s] things that aren’t quite ‘there’ yet, but that are in the process
of coming into being” (Le Blanc, 1994, p. 26); when and where he “take[s] what is
‘peripheral’ and show[s] that it is, in fact, central to an adequate understanding of
politics and society” (p. 26); and, finally, when and where he places persons of
African descent “at the center of world events” is precisely when and where he steps
onto the terrain and enters into the insurgent intellectual orbit of the Africana tra-
dition of critical theory (Kelley, 1995, p. 2). The Black Jacobins provides an excellent
example of James’s relationship with the Africana tradition of critical theory and is
considered by many to be a highpoint in both Pan-African and Marxist discourse,
because it is a narrative about the energies and capacities of persons, once enslaved,
who transformed themselves and their society through revolution. This is a point
that should be emphasized, because it is this issue, with all of its existential and on-
tological baggage, that I shall argue is the leitmotif, or the major recurring theme in
the Jamesian journey; a journey which incessantly emphasized transformation
through revolution.

C. L. R. James was attracted to Pan-Africanism and Marxism because each in their
own way offered transformation through revolution. By “transformation” I wish to im-
ply here not merely social transformation, but equally self-transformation, a type of
change that alters both the public and private spheres of existence. When he dis-
covered that Marxism had not and could not provide emancipatory answers to the
race and colonial questions, James developed a theory of revolution that accented
Africana agency and the creative capacities of other oppressed peoples independent
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of many of the major tenets and variables of Marxism (Bogues, 1997, pp. 153–169;
also see McLemee, 1994, 1996; Worcester, 1995, 1996). It is in this light that I in-
tend to engage The Black Jacobins.

The Black Jacobins stands in James’s oeuvre as a major work of literature, an un-
paralleled piece of radical historiography, and an inaugural text integral to any un-
derstanding of James as a critical Marxist and critic of Marxism. At one level, the
book can be read as the story of the Haitian revolutionary Toussaint L’Ouverture.
The narrative, in distinctly Jamesian fashion, details not merely L’Ouverture’s acu-
men as a leader, but also the fact that “[t]he slave trade and slavery were the eco-
nomic basis of the French Revolution” and that it was the French Revolution, with
Africa and Africans at its heart, that inspired and influenced the Haitian Revolution
(C. L. R. James, 1963, p. 47). As James (1994) saw it, the Haitian Revolution “had
a profound effect on the struggle for the cessation of the slave trade,” and it was
this historical event, this act of Africana agency, that he utilized as his point of de-
parture (p. 81).

At the level of social and political theory four distinct issues emerge from The
Black Jacobins: first, the nature of diasporan African (and particularly Caribbean) so-
cieties; second, the role of African enslavement and colonization in the develop-
ment of the modern capitalist world; third, the relationship between a dominant
personality (a leader) and society (the masses); and, fourth, a theory of social
change. James exploded Marxian concepts and categories by emphasizing the role of
the enslaved (the racially oppressed and economically exploited) in the process of
revolutionary social transformation. For example, James challenged Leninistic no-
tions of vanguardism: a vanguard party leading the oppressed on the path through
revolution to liberation.4 For James (1963), it was not L’Ouverture who made the
revolution, but the “revolution had made him” (p. 249). In fact, James relates, “it is
impossible to say where the social forces end and the impress of personality begins”
(p. 240). However, James did not like all that history had to tell of L’Ouverture’s
leadership style and revolutionary politics. He candidly contended: “Criticism is not
enough. What should Toussaint have done? A hundred and fifty years of history and
the scientific study of revolution begun by Marx and Engels, and amplified by Lenin
and Trotsky, justify us in pointing to an alternative course” (p. 282).

Not only is The Black Jacobins a critique of Marxism-Leninism, it is also a critique
of Pan-Africanism and, more particularly, Pan-African leaders. Certainly there have
been those who have quickly quipped that James practiced paternalism by utilizing
Marxist-Leninism to critique Pan-Africanism (and black nationalism), but that read
is theoretically thin because it negates the fact that James, first, as Bogues (1997)
correctly argued above, saw Marxism more as a means to “fight imperialism inter-
nationally” (p. 39). And, second, it negates the fact that James understood the Marx-
ist tradition to be, among other things, “[a] hundred and fifty years of history and
scientific study of revolution.” This, of course, leads us to an exploration of Lenin’s
place in the Jamesian journey. For James, Lenin more than any other Marxist had
taken Marxism, as a revolutionary theory, and applied it; that is to say that Lenin, in
James’s mind, had moved Marxism from the level of a revolutionary theory to that of
a revolutionary praxis. However, James was no naïve Marxist in blackface. One of the
things that he admired most about Lenin and the Russian revolution was that Lenin,
as leader of the Bolsheviks, had augmented Marxism and made it speak to the 
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specific conditions of the Russian people and their epochal and enigmatic issues
(see C. L. R. James, 1992, pp. 327–346; see also McClendon, 2005). 

In employing Marxist-Leninism to critique Pan-Africanism James did not do so
because he was an erstwhile Europhile, but because he understood Marxism to be a
method (in the social scientific sense) that offered possibilities of transformation
through revolution. Marxism was not any more “radical” or “revolutionary” than Pan-
Africanism in James’s intellectual universe. However, Marxism was much better doc-
umented and developed than Pan-Africanism, then and now, and as a philosopher,
historian, political scientist and social theorist of revolution, James attempted to
provide examples and alternatives of and for radical change utilizing what he per-
ceived to be the lingua franca of modern revolution. This is something, or so it
seems, that has escaped both James’s Pan-African and Marxist critics. James himself
said that Marxism represented “[a] hundred and fifty years of history and scientific
study of revolution.” But, it must be borne in mind that this quote is ironically
culled from a book on the first successful African diasporan revolution, which pre-
dates not merely Marxism, but the birth of Karl Marx.5 In fact, from the Africana crit-
ical theoretical perspective, both The Black Jacobins and A History of Pan-African Re-
volt can in many senses be read as direct and unequivocal critiques of Marxists’
purported monopoly on revolutionary theory and praxis.

So, in a sense Kelley (1996) is correct when he asserts above that James “radically
revised African and diasporic history by placing it firmly in the history of the West
and by focusing on the masses” (p. 104). However, Kelley, as radical historian him-
self, does not go far enough in explicating just how, why, and the ways in which James
“radically revised” revolutionary history and theory in the Marxist tradition. As I
read him, James, and especially through The Black Jacobins and A History of Pan-
African Revolt, offered alternatives to the stalemate situation Stalinism had produced
in the Marxist world. But, the inverse is also true. Just as James felt the Pan-African
tradition had much to offer the Marxists, so, too, did he believe the Marxist tradi-
tion had much to offer the Pan-Africanists (as well as the black nationalist, if truth
be told [see C. L. R. James, 1996a]). Here we have stumbled upon yet another di-
alectic in the Jamesian journey. Contracting Lenin as a critique of L’Ouverture, James
(1963) revealingly wrote:

It was in method, and not in principle, that Toussaint failed. The race question is sub-
sidiary to the class question in politics, and to think of imperialism in terms of race is
disastrous. But to neglect the racial factor as merely incidental is an error only less grave
than to make it fundamental. . . . But whereas Lenin kept the party and masses thor-
oughly aware of every step, and explained carefully the exact position of the bourgeois
servants of the Workers’ State, Toussaint explained nothing, and allowed the masses to
think that their old enemies were being favored at their expense. In allowing himself to
be looked upon as taking the side of the whites against the blacks, Toussaint committed
the unpardonable crime in the eyes of a community where the whites stood for so much
evil. That they should get back their property was bad enough. That they should be priv-
ileged was intolerable. And to shoot Moïse, the black, for the sake of the whites was
more than an error, it was a crime. It was almost as if Lenin had had Trotsky shot for tak-
ing the side of the proletariat against the bourgeoisie. (pp. 283–284)

James simultaneously and dialectically critiqued the Marxists and Pan-Africanists
by first emphasizing “the racial factor,” the very factor which he felt the Marxists had
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never adequately dealt. In “good” Marxist fashion he subordinated race to class, but
even in doing this he still challenged the Marxian method by stating, “to neglect the
racial factor as merely incidental is an error only less grave than to make it funda-
mental.” This statement in and of itself was heresy in the orthodox Marxist camp.
So, even though he was still caught in the quagmires of Marxist economic deter-
minism, James (1996a) understood that though persons of African descent “may
not formulate their beliefs in Marxist terms . . . their experience drives them to re-
ject [the] shibboleth[s] of bourgeois democracy” (p. 140). In critiquing L’Ouver-
ture’s perceived acquiescence to the whites whom we are told, “stood for so much
evil,” James uses Lenin as an example not so much because he was European or,
rather, Russian to be more precise, or a Marxist even, but because Lenin represented
an archetypal “good” leader for James. What made Lenin an ideal leader in James’s
thinking was the fact that he, Lenin, sought to create strong connections between the
vanguard party, the proletariat, and the peasants, and he contributed a global per-
spective that comprehended capitalism to be a world system of imperialism rather
than a series of isolated capitalist nations. 

For James, both L’Ouverture and Lenin were “good” leaders, however this was not
enough. History, time and circumstance demanded much more of leaders. It de-
manded that leaders cease to be leaders; meaning that in the ideal Jamesian society
people collectively lead themselves (Rosengarten, 2008). In Notes on Dialectics, James
(1980) thundered: “Now if the party is the knowing of the proletariat, then the com-
ing of age of the proletariat means the abolition of the party. That is our new uni-
versal” (p. 175; see also McClendon, 2005). In stating this, James was not only going
against both Lenin and Trotsky’s notions of “the vanguard party,” but he was also of-
fering a caveat to the emerging African independence movement and its leaders. 

In response to the Italian invasion of Ethiopia, C. L. R. James, George Padmore,
Amy Ashwood Garvey, Ras Makonnen, and Jomo Kenyatta formed the International
African Service Bureau (IASB) in 1936; an historical fact often overlooked by the
more Marxist-oriented James scholars. According to Bogues (1997), “[t]he IASB was
a non-party organization which represented the democratic demands of Africans. It
was ‘an organization which supported democratic rights and liberties and self-de-
termination’” (p. 40). The IASB’s organizational paper was the International African
Opinion in which they “agitated and published anti-colonial material, all of which
served as one of the bases for the modern black anti-colonial movement” (p. 40).
Here, Bogues places my thesis in bold relief: James was never merely a Marxist, but
from the beginning acknowledged an affinity with Pan-African radical politics. Fur-
ther, not only did James have an affinity to Pan-Africanism, he also, according
Bogues, was a progenitor in this discourse by emphasizing the political economy
and inextricability of racism, colonialism and capitalism.

From his first sustained piece of political writing and his first practical political ac-
tivity in England, James stressed the need for Marxists to rethink revolution in terms
of racism, colonialism and capitalism. In “Revolution and the Negro” he wrote:
“What we as Marxist have to see is the tremendous role played by Negroes in the
transformation of Western civilization from feudalism to capitalism. It is only from
this vantage-ground that we shall be able to appreciate (and prepare for) the still
greater role they must of necessity play in the transformation from capitalism to so-
cialism” (C. L. R. James, 1994, p. 77). Again, accenting Africans as critical actors and
radical agents in the unfolding high drama of human history, James assigns them a
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central position in the major movements of the modern world, but James does not
do so simply because he is a person of African descent, or because he wishes other
Africans to “feel good” about themselves, their history and their culture. Quite the
contrary, James documented the radical ideas and revolutionary deeds of continen-
tal and diasporan Africans, because he, as it was with Du Bois, believed that the Pan-
African tradition of radicalism could provide alternatives and answers to the most
pressing existential issues of his epoch. 

James, the consummate intellectual and political cosmopolitan, has an extremely
contradictory place in Africana intellectual history, but he, indeed, does have a place
in this history. From the foregoing it may be concluded that James is neither a pure
Pan-Africanist nor a Marxist in any orthodox sense, but more a Pan-African Marxist
whose life and intellectual legacy offers theorists and activists in both the Pan-
African and Marxist schools of thought a rich reservoir for radical theory and revo-
lutionary praxis. Let us now, then, take a long-overdue look at James’s Pan-African
criticisms of Marxism. 

C. L. R. JAMES’S REVOLUTIONARY ANSWER TO THE RACE 
PROBLEM: EXPLORING AND EXPLODING WHITE MARXIST

CONCEPTS AND CATEGORIES, EXTENDING AND 
EXPANDING THE PAN-AFRICAN MARXIST TRADITION

In “Preliminary Notes on the Negro Question,” published in 1939, C. L. R. James
(1996a) stated, “[t]he [Communist and Socialist] party members and sympathizers
must be educated to the significance of the Negro question” (p. 4). Without under-
standing the role persons of African descent had played and must of necessity con-
tinue to play in the production and construction of radical theory and the applica-
tion and implementation of revolutionary praxis, James argued that no significant
global (and certainly not “critical”) social theory could be developed.6 Critical the-
ories of societies with Africana populations that did not take into consideration the
myriad ways in which Africana intellectuals and activists contributed to the radical
transformation of those societies were deemed deficient from James’s point of view.
After the publication of The Black Jacobins James’s Marxism grew increasingly critical
of Eurocentric Marxists’ neglect of the political economy of race and racism in cap-
italist and colonial societies. “The proletariat . . . must lead the struggles of all op-
pressed and all those who are persecuted by capitalism,” quipped James (p. 139, my
emphasis). The moment white Marxists attempted to develop theories of world rev-
olution without including black and other racially oppressed people is precisely the
moment, in Jamesian Marxism, that white Marxism practiced a form of subtle white
supremacism or, at the very least, liberal racism. That Marxism could be a form of
liberal racism, or an extremely racist paternalism, in James’s thinking, can be easily
ascertained from the essays compiled in C. L. R. James on the “Negro Question”
(1996a). In his “Preliminary Notes” he maintained:

1. The Negro represents potentially the most revolutionary section of the popu-
lation.

2. He is ready to respond to militant leadership.
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3. He will respond to political situations abroad which concern him.
4. He is today more militant than ever. (p. 4)

For James (1994) there were no two ways about it: Marxists needed to thoroughly
comprehend “the tremendous role played by Negroes in the transformation of Western
civilization from feudalism to capitalism. It is only from this vantage-ground that [they
would] be able to appreciate (and prepare for) the still greater role [Negroes] must of
necessity play in the transformation from capitalism to socialism” (p. 77). His first
point above, as was his wont on numerous occasions, was to accent and emphasize,
first and foremost, blacks as agents of historical and social change. James argued this
point over and over again, whether in The Black Jacobins and A History of Pan-African Re-
volt, or in American Civilization or Beyond A Boundary. He essentially reiterated, deepened
and radically developed this theme throughout his corpus: “The Negro represents po-
tentially the most revolutionary section of the population” (my emphasis). 

Now, the question we must ask ourselves is: Why would one of the most astute
and sophisticated Marxists of the modern era place such emphasis on the revolu-
tionary potential of Africana people—a people historians have consistently referred
to as “docile” and “servile”? This query may quickly be answered by James (1996a)
in the following manner: “[T]he Negro question, as an integral part of the American
revolution, can no longer be neglected. The Negro helped materially to win the Civil
War and he can make the difference between success and failure in any given revo-
lutionary situation,” because “[e]conomic exploitation and the crudest forms of
racial discrimination make . . . radicalization inevitable” (pp. 3, 4, emphasis in orig-
inal). Though I disagree with the Marxist “principle of inevitability” (C. L. R. James,
1992, p. 159), because I understand it to rob human beings of freedom of choice
and agency, and it often falls hard on the heels of fatalism, I do agree with James
when and where he observes and emphasizes Africana folk as historical actors and
revolutionary agents. What we need to understand is, first, why James felt it was nec-
essary to consistently accent and acknowledge Africana people as historical actors
and revolutionary agents. And, second, how his placing emphasis on Africana peo-
ple as soldiers of social change critiqued and collapsed Marxist concepts and cate-
gories, as well as simultaneously and dialectically extended and expanded Marxist
discourse. In this section I intend to briefly touch on these most important matters. 

James employed the second point above, that Africana people are “ready to re-
spond to militant leadership,” as an opportunity to critique Marxist paternalism to-
wards persons of African origin and descent. He stated explicitly: 

This question of the Negro organization is one that deserves the closest study. As far as
I can see, no white leader or organization is going to build a mass organization among
the Negroes, either in Africa or in America . . . 

The party will base itself in the everyday needs of the Negro. It must aim at being a mass
organization or it will be useless and mischievous . . . 

The white proletariat will have to demonstrate concretely its value to the Negro not
once, but many times, before it wins the Negro’s confidence. (1996a, pp. 7, 9, empha-
sis in original)

Even the most minor interpretation of James’s comments above must concede
that he is, on the one hand, exposing the official Marxist parties, both the Communist
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and Socialist parties, as essentially white working-class parties that in most instances
cater to, of course, the white working-classes. Which is, of course, why he maintains,
“[a]s far I can see, no white leader or organization is going to build a mass organi-
zation among the Negroes, either in Africa or in America” (my emphasis). Thus, the
communist and socialist parties, being essentially white workers’ parties, have his-
torically relegated Africana and other racially oppressed people, and their anti-racist
and anti-colonial sociopolitical demands and desires, to marginal or peripheral po-
sitions in their “Marxist” revolutionary theories and praxes. On the other hand,
James’s (1971b) comments also shed light on the fact that he firmly believed that:

Black people have the right to struggle against oppression. They don’t have to be stimulated
by the communist party; they needn’t be socialist; they needn’t be subject to any of these doc-
trines, but to struggle against oppression is their absolute right; it is their duty. (p. 8, my em-
phasis)

James reveals his primary interest in radical political discourse and critical social
theory, whether Marxist or Pan-Africanist, and that is revolution. This is the trope that
McLemee (1994) forcefully argues “connects James’s British years with his American
sojourn” (p. 218). To James it mattered little whether one was a communist or a so-
cialist, a black nationalist or a Pan-Africanist, or any combination of the aforemen-
tioned. What mattered most was that one was “struggl[ing] against oppression,” that
“the party” and “the proletariat” were struggling in the best interest of “all oppressed
and all those who are persecuted by capitalism.” When he realized, whilst on his
“American sojourn,” that the communist and socialist parties were excluding
African Americans—a group he regarded as “potentially the most revolutionary sec-
tion of the [U.S.] population” (see James, 1996a, pp. 4, 63–89)—just as he had
noted the deficiencies of Pan-Africanism, James critiqued and offered correctives to
American Marxism.7

Where in 1939 he wrong-headedly stated, “the Negro, fortunately for Socialism,
does not want self-determination,” by 1948 James would confidently quip: “The
Negro people . . . on the basis of their own experiences, approach the conclusions
of Marxism. . . . They may not formulate their belief[s] in Marxist terms, but their
experience drives them to reject the shibboleth of bourgeois democracy” (pp. 8,
140). The James of the 1939 “Preliminary Notes on the Negro Question” was a very
different intellectual-activist from the one who composed the hard-hitting, Marxist
mind-blowing 1948 essay, “The Revolutionary Answer to the Negro Problem in the
United States.” 

In the “Preliminary Notes” James stated, “self-determination for the American
Negroes is (1) economically reactionary and (2) politically false because no Negroes
(except C.P. [Communist Party] stooges) want it” (p. 8). As misguided a Marxist as
ever existed, James seemed to initially lack confidence in the self-activity and self-
organization of African Americans, though he ironically advocated “the organiza-
tion of a Negro movement” (p. 8). He looked upon the NAACP, the National Urban
League, the Garvey Movement, and Father Divine with disdain, going so far as to call
Divine “merely a super-preacher and demagogue combined” (pp. 7, 13, 15). James’s
abhorrence for autonomous African American social and political activity was in
keeping with the mainstream Marxist view of Africana and other racially oppressed
groups’ social and political struggles as merely episodic in value to “the” struggle—
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that is, the struggle of “the proletariat” (the white, mostly male, working-class)
against capitalism.

Though he had labored in both the Pan-African liberation and British Marxist
movements in England from 1932 onward, by the time he had arrived in America
in the fall of 1938 James was, in many senses, still snared in the Marxist method, of-
ten privileging it over (as opposed to synthesizing it with) the Pan-African radical
political paradigm. In his “Preliminary Notes on the Negro Question,” he con-
tended, “[o]ur great weapon at the present is Marxism by which we illuminate every
grave social and political problem of the day. The party’s first task, therefore, is to do
what no organization, white or Negro, can do completely unless it is based on the
principles of Marxism, study the Negro question in relation to the national and in-
ternational situation” (p. 12). At this point, 1939, James was still very wedded to the
idea that Marxism was superior to all other methods of sociopolitical analysis be-
cause it was purported to be a science.8 However, he soon realized that the African
American struggle for liberation had “a vitality and a validity of its own” (p. 139).
That is to say that James, by 1948, understood the African American struggle for hu-
man and civil rights, independent of Marxism, to be an “absolute right,” one that
“needn’t be subject to any [Marxist] doctrines” (C. L. R. James, 1971b, p. 8).

Almost a decade of social theorizing and political praxis in the U.S. would pass
before James would come to the conclusions of his infamous “The Revolutionary
Answer to the Negro Problem in the Unites States.” In the interim he vacillated be-
tween advocating (a) an independent “Negro movement,” in which he asserted that
“[t]he Party’s attitude towards such a movement should . . . be one of frank, sincere,
and unwavering support” and (b) a cell of communist/socialist “Negroes” within
their respective ideological parties charged with the task of “assist[ing] the [Negro]
movement in every way and, while pointing out the political differences and show-
ing that revolutionary socialism is the ultimate road, work[ing] side by side to in-
fluence this movement by criticism and activity” (p. 9). The foregoing reveals that
James did not come to his “revolutionary” and/or “independent” Marxism over
night (see, Le Blanc, 1994, pp. 1-40; Bogues, 1997, pp. 153-169). Quite the contrary,
James remained caught in the quandary of conventional Marxist interpretations of
the African American experience from 1938 to 1948, and much of this time he os-
cillated between advocating autonomous African American social and political ac-
tivity, with the support of the Marxists, and a type of Marxist paternalism that was
then very much in vogue in Marxist and other white Leftist circles. 

According to the James (1996a) of the “Preliminary Notes on the Negro Ques-
tion,” Marxism could “illuminate every grave social and political problem of the
day,” and “do what no organization, white or Negro, can do completely unless it is
based on the principles of Marxism, study the Negro question in relation to the na-
tional and international situation” (p. 12). Perhaps James here is having a moment
of historical amnesia, because the Pan-African movement, and especially under W.
E. B. Du Bois’s auspices, had been up and running since 1900, a fact James certainly
should have been conscious of, and especially considering the fact that he, James,
co-founded the International African Service Bureau with prominent Pan-African
personalities, such as Amy Ashwood Garvey, George Padmore, and Jomo Kenyatta,
in the wake of the Italian invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 (Bogues, 1997, p. 40; Worces-
ter, 1996, pp. 32–33). Pan-Africanism “stud[ied] the Negro question in relation to
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the national and international situation,” but it did not do so “based on the princi-
ples of Marxism,” which we are to presume is why James made no mention of it.
However, by omitting Pan-Africansim as an alternative “revolutionary path”
(Nkrumah, 1973a) to not only capitalism but also colonialism, James misses an
ideal opportunity to link the African American struggle, a national struggle, with the
Pan-African liberation movement, an international struggle. At this point in his
thinking James was so incarcerated in Marxist ideology that he believed (a) that
“revolutionary socialism [was] the ultimate road;” and, (b) that Marxism could “il-
luminate every grave social and political problem of the day.”

Certainly socialism has proven to be compatible with Pan-Africansim—as the
work of Du Bois, Cesaire, Senghor, Nkrumah, Toure, Nyerere, Fanon, and Cabral at-
tests—but, by not engaging Pan-Africanism, and to a certain extent erasing it from
his discourse when addressing the communist and socialist parties of the USA,
James foregoes an excellent opportunity to explicate, first, the inextricable nature of
capitalism from colonialism, and vice versa. And, second, by temporarily abandon-
ing his Pan-African politics, James falls prey to the very Marxist paternalism that he
would soon critique so mercilessly in “The Revolutionary Answer.” In advocating
that a cadre of communist/socialist “Negroes” assist and influence African Ameri-
cans in their struggle for human and civil rights, “pointing out the political differ-
ences and showing that revolutionary socialism is the ultimate road,” James exhibits
his own unique brand of Marxist Eurocentrism. Without critically engaging, first
and foremost, the historical and contemporary solutions African Americans had put
forward with regard to “the Negro problem in the United States,” and, second, the
ways in which Marxism may have on many occasions marred Africana agency, James
treats the African American struggle as a subordinate struggle to “the” struggle, i.e.,
“the” struggle of “the proletarian” (the white, mostly male, working-class) against
capitalism. James (1996a) stated: “Negro persecution will fall only with the fall of
capitalism” (p. 136). But, African Americans were not then, and are not now, white
workers in black-face, and just as white workers have needs and desires that are par-
ticular to their life-histories and lived-experiences, so, too, do African American and
other economically exploited non-white workers possess needs and desires that are
particular to their life-histories and lived-experiences. What is more, at this point in
his intellectual-activist journey James seems to lack a critical comprehension of the
simple fact that often when white Marxists speak of “revolution” or “revolutionary
socialism,” their theories of revolution rarely include a radical anti-racist rejection
of white supremacy; their “revolution” is unerringly against capitalism, not what
Cedric Robinson, in Black Marxism, has eloquently illustrated is “racial capitalism”
(the racist character of capitalism); and, their “revolution” is not against what
Charles Mills, in his groundbreaking essay “White Supremacy,” has recently referred
to as “a multidimensional system of domination, encompassing not merely the ‘for-
mally’ political that is limited to the juridico-political realm of the official govern-
ing bodies and laws, but . . . extending to white domination in economic, cultural,
cognitive-moral, somatic, and in a sense even ‘metaphysical’ spheres” (C.J. Robin-
son, 2000, p. 3; C.W. Mills, 2003b, p. 274). 

James traveled an immense amount of terrain—social, political, philosophical,
and physical—in the ten years that passed between his 1938 arrival and experience
of American apartheid in New Orleans (see McLemee, 1996, pp. xxi–xxii) and the
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1948 publication of “The Revolutionary Answer to the Negro Problem in the United
States.” After a decade of activity and writing on the African American struggle for
human and civil rights, “The Revolutionary Answer” represented the climatic cul-
mination of James critical theorizing on “the Negro question.” On the American ter-
rain C. L. R. James the black British Marxist and Pan-African radical blossomed into
C. L. R. James the political leader, social theorist, philosopher, cultural critic, and
radical historian. Amongst watershed works, such as “Negro Liberation Through
Revolutionary Socialism,” “Revolution and the Negro,” “Imperialism in Africa,”
“The Destiny of the Negro: An Historical Overview,” “The Historical Development
of the Negroes in American Society,” and “Dialectical Materialism and the Fate of
Humanity,” James’s “Revolutionary Answer” stands out. After a brief introduction
where he acknowledged that Richard Wright’s Native Son had helped to popularize
the “Negro question,” James (1996a), going against Marxism, Leninism, Trotskyism,
and Stalinism stated:

We can compare what we have to say that is new by comparing it to previous positions
on the Negro question in the socialist movement. The proletariat, as we know, must lead
the struggle of all the oppressed and all those who are persecuted by capitalism. But this
has been interpreted in the past—and by some very good socialist too—in the follow-
ing sense: the independent struggles of the Negro people have not got much more than
an episodic value and, as a matter of fact, can constitute a great danger not only to the
Negroes themselves, but to the organized labor movement. The real leadership of the
Negro struggle must rest in the hands of organized labor and of the Marxist party. With-
out that the Negro struggle is not only weak, but is likely to cause difficulties for the Ne-
groes and dangers to organized labor. This, as I say, is the position held by many social-
ists in the past. Some great socialists in the United States have been associated with this
attitude. We, on the other hand, say something entirely different. (p. 139)

As far back as his 1939 “Preliminary Notes on the Negro Question” James as-
serted that, “[t]he constant domination of whites, whether by the bourgeoisie or in
workers’ movements, more and more irks the Negro” (p. 9). He knew from harsh,
bitter experience that in such situations African American issues and black social
and political concerns were placed on the periphery, always subordinate to the
white (mostly male) working-class struggle(s) against capitalism. But, African Amer-
icans did not, and do not now suffer the consequences of capitalism alone. In other
words, it was not and is not on account of economic exploitation, in and of itself,
that African Americans have been, and to a certain extent remain, one of the most
dominated, denuded, degraded, and disenfranchised groups in the history of the
United States of America. 

In ten years time, during his first decade in the USA, James had come to experi-
ence and know first hand that racial discrimination often proved to be more pene-
trating and pernicious in the life-worlds of African Americans than economic ex-
ploitation. However, James, in good Marxist fashion, understood economic
exploitation to be an integral and interfacing aspect of African American’s particular
and peculiar oppression. And, it is precisely on these grounds that he challenged
Marxist paternalism toward African Americans. Again utilizing his distinct dialectics,
James inferred that the communist and socialist parties of the USA had much to of-
fer African Americans in their struggle for freedom. But, by the same token, James
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also averred that African American struggles for human and civil rights, African
Americans’ fight for recognition as human beings and as U.S. citizens, could teach
communists and socialists, in the U.S. and abroad, much about the overlapping, in-
terlocking and intersecting nature of capitalism and racism and colonialism in the
modern world. 

To be sure, James indicted himself in his criticisms of the “previous positions on
the Negro question in the socialist movement.” However, he knew this was no time
to be politically timid, too many people were suffering, and too many supposed
“radicals” and “revolutionaries” were talking about, but not doing anything practi-
cal with regard to this suffering. Where he himself had once harbored the very Marx-
ist paternalistic positions he now criticized, “The Revolutionary Answer” not only
symbolizes James as critic of Marxism, but also James as critic of James. He knew
good and well, as I am certain many of his comrades did too, that he had advocated
that leadership of the African American struggle be placed in the hands of the Eu-
rocentric American Marxist parties. But, “The Revolutionary Answer” revealed a new
even more radical James; a James just as critical of Marxism as he was of capitalism,
racism, and colonialism. The new James thundered:

We say, number one, that the Negro struggle, the independent Negro struggle, has a vi-
tality and a validity of its own; that it has deep historic roots in the past of America and
in present struggles; it has an organic political perspective, along which it is traveling, to
one degree or another, and everything shows that at the present time it is traveling with
great speed and vigor. (p. 139)

Long gone is the James who once looked upon autonomous African American so-
cial and political activity, that is, social and political activity unguided by white
Marxists and labor leaders, with disdain. This new James claimed that the African
American struggle for freedom had a “vitality and validity of its own.” It was not
necessary for an African American freedom fighter to be communist or socialist, or
any other brand of Marxist. What mattered most to James at this point was that
those who struggled, produced radical political theory, and plotted revolution
worked in the best interest of “all the oppressed and all those who are persecuted by
capitalism.” 

Delivering an incredible and unheard of “insider-outsider” critique of the Ameri-
can Marxist movement, James employed his simultaneous identities and political
positions as Caribbean immigrant in exile, intellectual-activist of African descent,
radical Pan-Africanist, and critical Marxist to forge yet another political position: di-
alectical critic of Marxism. In “The Revolutionary Answer” James is unequivocal,
African American and other racially oppressed people have never and should not
now begin to bow to the Eurocentric Marxist ideology of revolution, that ideology
which vaingloriously speaks of revolution “for all the oppressed and all those per-
secuted by capitalism,” and yet has thoroughly maintained a racist and sexist hier-
archy and “chauvinism” which excludes and erases the radicalism of persons non-
white and non-male from its political discourse (pp. 9, 11).

As Pan-African critic of Marxism, James asserted that African Americans have
made and will continue to make significant contributions to the progressive trans-
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formation of American society, thus highlighting the recurring theme in his corpus,
transformation through revolution. However, at this point James no longer advocates
that African Americans rely on Marxism and/or Marxists for their political direction
and political education. James, the dialectical critic of Marxism, as opposed to James
the critical Marxist, now promulgates and promotes African Americans working in
concert and coalition with the communists and socialists, but maintaining a critical
distance and independence so as not to allow their, African Americans’, distinct so-
cial and political demands and desires for justice (racial, gender, economic, and so-
cial justice) to be co-opted and confused with those of the white working-classes.
James was explicit:

We say, number two, that this independent Negro movement is able to intervene with
terrific force upon the general social and political life of the nation, despite the fact that
it is waged under the banner of democratic rights, and is not led necessarily either by the
organized labor movement or the Marxist party. We say, number three, and this is the
most important, that it is able to exercise a powerful influence upon the revolutionary
proletariat, that it has got a great contribution to make to the development of the pro-
letariat in the United States, and that it is in itself a constituent part of the struggle for
socialism. In this way we challenge directly any attempt to subordinate or to push to the
rear the social and political significance of the independent Negro struggle for demo-
cratic rights. That is our position. (p. 139)

It was “the independent Negro movement” that James now understood to be the
most viable social and political position and platform from which to advocate and
agitate for African American human and civil rights. Too often when working with
communists and socialists African American issues and concerns were “subordi-
nate[d] or . . . push[ed] to the rear.” From his new radical political perspective James
understood (a) that independent of Marxism, African Americans (as a social and po-
litical force) had a long history and had produced a heritage of resistance, radical-
ism and revolution that could—if engaged critically and appreciatively, which is to
say, dialectically—contribute to contemporary anti-capitalist and anti-racist social
transformation; and, (b) that Marxism, as with any and all other purported “radi-
cal” and/or “revolutionary” social and political theory, was in need of constant cri-
tique and correction, that is, continuous deconstruction and reconstruction. 

In emphasizing the influence African Americans have had, and the role(s) they
have played, in every major “American revolution” (he lists the American Revolu-
tion of 1776, the Civil War, and both [European] World Wars [i.e., “World War I”
and “World War II”), the James of “The Revolutionary Answer” comes full circle
and connects with the James of the 1939 “Revolution and the Negro” when he
wrote: “What we as Marxist have to see is the tremendous role played by Negroes
in the transformation of Western civilization from feudalism to capitalism. It is
only from this vantage-ground that we shall be able to appreciate (and prepare for)
the still greater role they must of necessity play in the transition from capitalism to
socialism” (1994, p. 77). This statement may be read, and has been read here, as
the trope that binds James’s disparate words and deeds of this period, 1938 to
1948, together. 
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C. L. R. JAMES AND (AFRICANA) 
CRITICAL THEORY OF CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY

James’s ideas and actions represent and register as a rupture, a schism in Marxism.
He demonstrated, in word and deed, not merely that Marxism was deficient with re-
gard to enhancing the quality of continental and diasporan African life-worlds and
lived-experiences. But, going much further, James illustrates some of the ways in
which Marxism mars human existence and experience as it purports at almost every
instance to be a “rational” attempt to reconstruct it.9 In disentangling him from
some of the almost inherent Eurocentrism of Marxist discourse, I have sought to il-
luminate those aspects of the Jamesian journey which provide contemporary criti-
cal theorists with an alternative “revolutionary path” (Nkrumah, 1973a) and para-
digm that, on the one hand, is critical of what continental and diasporan Africans
have done, and are doing, to liberate themselves; and, on the other hand, is critical
of Western European and European American “radical”/“revolutionary” social and
political theory and movements, Marxist or otherwise, which do not seriously con-
sider the political economy of race and racism in white supremacist capitalist and
colonial societies.

Similar in many senses to the contributions of Du Bois, James’s work as a radical
historian, political theorist, and social activist helped to concretize the connections
between the revolutionary traditions of the Africana Atlantic world—i.e., Africa, the
Americas, the Caribbean, and Europe. During his “American years” in the 1940s,
James developed a critical theory grounded in Marxism and Pan-Africanism (and
black nationalism) that linked the enslavement and colonization of persons of
African origin and descent with the rise of racism, colonialism, and capitalism. Be-
fore the watershed works of Eric Williams (Capitalism and Slavery) and Walter Rod-
ney (How Europe Underdeveloped Africa), both of whom were students of James, he
asserted that “the greatest progressive revolution that mankind had so far experi-
enced,” the transition from feudalism to capitalism, had simultaneously symbol-
ized the period of the greatest death and destruction in the histories, cultures and
civilizations of Africa, the Americas, and the Caribbean (Rodney, 1972; E.E.
Williams, 1966; see also O.C. Cox, 1948, 1959, 1962, 1964, 1976, 1987, 2000). The
conundrums of capitalism, and all of the conflicts and contradictions in spawned,
constantly rearranged not only the economies and cultural architecture of Africa, the
Americas, the Caribbean, and Europe, but rendered racism and colonialism (and
sexism) universal and socially, politically, legally, and religiously acceptable if one
could, or wickedly wanted to capitalize or profit by perpetuating it. With the fall of
feudalism, capitalism and a new racial colonialism rose in its wake, and the mod-
ern world witnessed the intense racialization of the human species. On James’s ac-
count, white Marxists had done a fairly good job of critiquing and offering alterna-
tives to capitalism, but much of their analysis sorely lacked an anti-racist and
anti-colonial dimension that seriously considered the racist character of capitalism,
what Cedric Robinson referred to as “racial capitalism.” Therefore, James’s work as
a radical historian, political theorist, and social activist was preoccupied with recol-
lecting the politics and social relevance of the history (and the dialectic) of domi-
nation and liberation, so that contemporary radical politics and social movements
could (re)emerge with greater revolutionary fervor and perspicuity. 
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It is James’s conscious contradictions of, and contributions to Marxism that dis-
tinguish his work and offers an alternative paradigm for critical theorists seeking to
move beyond Marxism’s Eurocentrism. Traditionally critical theory has taken as its
primary preoccupation the vicissitudes of capitalism, and particularly as it impacts
and affects Europe and North America. Moreover, critical theory has historically em-
ployed Marxism as its weapon of choice in its war against capitalist exploitation.
But, if Marxism has long-overlooked racism and the racist character of capitalism,
then the Marxist tradition of critical theory more than likely will have/has many of
the same limitations that mainstream Marxism does when it comes to engaging the
myriad inextricable connections between capitalism, colonialism, and racism.
James’s Pan-African Marxism not only critiques and offers correctives to classical
Marxism, but it contributes a much-needed anti-racist and anti-colonial dimension
to the discourse and development of a “new critical theory,” that is, a critical theory
of “really existing” or “actually existing” contemporary society (Aronson, 1995; Ben-
ner, 1995; Nove, 1986; Wilkerson and Paris, 2001). 

Read against the backdrop of Africana intellectual history, James, to be sure, in
many instances exhibits an extreme Eurocentrism. However, and as I have argued
above, James traveled an immense amount of terrain—social, political, philo-
sophical, and physical—in the ten years that passed between his 1938 arrival and
experience of American apartheid and the 1948 publication of “The Revolution-
ary Answer to the Negro Problem in the United States.” Over and against attempts
to label James a mere “Marxist,” it has been my intention to illustrate that though
he may have embraced certain elements of Marxist thought throughout his intel-
lectual journey, he was by no means a Marxist in any orthodox sense. As argued
above, James’s affinity to Pan-African liberation struggles and movements, past
and present, often left him at loggerheads with mainstream Marxist party politics
and movements. He was in this sense an outsider amongst the outsiders, an exile
even among the exiles. James’s thought and texts reveal their relevance to the
Africana critical theory intellectual archaeology project in so far as it is understood
that (1) he was not simply a critical Marxist but more an anti-racist and anti-colo-
nialist critic of Marxism; (2) it was his Pan-African inclinations that complicated,
conflicted with, and often contradicted his purported Marxism; and, (3) he alerts
us to the fact that even the most “radical”/“revolutionary” thought-traditions
stand in need of constant critique and correction, that is, continuous deconstruc-
tion and reconstruction.

In many respects C. L. R. James and W. E. B. Du Bois represent the pillars and pin-
nacle of early Pan-African Marxism and classical Africana contributions to critical
theory. Their intellectual and political legacies directly and indirectly influenced
countless social theorists and political activists, one group being the African and
Caribbean theorists of Negritude, particularly Aime Cesaire and Leopold Senghor,
whose poems, plays, and radical politics synthesized Pan-Africanism, Marxism, and
Surrealism, among other theories. The Negritude theorists exerted an enormous in-
fluence on the future of Pan-African Marxism and anti-colonial struggles, and their
writings and radical politics represent an often-overlooked and greatly misunder-
stood contribution to contemporary critical theory. The following chapter, therefore,
will explore Negritude’s connections and contributions to the discourse and devel-
opment of critical theory of contemporary society.
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NOTES

1. For a discussion of the deficiencies of Marxism, and specifically with regard to racial and
gender domination and discrimination, see Bogues (1983, 2003), O.C. Cox (1959, 1987),
Cruse (1967, 2002), A.Y. Davis (1989, 1998a, 1998b), Hennessey (1992), W. James (1998),
Kelley (1990, 1994, 2002), Marable (1983, 1996), C.W. Mills (2003a), C.J. Robinson (2000),
and C. West (1988a, 1988b).

2. On orthodox Marxism, see Gottlieb (1992) and Kolakowski (1978a); and for hard-hit-
ting contemporary critiques of the Marxist tradition, see Aronson (1995) and Howard (1972,
1988). It should be noted that in these works “Marxism” is the exclusive domain of Euro-
peans, not a single Marxist of color is critically engaged. We witness, again, Eurocentrism rear-
ing its ugly head, even in contemporary neo-Marxist and post-Marxist discourse.

3. On Pan-Africanism, see Cook and Henderson (1969), Drachler (1963), Du Bois
(1958), Kohn and Sokolsky (1965), Langley (1973, 1979), Legum (1962), Lemelle and Kel-
ley (1994), Ofuatey-Kudjoe (1986), Schwartz and Sangeeta (2000), Rothberg and Mazrui
(1970), Schall (1975), V.B. Thompson (1969, 1987), and Walters (1993).

4. On Lenin, Leninism, and vanguardism, see Robert Tucker’s introduction to Lenin
(1975), and Henry Christman’s introduction to Lenin (1987). And, for Lenin’s classic state-
ments on vanguardism, see Lenin (1975 [esp., pp. 1–153], 1960c, 1960d, 1965c, 1987).

5. Karl Marx was born on May 5th, 1818. On Marx’s life and thought, see McLellan (1970,
1971, 1973, 1979, 1983a, 1983b, 2006).

6. On critical theory as an “intrinsically global and historical” theory that attempts to pro-
vide “the ‘big picture’ that portrays the fundamental outlines of socio-economic development
and the ways in which the vicissitudes of capitalism structure social life and can in turn be re-
placed by a socialist society,” see Kellner (1989, p. 48).

7. For a discussion of the specificities and particularities of “American Marxism,” see Buhle
(1987), Diggins (1992), and Buhle, Buhle, and Georgakas (1992).

8. On Marxism as a science, see Gottlieb (1992, pp. 59–76) and Aronowitz (1988).
9. Habermas (1979, 1984, 1986b, 1986c, 1987a, 1989a, 1989b, 1998b, 2000) provide ex-

cellent overviews, examples, and critiques of Marxism as a “rational” reconstruction project.
Also of interest on this issue are, Aronson (1995), Gottlieb (1992), and Jay (1984).
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Negritude is what one race brings to the common rendezvous where all will strive
for the new world of the poet’s vision.

—C. L. R. James, cited in Julio Finn, Voices of Negritude, p. xi

The revolutionary black is a negation because he wishes to be in complete nudity:
in order to build his Truth, he must first destroy the Truth of others. . . . Negritude,
to use Heidegger’s language, is the black’s Being-in-the-world.

—Jean Paul Sartre, “Black Orpheus,” pp. 124, 129

It is the white man who creates the Negro. But it is the Negro who creates Negri-
tude.

—Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, p. 47

[A]ll the poets of ‘Negritude’ confess that they owe the sweep of their arguments
and the force of their self-awareness to the rediscovery of African philosophy.

—Janheinz Jahn, Muntu: African Culture and the Western World, p. 118

“BLACK-BEING-IN-THE-WORLD”: SARTREAN NEGRITUDE, 
BLACK MILITANT MARXIST-SURREALISTS, ANTI-RACIST 

RACISM, AND CRITICAL SOCIAL THEORY

With the “Great Depression” of the 1930s in the U.S. came the decline and eventual
end of the Harlem Renaissance. However, as Ako (1982), Bamikunle (1982), and
Fabre (1993), among others, have eruditiously observed, it was not the end of the
Africana “renaissance” in arts and letters but, perhaps, a new beginning. As the eco-
nomic and cultural scene changed because of the fluctuations of the U.S. capitalist
economy, continental and diasporan Africans began to congregate in Paris and de-
velop a critical concept that, as the Nigerian literary theorist Abiola Irele (1986) has

111

4
Aimé Césaire and Léopold 
Senghor: Revolutionary Negritude 
and Radical New Negroes



asserted, remains one of “the most comprehensive and coherent efforts of reflection
upon the African situation” (p. 393). Irele is, of course, referring to Negritude.1

Negritude holds a prominent place in Africana intellectual history because it was
able to synthesize a wide-range of black and white radical perspectives, as well as
leave a controversial legacy for future anti-racist, anti-colonialist, and anti-capitalist
radicalism. The theorists of Negritude were guerilla intellectuals in the sense that they
used everything and anything they could get their hands on in their struggle(s)
against racism, colonialism, and capitalism: from W. E. B. Du Bois and C. L. R.
James’s Pan-African Marxism, to the radicalism of the Harlem Renaissance; from
Jean-Paul Sartre’s existentialism, to André Breton’s surrealism. Negritude is unique
in that it was one of the first modern black aesthetic movements whose central
credo was the spiritual and cultural redemption of continental and diasporan
Africans. In the aftermath of the African holocaust, enslavement, colonization, and
segregation, Negritude redefined and radically politicized the black aesthetic, mak-
ing it more modern by bringing black art into dialogue with Pan-Africanism, black
nationalism, and African socialism, as well as, and equally important, Marxism, ex-
istentialism, and surrealism. 

As a theory and movement of continental and diasporan African cultural contin-
uum, Negritude was expressed most eloquently by Aimé Césaire and Léopold Sedar
Senghor in their prose, poetry, and radical politics.2 However, as noted by James
Clifford (1988), “the Negritude of Léopold Senghor and that of Césaire are clearly
distinguished” (p. 177). Clifford observes that from those first faithful days of the
concept’s conception (circa 1931) there was a “Césairean Negritude” and a “Seng-
horian Negritude.” 

An extremely important, though often-overlooked, third stream of Negritude was
also controversially conceptualized by the acclaimed French philosopher Jean-Paul
Sartre, who undoubtedly introduced and helped to popularize the theory amongst
white Marxists, leftists, and academics (Bennetta, 2007). “Sartrean Negritude,” if
you will, has had a life both dependent on and independent of Césairean and Sen-
ghorian Negritude, partly because of Sartre’s popularity within white Marxist and
leftist circles, especially from the mid-1950s until his death in 1980, and also be-
cause Sartre’s articulation of Negritude was intentionally geared toward explaining
Negritude to whites and emphasized its alleged temporality and transient nature.
Thus, Sartre was and remains Negritude’s preeminent proponent and interlocutor of
European descent. To his credit, he and his philosophy are distinguished from a
host of well-meaning and would-be anti-racist philosophers of European descent in
the sense that he entered into critical dialogue with Césaire and Senghor, and later
Fanon, on not only “the class question,” but also “the colonial question” and “the
race question” (Sartre, 1948, 1965, 1995, 1997). Consequently, Sartre’s work pro-
vides a missing link and extremely important point of departure in any effort geared
toward understanding and thoroughly assessing the significance of Negritude for
the development of an anti-racist, anti-capitalist, and anti-colonial critical theory of
contemporary society.

This chapter, therefore, will begin by engaging the multiple meanings of Negri-
tude, exploring the (supposed) divergent and “clearly distinguished” versions of the
theory as put forward by Césaire, Senghor, and Sartre. Then, an exploration of Negri-
tude’s connections to the radicalism of the Harlem Renaissance will be undertaken.
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Similar to Negritude, the Harlem Renaissance provided both continental and dias-
poran Africans with fora where the most pressing social and political problems con-
founding and confronting their respective countries and communities could be crit-
ically and collectively engaged. In this way, much of Negritude, as theory and/or
movement, is incomprehensible without exploring its critical connections to the
radicalism of the Harlem Renaissance, among other black radical movements. And,
finally, the chapter concludes with an analysis of Negritude’s significance for
Africana Studies, especially with an emphasis on the concept’s contributions to the
discourse and development of Africana critical theory of contemporary society.

Ironically, according to the Kenyan philosopher Dismas Masolo (1994), Jean-Paul
Sartre contributed the “first systematic definition” of Negritude in his 1948 essay
“Orphée Noir,” or “Black Orpheus” (p. 29).3 Since Sartre’s articulation of the theory
will be engaged below only insofar as it relates to Senghor and/or Césaire’s Negritude
and the Africana tradition of critical theory, and considering the conceptual impor-
tance of “Sartrean Negritude,” a brief explication (and interrogation) may prove ben-
eficial at the outset. As distinct from both Césairean and Senghorian Negritude,
Sartrean Negritude understands the black’s “affective attitude towards the world”—
that is, his or her “Negritude”—to be a necessary “negativity,” an “anti-racist racism
[that] is the only way by which to abolish racial differences” (Sartre, 2001, pp. 129,
118). Neither Césaire nor Senghor advocated, as Sartre (1948, p. xlii) did, “a society
without race[s]” as the end result of Negritude, but because (both Africana and Eu-
ropean) scholars in the francophone and anglophone academic worlds have given
greater attention and critical acclaim to Sartre’s writings on Negritude, he has, in a
sense, become the go-to-guy for knowledge on Negritude and, by default, “the”
philosopher of Negritude. However, Irene Gendzier (1973) has stated that Sartre was,
indeed, “sympathetic of Negritude,” but may have been “uncertain as to precisely
what the movement was about” (pp. 37–38). Sartre’s supposed uncertainty, the re-
sultant conceptual ambiguity, and his refusal to revise and/or revisit his articulation
of Negritude, as Césaire and Senghor did, has—to many contemporary workers in
black radical thought—rendered his “Negritude,” at best, lethargic (see Gordon,
1995b, pp. 30–35; Masolo, 1994, pp. 30–37; Sekyi-Otu, 1996, pp. 16–17). 

Sartre makes a distinction between Césaire’s “subjective” Negritude and Senghor’s
“objective” Negritude. Senghorian Negritude seeks to rescue and reclaim ancient
African civilizations, customs, myths, values, and so on, where Césairean Negritude
endeavors to “return to the source” (à la Amilcar Cabral) only insofar as the past
pertains to, or can be shown to have a meaningful impact on, eradicating racial op-
pression and colonial exploitation in the present (and the longed-for liberated fu-
ture). Despite making this distinction, Sartre, much to the dismay of Negritudists of
both persuasions, argued that Césairean and Senghorian Negritude ultimately yield
the same result, which contradicts his assertion that Césaire’s subjective Negritude
is “revolutionary” because it “asserts [its] solidarity with the oppressed of every
color” and “pursues the liberation of all” (Sartre, 2001, pp. 136–137). Sartre did not
challenge Senghor’s “black soul” Negritude as much as he assimilated it, and trans-
lated it into what he termed “the Being-in-the-world of the black.” Ironically, even
after embracing certain aspects of Senghor’s backward-looking or, rather, nostalgic
Negritude, Sartre goes on to claim that the only “road” that can lead to the “aboli-
tion of differences of race” is a “subjective” one—one remarkably similar to the
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“road” traveled by the synoptic Césaire, and very soon—as will be subsequently
seen—Fanon and Cabral, among others. The journey down the subjective “road” is
very brief; it is only a “moment of separation or negativity,” as Sartre is quick to
racially essentialize blacks and whites, putting forward an almost ontological divi-
sion or, as Du Bois might have said, a “color-line” between Africans and Europeans
(p. 118). From Sartre’s point of view, what is objective for the black is not necessar-
ily the lived-experience and lived-endurance of racism and colonialism, but—and
here he is foolishly following Senghor—black “soul,” black “nature,” and “the
Essence of blackness” (p. 119). In “Black Orpheus,” then, Sartre exhibits a tendency
to associate blacks with peasants, agriculture, sex, “erotic mysticism,” “phallic erec-
tion” and the earth, and, in a sense, he puts forward a Negritude of black natural-
ness that unwittingly places his existential phenomenological Eurocentrism, Marx-
ist/white leftist racism, and, let it be said, liberal white supremacist humanism into
bold relief (see Champigny, 1972; Sartre, 1973, 2007). Sartre (2001) proudly pro-
claimed:

Techniques have contaminated the white peasant, but the black peasant remains the
great male of the earth, the sperm of the world. His existence is the great vegetal pa-
tience; his work is the repetition from year to year of the sacred coitus. Creating and
nourished because he creates. To till, to plant, to eat, is to make love with nature . . . it
is in this that they join the dances and the phallic rites of the black Africans. (p. 131) 

It would be difficult to deny Sartre’s digestion of and preoccupation with Seng-
hor’s Negritude of black naturalness, replete with racist and sexist references (Bar-
tok, 2003; Bennetta, 2007; Gordon, 1995a, 1995c, 2002; Haddour, 2005; Howell,
1992; Mann, 2004; Marcano, 2003; Masolo, 1998; J.S. Murphy, 1999, 2002).
Sartrean Negritude refashions colonial anthropology and unwittingly contributes to
ethnophilosophy with its emphasis on “the dances and the phallic rites of the black
Africans,” African primitiveness, and ancient African rituals and customs, as well as
its preoccupation with the sexual potency of primordial or “primitive” African men,
“the great male[s] of the earth, the sperm of the world,” as he put it. For Sartre,
Negritude celebrates black creation, black sexuality, black spirituality, black bodies,
black firm phalluses, black workers, and black consciousness; “it is based upon a
black soul,” he asserted drawing from Senghor, and “on a certain quality common
to the thoughts and to the behavior of blacks.” Observe the abstractness and ambi-
guity in Sartre’s discourse on Negritude. Part of the problem has to do with the pro-
nouncements of the objective Negritudists and, most especially, their nostalgic
claims of a single black essence, despite countless historical and cultural records and
artifacts that point to black folks’ very varied, multicultural, transethnic and trans-
generational lived-experiences and lived-endurances of holocaust, enslavement, colo-
nization, segregation, and assimilation, not only in the diaspora but, truth be told,
on the African continent as well. 

In contrast to Senghor’s objective Negritude, Sartre identifies Césaire’s subjective
Negritude, a Negritude that moves beyond a mere chronicling of the “great” African
past; a Negritude with one foot on the continental past and the other on the dias-
poran present; and, finally, a Negritude that pulls no punches and exhibits an ex-
treme “passion for liberty,” said Sartre. Césaire’s Negritude, we are told, is revolu-
tionary Negritude because it is focused on black “being” and “becoming” in the
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present and future, not ancient rituals, “the mysterious bubbling of black blood,” or
African polyrhythms (Sartre, 2001, p. 138). It is not a Negritude of universality, but
one of specificity and, as Sartre observed, it is based on a “sense of revolt and love
of liberty.” He continues: “What Césaire destroys is not all culture but rather white
culture; what he brings to light is not desire for everything but rather the revolution-
ary aspirations of the oppressed black; what he touches in his very depths is not the
spirit but a certain specific, concrete form of humanity” (p. 127, all emphasis in
original). Césaire snatches surrealism, “that European poetic movement,” away
from the Europeans who created it and, to use Sartre’s term, “de-Frenchifize[s]” it,
and Africanizes it to speak to the special needs of the (continental and diasporan)
African world (pp. 128, 123). Césaire’s poetry, then, signals the de(con)struction of
surrealism and the reconstruction of Negritude, or “Africanity,” as Senghor would
soon suggest. 

Even after his intense analysis of Senghorian and Césairean Negritude, which is to
say, though he devoted the bulk of his essay to a critical treatment of objective and
subjective Negritude, or the divergent “degrees of Negritude,” Sartre took an odd
turn and ended the piece emphasizing “the temporality of black existence,” un-
equivocally announcing that “Negritude is for destroying itself,” it is “the root of its
own destruction” (pp. 133, 136–173; see also Fanon, 1967, p. 133). This is the
“more serious” matter that “the prophets of Negritude” bring to the fore, a matter
of intellectual, political, and racial life and death. The following passage from
Sartre’s “Black Orpheus,” which was made famous by Frantz Fanon in Black Skin,
White Masks, perhaps captures the conundrum best and, consequently, should be
quoted at length: 

But there is something more important: The black, as we have said, creates an anti-racist
racism for himself. In no sense does he wish to rule the world: He seeks the abolition of
all ethnic privileges, wherever they come from; he asserts his solidarity with the op-
pressed of all colors. At once the subjective, existential, ethnic idea of Negritude “passes,”
as Hegel puts it, into the objective, positive, exact idea of the proletariat. “For Césaire,”
Senghor says, “the white man is the symbol of capital as the Negro is the labor. . . . Be-
yond the black-skinned men of his race it is the battle of the world proletariat that is his
song.” That is easy to say, but less easy to think out. And undoubtedly it is no coinci-
dence that the most ardent poets of Negritude are at the same time militant Marxists.
But that does not prevent the idea of race from mingling with that of class: The first is
concrete and particular, the second is universal and abstract; the one stems from what
Jasper calls understanding and the other from intellection; the first is the result of a psy-
chobiological syncretism and the second is a methodical construction based on experi-
ence. In fact, Negritude appears as the minor term of a dialectical progression: The the-
oretical and practical assertion of the supremacy of the white man is the thesis; the
position of Negritude as an antithetical value is the moment of negativity. But this neg-
ative moment is insufficient by itself, and the blacks who employ it know this very well;
they know that it is intended to prepare the synthesis or realization of the human in a
society without races. Thus Negritude is the root of its own destruction, it is a transition
and not a conclusion, a means and not an ultimate end. (Sartre, 2001, p. 137, all em-
phasis in original; see also Fanon, 1967, pp. 132–133)

For Sartre, Negritude was merely a “negative moment,” which was ultimately “in-
sufficient by itself.” What Negritude lacked, from the Sartrean point of view, was

Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor 115



precisely what blacks lacked: an openness to assimilation, which actually meant an
openness to Europeanization parading under the guise of modernization, and a
more in-depth understanding of Hegel and, especially, Marx, who, perhaps not un-
beknownst to Sartre, were both—sometimes subtle and sometimes not so subtle—
white supremacists or, at the least, extreme Eurocentrists. As with so many white
Marxists or white leftists before him, Sartre understood racism and colonialism to
be important factors impacting the modern world, but—and here’s the real rub—
racism and colonialism were particular to blacks’ “being-in-the-world” and the life-
worlds and lived-experiences of other colored and colonized people, whereas capi-
talism and class struggle represented the ultimate “universal Revolution,” a struggle
that would not only liberate colored and colonized folk, but also “the proletariat,”
by which Sartre means “white workers” (p. 128).

It must be honestly admitted that Sartre did not exaggerate when he wrote, “un-
doubtedly it is no coincidence that the most ardent poets of Negritude are at the
same time militant Marxists.” However, what Sartre’s analysis circumvents is the cru-
cial fact that non-white radicals are usually initially attracted to Marxism because of
its wide-ranging historical and political perspective; its critical theoretical preoccu-
pation with exploitation, alienation, oppression, and domination; and, its empha-
sis on social transformation and the promise of liberation. But, as soon as non-
white radicals realize that when white Marxists speak of “exploitation” or
“oppression” rarely is racism critically considered, and colonialism almost always
takes a secondary position to the evils of capitalism, they immediately find Marxism
to be a false doctrine, its historical vision horribly Eurocentric and surreptitiously
white supremacist, and its supposedly all-encompassing conceptual categories to be
so narrowly focused on class and obsessed with capitalist corruption, that Marxism,
for all radical political purposes in the interest of anti-racism, anti-colonialism and
anti-capitalism, often inhibits much more than it inspires revolutionary anti-impe-
rialist movements (B. Camara, 2008). 

Sartre quickly collapses Negritude (and, in some senses, Pan-Africanism and
black nationalism) into Marxism before he has a good understanding of what
Negritude is, why it was created, and what it was created to do. As soon as black rad-
icalism out-distances white radicalism, which, of course, has long been embodied
in Marxism, Sartre counsels blacks to take a hard turn toward revolutionary hu-
manism and transcend their newly discovered radical blackness or racial particular-
ity. By Sartre’s own admission, the revolutionary Negritudists had surely put the
white Surrealists to shame, making a mockery of the “emptiness,” the “verbal im-
potence,” and the “silent densities” of their, the white Surrealists’ poetry (p. 122).
But, even in winning, blacks still lose. Sartre was dead serious when he wrote of “the
moment of separation or negativity” that Negritude represents. A “moment” is a very
brief period of time, and that is precisely how long Sartre envisioned blacks’ dire
need to speak their special truths to each other, whites, and the wider world about
their collective experiences and collective endurances in a white supremacist world.
In so many words, Sartre was saying that blacks were justified in their deep desire to
separate from and/or critique white supremacy and European global imperialism,
but just as soon as he admits this he (as opposed to the really and truly “wretched
of the earth”) sets a time limit on how long blacks should journey down the road
of racial justice. 
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Negritude, indeed, is an “anti-racist racism” from the Sartrean perspective, but
“this anti-racist racism is the only road that will lead to the abolition of racial dif-
ferences” (p. 118). Even as they embrace race in a revolutionary anti-racist manner,
in the interest of a revolutionary anti-racist movement, the racially ruled are simul-
taneously told by the progeny of the inventors of race, the modern racial rulers, to
transcend race, to erase race, to deal it the final deathblow. From Sartre’s point of
view, then, Negritude is temporary and, like a child throwing a temper tantrum, it
should be tolerated for the time being, but it cannot and will not last long. In his
own existential phenomenological paternalistic words,

Negritude is not a state, it is a simple surpassing of itself, it is love. It is when Negritude
renounces itself that it finds itself; it is when it accepts losing that it has won: the colored
man—and he alone—can be asked to renounce the pride of his color. He is the one who
is walking on this ridge between past particularism—which he has just climbed—and fu-
ture universalism, which will be the twilight of his Negritude; he is the one who looks to
the end of particularism in order to find the dawn of the universal. Undoubtedly, the
white worker also becomes conscious of his class in order to deny it, since he wants the
advent of a classless society: but once again, the definition of class is objective; it sums up
only the conditions of the white worker’s alienation; whereas it is in the bottom of his
heart that the black finds race, and he must tear out his heart. (p. 138)

In Negritude, continental and diasporan Africans are simultaneously issued a
long-overdue special invitation to rescue, reclaim and, perhaps, modernize African
culture and, also, almost immediately admonished to transcend their newfound (or
newly created) culture for the greater good, not of humanity, as Sartre would slyly
have us believe, but for white workers. Note that blacks “find” race, not in the white
supremacist world they are mercilessly and maliciously flung into, but “in the bot-
tom of [their] heart[s]” and they, therefore, “must tear out [their] heart[s].” Why? Be-
cause the most pressing social and political problems are capitalism and class strug-
gle; the very problems that white Marxists have long been perplexingly preoccupied
with. Sartre tells us that white workers want a “classless society,” however he does
not extend his analysis to black and other colored and colonized workers who want
not only a “classless society,” but an anti-racist, dare I say, post-white supremacist
society (and world) as well. If, indeed, race is in blacks’ hearts, as Sartre suggests,
then how did it get there? What is the relationship between racism and capitalism?
Racism and colonialism? And, furthermore, colonialism and capitalism? Is it a co-
incidence that the rise of race and racism parallels the historical and cultural devel-
opment of capitalism? Who invented racial categories? When, where and why were
racial categories invented and disparaging racial distinctions made? Césairean and
Senghorian Negritude offers answers—dissimilar answers, but answers nonethe-
less—to these questions. Sartrean Negritude side-steps answering these crucial ques-
tions and makes a mad-dash to desultorily dissolve Negritude into Marxism. 

Sartre, however, is correct to suggest that Negritude contains the seeds of revolu-
tionary humanism—one need only turn to Fanon’s four volumes to see the fruits of
Negritude’s revolutionary humanism pushed to their pinnacle—but, Sartre is
wrong, retrogressively wrong to euphemize the importance of Pan-Africanism and
black nationalism for black radical politics and black revolutionary social move-
ments. He is on point when and where he states that the “black revolutionary . . .
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asserts his solidarity with the oppressed of every color,” and “because he has suf-
fered from capitalistic exploitation more than all others, he [the black revolution-
ary] has acquired a sense of revolt and a love of liberty more than all others. And be-
cause he is the most oppressed, he necessarily pursues the liberation of all, when he
works for his own deliverance” (pp. 126, 136–137, emphasis in original). However,
Sartre fails to see how and why the black liberation struggle, of which Negritude is an
important though often overlooked part, fuels the fires of black revolutionary hu-
manism (Gerard, 1962, 1964). 

If black revolutionaries are “pursu[ing] the liberation of all,” even as they embrace
their blackness, then the problem is not with blackness, but more perhaps with the
way that blackness is (mis)represented and devalued in a white supremacist world.
Sartre, perhaps, should be admonishing whites, especially white Marxists, to re-
nounce their race (or, sense of racelessness or racial neutrality or racial universality),
since historically when whites embrace their race it has usually translated into
racism, white supremacy in particular, and the physical and cultural decimation
and/or colonization of non-whites. Sartre is in very “bad faith”—to borrow one of
his favorite existential phenomenological phrases—when he suggests that black rev-
olutionaries transcend race in their efforts to abolish racism without so much as
mentioning that whites, especially white workers and white Marxists, would do well
(finally they would do right moral and ethically) in doing the same. We seem to
have stumbled upon a Sartrean double standard here; a racial riddle, or a racial colo-
nial conundrum, if you will. 

The “abolition of racial differences” is not or, rather, should not be quarantined
to blacks, black revolutionaries, and/or black revolutionary movements, but should
be incorporated into all anti-imperialist movements, especially white Marxist and
white leftist movements. It is quite cowardly, if not subtly anti-black racist, of Sartre
and other white Marxists to nobly volunteer to fight in the war against capitalism
and entreat and enlist black revolutionaries in class struggle (often as the “shook
troops,” as Du Bois declared in “The Negro and Communism”), and then abandon
blacks in their parlous struggle against racism, and white supremacy in particular
(Du Bois 1995a, p. 591). Insult is added to the injury when many white Marxists
and white leftists refuse to acknowledge the ways that they themselves are complicit
in and contribute to white supremacy by downplaying and neglecting the ways in
which racism, colonialism and capitalism are incessant overlapping, interlocking
and intersecting systems of oppression that thrice threaten black life-worlds and
lived-experiences. 

It seems utterly absurd that an extremely perceptive philosopher and radical so-
cial theorist such as Jean-Paul Sartre would double-deal the Negritude theorists, and
blacks in general, at the very moment that they turned to him for camaraderie. How-
ever, in Sartre’s defense it could be pointed out that he did earnestly admit in the
middle of “Black Orpheus”: “It must first be stated that a white man could hardly
speak about it [Negritude] suitably, since he had no inner experience of it and since
European languages lack words to describe it” (Sartre, 2001, p. 129; see also Sartre,
1995). If, indeed, “a white man could hardly speak about it suitably,” then, why did
he suggest over and over again throughout “Black Orpheus” that Negritude was
fleeting, momentary, and/or temporary? On what grounds did he make these auda-
cious assertions and, we must honestly ask, why? What is more, why was Sartre so
eager to suggest that the Negritude theorists, and black revolutionaries in general,
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transcend their blackness, their “past particularism” for a “future universalism”
without at the same time issuing a similar caveat to white Marxists and other white
leftists, if not whites in general? Sartre knows good and well that the black revolu-
tionary “wishes in no way to dominate the world: he desires the abolition of ethnic
privileges, wherever they come from.” So, it seems extremely curious that he would
prematurely eulogize Negritude and eloquently write its epitaph (p. 137). Perhaps
there is a deep double meaning, dare I say a deep Sartrean double-consciousness, when
he writes near the end of “Black Orpheus”: “One more step and Negritude will dis-
appear completely” (p. 138). 

One of Negritude’s heirs and harshest critics, Frantz Fanon, as we shall observe in the
following chapter, found the theory wanting, and particularly the Senghorian and
Sartrean articulations. According to Fanon (1967), “[h]elp had been sought from a
friend [Sartre] of the colored peoples, and that friend had found no better response
than to point out the relativity of what they were doing” (p. 133). Sartre, fumed Fanon,
“robbed” the theorists and practitioners of Negritude of their “last chance” (p. 133). As
he deconstructed “the old Negritude,” Fanon developed a neo-Negritude that simulta-
neously confronted and contested what he believed to be Senghor’s search for a “Negri-
tude of the sources” and Sartre’s dialectical negation of Negritude.4

Although he was increasingly critical of Césairean Negritude, Fanon found within
Césaire’s poetry and radical political writings, especially Discourse on Colonialism, a
working concept of anti-colonialism and a theory of decolonization. For this rea-
son, Fanon sardonically stated in Black Skin, White Masks: “I come back once more
to Césaire,” and then, “[o]nce again I come back to Césaire; I wish that more black
intellectuals would turn to him for their inspiration” (pp. 90, 187). In his critique
of Sartre’s “Black Orpheus,” Fanon (1967, pp. 91, 124, 131, 198) employs Césaire’s
Discourse on Colonialism, Notebook of a Return to the Native Land, The Miraculous
Weapons, and his introduction to Victor Schoelcher’s Esclavage et Colonisation, com-
menting ultimately that it was Césaire and his Negritude that “had prepared us” (p.
195) to combat “cultural imposition” (p. 193) and inspired Negroes pursuing their
“Negrohood” (p. 197). Césaire can be said to be Fanon’s philosophical father and,
as will be discussed in the ensuing chapter, the black radical theorist’s work that
Fanon most consistently and critically builds on and goes beyond when he con-
structs his critical theory of the colonial world, specifically in texts such as Black
Skin, White Masks and The Wretched of the Earth. We turn now, then, to one of the
seminal sources of Fanon’s radicalism: Aimé Césaire’s revolutionary Negritude. 

AIMÉ CÉSAIRE, REVOLUTIONARY NEGRITUDE, AND THE CRITICAL
(RE)TURN TO RADICAL TRADITIONAL AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY:

ENGAGING FANON’S PHILOSOPHICAL FATHER

Negritude has lived through all kinds of adventures. . . . I would like to say that
everyone has his [or her] own Negritude. . . . There has been too much theorizing
about Negritude.

—Aime Césaire, Discourse on Colonialism, p. 75

Aimé Césaire is reported to have coined the term “Negritude” in 1939, using it first
in his long prose-poem Notebook of a Return to the Native Land (Cahier d’un Retour au
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Pays Natal).5 Jean-Paul Sartre, André Breton, and a host of others have argued that
Césaire’s Notebook is the quintessential revolutionary Negritude poem, and that his
call to Caribbean people to rediscover their African roots was simultaneously semi-
nal, radical, evocative, and abstruse. Fanon (1969) famously asserted in “West Indi-
ans and Africans,” from Toward the African Revolution:

Until 1939 the West Indian lived, thought, dreamed (we have shown this in Black Skin,
White Masks), composed poems, wrote novels exactly as a white man would have done.
We understand now why it was not possible for him, as for the African poets, to sing the
black night, “The black woman with pink heels.” Before Césaire, West Indian literature
was a literature of Europeans. The West Indian identified himself with the white man,
adopted a white man’s attitude, “was a white man.” (p. 26)

Césaire’s poem “created a scandal,” Fanon gleefully recalled, because Césaire was
an educated black, and educated blacks simply did not want to be black: they
wanted to be white, and absurdly thought of themselves and their work as white
and/or contributions to European culture and “civilization”—I am, of course, using
the word “civilization” in an extremely sardonic sense, especially considering the co-
nundrum of a supposed “civilization” that colonizes and decimates non-European
cultures and civilizations. In fact, as Fanon observed in several of his studies, black
intellectuals have long lived in a make-believe world of their own: rejected by the
white world, and relentlessly rejecting the black world (à la Du Bois’s concept of
double-consciousness). Césaire sought to “return” to and reconnect, not only with
Caribbean history and culture, but with what he understood to be the roots of
Caribbean history and culture: pre-colonial and anti-colonial indigenous, conti-
nental and diasporan African history and culture. Fanon gives us a sense of how un-
usual and unique Césaire’s critical rediscovery project was in Martinique, and the
Caribbean in general, at the same time, displaying his, Fanon’s, own intense awe
and the irony of Césaire’s breakthrough and brilliance:

For the first time a lycée teacher—a man, therefore, who was apparently worthy of re-
spect—was seen to announce quite simply to West Indian society “that it is fine and
good to be a Negro.” To be sure, this created a scandal. It was said at the time that he
was a little mad and his colleagues went out of their way to give details as to his sup-
posed ailments. What indeed could be more grotesque than an educated man, a man
with a diploma, having in consequence understood a good many things, among others
that “it was unfortunate to be a Negro,” proclaiming that his skin was beautiful and that
the “big black hole” was a source of truth. Neither the mulattoes nor the Negroes un-
derstood this delirium. The mulattoes because they had escaped from the night, the Ne-
groes because they aspired to get away from it. Two centuries of white truth proved this
man wrong. He must be mad, for it was unthinkable that he could be right. (pp. 21–22) 

Fanon is careful and critical to note Césaire’s deconstruction of “white truth,”
which takes us right back to Sartre’s assertion in “Black Orpheus” that, “The revolu-
tionary black is a negation because he wishes to be in complete nudity: in order to
build his Truth, he must first destroy the Truth of others.” Through Negritude, Cé-
saire seeks to deracinate continental and diasporan Africans’ internalization of anti-
black racism and Eurocentrism. He knows all to well that blacks have been told time
and time again that they are, and have always been uncivilized, unintelligent, prim-
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itive and promiscuous, and with his work he strives to counter colonialism and
racism by rediscovering and, if need be, creating new anti-imperialist African values.
Césaire’s deconstruction of “white truth” and Sartre’s contention that, “The revolu-
tionary black is a negation because he wishes to be in complete nudity,” also illus-
trates Césairean Negritude’s intense emphasis on decolonization and re-Africaniza-
tion (Touré, 1959). When Sartre writes of “nudity,” he is acknowledging that part of
the Negritude project involves deracination, or stripping or suspending (perhaps in
a existential phenomenological sense) blacks of their current conception(s) of
themselves and their life-worlds, which has more often than not been diabolically
bequeathed to them by the white supremacist world. 

With Notebook of a Return to the Native Land, Césaire introduced several concepts,
and two in particular, which would later turn out to be central to the discourse on
black identity and Africana philosophy, and determinant of a new direction in the
francophone and pan-African production and representation of knowledge about
Africa and its diaspora. The two core concepts were, first, of course, “Negritude,” and
secondly, Césaire’s special use(s) of the word “return.” I will first treat Césairean
Negritude, and then explore his Negritudian notion of “return.”

CÉSAIRE’S RADICALISM AND REVOLUTIONARY NEGRITUDE

Negritude, according to Césaire, is at once “a violent affirmation” of “Negrohood”—
or “Africanity,” as Senghor would later phrase it—as well as “a struggle against alien-
ation;” “an awareness of the [need for] solidarity among blacks;” “a resistance to the
politics of assimilation;” “a decolonization of consciousness;” “a reaction of enraged
youth;” “a concrete rather than abstract coming to consciousness;” and, a “search for
. . . identity” (Césaire, 1972, pp. 72-76; see also Senghor, 1995a, p. 123, 1996, p. 49).
Negritude, therefore, from Césaire’s point of view, is wide-ranging and grounded in
black radical politics and a distinct pan-African perspective; a purposeful perspective
aimed not only at “returning” to and reclaiming Africa but, perhaps more impor-
tantly, consciously creating an authentic African or black self. In order to convey
both the usable parts of Africa’s past and blacks’ present intense “search for
. . . identity,” Césaire (1972) created a new language to more adequately express the
new Africana logic, “an Antillean French, a black French,” as he contended (p. 67).
In his efforts to create a new language, he demonstrates Negritude’s connections to
surrealism, and also Negritude’s commitments to revolution, decolonization, and
re-Africanization. As Lilyan Kesteloot (1991) has observed in Black Writers in French:
A Literary History of Negritude, for Césaire surrealism “was synonymous with revolu-
tion; if [he] preferred the former, it was not only because of political censorship, but
because [he] wanted to show that it referred not merely to social reform but to a
more radical change aimed at the very depths of individual awareness” (p. 263).
With Negritude, Césaire deconstructed the French language and attempted to decol-
onize “French Africa” and “French Africans.” He was adamant about creating a new
language to communicate his new logic, Negritude, stating: “I want to emphasize very
strongly that—while using as a point of departure the elements that French literature
gave me—at the same time I have always strived to create a new language, one capa-
ble of communicating the African heritage” (Césaire, 1972, p. 67).6
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Césairean Negritude, as is made clear by the aforementioned, is rooted in “the
African heritage,” that is, the historicity of African people, and similar to Senghorian
Negritude and Du Boisian discourse, understands that people of African descent,
like all other human groups, have—as Du Bois said—a “great message . . . for hu-
manity” (Du Bois 1986a, p. 820). Césaire (1972) stated: “[T]here were things to tell
the world. We [the theorists of Negritude] were not dazzled by European civiliza-
tion. We bore the imprint of European civilization but we thought that Africa could
make a contribution to Europe” (pp. 76–77).

In Discourse on Colonialism, Césaire relates that “European civilization” had “two
major problems to which its existence [had] given rise: the problem of the prole-
tariat and the colonial problem” (p. 9). Negritude, then, as postulated by Césaire,
had the onus of engaging capitalism and colonialism. It was there, located in the lo-
cus of the dialectic of European civilization and African colonization that Césairean
Negritude—much like the critical theories of Du Bois and James—confronted and
contested the “howling savagery” and “barbarity,” as Césaire put it, of “the negation
of civilization” (pp. 15, 18). 

Césaire understands European civilization to rest on the colonization of non-
Europeans, their lives, labor and lands. His Negritude, like Du Bois and James’s dis-
course, was a revolutionary humanist enterprise that was sympathetic to the suffer-
ings of “non-European peoples,” especially “Indians . . . Hindus . . . South Sea is-
landers . . . [and] Africans” (pp. 14, 58). Moreover, Césairean Negritude viewed
European civilization as a “decadent” and “dying civilization” that had “under-
mined civilizations, destroyed countries, ruined nationalities, [and] extirpated ‘the
root of diversity’” (pp. 9, 59). To combat and counter the global destructiveness of
European “civilization,” Césaire suggested that persons of African descent, working
in concert with other colonized, exploited, and alienated human beings, rebel and
revolt against the savagery, barbarity, and brutality of European conquerors, colo-
nizers, and capitalists (p. 13). He thundered:

[C]apitalist society, at its present stage, is incapable of establishing a concept of the
rights of all men, just as it has proved incapable of establishing a system of individual
ethics. . . . Which comes down to saying that the salvation of Europe is not a matter of
revolution in methods. It is a matter of the Revolution—the one which, until such time
as there is a classless society, will substitute for the narrow tyranny of a dehumanized
bourgeoisie the preponderance of the only class that still has a universal mission, be-
cause it suffers in its flesh from all the wrongs of history, from all the universal wrongs:
the proletariat. (pp. 15, 61)

Césaire’s Negritude is “revolutionary,” not because it critically engages and ap-
propriates certain aspects of Marxism, surrealism, and existentialism, but by virtue
of the fact that it understands that: “Marx is all right, but we [the enslaved, colo-
nized, exploited, and alienated] need to complete Marx” (p. 70).7 Just what does Cé-
saire mean, “we need to complete Marx?” Part of what he is suggesting is that it is
important for the economically exploited and racially oppressed to come to the dis-
comforting realization (especially for many non-white Marxists, and black Marxists
in particular) that “the” revolution that Karl Marx had in mind was a war to be
waged not on behalf of a “universal” proletariat, but on behalf of the proletariat of
his, Marx’s, time and mind: white, working-class men (Di Stephano, 1991, 2008;

122 Chapter 4



Ferguson, 1998). Moreover, Marx, unlike Friedrich Engels in The Origin of the Fam-
ily, Private Property, and the State, rarely wrote a flattering word concerning women.
So, women as gender oppressed and exploited workers were not a part of his anti-
capitalist theorizations either.8 Furthermore, it is a known fact that both Marx and
Engels believed that the enslavement of people of African descent and the colo-
nization of the colored world was a “necessary evil.”9 For example, in his article “The
British Rule in India,” Marx related to his readers:

England, it is true, in causing a social revolution in Hindustan [India], was actuated only
by the vilest interests, and was stupid in her manner of enforcing them. But that is not
the question. The question is: Can [white, working-class male] mankind fulfill its des-
tiny without a fundamental revolution in the social state of Asia? If not, whatever may
have been the crimes of England, she was the unconscious tool of history in bringing
about that revolution. Then, whatever bitterness the spectacle of the crumbling of an an-
cient world may have for our personal feelings, we have the right, in point of history, to
exclaim with Goethe:

Should this torture then torment us
Since it brings us greater pleasure?
Were not through the rule of Timur 
Souls devoured without measure?
(Marx and Engels, 1972, p. 41)

Engels, echoing Marx’s pro-colonialism in an essay entitled, “Defense of Progressive
Imperialism in Algeria,” stated with a stark confidence that would have surely made
Fanon’s blood boil:

Upon the whole it is, in our opinion, very fortunate that the Arabian chief [Abd-el-
Kader] has been taken. The struggle of the Bedouins was a hopeless one, and though the
manner in which brutal soldiers, like Bugeaud, have carried on the war is highly blam-
able, the conquest of Algeria is an important and fortunate fact for the progress of [Eu-
ropean] civilization. . . . [T]he conquest of Algeria has already forced the Beys of Tunis
and Tripoli, and even the Emperor of Morocco, to enter upon the road of [European]
civilization. . . . All these nations of free barbarians look very proud, noble, and glori-
ous at a distance, but only come near them and you will find that they, as well as the
more civilized nations, are ruled by the lust of gain, and only employ ruder and more
cruel means. And after all, the modern [European] bourgeois, with civilization, indus-
try, order, and at least relative enlightenment following him, is preferable to the feudal
lord or to the marauding robber, with the barbarian state of society to which they be-
long. (Marx and Engels, 1989, pp. 450–451)

What should be taken note of and emphasized here—and this extends well-
beyond colonial India and Algeria to the rest of the colored/colonized (non-
European/non-white) world—is the disconcerting fact that neither Marx nor Engels
compassionately considered the “howling savagery” and hypocrisy, the “barbarity”
and “brutality” that European colonial rule wreaked upon the wretched of the earth.
Moreover, the writings of both Marx and Engels attest to the fact that European im-
perial expansion—that is, the violent colonial conquest of the non-European/non-
white world—has been, and continues to be carried out precisely as Fanon (1968)
said it must be if the oppressive and exploitative divide between the colonized and
the colonizer, the racially ruled and the racial rulers, is to remain: “by dint of a great
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array of bayonets and cannons” (p. 36). Césairean Negritude, similar to Fanonian
philosophy as we shall see in the succeeding chapter, understands that the “global-
ization of European civilization presupposes and is grounded on the systematic de-
struction of non-European civilizations” (Serequeberhan, 1994, p. 61). When and
where Marx exonerates British or European rule in India, or any other non-Euro-
pean continent or country, and when and where Engels advocates “progressive im-
perialism” in Algeria—as if imperialism in any form could be “progressive”—is pre-
cisely when and where Du Bois, James, Césaire, Fanon and Cabral, among many
other black radicals, move away from Marx’s and Marxist Eurocentrism and/or white
supremacism (see C.J. Robinson, 2000; Serequeberhan, 1990).

In contradistinction to the “revolutionary” rhetoric of the white Marxists (com-
munists and socialists alike), who have historically produced empty page after page
of promises to colored and colonized people, Césairean Negritude, a “Negritude [of
and] in action,” knows “that the emancipation of the Negro consist[s] of more than
just political freedom.” Césairean Negritude, it should be reiterated, is among other
things an intense “search for . . . identity,” an ever-evolving exploration of African-
ity and freedom (“more than just political freedom”), which is fundamental to the
formation of any human(e) identity (Césaire, 1972, pp. 75, 70, 76).10 In other
words, Africans will never know who they have been, who they are, or who they are
(capable of) becoming unless they have the freedoms (plural) to explore and exam-
ine their inherited historicity and the very human right to determine their own des-
tiny.

“Colonialism petrifies the subjugated culture,” writes Eritrean philosopher Tsenay
Serequeberhan (1994, p. 101). Under colonialism neither the colonized nor the col-
onizer knows himself or herself. The colonized live lives of “double-consciousness,”
as Du Bois put it, or “third-person consciousness,” as Fanon would have it, and the
sad reality of their situation forces “the urge for freedom” upon them (Du Bois,
1997a, pp. 38–39; Fanon, 1967, p. 110; Jahn, 1968, p. 241). Grappling with “the
urge for freedom” places the colonized squarely in existential and ontological op-
position to the colonizer, leaving both sides with dialectical and extremely perplex-
ing onuses: on the one hand, the struggle to maintain racial and colonial domina-
tion and discrimination, and, on the other hand, the fight for freedoms—that is,
emancipation in every sphere of human existence (Bernasconi, 2002; G. Wilder,
2003b, 2004, 2005). Césaire (1972) said, “it is the colonized man who wants to
move forward, and the colonizer who holds things back” (p. 25). The colonizer
“who holds things back,” moreover, asphyxiates and/or retards the colonized per-
son’s “being-in-the-world,” their very perception and experience of the world in
which they inhabit and have inherited. It is precisely at this moment that the colo-
nized human being is reduced to a mere object or thing in the colonizer’s mind, and
in the colonial world in general. Note Césaire’s colonial equation: “colonization =
thingification” (p. 21). He observes, however, that both the colonized and the col-
onizer suffer the consequences of colonialism:

[C]olonization, I repeat, dehumanizes even the most civilized man; that colonial activ-
ity, colonial enterprise, colonial conquest, which is based on contempt for the native
and justified by that contempt, inevitably tends to change him who undertakes it; that
the colonizer, who in order to ease his conscience gets into the habit of seeing the other
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man as an animal, accustoms himself to treating him like an animal, and tends objec-
tively to transform himself into an animal. It is this result, this boomerang effect of col-
onization, that I wanted to point out. (pp.19–20, emphasis in original)

Césaire turned to the horrifying history of Hitler’s Nazi Germany to ground his
“boomerang effect of colonization” thesis. He intentionally chose an example that
he knew was fresh in the European imagination, and one that would shock and awe
his white readers. Similar to Notebook of a Return to the Native Land, Discourse on Colo-
nialism was written and structured in a way to express an intense sense of struggle—
both internal and external struggle—and, perhaps more importantly, the develop-
ment of Negritude; the development, in other words, of a new black consciousness,
a necessarily “negative” or critical consciousness in an anti-black racist and white su-
premacist world. Discourse on Colonialism, then, paints a picture in prose, as opposed
to the surrealistic poetry of Notebook of a Return to the Native Land, which reveals the
double-consciousness and life-threatening dialectic of blacks’ intense and incessant
struggle to transgress and transcend the color-lines and morally corrupting chasms
of racism and colonialism. 

Much more than surrealism in blackface, Césairean Negritude represents fighting
words; words used as weapons, weapons which bring revolution and cultural re-
newal. Césaire’s work, his words and ideas were aggressively argued in French with
the express intent of countering French racism and French colonialism. In “Black
Orpheus” Sartre (2001) observed that because “the oppressor is present in the very
language that they [the theorists of Negritude] speak, they will speak this language
in order to destroy it.” He also pointed out that the surrealists did not have the same
agenda: “The contemporary European poet tries to dehumanize words in order to
give them back to nature; the black herald is going to de-Frenchifize them; he will
crush them, break their usual associations, he will violently couple them” (pp.
122–123, emphasis in original). Césaire’s violent, self-defensive and anti-colonial
counter-violent, coupling of words as weapons was also symbolic of the ubiquitous
violence of black lived-experiences and life-struggles in an anti-black racist and
white supremacist world.

Notebook of a Return to the Native Land opens with a poetic portrait of Martinique’s
capital, Fort-de-France. The Caribbean capital city is contrasted with France’s me-
tropolises, and specifically Paris. Fort-de-France is described as flat, lacking life, and
filled with colonial zombies but it, nevertheless, is constantly on the brink of vio-
lence. However, not the violence of liberation but the violence of survival, the vio-
lence of lives lived under a brutal, spirit-breaking, assimilation-advocating colonial-
ism: the “black-on-black violence” of the internal colony within the colony, the
ghetto, and its vicious, breath-takingly brutal, and deeply dehumanizing violence.
For Césaire, his work must not simply speak to this violence, but combat it, and in
this sense his poetry, as he pointed out, is “a cursed poetry . . . because it was knowl-
edge and no longer entertainment” (quoted in Kesteloot, 1991, p. 261). His work
was also “cursed,” he believed, because “it lifted the ban on all things black” (p.
261). Once more, surrealism made no efforts to do any of this, and this is precisely
where Césairean Negritude, and Negritude in general, distinguishes itself from sur-
realism (and, I am wont to aver, phenomenology, existentialism, pragmatism, Marx-
ism, communism, socialism, etc.). 
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Césairean Negritude surpasses surrealism in its efforts to simultaneously combat
capitalism, colonialism, and racism. It also puts the premium on revolutionary hu-
manism by extending its discourse well beyond African life-worlds and lived-expe-
riences. In the following passage, Césaire connects the holocausts of countless
racialized and colonized peoples with the Jewish holocaust and questions Europe’s
supposed moral conscience, and emphasizes racism’s irrationality. Therefore, when
Césaire writes above of the “boomerang effect of colonization,” he is saying, very
similar to Malcolm X, that “the chickens always come home to roost,” and that it is
not only non-whites/non-Europeans who suffer the violence of white supremacy
and European imperialism: imperialism does not offer allegiance to anyone. Césairean
Negritude, again going back to Sartre (2001), reframes the Jewish holocaust by cre-
ating “what Bataille calls the holocaust of words” (p. 122; see also Sartre, 1965). In
clear, sardonic prose Césaire (1972) explained:

[B]efore they were its victims, they were its accomplices; that they tolerated that Nazism
before it was inflicted on them, that they absolved it, shut their eyes to it, legitimized it,
because, until then, it had been applied only to non-European peoples; that they have
cultivated that Nazism, that they are responsible for it, and that before engulfing the
whole of Western, Christian civilization in its reddened waters, it oozes, seeps, and trick-
les from every crack.

Yes, it would be worthwhile to study clinically, in detail, the steps taken by Hitler and
Hitlerism and to reveal to the very distinguished, very humanistic, very Christian bour-
geois of the twentieth century that without his being aware of it, he has a Hitler inside
him, that Hitler inhabits him, that Hitler is his demon, that if he rails against him, he is
being inconsistent and that, at bottom, what he cannot forgive Hitler for is not crime in
itself, the crime against man, it is not the humiliation of man as such, it is the crime against
the white man, the humiliation of the white man, and the fact that he applied to Europe
colonialist procedures which until then had been reserved exclusively for the Arabs of
Algeria, the coolies of India, and the blacks of Africa. (p. 14, all emphasis in original) 

The violence of colonial conquest, according to Césaire, dehumanizes both the
colonized and the colonizer. As the colonizer ruthlessly dominates the colonized
person’s life-world and language-world, the colonized experiences not merely de-
humanization, but deracination, which means “[l]iterally, to pluck or tear up by the
roots; to eradicate or exterminate” (Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin, 1998, p. 68). For
Césaire (1972), the deracination of Africans must be countered and/or combated by
“a violent affirmation” of their Africanity, which includes not only their distinct
identity but also their unique historicity; hence, their Negritude, their distinctly
African attitude toward the world (p. 74). What is more, Negritude, being nothing
other than “a concrete rather than abstract coming into [African] consciousness,”
knows that “it is equally necessary to decolonize our minds, our inner life, at the
same time that we decolonize society” (pp. 76, 78). Decolonization, as Fanon elo-
quently observed in Toward the African Revolution and The Wretched of the Earth, de-
mands a critical return to the precolonial history and culture of the colonized nation,
a radical rediscovery of the precolonial history and culture of the colonized people.
In his own words:

The settler makes history and is conscious of making it. And because he constantly refers
to the history of his mother country, he clearly indicates that he himself is the extension
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of that mother country. Thus the history which he writes is not the history of the coun-
try which he plunders but the history of his own nation in regard to all that she skims
off, all that she violates and starves. The immobility to which the native is condemned
can only be called into question if the native decides to put an end to the history of col-
onization—the history of pillage—and bring into existence the history of the nation—
the history of decolonization. (Fanon, 1968, p. 51)

In order for the colonized to “put an end to the history of colonization” and
“bring into existence the history of the nation,” they must make a critical distinction
between their history and culture and that of the colonizer. Moreover, they must
move beyond their current colonized culture and critically return to and deeply
ground themselves in their own precolonial history, culture, and struggle(s). But—
and this is where we dance with the dialectic—as they “return” to their precolonial
past they must not romanticize and find Utopia on every page of their hidden his-
tory. Their engagement of their precolonial past must be critical, expressly seeking
to salvage those things from the past which provide paradigms for liberation in the
present and future. Long before Fanon, Césaire argued for a critical return to Africa’s
precolonial past, a past he understood to offer many contributions to the ongoing
Africana (and worldwide) liberation and decolonization struggle. 

CÉSAIRE’S CRITICAL (RE)TURN TO 
RADICAL TRADITIONAL AFRICAN PHILOSOPHY

In Black Skin, White Masks Fanon (1967) asserted: “Without a Negro past, without
a Negro future it is impossible for me to live my Negrohood” (p. 138). The future,
for Fanon, is predicated on how one understands her or his past, and that is why he
contends that if “the Negro” is robbed of critical knowledge of her or his past, then,
a “Negro future” becomes questionable, and with it the very idea of “the Negro” and
her or his “Negrohood” or Negritude. The Ghanaian political theorist, Ato Sekyi-
Otu (1996), contends that in Fanonian philosophy the “ideal of the postcolonial fu-
ture was in its essential details called forth by a particular memory of the colonial
past” (p. 205). For Fanon, then, the very process of decolonization is “called forth”
by the revolutionary reclamation and remembrance of the violence of the “colonial
past.” 

However, there was a “past” long before colonialism, observed Césaire (1972), a
precolonial past of “beautiful and important black civilizations,” and it is this part
of the “past” that is “worthy of respect” and which should be radically reclaimed
and rehabilitated because it “contains certain elements of great value” (p. 76). Sekyi-
Otu (1996) suggests that for Fanon “political education” meant nothing other than
“the practice of teaching the people a remembrance of their sovereignty” (p. 211, empha-
sis in original). When precisely were “the people” sovereign? Yes! You’ve guessed it:
In precolonial Africa, before the European interruption of and intervention into
African life-worlds and lived-experiences. But, is this so? Were “the people” really
sovereign then? One thing is for certain, “the people” will never know unless they
critically encounter and dialectically engage their inherited historicity, that which
has been bequeathed to them by their ancestors.
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The past is inextricable from the present and the future in Césairean Negritude. It
is, or would be, impossible to “decolonize our minds, our inner life, at the same
time that we decolonize society” if we did not (or “legally” could not) posses criti-
cal knowledge of our “Negro past.” In order to procure appropriate and applicable
knowledge of our historicity and Africanity—that is, the lived-experiences of our an-
cestors and their, if truth be told, multicultural and transethnic identities—it is nec-
essary, Césaire maintained, for us to return to (or, as I would prefer, rediscover) the
lives and cultures of our ancestors to learn the lessons of Africa’s tragedies and tri-
umphs. In African Philosophy in Search of Identity, the Kenyan philosopher Dismas
Masolo (1994) importantly mused:

Closely related to the concept of Negritude, the idea of “return” gives the dignity, the
personhood or humanity, of black people its historicity; it turns it into consciousness or
awareness, into a state (of mind) which is subject to manipulations of history, of power
relations. It is this idea of “return” which opens the way to the definition of Negritude
as a historical commitment, as a movement. In the poem [Notebook of a Return to the Na-
tive Land], then, the word “return” has two meanings, one real, depicting Césaire’s his-
torical repatriation to a geographical or perceptual space, Martinique; the other
metaphorical, depicting a “return” to or a regaining of a conceptual space in which cul-
ture is both field and process—first of alienation and domination, but now, most im-
portantly, of rebellion and self-refinding [sic]. Today, this “return” is a deconstructivist
term which symbolizes many aspects of the struggle of the peoples of African origin to
control their own identity. . . . For many black people, slavery and [the] slave trade had
provided the context for the need for a social and racial solidarity among themselves.
Solidarity was their strength and a weapon with which to counter Westernism’s arrogant
and aggressive Eurocentric culture. Césaire’s “return to the native land” was therefore a
symbolic call to all black peoples to rally together around the idea of common origin
and in a struggle to defend that unifying commonality. To Césaire, Negritude meant ex-
actly this—a uniting idea of common origin for all black peoples. It became their rally-
ing point, their identity tag, and part of the language of resistance to the stereotype of
the African “savage.” (pp. 1–2)

In grappling with Césaire’s Negritudian notion of “return,” it is important to un-
derstand that he, in no way, advocated a “return” to a “glorious,” antiquated African
past. To read Césaire in this way would be to severely misread him. What Césaire ad-
vocated was an earnest engagement and acknowledgement of black humanity and
historicity, and the authentic Africanity that accompanies them. African identity,
that is, our “Africanity,” does not exist outside of the discourse and horizon of his-
tory, and African history in particular (Serequeberhan, 1991, 1998, 2003). That is to
say that we must constantly consider the fact that European imperialism—whether
it expresses itself as racial, gender or cultural oppression, or economic exploitation—
has been, and remains a perpetual part of Africans’ (and other non-Europeans/
non-whites’) lived-experiences since the fifteenth century (Blaut, 1993; Eze, 1997b,
1997c; J.E. Harris, 1993; Pieterse, 1992; Rodney, 1972). 

The “return,” for Césaire, was not so much to an African past as it was to a set of
African values, an African axiology, if you will (Arnold, 1981; Hale, 1974; Jahn,
1958; Maldonado-Torres, 2006; Scharfman, 1987). Moreover, what Césaire (1972),
very similar to Du Bois, appreciated most about “the African past” was its “commu-
nal societies,” its “societies that were . . . anti-capitalist,” its “democratic societies,” its
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“cooperative societies, [and] fraternal societies” (p. 23, emphasis in original). In
comparing the African societies of the precolonial past with the neocolonial, as op-
posed to “postcolonial,” African societies of his present, then 1955, Césaire stated
that “despite their faults” the societies of Africa’s precolonial past contained and
could convey “values that could still make an important contribution to the world”
(pp. 23, 76). 

Here Césaire, similar to Herbert Marcuse in Counterrevolution and Revolt, promotes
a “return,” not to some imagined perfect past, but to the real, concrete historical ex-
periences and desires of actual ancestors. Marcuse (1972a) asserted that the anam-
nesis, the recollecting or remembrance of past events, “is not remembrance of a
Golden Past (which never existed), of childhood innocence, primitive man, et
cetera” (p. 70). On the contrary, what must be remembered by “man,” contended
Marcuse (1966) in Eros and Civilization, are those promises and potentialities “which
had once been fulfilled in his dim past. . . . The past remains present; it is the very
life of the spirit; what has been decides on what is. Freedom implies reconcilia-
tion—redemption of the past.” A critical demystifying engagement of “the past”
must not only concern itself with what “had once been fulfilled” or accomplished
or achieved in the past, but should also bear sober witness to the sufferings of the
past. Marcuse mused: “[E]ven the ultimate advent of freedom cannot redeem those
who died in pain. It is the remembrance of them, and the accumulated guilt of
mankind against its victims, that darken the prospect of a civilization without re-
pression” (pp. 18, 106, 216).

In An Essay on Liberation, Marcuse (1970a) continues this theme and maintained
that the “return” to the past is not an attempt at “regression to a previous stage of
civilization, but return to an imaginary temps perdu in the real life of mankind” (p.
90). The “real life of mankind,” as most of Marcuse’s work attests to, is a life lived
in many instances in pain and suffering due to domination: human over human
domination, and human over nature domination (see also Marcuse, 1964, 1965c,
1968, 1973, 1997a, 2001, 2004). This domination, maintained Marcuse (1978) in
The Aesthetic Dimension, must be remembered because losing track of, or “forgetting
past suffering and past joy” produces a historical amnesia that prevents the critical
engagement and “conquest of suffering,” and the possibilities of and for “the per-
manence of joy” (p. 73).

Césaire’s notion of “return” is rooted in the “real life” (i.e., lived-experiences and
lived-endurances) of people of African origin and descent and it, like Marcuse’s the-
ory of remembrance, understands that revolutionary motivation may well stem
more from moral outrage over the indignities suffered by ancestors than hope for
the comfort of our children and our children’s children. This may, indeed, explain
why African diasporan historical figures and events, such as Toussaint L’Ouverture,
Henri Christope and the Haitian Revolution, became recurring themes in Césaire’s
work. One need look no further than his book-length essay Toussaint L’Ouverture: La
Revolution Francaise et le Probleme Colonial and his play La Tragedie du roi Christophe.
“Haiti,” Césaire (1972) contended, “is the country where Negro people stood up for
the first time, affirming their determination to shape a new world, a free world” (p.
75). It was this spirit of affirmation and determination that made the Negritude
movement, and Césairean Negritude in particular, according to Eshleman and
Smith (1983), “set as its initial goal a renewed awareness of being black, the 
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acceptance of one’s destiny, history, and culture, as well as a sense of responsibility to-
ward the past” (p. 6, emphasis added). What does it mean to have “a sense of re-
sponsibility toward the past?” It meant for Césaire, perhaps, precisely what it meant
for Marx (1964), that “[t]he tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a night-
mare on the brain of the living.” Or, perhaps, having “a sense of responsibility to-
ward the past” may have meant for Césaire something similar to what it did for Wal-
ter Benjamin (1969), who revealingly wrote:

There is a secret agreement between past generations and the present one. Our coming
was expected on earth. Like every generation that preceded us, we have been endowed
with weak Messianic power, a power to which the past has a claim . . . nothing that has
ever happened should be regarded as lost for history. (p. 254, emphasis in original; see
also Benjamin, 1996, 1999b, 2002, 2003, 2007, 2008)

Césaire desires to “return” to the past no more than Marx, Marcuse, and Benjamin
exhibit a predilection to digress from their epochs to a “Golden Past,” which as Mar-
cuse reminded us above, “never existed.” It is not a “return” to a “Golden Past”
which Césaire seeks, but a “return” to, or remembrance or rediscovering of Africa’s
historicity. Hence, Césaire suggests that the cultural workers in black radical politics
and black revolutionary social movements recollect the “truths” (of their ancestors
and elders’ thought) that have been scattered throughout the globe as a result of the
European interruption of and intervention into African life-worlds and lived-expe-
riences. Certainly, then, Césaire knows, as European American pragmatist Richard
Rorty (1979) does, that “we cannot get along without our heroes. . . . We need to
tell ourselves detailed stories of the mighty dead in order to make our hopes of sur-
passing them concrete” (p. 12; see also Rorty 1982, 1998, 1999, 2007). 

Thus, Césaire’s “return” to Africa is more spiritual and cultural than physical, and
it requires a critical (dare I say, dialectical) exploration of the past, which for many
continental and, especially, diasporan Africans means salvaging what we can in the
aftermath of the horrors of the African holocaust, enslavement, colonization, segre-
gation, and Eurocentric assimilation. Césairean Negritude engages the absurdity of
the African holocaust and enslavement, and at one point in his Notebook he
solemnly memorializes African ancestors lost, like Toussaint L’Ouverture, to “white
death” (Césaire, 1983, p. 47). The thought of so many blacks dying meaningless and
misery-filled deaths at the hands of merciless white enslavers, colonists, and capi-
talists compels Césaire to claim “madness”: “the madness that remembers/ the mad-
ness that howls/ the madness that sees/ the madness that is unleashed/and you
know the rest” (p. 49). If whites claim “Reason,” then blacks claim “madness”: “Be-
cause we hate you and your reason, we claim kinship with dementia praecox with
the flaming madness of persistent cannibalism” (p. 49). Here, as Eshelmen and
Smith (1983) have observed,

Cannibalism carries to its fullest degree the idea of participation; it symbolically eradi-
cates the distinction between the I and the Other, between human and nonhuman, be-
tween what is (anthropologically) edible and what is not and, finally, between the sub-
ject and the object. It goes insolently against the grain of Western insistence on discrete
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entities and categories. . . . Ultimately, in a political frame of reference, cannibalism may
summarize the devouring of the colonized country by the colonizing power—or, vice
versa, the latent desire of the oppressed to do away with the oppressor, the wishful
dreaming of the weak projecting themselves as warriors and predators. (p. 13)

Within the world of Césairean Negritude, cannibalism can be both an embrace
and rejection of the stereotypical (mis)representation of human-eating Africans, un-
civilizable subhumans, and “savages” at play in their carnival of carnage. What may
be more important in terms of Césaire’s Negritude is which humans his imaginary
cannibals are eating, and why. Césaire’s embrace of the stereotype of human-eating
Africans, black cannibals, if you will, may seem absurd, but only if his claim of mad-
ness is overlooked. Black madness is deeply connected to blood memory. In his
Notebook he announced: “So much blood in my memory! . . . My memory is encir-
cled with blood. My memory has a belt of corpses!” (Césaire, 1983, p. 59). As with
madness, memory and remembering are very perplexing and painful for blacks, but
it is only by overcoming the madness of white supremacy and the irrationality of anti-
black racism, and by returning to, remembering and reconstructing Africa, that blacks
or, more appropriately, Africans can truly be free (Brundage, 2005; Ndongo, 2007;
Pitcaithley, 2003). Remembering Africa means challenging both whites’ demonization
and blacks’ romanticization of Africa, and it also means bearing in mind that not all
whites’ demonize Africa, just as surely as not all blacks romanticize Africa. However,
I would be one of the first to point out that in a white-supremacist society it is quite
common for almost everyone living within that society to see Africa or, what is
worse “black Africa,” just as Joseph Conrad (2006) did, as “the heart of darkness,”
or Henry Stanley (1899) did, as “the dark continent” (see also, Conrad, 1984, 2007;
Hibbert, 1984; M. McCarthy, 1983). Césairean Negritude, therefore, opens up criti-
cal questions; questions concerning which Africa, or whose representation of Africa
contemporary continental and diasporan Africans should “return” to in order to dis-
cover a usable past and ensure a present and a promising (truly postcolonial) future. 

Similar to Cesairian Negritude, Senghorian Negritude advocated a critical return
to the precolonial African past but, unlike Césaire, Senghor’s work consistently ex-
hibited an intense preoccupation with and openness to contemporary European
colonial, particularly French, philosophy and culture. Where Cesairian Negritude
can best be characterized by its emphasis on Africana self-determination, Africana
history, Africana culture, and the struggle(s) of the black proletariat, Senghorian
Negritude is best captured with the words assimilation, synthesis, symbiosis,
(African) socialism, and elitism. However, it is important to point out that, similar
to Césaire, Senghor’s thought is highly complex and often draws from and con-
tributes to both African and European radical philosophical and political thought-
traditions. Senghor sought to utilize and synthesize what he took to be the best of
African and European culture and create, following the French philosophical an-
thropologist, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, a “Civilization of the Universal.” The sub-
sequent section, therefore, explores Senghorian Negritude with an eye toward its
contributions to contemporary radical politics and the reconstruction of critical so-
cial theory.
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A SATREAN AFRICAN PHILOSOPHER?: LÉOPOLD 
SENGHOR, NEGRITUDE, AFRICANITY, AND THE POLITICS 

OF (ANTI-)COLONIAL ASSIMILATION

Negritude is the whole complex of civilized values—cultural, economic, social and
political—which characterize the black peoples, or more precisely, the black-
African world. All these values are essentially informed by intuitive reason. Because
this sentient reason, the reason which comes to grips, expresses itself emotionally,
through that self-surrender, that coalescence of subject and object; through myths,
by which I mean the archetypal images of the Collective Soul; above all, through
primordial rhythms, synchronized with those of the cosmos. In other words, the
sense of communion, the gift of myth-making, the gift of rhythm, such are the es-
sential elements of Negritude, which you will find indelibly stamped on all the
works and activities of the black man.

—Leopold Senghor, “Negritude and African Socialism,” p. 440

[O]ur Negritude should be the effective instrument of liberation. 

—Leopold Senghor, The Foundations of 
“Africanité” or “Negritude” and “Arabite,” p. 51

Senghorian Negritude is at once a rebellious (albeit, not by any means revolutionary)
affirmation of Africanity in the face of the politics of assimilation and, similar to Cé-
sairean Negritude, a search for and an attempt to overcome “the loss of identity suf-
fered by Africans due to a history of slavery, colonialism, and racism” (Shutte, 1998,
p. 429). For Senghor, Negritude is “the awareness, defense, and development of
African cultural values,” but it also “welcomes the complementary values of Europe
and the white man” (Senghor, 1996, p. 49, 1998, p. 441). It has been argued that
Senghor’s extreme openness to “the complementary values of Europe and the white
man” represents one of the major distinguishing features between his and Césaire’s
Negritude. Nigel Gibson (2003) has even gone so far to say that, “[a]lthough Seng-
hor emphasized African sources of his philosophy, it would be possible to identify
European sources for every one of his ideas,” ironically, “including Catholicism,
which he merged into Negritude” (p. 69). 

As with Césairean Negritude, Senghorian Negritude pivots on an axiological foun-
dation that does not seek to “return to the Negritude of the past, the Negritude of
the sources,” but to affirm contemporary (neo)colonial Africanity (Senghor, 1971,
p. 51). The sources of Senghor’s Negritude, however subtly on first sight, are differ-
ent from Césaire’s, and different enough to constitute two distinct versions of Negri-
tude, which may very well share a common language, a common interest in the
reclamation and recreation of African culture, and a common social vision, but
which nevertheless developed and employed divergent strategies and tactics in pur-
suit of differing goals. In his classic, African Philosophy: Myth and Reality, the Beni-
nese philosopher Paulin Hountondji (1996) characterized Senghor’s Negritude as a
kind of “culturalism,” which overemphasizes “the cultural aspect of foreign domi-
nation” while downplaying and diminishing the significance of politics and eco-
nomics—that is, the political economy of colonialism, capitalism, and racism, and
how each oppressive system incessantly overlaps, intersects, and interlocks in African
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life-worlds and lived-experiences (p. 160). Speaking directly about the distinct dif-
ferences between Césairean and Senghorian Negritude, Hountondji asserted,

whereas for Césaire the exaltation of black cultures functions merely as a supporting ar-
gument in favor of political liberation, in Senghor it works as an alibi for evading the
political problem of national liberation. Hypertrophy of cultural nationalism generally
serves to compensate for the hypertrophy of political nationalism. This is probably why
Césaire spoke so soberly about culture and never mentioned it without explicitly sub-
ordinating it to the more fundamental problems of political liberation. This also ex-
plains why, in works like Liberté I, Senghor, as a good Catholic and disciple of Teilhard
de Chardin, emphasizes rather artificial cultural problems, elaborating lengthy defini-
tions of the unique black mode of being and of being-in-the-world, and systematically
evades the problem of the struggle against imperialism. (pp. 159–160; see also Senghor,
1964b)

In side-stepping the political by collapsing it into the cultural, Senghorian Negri-
tude connects with and in some senses becomes an imperial agent for colonial pol-
icy, colonial anthropology, and colonial ethnology. It, perhaps, unwittingly distorts
the primacy of political and economic problems in the colonial world and serves as
a colonial decoy, redirecting Africans’ attention from the political economy of their
neocolonial conditions, to endless comparisons with European, and particularly
French culture. What is worst is that these comparisons and cultural problems are
themselves grossly simplified—à la Placide Tempels’s Bantu Philosophy, Alexis
Kagame’s Philosophie Bantou-Rwandaise de L’Etre, Marcel Griaule’s Conversations with
Ogotemmeli, and John Mbiti’s African Religions and Philosophy—so as to reduce
African culture to folklore, mysticism and, almost exclusively, black popular culture,
or “Afro-Pop,” if you will; the most manifest exterior and gaudy aspects of contem-
porary continental and diasporan African cultures. The interiority of culture, its in-
ner-life and internal contradictions, the dialectics and dynamism of culture and,
more importantly, critical questions concerning the ways in which colonialism and
racism impact culture are all abandoned, along with cultural history, cultural devel-
opments and, of course, cultural revolutions. Senghorian Negritude, thus, solidifies
African culture, painting a sad and synchronic picture, a dull and purposely “prim-
itive” picture of African culture that is then contrasted with European culture, which,
if truth be told, is also rendered one-dimensionally and schematized for the pur-
poses of pseudo-scientific, philosophically phony, and politically pointless compar-
isons. 

It would be very difficult to deny the seminal importance of Senghorian Negri-
tude and its conceptual contributions, especially to contemporary Africana philoso-
phy. But, it would be equally difficult, if not impossible, to overlook that fact that
Senghor’s theory of Negritude, with its extreme openness to “the complementary
values of Europe and the white man,” has consistently glossed over the specificities
of African cultures in an effort to present a “unified conception of the black race”
and a Pan-African folk philosophy, not necessarily to blacks, but more often than
not (à la Sartrean Negritude) to whites. This is an unrealistic and utterly absurd por-
trait Senghor is attempting to paint, especially considering the horrific and deeply
divergent nature of the African holocaust, enslavement, colonization, segregation,
and assimilation, but it is a fictitious and surrealistic portrait which nonetheless

Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor 133



won him many French (and some pseudo-Pan-African) patrons. In this sense, then,
Senghorian Negritude has often been interpreted as running interference for Euro-
pean imperialists by downplaying the differences and specificities of African cul-
tures and embracing white supremacist and Eurocentric misconceptions about con-
tinental and diasporan Africans. Hountondji (1996) captured this sentiment best
when he contended:

It is not often realized in the English-speaking world that Senghor’s theory of Negritude
has stirred up a controversy in francophone Africa which is, if anything, even more in-
tense than the generally hostile reception it has met with from English-speaking African
intellectuals. While Senghor’s francophone critics accept the historical necessity for the
rehabilitation of the black man and the revaluation of African culture, they have ad-
vanced strong theoretical objections to his formulation of Negritude as a unified con-
ception of the black race. Negritude is presented in these objections as not only too
static to account for the diversified forms of concrete life in African societies but also,
because of its “biologism,” as a form of acquiescence in the ideological presuppositions
of European racism. Senghor’s theory has been felt to be too thoroughly implicated in
the system of imperialist ideas to be considered an effective challenge to its practical ap-
plications. The question of African identity required, from this point of view, a different
approach which could not play into the hands of imperialism, which offered no form
of compromise with its theory or practice. (p. 21)

Clearly Senghor’s work is complicated and full of contradictions, but there are
several contemporary Senghorian philosophers who defend his positions, often
while simultaneously acknowledging the contradictory character of his Negritude
and contrasting it with that of Césaire and sometimes Sartre. His work has also in-
fluenced the interpretation of African literature, culture, and politics, usually pro-
viding philosophical fodder for revolutionary and anti-assimilationist Pan-African-
ists, black nationalists, and black Marxists. Janice Spleth (1985) has importantly
identified three periods that can be used to chronicle and critique Senghor’s evolv-
ing theory of Negritude (pp. 21–27; see also Spleth, 1993). The first period covers
the 1930s and 1940s when Senghor and other black intellectuals in Paris acknowl-
edged a tension between African and European epistemologies, especially with re-
gard to racism, colonialism, and humanism. Negritude quickly became a radical
Pan-African intellectual path that enabled continental and diasporan Africans to
search for and (re)create a modern, anti-colonial and anti-capitalist identity that
challenged and destabilized the myriad racist myths and stereotypes that French,
and other European imperialists held with regard to Africa and Africans. Senghor’s
emphasis on a reclaimed, if not reconstructed, anti-colonial and anti-capitalist
African humanity, personality, and identity is what he came to call, as will be dis-
cussed in detail below, “Africanity.” 

During the second period, which began with his service in the French army of
World War II and ended with Senegal’s independence in 1960, Senghor advocated
for African autonomy, particularly in Senegal, and a kind of quasi-cultural nation-
alism that synthesized Pan-Africanism, black nationalism, surrealism, and existen-
tialism. At this time he characterized his quasi-cultural nationalist Negritude, fol-
lowing Sartre in “Black Orpheus,” as an “anti-racial racialism” aimed at European
colonialism and racism. And in the third period, since Senegal’s independence, Sen-
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ghor has employed Negritude as a tool for what he understood to be “progressive”
national and cultural development. It was during this period, the post-indepen-
dence period, that Senghor began to emphasize—much to the dismay of many rev-
olutionary Pan-Africanists and black nationalists—that Negritude was not simply
“the awareness, defense, and development of African cultural values,” but it also
“welcomes the complementary values of Europe and the white man.” In particular,
Senghor endeavored to illustrate the value of intuitive, emotional reasoning, which
he saw as African epistemology, and its connections to discursive, predictive reason-
ing, which he understood to be European epistemology. Moreover, he attempted to il-
lustrate the value of discursive (European) reasoning as he thought it should be de-
veloped in relation to intuitive (African) reasoning, which brings us to a critical
discussion of his concept of “Africanity.” 

Similar to his definition of Negritude, Senghor (1971) defined Africanity as the
“values common to all Africans and permanent at the same time” (p. 7). These “val-
ues,” he quickly contended, “are essentially cultural,” which gives credence to Houn-
tondji’s above characterization of Senghorian Negritude as a kind of “culturalism”
that is preoccupied with and privileges “the cultural aspects of foreign domination”
and “emphasizes rather artificial cultural problems, elaborating lengthy definitions
of the unique black mode of being or being-in-the-world,” while glaringly glossing
over the political and economic aspects of racial colonialism (Senghor, 1971, p. 8,
emphasis in original; Hountondji, 1996, p. 160). Senghor’s concept of Africanity,
then, serves as a complement to his version of Negritude, and each is as esoteric as
the other and often intended, or so it seems, for a non-African audience: Negritude
explains black-being-in-the-world to whites, and Africanity, initially, explains black-
being-in-the-world to Arabs. On this last point, the connection between Africanity
and its intended Arabian audience, in The Foundations of Africanité or Négritude and
Arabité, Senghor (1971) arcanely asserted: “I have often defined Africanité as the
complementary symbiosis of the values of Arabism and the values of Négritude. To-
day I prefer to call the former Arabité” (p. 8, all emphasis in original). 

In introducing his concept of Africanity Senghor quickly discovered that whites
did not like the term Negritude and, in his incessant efforts to appeal to whites, in
the early 1960s he began using Negritude and Africanity, in most instances, syn-
onymously depending on his intended audience. Africanity was no longer simply
the “complementary symbiosis of the values of Arabism and the values of Négritude,”
but now the complete “contributions from us, the peoples of sub-Saharan Africa 
. . . to the building of the Civilization of the Universal” (Senghor, 1996, p. 49). Sen-
ghor’s concept of Africanity contains at its core an axiological proposition that in
many senses boils down to the question of how best to “integrate Negro-African val-
ues” into Africa’s fight for freedom. Here, then, his concept of Africanity exhibits its
(quasi)anti-colonialism and (quasi)Pan-Africanism, but we will soon see why they
are characterized as “quasi.” “There is no question,” Senghor (1959) said, “of reviv-
ing the past, of living in a Negro-African museum; the question is to inspire this
world, here and now, with the values of our past” (p. 291). But, really now, what are
these values? As he observed in “The Spirit of Civilization or the Laws of African Cul-
ture,” a seminal text presented at the First Congress of Negro-African Writers and
Artists in Paris in 1956, these values, “the values of our past,” are the very values that
characterize and capture the humanity of the human in African life-worlds and
lived-experiences (see Senghor, 1956).
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The African has an intense ontological affinity with nature that is apparently ab-
sent from European humanity. According to Senghor, “the Negro is the man of Na-
ture.” He further explained: “By tradition he [the African] lives off the soil and with
the soil, in and by the Cosmos.” He is “sensual, a being with open senses, with no
intermediary between subject and object, himself at once subject and object.” Be-
cause, for the African, this special kinship with and immediacy to nature is “first of
all, sounds, scents, rhythms, forms and colors; I would say that he is touch, before
being eye like the white European. He feels more than he sees; he feels himself”
(Senghor, 1956, p. 52). For Senghor, this is the black’s-being-in-the-world—an ac-
quiescing, ultra-accommodating immediacy, in tune and in rhythm with nature and
the cosmos. It is this servility, this docility to nature that is super-significant for Sen-
ghor, and he privileges it above all else in his characterization and articulation of the
essence of the African, the authentic ontology of the African or, as Sartre has said,
“black-being-in-the-world.” Senghor suggests that these formerly negative images
and assertions about the primitivity of “black nature” are now somehow, as if with
the waving of a magic wand, inverted, positive pejoratives pointing to idealized
Africans’ pristine primitivisms. This, in a nutshell, then, is Senghor’s much-touted
and often-mangled concept of Africanity. 

From the Senghorian point of view, whether looking through the lens of Negri-
tude or Africanity, there is fundamentally a qualitative ontological difference be-
tween European and African rationality and epistemology. “The Negro,” declared
Senghor in his defense, is “not devoid of reason, as I am supposed to have said. But
his reason is not discursive: it is synthetic. It is not antagonistic: it is sympathetic. It
is another form of knowledge.” Furthermore, “Negro reason does not impoverish
things, it does not mould them into rigid patterns by eliminating the roots and the
sap: it flows in the arteries of things, it weds all their contours to dwell in the living
heart of the real.” As if sensing the abstraction and absurdity of the preceding re-
marks, Senghor sought to clarify, stating: “White reason is analytic through utiliza-
tion: Negro reason is intuitive through participation” (p. 52). Continuing to con-
trast African and European rationality, Senghor puts forward full-fledged definitions
and descriptions of black and white reason, asserting that European reason is un-
doubtedly discursive and utilitarian and seeks to capture, control, and convert: The
“European is empiric,” where “the African is mystic” (p. 59). The European, he went
on to explain,

takes pleasure in recognizing the world through the reproduction of the object . . . the
African from knowing it vitally through image and rhythm. With the European the
chords of the senses lead to the heart and the head, with the African Negro to the heart
and the belly. (p. 58)

Ironically, asserted Senghor, the African

does not realize that he thinks: he feels that he feels, he feels his existence, he feels him-
self; and because he feels the Other, he is drawn towards the other, into the rhythm of
the Other, to be reborn in knowledge of the world. Thus the act of knowledge is an
“agreement of conciliation” with the world, the simultaneous consciousness and cre-
ation of the world in its indivisible unity. (p. 64)
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Here it is important to emphasize that, for Senghor, the above (racist) definitions
and descriptions of the African are not simply historical and, ipso facto, contingent
characteristics pertaining to a particular history and culture at a particular point in
time. Quite the contrary, similar to the white supremacists and Eurocentrists who
put forward their imperial interpretation of history as though it were the definitive
and divine, indeed, the universal and undisputed “truth” of history, Senghor in a
similar—though highly reactionary—fashion, which illustrates his intense internal-
ization of Eurocentric and colonial conceptions of Africa and Africans, put forward
the above definitions and descriptions concerning the distinct differences between
African and European rationality and epistemology. It is imperative here to empha-
size that Senghor does not understand himself to be casually articulating an inter-
pretation, or a culture- or region-specific aspect of the African approach to knowl-
edge; instead, he conceives of himself as a conduit through which the definitive
“truth” about Africa and Africans, as a whole, is finally being revealed. What excites
Senghor even more is that some higher power has honored and ordained him,
brought him to a higher consciousness, and bestowed the burden of the revelation
on him, which he jubilantly—and eloquently, I might add—articulates. 

Sounding more like a prophet than a poet, Senghor said: “Nature has arranged
things well in willing that each people, each race, each continent, should cultivate
with special affection certain of the virtues of man; that is precisely where original-
ity lies” (p. 64). But, this assertion begs the question: from what metaphysical or su-
pernatural vantage point does Senghor cite and derive the “truth” that he articu-
lates? In other words, what are the sources of his Africanity? The former is a question
that has remained unanswered for more than half a century, and one that I will au-
daciously venture to say cannot be answered because Senghor’s concept of African-
ity, similar to his notion of Negritude, is conceptually incarcerated within the prison
house of the Otherness of the Other as projected and presented by Europe’s Euro-
centric metaphysical and supernatural, indeed, divine and delusional, self-
(mis)conception. It is from within the confines of his cell inside the prison house
of this centuries-spanning Eurocentric racial-colonial presentation and projection
that Senghor conceived Africanity. Senghorian Africanity, then, as Sartre sadly said
of Negritude, was born only to die, because it cannot and does not exist outside of
the Manichaean world and the imperial machinations of Europe. 

From Senghor’s epistemically suspect point of view, Africa is to enrich human cul-
ture and civilization through its intuitive reason, and Europe through the develop-
ment of its discursive reason, and, ultimately, humanity will achieve Teilhard de
Chardin’s “Civilization of the Universal.” Here, then, lies the “originality” that Sen-
ghor mentioned above, and also here, in plain view, is his conception of the “true”
or authentic—ontologically speaking—complementarity of African and European
rationality and epistemology. Africanity’s axiology, therefore, was purposely pro-
duced, from within the prison house of a white supremacist and European imperial
world, as a politically impotent, insult-embracing, racism-accepting, and colonial-
ism-condoning search for African (sub)humanity, identity and personality. So, is it
any wonder that Africanity’s values often mirror the very values that European 
colonizers and white enslavers projected onto Africa and Africans: intuitive 
reason, emotional, sensational, sensuousness, instinctual, feeling, rhythm, creative,
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imaginative, natural, agricultural, primitive, athletic, animalistic, hyper-sexual, spir-
itual, exotic, and erotic, etc. 

Without critically engaging the negative portraits and mischaracterizations of
Africans put forward by the plethora of Eurocentric missionaries, philosophers, an-
thropologists, and ethnologists to which his work constantly refers, Senghor falls
prey to the “culturalism” that Hountondji charged him with above. The Eurocentric
mischaracterizations of Africa and Africans that Senghor develops his ideas out of
constantly destabilizes the discursive foundation of his work and gives it its charac-
teristic, if not infamous, contradictory character. His Africanity and Negritude natu-
ralizes negative views of, and abominable projections of primitivity onto, Africans
and turns these “views” into timeless “truths.” 

Drawing from the pseudo-scientific and amorphous philosophical anthropology
of Teilhard de Chardin, the racist and morally reprehensible ethnography of Count
de Gobineau, the flimsy and flippant existential-phenomenological remarks on race
and racism of Jean-Paul Sartre, and the inchoate colonial ontological conjectures of
Father Placide Tempels, among others, Senghor is overjoyed to invent an “authen-
tic” African essence. Critical readers are quick to query: how does he “invent” an “au-
thentic” African essence? Quite simply, he inverts Eurocentric diabolical descrip-
tions and explanations of Africa and Africans, re-inscribes them, and then
re-presents them as positive, “authentic” African evidence of an ontological differ-
ence in and for black-being-in-the-world. Senghor cannot comprehend that these
descriptions are invariably situated within the contours of the Eurocentric prison
house, which constantly conceptually incarcerates and (re)colonizes non-European
cultures and civilizations because European culture and civilization is always and
ever put forward as the model and measure of “true” human culture and civiliza-
tion. By unwittingly utilizing Europe as the model and measure of humanity, Seng-
hor (re)inferiorizes Africa and Africans, making them Europe’s ideal Others, and
leaving Europe exactly where the Eurocentric missionaries, philosophers, anthro-
pologists, and ethnologists he continually quotes would like it to be left, at the cen-
ter of all human history, culture, and civilization. 

Senghor asserted, “I felt divided before my rebirth, torn as I was between my
Christian conscience and my Serer blood. . . . Now, I am no longer ashamed of my
diversity; I find joy and reassurance in embracing in one catholic gesture all these
complementary worlds” (Senghor quoted in Ba, 1973, p. 49). It would seem that
Senghor offers us an answer to Du Bois’s classic question of “double consciousness”
but, as observed above, Senghorian Negritude often concedes and, what is worst,
embraces many of the anti-black racist myths and stereotypes about Africans with-
out adequately challenging, or radically refuting them. What is more, Senghorian
Negritude has a tendency to acquiesce to colonial assimilation, even as it purports
to defend “African cultural values.” Therefore, Senghorian “double consciousness,”
if you will, often exhibits a hyperconsciousness of French and other Eurocentric
views and values, and especially in terms of interpreting and articulating African his-
tory and culture, and it rarely reverses this practice and employs African views and
values as a rubric for interpreting French and other European history and culture.
This is not a “double consciousness,” at least not in the Du Boisian sense, as much
as it is a single consciousness, or a colonized consciousness, a false consciousness that is
predicated on and privileges Eurocentric views and values and does not challenge or
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destabilize Europe’s long-held anti-black racist and colonial conceptions of Africa
and Africans. 

Senghor’s early writings on Negritude were greatly influenced by Sartre’s “Black
Orpheus,” and as a result bear the stamp of what Fanon (1967) would later term
“Sartre’s . . . Hegelian . . . negative . . . [destruction] of black zeal” (pp. 133–35).11

Recall for Sartre, Negritude is a “negative moment” that “is not sufficient in itself.”
Sartre saw “the black’s-being-in-the-world”—that is, blacks’ struggle to be African in
a European imperial world—as merely another moment in a Hegelian-Marxist di-
alectical progression towards “a society without races.”12 However, what he failed to
realize was that he, like Marx and Engels before him, reduced persons of African ori-
gin (and other colored and colonized people) to anonymous racial entities, or “hu-
man things,” as Fanon (1968) put it (p. 205). Sartre spoke as if Africans and other
non-Europeans did not exist outside of this “insufficient” “negative moment,” or
solely for the sake of “the goal of all vulgar dialectics: synthesis” (Sekyi-Otu, 1996,
p. 201). Moreover, Sartre—again, as with his philosophical fathers, Marx and En-
gels—is quick to forget that it was Europeans, and white philosophers and white
racist pseudo-scientists in particular, who contributed to the development of, and,
in many senses, perpetuated the concept of race throughout the globe (Essed and
Goldberg, 2002; Eze, 1997c; Ward and Lott, 2002; Zack, 1996). 

When Senghor digests, for lack of a better term, Sartre’s dependency theory of
Negritude and places it within the wider discourse of African philosophy, he, in a
sense, does precisely what he claims “the Negro” or “the African” does when she or
he encounters an object or “the Other”: “He dies to himself to be reborn in the
Other. He does not assimilate it, but himself. He does not take the Other’s life, but
strengthens his own with its life” (Senghor, 1995a, p. 120). Senghor does not say
what will happen to the African if “the Other” is “negative,” or unjust, unethical, im-
moral or irreligious. What he and Sartre fail to question is the reason why Africans,
or any other colored and colonized group, would want to synthesize their respective
cultures and civilizations with those of Europeans, whose thought and behavior
have historically been horribly xenophobic and jingoistic and, even more, down-
right brutal and genocidal, towards non-European cultures and civilizations (Blaut,
1993; Rodney, 1967, 1972, 1981, 1990; Schwarz and Ray, 2000). 

Perhaps Senghor and Sartre allude to the fact that non-Europeans, their lives, la-
bor, lands, languages and cultures, have been and remain dominated and decimated
by European imperialism and that, at this juncture in human history, they have but
two choices, those of adhering to white supremacist racialization and dehumaniza-
tion, or certain and soon deracination. Surely Senghorian and Sartrean Negritude
reek of biological determinism and racial essentialism. Human beings of whatever
hue are not unalterably predestined to do or not do anything, and non-Europeans,
and African people in particular, must be bold enough to challenge their past and
change their present colonial and neocolonial conditions. 

Early Senghorian Negritude, being grounded on and in Sartre’s “negative” con-
ception of Negritude, is an alienated Negritude, a Negritude that finds itself often at
odds with Césairean Negritude, which claimed that “[o]ur struggle was a struggle
against alienation” (Césaire, 1972, p. 73). Where Césaire understands Negritude to
be “a concrete rather than abstract coming into [African] consciousness,” Senghor
(1996) sees Negritude, via Sartre, as a transient, temporal state on the way to “synthesis”
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(p. 50). Senghor’s Negritude may be characterized as “cultural mulattoism” because,
similar to the literature on and/or about “mulattoes,” there appears to be a constant,
tragic threat of being forced to decide whether one is a participant of and contribu-
tor to African (Senegalese) or European (French) culture and civilization.13 Senghor,
similar to Du Bois (1986a, p. 820) in “The Conservation of Races,” seems to be ask-
ing himself the black existential question: “What, after all, am I? Am I an American
[Frenchmen] or am I a Negro [African]? Can I be both? Or is it my duty to cease to
be a Negro [African] as soon as possible and be an American [Frenchmen]?”

Senghor (1996) suggests assimilation as the solution to the problem, but notes at
the outset that many may misunderstand or misinterpret what he means by “assim-
ilation”: “There is a danger that the word assimilation may lead to confusion and
ambiguity. . . . To assimilate is not to identify, to make identical . . . we must go be-
yond the false alternative of association or assimilation and say association and as-
similation” (p. 51, emphasis in original). He does not stop there, taking his assim-
ilation theory one step further, and as if adding insult to injury, Senghor, first
applauds “the colonial policies of Great Britain and France,” and then explains how
he intends, in so many words, to continue the French colonization of Senegal. Ob-
serve Senghor’s (1998) hat-in-hand and utterly unbelievable celebration of the Eu-
ropean colonization of Africa: 

[T]he colonial policies of Great Britain and France have proved successful complements
to each other, and black Africa has benefited. The policies of the former tended to rein-
force the traditional native civilization. As for France’s policy, although we have often re-
viled it in the past, it too ended with a credit balance, through forcing us actively to as-
similate European civilization. This fertilized our sense of Negritude. Today, our
Negritude no longer expresses itself as opposition to European values, but as a comple-
ment to them. Henceforth, its militants will be concerned, as I have often said, not to
be assimilated, but to assimilate. They will use European values to arouse the slumber-
ing values of Negritude, which they will bring as their contribution to the Civilization
of the Universal. (p. 441)

First, observe Senghor’s openness to colonial assimilation and, second, his own
admission that Africans have been (and are being) robbed of their basic human
rights when and where he writes of the French “forcing us actively to assimilate Eu-
ropean civilization.” With all of his discourse on Negritude as a humanism it is a
wonder that Senghor did not take a principled stand against French colonialism,
pointing to its denial of the basic humanity and right to self-determination of
African people, its racial oppression, and its economic exploitation. Instead, Seng-
hor celebrated French colonialism and European imperialism, absurdly asserting,
“although we have often reviled it in the past, it too ended with a credit balance.”
What is worst is when Senghor explained his “first Four-Year Plan,” which he initi-
ated as the President of Senegal soon after its independence in 1960:

[W]e had to eliminate the flaws of colonial rule while preserving its positive contribu-
tions, such as the economic and the technical infrastructure and the teaching of the
French language; in spite of everything, the balance sheet of colonization is positive rather than
negative . . . these positive contributions had to be rooted in Negritude by a series of
comparisons between existing systems. (p. 445, emphasis added)
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Senghorian Negritude amazingly understands the colonization of Africa to be
“positive rather than negative,” and even encourages the continued teaching of “the
French language”—not Wolof, one of the most widespread Senegalese languages,
but French—even after Senegal’s so-called “independence.” The “comparisons be-
tween existing systems” which he alludes to, then, are clearly comparisons between
Eurocentric imperial systems. Even after independence, France and French language,
history, and culture remained Senghor’s point of departure. He unwittingly over-
looked literally hundreds of indigenous African social systems, institutions and
arrangements; he boldly paraded his preoccupation with France; and, throughout
his Presidency (1960–1980), he openly sought to assimilate and recolonize (as op-
posed to decolonize) Senegal. Moreover, Senghor astoundingly admitted that “the
backwardness of black Africa . . . has been caused less by colonization than by the
slave trade, which in three centuries carried off some two hundred million victims,
blacks hosts (p. 442, emphasis in original). But, he then concluded in the customary
contradictory nature of his Negritude: “Capitalism, then, thanks to the accumula-
tion of financial resources and its development of the means of production, was a
factor of progress for Europe and also for Africa” (p. 442). 

After giving a brief discussion of the “cultural borrowing[s]” between civilizations,
Senghor asserts that: “the civilization of the future must be . . . the outcome of a
sym-bio-sis [sic]” (p. 51). Symbiosis, “the intimate living together of two kinds of
organisms, especially if such an association is of mutual advantage,” is not exactly
what one is wont to term the history of power relations between Africa and Europe.
In order for there to be true “assimilation,” “synthesis,” and/or “symbiosis,” Africa
and Europe would both have to bring to the treasure houses of human culture and
civilization their “great message[s],” as Du Bois (1986) said, “for humanity” (p.
820). Africa, along with the rest of the non-European/non-white world, has had its
mouth gagged, hands tied, and feet bound since the fifteenth century. Europe and
Europe alone speaks, and the remainder of humanity, all colored and colonized
eighty-five to ninety percent, is literally forced—by the threat of nuclear annihila-
tion—to hear and heed. As Fanon (1967) poignantly and painfully put it: “The
white man wants the world; he wants it for himself alone. He finds himself predes-
tined master of this world. He enslaves it” (p. 128).

SENGHORIAN SOCIALISM: NEOCOLONIALISM, NEGRITUDE,
AFRICANITY, AND THE ADVENTURES OF AFRICAN SOCIALISM

The foregoing provides a theoretical portrait, a conceptual snapshot, if you will, of
Senghor’s early Sartrean existential phenomenology-influenced articulation of
Negritude. But, as the Pan-African independence boom gained momentum, he re-
vised his Negritude and began to stress the importance of African views and values,
African identity and, perhaps most importantly, an “African mode of socialism.”14 A
decade after Sartre had pronounced Negritude a mere reaction to, and antithetical
“negation” of white supremacy, born only to die, Senghor (1996) stated, “the strug-
gle for Negritude must not be negation but affirmation” (p. 49, emphasis in original).
Affirming both the humanity and distinct identity—that is, the authentic
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Africanity—of Africans, Senghor posits that Africa, too, has its part to play in the
great drama of human history.15 He asks the question: “Is there any people, any na-
tion, which does not consider itself superior, and the holder of a unique message?”
(Senghor, 1998, p. 439). As with Du Bois’s contention that each human group has
a “great message for humanity,” Senghor’s revised Negritude maintained that Africa
has a “unique message” for the world, but that the world must be bold enough to
hear and heed the special message. 

The message that Africa can and must contribute to the world is, according to Sen-
ghor, contained in traditional African thought, that is, the historical views and val-
ues of African people.16 In this sense, then, Senghor (1998) asserted, the Negritud-
ists “were justified in fostering the values of Negritude, and arousing the energy
slumbering within us.” In fact, he continued, “it must be in order to pour them into
the mainstream of cultural miscegenation (biological process taking place sponta-
neously). They must flow towards the meeting point of all humanity; they must be
our contribution to the Civilization of the Universal” (p. 440). Where Senghor had
previously asserted that the African “does not assimilate, he is assimilated,” em-
ploying his reconstructed concept of Negritude, he now claimed that the African is
concerned “not to be assimilated, but to assimilate” (1996, p. 47, 1998, p. 441).
Breaking away from Sartrean “negative” Negritude, Senghor swings in the direction
of Césaire and suggests a reengagement and reconstruction of traditional African
views and values. However, Senghor, similar to Césaire, advocates a “return”—to use
Césaire’s term—not to the precolonial African past, but to radical “traditional”
African views and values, because he feels there is much that could be appropriated
and applied to the neocolonial African present. Senghor (1996) said:

The problem which we, Africans in 1959, are set with is how to integrate African values
into the world of 1959. It is not a case of reviving the past so as to live on in an African
museum. It is a case of animating this world, here and now, with the values that come
from our past. This after all is what the American Negroes have begun to do. (p. 51) 

One of the definitive “values” from the African past that Senghor, Sekou Toure,
Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Nyerere and Amilcar Cabral, among others, strongly felt
should be integrated into and animate Africa’s present was “African socialism.” “The
African mode of socialism,” asserted Senghor (1998), “is not that of Europe. It is
neither atheistic communism nor, quite, the democratic socialism of the Second In-
ternational of the Labor Party” (p. 442). On the contrary, he continued:

The specific objective of African socialism, after the Second World War, was to fight
against foreign capitalism and its slave economy; to do away, not with the inequality re-
sulting from the domination of one class by another, but with the inequality resulting
from the domination of the European conquest, from the domination of one people by
another, of one race by another. (p. 444)

For Senghor, and many of the other African socialists, Western Marxism and/or
Eurocentric socialism was simply “too narrow” to fully engage the existential and
ontological issues of neocolonial Africa. He declared: “For, Marx’s world-view, al-
though that of a genius, remained too narrow; it was neither sufficiently retrospective,
nor sufficiently prospective” to speak to the specials needs of Africa and Africans (p.
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445, emphasis in original). Where Césaire (1972, p. 70) said, “Marx is all right, but
we need to complete Marx,” and Fanon (1968, p. 40) fumed, “Marxist analysis
should always be slightly stretched every time we have to do with the colonial prob-
lem. Everything up to and including the very nature of pre-capitalist society, so well
explained by Marx, must here be thought out again.” Senghor (1998) sternly stated:

Marx nowhere deals with this form of inequality [racial colonialism], this domination,
and the struggle for freedom which they were to provoke. That was one of his omissions,
which we had to repair by starting from our own situation, extrapolating, nevertheless,
from his analyses and his theory, pressing them home to the very last of their logical im-
plications and of their practical implications. For the celebrated solidarity of the world
proletariat has remained purely theoretical, even among Marx’s disciples. In hard fact, as
we must have the clear sight—and the courage—to admit, the rise in the standard of liv-
ing of the European worker has been effected, through a colonial slave economy, to the
detriment of the masses of Asia and Africa. Hence the difficulties of decolonization. . . .
[W]e can form a new world-vision which takes in the whole of matter and life: a Weltan-
schauung deeper and more complete than Marx’s, and therefore more human. (pp.
444–445)

Long before Marxism and the Frankfurt School tradition of critical theory, as Du
Bois’s Black Reconstruction, James’s The Black Jacobins, and Césaire’s Discourse on Colo-
nialism eloquently illustrate, enslaved, racialized and colonized Africans developed
critical theories of race and racism in their efforts to topple white supremacy and cut
capitalism and colonialism off at their knees (Du Bois, 1995b; James, 1963; Césaire,
1972). They sought solutions to social and political problems as passionately and
radically as—again I say, even more passionately and more radically than—the
white working-class, who—as Eric Williams acutely observed in Capitalism and Slav-
ery (1966), as Walter Rodney perceptively and persuasively waxed in How Europe Un-
derdeveloped Africa (1972), and as Manning Marable eloquently illustrated in How
Capitalism Underdeveloped Black America (1983)—profited from and were complicit
in the very white supremacist, enslaving, and colonizing system(s) oppressing and
exploiting blacks, among other non-whites. Usually critical theory is comprehended
as a critique of and an heir to modernity and the Enlightenment, and “modernity”
is only thought of from a Eurocentric point of view—that is, in the aftermath of Eu-
ropean imperial expansion around the globe what it means to be “modern” trans-
lates into how well Europeans and non-Europeans emulate European imperial
thought, culture, politics, etc. But, if one were to critically call into question Euro-
centric and imperial conceptions of what it means to be “modern,” then, alternative
categories—anti-racist, anti-colonial, and anti-capitalist categories—are opened up,
and contemporary critical theorists are able to observe, perhaps for the first time:
first, that it was on the fringes of Europe’s imperial free-for-all, in the imperial out-
posts in the colored world where racism and colonialism were naturalized, where
modernity was initially conceived, and in some senses aborted; second, that many
of modernity’s most perplexing problems were initially put forward and keenly con-
sidered by non-European, racialized, and colonized intellectual-activists; and, lastly,
that Negritude is, however problematic and contradictory, a continuation and sem-
inal part of the black radical tradition that should no longer be left in the lurch be-
cause of its perceived associations with or allegiance to Eurocentric existentialism,
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surrealism, and socialism. As the above analysis of Negritude illustrates, there sim-
ply is no substitute, no easy-out for critical theorists, and Africana critical theorists
in particular, who should sift through Negritude’s divergent discourse(s), including
Sartrean Negritude, and salvage anything that might be useful in our ongoing efforts
to not simply deconstruct and reconstruct radical politics and critical social theory
but, even more importantly, contemporary culture, society, and humanity. 

Senghor’s newly revised Negritude of the 1960’s understood that it was not colo-
nialism alone that the colonized must wage war against, but capitalism as well.
Once “independent” many of the formerly colonized countries continued to de-
pend on European powers for their national wellbeing, Senghor’s Senegal notwith-
standing. To break the monopoly European powers had on Africa and Africans Sen-
ghor (1998) suggested an “African mode of socialism” that went well beyond Marx
and “old scientific socialism . . . by plugging the holes in it, and by opening up its
blind alleys” (p. 446). However, and here is where Senghorian Negritude’s charac-
teristic contradictory nature surfaces once again, even as he advocated for an African
socialism, Senghor continued to encourage Pan-Africanists to “borrow from the so-
cialist experiments” of Europe and white Marxists (p. 443). This, in and of itself, its
not problematic, but it does in the long-run prove problematic when and where
Senghor does not clearly articulate that African interests, and the interests of other
colored and colonized peoples should be critically held in mind in the event that
transethnic anti-imperialists and multicultural Marxists “borrow from the socialist
experiments” of Europe and white Marxists. 

Ironically, unlike Césaire, Senghor suggested “returning” to and/or “cultural bor-
rowing,” not from the burgeoning tradition of Pan-African socialism and black
Marxism, which was initiated by Du Bois, James, and several of the radicals of the
Harlem Renaissance, but from European socialists and white Marxists during one of
the most intense periods of revolutionary Pan-African political and intellectual ac-
tivity in modern history.17 One need look no further, for example, than Du Bois’s
Black Reconstruction, Color and Democracy, and The World and Africa; James’s The Black
Jacobins and A History of Pan-African Revolt; Kwame Nkrumah’s Towards Colonial Free-
dom, Africa Must Unite, Consciencism: Philosophy and Ideology for Decolonization, and
Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism; Sékou Touré’s Africa in Motion, Africa
and the Revolution, Africa and Imperialism, and Towards Full Re-Africanization; Julius
Nyerere’s Ujamaa: Essays on Socialism, Freedom and Unity, Freedom and Socialism, and
Freedom and Development; and, finally, Amilcar Cabral’s Revolution in Guinea, Return
to the Source, and Unity and Struggle. Overlooking all of this, Senghor urges black
Marxists and Pan-African socialists, in essence, to continue their colonial relation-
ship with Europe, stating: “It is a question, once again, of modernizing our values
by borrowing from European socialism, its science and technical skills, above all, its
spirit of progress” (p. 443). 

In On African Socialism Senghor (1964a) critically engages white/Western Marx-
ism and endeavors, not to illustrate its inadequacies in terms of confronting racial
oppression and racial colonial domination, but ways in which it informs an “African
mode of socialism” predicated on the projected African primitivisms of Eurocen-
trism and white supremacism. Senghorian socialism, similar to his versions of
Negritude and Africanity, is conceptually incarcerated in the horror-filled holding-
cell that Europe’s invented Africa has long been held in. Again, similar to his ver-
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sions of Negritude and Africanity, Senghorian socialism does display a penchant for
quasi-Pan-African radical politics (not to mention black radical rhetoric), but its
would-be radical politics are constantly diluted and destabilized by his incessant ad-
vocacy of a synthesis and “symbiosis” of European and African rationality, which,
because both descriptions and interpretations of black and white reason are one-di-
mensional and figments of his fantastic imagination, he unwittingly ultimately ad-
vocates for the subordination of (his highly-imaginary and super-surrealistic)
“Africa” to (his unbelievably over-inflated and over-exaggerated) “Europe” on the
same pseudo-scientific, philosophically phony, and politically pointless Eurocentric
metaphysical grounds that rendered his versions of Negritude and Africanity fatally-
flawed. So, given the foregoing, it might make sense to ask a serious question, such
as: Is Senghorian socialism, when all is said and done, a socialism of subordination; a
socialism of servility; a Eurocentric “African mode of socialism,” which is not an
“African mode of socialism” at all, but a gentler and more generous form of neo-
colonialism in blackface? Is it surreptitiously—it seriously saddens me to ask—an
anti-African and anti-socialist socialism? 

Sadly, even after independence, even after advocating an “African mode of social-
ism,” Senghor was unable to break free from the French colonial cathedral where he
had so solemnly and faithfully worshipped for so long. France, and Europe in gen-
eral, from Senghor’s surrealist, artificial Pan-African point of view, simultaneously
represented Africa’s death (crucifixion?) and neocolonial new life or afterlife (resur-
rection?), and African socialism—again, from Senghor’s Eurocentric surrealist, faux
Pan-African point of view—was simply another symbol of Africa’s inferiority or, as
he put it above, “the backwardness of black Africa.” In other words, even in their
fight for freedom, Senghor counseled the colonized to turn to the twisted teachings
of their colonizers, thus intellectually re-enslaving, theoretically recolonizing and,
eventually, psychologically and physically redelivering the racially ruled to the egre-
gious and epoch-encompassing violence of their racial rulers. Senghorian Negritude,
though it clearly quantitatively surpasses Césairean Negritude in its critical engage-
ment of European socialism and white Marxism, not to mention Sartrean existen-
tial phenomenology and Teilhard de Chardin’s philosophical anthropology, it is
nonetheless qualitatively inferior to Césairean Negritude on account of its ultimate
acquiescence to Eurocentric conceptions of Africa, Africans, blackness, and social-
ism. Yet and still, taken together both Senghorian and Césairean Negritude con-
tribute to the Africana tradition of critical theory, and it is to their contributions that
we will now turn. 

NEGRITUDE’S CONNECTIONS AND 
CONTRIBUTIONS TO AFRICANA CRITICAL THEORY

Negritude, as an aesthetic attitude, a lyrical literary movement, and a social and po-
litical philosophy, connects and contributes to the discourse of Africana critical the-
ory in several ways. First, Negritude’s nexus to the African anti-colonial struggle, and
the theory and praxis of Pan-Africanism in particular, can hardly be denied (Berrian
and Long, 1967; Finn, 1988; Irele, 1965a, 1965b; E.A. Jones, 1971; Wanja, 1974).
Senghor wrote of “the Negro-African personality” and “our Collective Soul,” where

Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor 145



Césaire said, “I have always recognized that what was happening to my brothers in
Algeria and the United States had its repercussions in me” (Senghor, 1998, p. 439,
1996, p. 50; Césaire, 1972, p. 77). Secondly, Negritude possesses a cultural kinship
with the Harlem Renaissance, the first modern black aesthetic movement and axio-
logical explosion (Ako, 1982; Bamikunle, 1982; Fabre, 1993; Irele, 2004; Shut-
tlesworth-Davidson, 1980). The breakthroughs of the Renaissance fanned and fu-
eled the wildfires that would eventually spread around the colored and colonial
world. The radicals of the Renaissance contributed an existential engagement of the
African self-image and identity, which in the hands of Senghor and Césaire would
translate and transform itself into the Negritudian notion of “Africanity” (Carroll,
2005; S.K. Lewis, 2006; Wylie, 1985). With regard to the Harlem Renaissance, it
must be remembered, as Nathan Huggins (1995) asserted, “[i]dentity was central”
(p. 9). Meaning, identity was an integral part of, and an organizing principal for,
African American aesthetic attitudes. Huggins continued, “Afro-American identity
was then, as it is now, a major preoccupation with black artists and writers” (p. 11). 

Thirdly, Césaire and Senghor’s emphasis on the need to “return” to, or better yet
the re-discovering, appropriating and applying, extending and expanding of indige-
nous African thought and practices in an effort to reconstruct an African identity—
i.e., Africanity—certainly links with and sheds light on the fact that Negritude, as
quiet as it is kept, laid the foundation for what has been dubbed, by some positively
and others pejoratively, “ethnophilosophy” (Bell, 2002; L.M. Brown, 2004; Gordon,
2008; Horton, 1973, 1993; Hountondji, 1996; Imbo, 1998, 2002; Karp and Bird,
1980; Karp and Masolo, 2000; Wiredu, 1980, 1995, 1996, 2004). Fourthly, from
within the vortex of Africana philosophy Negritude registers, however “un-system-
atically,” one of the earliest critiques and rejections of the grafting of Western Euro-
pean philosophical concepts and categories onto persons of African origin and de-
scent and Africana cultures (Masolo, 1994, p. 29). For example, Césaire’s excellent
engagement of Placide Tempels’ Bantu Philosophy, and Senghor’s seminal and signal
critique of Marx and white Marxist socialism (Césaire 1972, pp. 33–39; Senghor
1998, pp. 438–448). And, finally, Negritude reminds the workers of Africana criti-
cal theory once again that no matter what other human groups understand “phi-
losophy” to be, in the African world—a world currently experiencing the ongoing ef-
fects of violent colonial conquest—we need functional philosophy or, as the Italian
philosopher Antonio Gramsci (1971) would have it, a “philosophy of praxis”: phi-
losophy that is at once intellectual and political, academic and activist. Let us, then,
take a deeper, more dialectical look at the connections or contributions of Negritude
(and Africanity) to the Africana tradition of critical theory. 

NEGRITUDE AND THE PARADOXICAL PREDICAMENT 
OF EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY PAN-AFRICANISM

Janheinz Jahn (1968) maintained that, “the semantic, rhythmical and thematic
achievements of Negritude have a fruitful connection with each other as character-
istics of a specific philosophy and attitude to the world, the conception of an African
style and the unity of an African culture” (p. 249). Negritude, being at once “a spe-
cific philosophy and attitude to [or toward] the world” binds disparate aspects of
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transethnic African cultures together by the very fact that it asserts that there is such
a thing as an “African reality,” or “African metaphysics.”18 Jahn stated, “The aim of
the subject matter [of Negritude] is to capture the African reality,” and this “reality,”
in both its continental and diasporan forms, is a “reality” that has been shaped and
molded by the violence unleashed by European imperialism (p. 249; see also Blaut,
1993; Chinweizu, 1975; Rodney, 1972; Serequeberhan, 1994). In considering the
nexus of Negritude to Pan-Africanism one must concede that Negritude, being ulti-
mately concerned with “Africanity,” sought to forge an African identity out of the
raw materials of both continental and diasporan life-worlds and lived-experiences
(N.R. Shapiro, 1970; Wanja, 1974; Wylie, 1985). We would do well to emphasize
this point. Pan-Africanism, a precursor of Negritude and the Negritudian notion of
Africanity, is—as Du Bois (1958, 1960c, 1963, 1965) asserted at several intervals
throughout his dialectical development of the theory of Pan-Africanism—concerned
not merely with improving the lived-experiences of the Africans on the continent,
but with the whole of the colored and colonized world. In “Pan-Africa and New
Radical Philosophy,” Du Bois (1971b) declared:

We have considered all these matters [European imperialism and the colonial problem]
in relation to the American Negro but our underlying thought has been continually that
they can and must be seen not against any narrow, provincial or even national back-
ground, but in relation to the great problem of the colored races of the world and par-
ticularly those of African descent. . . . [I]f this young, black American is going to survive
and live a life, he must calmly face the fact that however much he is an American there
are interests which draw him nearer to the darker people outside of America than to his
white fellow citizens. And those interests are the same matters of color caste, of dis-
crimination, of exploitation for the sake of profit, of public insult and oppression,
against which the colored peoples of Mexico, South America, the West Indies and all
Africa, and every country in Asia, complain and have long been complaining. It is, there-
fore, simply a matter of ordinary common sense that these people draw together in spir-
itual sympathy and intellectual co-operation [sic], to see what can be done for the free-
dom of the human spirit which happens to be incased in dark skin. (pp. 206–207)

Negritude, as reported by Césaire (1972) in Discourse on Colonialism, is among
many other things “a coming to consciousness among Negroes,” and “an affirma-
tion of our solidarity” (p. 70). As with Pan-Africanism, Negritude serves as a counter
to the reifying nature of the Europeanization of the non-European world through
colonial conquest; Césaire’s colonial equation should be recalled here: “coloniza-
tion = thingification” (p. 21). Further, Negritude surely speaks to the “spiritual sym-
pathy and intellectual co-operation” that Du Bois above claims must exist if any-
thing is to be done in the direction of “the freedom of the human spirit which
happens to be incased in dark skin.” Freedom, a signal theme in black radical
thought traditions, is the trope that binds Negritude and Pan-Africanism (Ackah,
1999; Adi, 2003; Axelsen, 1984; Cook and Henderson, 1969; Eze, 1997a; Kohn and
Sokolsky, 1965; Langley, 1973, 1979; Legum, 1962; Lemelle and Kelley, 1994; Ofu-
atey-Kudjoe, 1986; Otite, 1978; Rothberg and Mazrui, 1970; Schall, 1975; V.B.
Thompson, 1969, 1987, 2000). As Du Bois observed, it is precisely black collective
interests in “matters of color caste, of discrimination, of exploitation for the sake of
profit, of public insult and oppression” that places persons of African origin and 
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descent “nearer to the darker people” than persons who immorally inherit un-
precedented power, privilege and prestige as a result of European imperialism and
white world supremacy. 

NEGRITUDE’S NEXUS TO THE 
RADICALISM OF THE HARLEM RENAISSANCE

With regard to the Harlem Renaissance, Nathan Huggins (1995) has reported that
the “New Negro” predecessors of the Renaissance called for “Afro-American identity
with Africa and for some form of Pan-African Unity. Whether in the studied lan-
guage of W. E. B. Du Bois or in the more flamboyant rhetoric of Marcus Garvey, they
were announcing a striking new independence for black Americans” (p. 9; see also
Carroll, 2005; Favor, 1999; Wintz, 1996a). Huggins correctly observed a sense of
“new independence” amongst the “New Negroes,” but he surreptitiously attempts
to characterize the New Negro movement and the “striking new independence” as
an exclusively African American affair. It was not merely “black Americans” that
made up the cadre of radical New Negroes, but also Caribbean cultural icons, such
as Marcus Garvey, Amy Jacques Garvey, Claude McKay, Hubert Harrison, Claudia
Jones, Cyril Briggs, Richard B. Moore, and W.A. Domingo, who filled their ranks
(C.B. Davies, 2007; W. James, 1998; Parascandola, 2005; Naison, 1983; U.Y. Taylor,
2002; J.M. Turner, 2005). The radical New Negroes, in calling for “some form of
Pan-African Unity,” knew full well the interlocking and interconnecting ways in
which the image of “the black”—in the language of Fanon (1967) in Black Skin,
White Masks—was inextricable to the working white supremacist notion that all per-
sons of African origin and descent were subhumans, subpersons, or just down-right
“savages” (pp. 117, 119-120, see also C.W. Mills, 1997; Pieterse, 1992). This is an
important point to accent, because without acknowledging the Caribbean impact
and influence on the New Negro movement and the Harlem Renaissance we will
not be able to grapple with and/or fully grasp the significance of these movements
for Negritude and subsequent black radical thought traditions. In fact, it was Hug-
gins (1995) himself who unwittingly relayed that “Blacks were coming to the city
[New York] not only from the South but also from the French and British West In-
dies and Africa” (p. 6). This means, then, that the Harlem Renaissance cannot and
should not be characterized as an exclusively African American affair, but more
properly as an early twentieth-century Africana affair.

The radical New Negroes of the Harlem Renaissance took the “primitivism” and
“exoticism” associated with the “Old Negro” and Africa and began to forge a “new
self-concept” that understood African ancestry to be a positive as opposed to a neg-
ative: “Africans and Afro-Americans found positive value in the very stereotypes that
had formerly marked them as limited” (pp. 7-8). Further, in African Philosophy in
Search of Identity, Dismas Masolo (1994) related that many members of the Renais-
sance—he lists “Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, Jean Toomer, Countee Cullen,
and Sterling Brown”—“saw Africa, with its rawness and anchorage to bare natural
forces, as an essential antithesis to the domineering industrial civilization of the
white world” (p. 13). It was this axiological inversion “along the color-line” that
made the writings of the radicals of the Harlem Renaissance so enduring and in-
triguing to the architects of the Negritude movement. 
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Masolo contends that the primary aim of the Harlem Renaissance was “to reha-
bilitate the image of the black man wherever he was; it was the expression of the
black personality” (p. 10). He goes on to explain that the Renaissance, as a literary
movement, was a seminal and central “predecessor of the more widely known cog-
nate, Negritude.” In fact, according to Masolo, in order “[t]o characterize Negritude
as a legitimate origin of philosophical discussion in Africa, we must . . . trace its ori-
gins and roots to [the] writings on race by African Americans in the United States,
especially in the 1920’s” (pp. 10–11). More to the point, “[t]he Harlem Renais-
sance,” mused Masolo, “gave Negritude both its form and its content” (p. 10). Ma-
solo, in explicating that the Renaissance was concerned to “rehabilitate the image of
the black man wherever he was,” speaks not only to the fact that the radicalism of
the Harlem Renaissance was informed by Pan-Africanism (in both its Du Boisian
and Garveyite forms), but also to the fact that it was in Harlem, as Huggins (1995)
related, where there was a “cross-fertilization of black intelligence and culture as in
no other place in the world” (p. 6). The Harlem Renaissance, therefore, served as a
signal paradigm for subsequent Africana philosophical and radical political activity,
and Negritude in particular symbolizes the hard won harvest of Africana conceptual
generations and discursive formations in the period immediately following the
Harlem Renaissance.19

In highlighting the roots of Negritude’s radicalism, Lilyan Kesteloot (1991) as-
serted that it was the militants of the Harlem movement who “were the first to
broach the subject . . . [of] the existence of a racial problem,” and that prior to them
“the only right of the black man that was recognized was the right to amuse whites”
(pp. 57, 60). One of, if not the major contribution of the radicals of the Renaissance
was their insistent engagement and appreciation of Africa—though their engage-
ment and appreciation of Africa, it should be earnestly observed, was often caught
within the confines of the prison house of Eurocentric projected African “primi-
tivisms,” à la Senghorian Negritude and, to a certain extent, Senghorian Africanity.
According to Kesteloot, “[t]he acknowledgement of Africa was one of the pervasive
characteristics of the Harlem Renaissance” (p. 71). The acknowledgement and ap-
preciation of Africa led the radicals of the Renaissance to critique and collapse many
of the cultural values of Europe and engage and extract African values that they felt
had gone unjustly unrecognized for far too long, not simply by whites and Europe,
but also by persons of African descent, continental and diasporan. Kesteloot con-
tended:

However, mixed in with the folklore, the black writers [of the Harlem Renaissance]
sowed ideas in their books which some ten years later became the leaven of the Negri-
tude movement. They resolutely turned their backs on the preceding generation which
had been “characterized by intellectual acceptance of white American values and, in lit-
erature, by sentimental lyricism over the misfortunes of an oppressed and exiled race,”
in order to commit themselves to a “vigorous though not boastful affirmation of their
original values.” (pp. 60–61)

Kesteloot carefully concluded:

. . . [T]he [African] American literature already contained seeds of the main themes of
Negritude. Hence, one can assert that the real fathers of the Negro cultural renaissance
in France were neither the writers of the West Indian tradition, nor the surrealist poets,
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nor the French novelists of the era between the two wars, but black writers of the United
States. They made a very deep impression on French Negro writers by claiming to rep-
resent an entire race, launching a cry with which all blacks identified—the first cry of re-
bellion. (p. 57)

Corroborating Kesteloot’s claims, Jahn (1968) stressed that “[b]ecause they [the
theorists of Negritude] claimed to feel and represent their own dynamic ‘being-in-
the-world,’ these writers looked on all Afro-American writers before them as their
forerunners and discovered Negritude in the earlier writers’ works” (p. 253). How-
ever, Jahn is quick to offer a caveat: “Whatever the Negritude writers may owe to
their predecessors, they brought it into the great complex of their own conception.
Even when borrowing or taking over, they often excelled those earlier writers in in-
spiration and poetic power. Their self-confidence was firmly based on real achieve-
ment” (pp. 260–261). Both Kesteloot and Jahn contend that the theorists of Negri-
tude were drawn to the writers of the Harlem Renaissance because the Harlem
writers professed to “represent an entire race,” and because it was these writers’
words and wisdom concerning “the question of color” in a white supremacist world
that contained the kernel from which Negritude, as theory and praxis, originated
(Kesteloot, 1991, p. 57). 

Jahn acknowledged that the theorists of Negritude “borrow[ed]” from the writers
of the Renaissance, which speaks to the notion of continuity in black radical
thought traditions. However, he, as with Huggins, was too quick to label all of the
radicals of the Harlem Renaissance as “Afro-Americans.” Jahn’s insipid read of the
Renaissance as an exclusively “Afro-American” affair notwithstanding, he touched
on an issue that importantly cuts to the very core of our discussion. Jahn observed
that no matter what the theorists of Negritude may have borrowed or taken over
from the writers of the Harlem Renaissance, they “brought it into the great complex
of their own conception.” By this I take Jahn to mean that the theorists of Negritude
did as they admonished others to do, they appropriated and applied liberating vi-
sions, views, and values from the precolonial African past to their then colonial and
neocolonial present. This, of course, is why Jahn felt compelled to highlight the fact
that the theorists of Negritude’s “self-confidence was based firmly on real achieve-
ment.” The “real achievement” that Jahn alluded to is, of course, the “real”—mean-
ing “concrete” as opposed to “abstract”—political achievements of Negritude as it
moved from the theoretical level to the practical (application) level. More to the
point, the “real achievement” of Negritude translated itself into Césaire and Seng-
hor’s political breakthroughs with regard to their respective “native” lands. For ex-
ample, Césaire was elected mayor of, and went on represent Martinique in the
French National Assembly, and Senghor was elected and served as president of Sene-
gal for two decades (1960–1980). 

That the radical political poets of Negritude understood their school of thought
to be an extension and expansion of the cultural revolution initiated by the radicals
of the Harlem Renaissance can hardly be questioned. Janet Vaillant, in Black, French,
and African: A Life of Léopold Sedar Senghor, related that Senghor was first exposed to
the writings of the Harlem Renaissance by Louis Achille, Jr., a former professor at
Howard University, who entertained several of the leading African American intel-
lectuals of the era in his Parisian apartment, and Paulette Nardal, whose apartment
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served as the gathering house for African, African American, and Caribbean students
in Paris (Sharpley-Whiting, 2002). Vaillant (1990) revealingly wrote: 

It is here that Senghor first began to learn about the writers of the Harlem Renaissance
and the New Negro movement in the United States. In time, he began to meet the black
Americans, who were always welcome in the Achilles’ bilingual household. He discov-
ered with surprise that there was a whole world, even if a small one, that was as preoc-
cupied as he was by the question of color. (pp. 91–92)

Corroborating Vaillant’s claims, Kesteloot (1991) related “Senghor, Césaire, and
Damas, the founders of what came to be known as the Negritude movement, ac-
knowledge that, between 1930 and 1940, African and West Indian students living in
Paris were in close contact with American Negro writers Claude McKay, Jean
Toomer, Langston Hughes, and Countee Cullen,” and that they read these writers’
work and were personally acquainted with them (p. 56). As the theorists of Negri-
tude read the writings of the radicals of the Harlem Renaissance they began to ap-
propriate the aesthetic insights and axiological inversions of the Harlem school, and
it is here that the strongest line(s) of continuity between these two schools may be
ascertained. Huggins (1995) observed that for the radicals of the Harlem Renais-
sance “[i]dentity was central” and that “Blackness, clearly, was not only a color, it
was a state of mind” (p. 9). In like fashion, following the Harlem radicals’ lead, Cé-
saire (1972) fastidiously stated:

I have always thought that the black man was searching for his identity. And it has
seemed to me that if what we want is to establish this identity, then we must have a con-
crete consciousness of what we are—that is, of the first fact of our lives; that we are black;
that we were black and have a history, a history that contains certain cultural elements
of great value; and that Negroes were not, as you [René Depestre] put it, born yesterday,
because there have been beautiful and important black civilizations. At the time we be-
gan to write people could write a history of world civilization without devoting a single
chapter to Africa, as if Africa had made no contributions to the world. Therefore, we af-
firmed that we were Negroes and that we were proud of it, and that we thought that
Africa was not some sort of blank page in the history of humanity; in sum, we asserted
that our Negro heritage was worthy of respect, and that this heritage was not relegated
to the past, that its values were values that could still make an important contribution
to the world. (p. 76)

NEGRITUDE AND THE CRITICAL (RE)TURN TO
TRADITIONAL/PRECOLONIAL AFRICAN THOUGHT

This search for identity, exacerbated by European imperialism, led the theorists of
Negritude—as it had the members of the Harlem Reniassance—to confront and
contest the supposed “universal” applicability of Western European, or, rather Eu-
rocentric values insofar as the colored and colonized world was concerned. Césaire
was extremely explicit, “our Negro heritage [is] worthy of respect.” The “heritage” of
which Césaire speaks symbolizes the cultural inheritance of persons of African de-
scent, and must not be “relegated to the past,” but engaged and examined for its 
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relevance to the contemporary “African reality” (Serequeberhan, 2000). Césaire fur-
ther stated that the values of the African past are “values that could still make an im-
portant contribution to the world.” Here Césaire’s critical faith in African ancestral
traditions places him squarely on terrain (re)covered by the African American
philosopher Alain Locke (1968) in his essay, “The Legacy of the Ancestral Arts,”
where he thundered, “the Negro is not a cultural foundling without his own inher-
itance” (p. 256).20 Locke asserted that contemporary persons of African origin
would do well to extend and expand the traditions of their forebears, and he went
on to retort, “[n]o great art will impose alien canons upon its subject matter” (p.
264). On the extension and expansion of the legacy left by the ancestors, Locke re-
marked:

[W]hat the Negro artist of today has most to gain from the arts of the forefathers is per-
haps not cultural inspiration or technical innovations, but the lesson of a classical back-
ground, the lesson of discipline, of style, of technical control pushed to the limits of
technical mastery. A more highly stylized art does not exist than the African. If after ab-
sorbing the new content of American life and experience, and after assimilating new pat-
terns of art, the original artistic endowment can be sufficiently augmented to express it-
self with equal power in more complex patterns and substance, then the Negro may well
become what some have predicted, the artist of American life. (pp. 257–258)21

For Locke, as with Césaire and Senghor, it was never a question of “returning” to
an antiquated African past merely for the sake of highlighting and accenting the
“great” achievements of Africa, but, on the contrary, he counseled his contempo-
raries to discover the lessons of “a classical background,” “discipline,” “style,” and
technique. It was only after continental and diasporan African aesthetes had thor-
oughly engaged and examined the artistic legacy of their forebears that Locke sug-
gested they should “augment” the “original artistic endowment.” The theorists of
Negritude, who studied with Locke personally, heeded the African American
philosopher’s words and became the preeminent heirs of the radicalism bequeathed
by the Harlem Renaissance to the discourses of Africana philosophy, black radical
politics, and critical social theory (Masolo, 1994, p. 25).22

Senghor (1998) said, “we unsheathed our native knives and stormed the values
of Europe” (p. 439). However, he also asserted “our Negritude no longer expresses
itself as opposition to European values, but as a complement to them” (1996, p. 50,
emphasis in original). Africans, as well as Europeans, according to Senghor, are to
remain “open” to the views and values of “Others,” and appropriate and apply the
things which they understand to be applicable to their life-worlds: “We Negro-
Africans and you Europeans thus have a common interest in fostering our specifi-
cally native values, whilst remaining open to the values of the Others” (Senghor,
1998, p. 440). Western European views and values are not negative in and of 
themselves—and this is the point that both the Harlem Renaissance and Negritude
thought-traditions highlight and accent—but, when and where Eurocentric axiology
and aesthetics are foisted or superimposed onto the colored and colonized world is
precisely the place where a cultural mishap has taken place. In fact, Senghor per-
ceptively pointed out that the colored and colonized world has not historically cho-
sen European views and values because they felt that these were the best, or health-
iest, or most humane views and values. But, because they have had no choice: “For
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if European civilization were to be imposed [as it historically has been], unmodi-
fied, on all peoples and continents, it could only be by force” (Senghor, 1998, p. 441,
emphasis added). European views and values have been and continue to be “forced”
onto non-Europeans, their cultures and continents, and it must be remembered
here, as both Fanon (1960b, 1968, 1969) and Foucault (1978, 1997, 2000) have as-
serted, “force” always entails some form of violence, whether physical or psycho-
logical. 

Senghor suggested “cultural borrowing” as a solution to the “colonial problem.”
“[C]ultural borrowing” would “enable . . . us to adapt ourselves to the new situa-
tion” or, at the least, “make a better adaptation to the situation” (Senghor, 1996, p.
51). However, Senghor surreptitiously side-steps the fact that “the new situation” re-
mains a “situation” where past and present European imperialism ubiquitously be-
queaths an unprecedented amount of power, privilege, and prestige to Euro-
peans/whites. His concept of “cultural borrowing” fails to take the historicity of the
colored and colonized world into critical consideration (Serequeberhan, 1991a,
1991b, 2000). For, if the “power relations”—to use Foucault’s phrase—of the “new
situation” are identical to those of the “old situation,” then what, pray tell, makes it
a “new situation”? This is not to say that Senghor’s concept of “cultural borrowing”
does not and should not resonate deeply within the world of Africana philosophy
and critical theory, but that his concept is ahistorical and does not adequately grap-
ple with and/or engage the world (European and non-European) as it actually ex-
ists. “Cultural borrowing” lacks historical depth and for that reason needs to be
rooted in the realities of the non-European world, before and beyond European im-
perialism. 

At the heart of the theory of Negritude, Senghor (1996) observed, is “the aware-
ness, defense, and development of African cultural values” (p. 49). In advocating a
“return” to and/or the rediscovering of “African cultural values” in an effort to as-
certain their applicability to the modern moment, the theorists of Negritude helped
to spawn the contemporary discourse on “traditional” African and “ethnophiloso-
phy.”23 Whether we understand “ethnophilosophy,” as Paulin Hountondji (1996)
does, to be “the imaginary search for an immutable, collective philosophy, common
to all Africans” (p. 38). Or, if we interpret “ethnophilosophy” as Kwasi Wiredu does,
as “the philosophy implicit in the life, thought, and talk of the traditional African,”
this aspect of African thought-traditions must consistently be critically and dialecti-
cally engaged because, as Césaire said, the African past contains “values that could
still make an important contribution to the world” (Wiredu, 1991, p. 88; Césaire,
1972, p. 76).

The theorists of Negritude, in suggesting that Africans excavate their past for ap-
propriate and applicable views and values with regard to their present, laid the foun-
dation for the discourse of and on “ethno-” or “traditional” African philosophy.
However, unfortunately Placide Tempels, via his work Bantu Philosophy, is often con-
sidered by the workers in African philosophy as the founder or “father” of this dis-
course (Imbo, 1998, pp. 8–11; Masolo, 1994, pp. 46–67). Tempels did mine the
worldview of the Bantus, but he did so with the wicked intention of opening up the
“ethno-mind,” laying the “primitive thought” of these “primitive people” to bear,
before a European colonial readership (Van Niekerk, 1998, p. 74). Further, it should
be importantly pointed out that Tempels’ volume was not published until 1945, a
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whole decade after the theorists of Negritude had initiated their poetic, political,
and philosophical movement that rested on a recurring theoretical theme of “re-
turn.”24 This motif of “return”—the engagement of the views and values of the past
in order to appropriate and apply the insights to the present—has trickled down to
our modern moment and has contributed to the discourse of Africana philosophy
a fertile conceptual ground that promises to yield an abundant harvest. Although
many Western European-trained philosophers of African descent have criticized the
workers in “ethno-” or “traditional” African philosophy, Wiredu reminds us that
“when we speak of the philosophy of a people we are talking of a tradition,” and the
“study of both traditional African philosophy and various systems of modern phi-
losophy is likely to be existentially beneficial,” because, as Kwame Gyekye put it,
“we cannot create (or re-create) African philosophy . . . out of the European heritage:
If we could, it would not . . . be African philosophy” (Wiredu, 1991, p. 94; Gyekye,
1995, p. 9, emphasis added).

If, indeed, “when we speak of the philosophy of a people we are talking of a tra-
dition,” Africana philosophy, then, as with other cultural group’s philosophical tra-
ditions, must out of necessity be based, almost inherently, on the historicity, the
lived-experiences, the life-worlds and life-struggles of both continental and diaspo-
ran Africans. Philosophy invariably emerges out of and should engage a cultural
context and a (particular) historical coordinate or problematic, and even the most
“universal” of philosophical thought is and may be “located” within the locus of a
particular people’s life-worlds and language-worlds. Take, for example, Western Eu-
ropean philosophical thought, Gyekye (1995) asserted, “Western philosophy was it-
self brewed in a cultural soup whose ingredients were the mentalities, experiences,
and the folk thought and folkways of Western peoples” (p. 34). This means, then,
that “[i]n attempting to establish an African [or Africana] philosophical tradition
one should rather start one’s investigation from the beliefs, thought, and linguistic
categories of African peoples” (p. 35). The theorists of Negritude, taking their cue
from the radicals of the Harlem Renaissance, advocated that persons of African de-
scent “return” to, or rather rediscover, the teachings and texts, logic(s) and lessons of
their ancestors in order to provide interpretations, clarifications, and solutions to
the conceptual puzzles that confront Africans, as well as others, in the present. Both
Wiredu and Gyekye assign a similar role to the contemporary workers in/of African
philosophy. In “On Defining African Philosophy,” Wiredu (1991) charged:

[T]his is the time when there is the maximum need to study African traditional philos-
ophy. Because of the historical accident of colonialism, the main part of the philosoph-
ical training of contemporary African scholars has come to derive from foreign sources.
Why should the African uncritically assimilate the conceptual schemes embedded in for-
eign languages and cultures? Philosophical truth can indeed be disentangled from cul-
tural contingencies. But for this purpose nothing is more useful than the ability to com-
pare different languages and cultures in relation to their philosophical prepossessions.
Insofar as a study of traditional philosophy may enable one to do just this, it can be
philosophically beneficial to the African as well as the non-African. . . . [T]he philo-
sophical thought of a traditional (i.e., preliterate and non-industrialized) society may
hold some lessons of moral significance for a more industrialized society. (p. 98)

And, in a similar vein, Gyekye (1995) conscientiously contended:
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[M]odern African philosophers must base themselves in the cultural life and experiences
of the community. While reflecting modern circumstances, such philosophical activity
may commit itself to refining aspects of traditional thought in the light of modern
knowledge and experience. The cultural or social basis (or relevance) of the philosoph-
ical enterprise seems to indicate that if a philosophy produced by a modern African has
no basis in the culture and experience of African peoples, then it cannot appropriately
claim to be an African philosophy, even though it was created by an African philosopher.
I suggest therefore that the starting points, the organizing concepts and categories of modern
African philosophy be extracted from the cultural, linguistic, and historical background of
African peoples, if that philosophy is to have relevance and meaning for the people, if it
is to enrich their lives. (pp. 33, 42, all emphasis in original)

Taking the above comments into critical consideration, this means then that
workers in Africana philosophy need more than a mere perfunctory knowledge of
the historicity of African peoples (“precolonial,” “colonial,” “neocolonial” and/or
“postcolonial”), their thought-traditions, belief-systems, and socio-political strug-
gles. More to the point, Africana philosophy draws from and takes as its point of de-
parture “traditional African philosophy,” and seeks to graft the insights gleaned
from the critical engagement of the said discourse onto “the contemporary African
situation” (Gyekye, 1995, pp. 11, 40). This “situation” is, “because of the historical
accident of colonialism,” one which currently extends well beyond the geographical
circumference of the African continent. Continental Africans do not and should not
be allowed to have a monopoly on African identity, or rather “Africanity,” as the the-
orists of Negritude put it. In this regard, Nigerian Nobel laureate Wole Soyinka
(1990), in his essay “The African World and the Ethno-Cultural Debate,” sardon-
ically queried: “How can we as intelligent human beings submit to the self-impris-
onment of a ‘saline consciousness’ which insists that, contrary to all historic evi-
dence, Africa stops wherever salt water licks its shores? Or that, conversely, all that
is bound by salt water on the African continent is necessarily African?” (p. 19). We
would do well to cautiously consider Soyinka’s queries. Soyinka knows, as should
the workers of Africana philosophy, that “Africa”—whether “invention” or “idea,” as
Mudimbe (1988, 1994) would have it—is more than a mere material/physical spa-
tial reality, but a conglomeration of multicultural, transethnic, and transgenera-
tional thought-traditions, belief-systems, life-worlds, and language-worlds that are
drawn from and contributed to by persons of African descent (and, if truth be told,
“Africanists”—i.e., non-African scholars and cultural workers) wherever they exist.

In stating that “Africa” and “the contemporary African situation” does not pertain
exclusively to the physical land mass, nor the persons who reside on what is cur-
rently called “the African continent,” but extends to persons of African descent the
world over, I wish to allude to the fact that both Wiredu and Soyinka acknowledge
the historical reality of the diabolical dispersion and colonial conquest of African
peoples in the contemporary context. “[B]ecause of the historical accident of colo-
nialism,” “Africa” and what it means to be “African” have been altered indefinitely
(albeit, not irreparably, since culture is an ever-evolving shared human product and
shared human project). This means, then, that cultural workers of African descent
(and Africanists) must, from within the vortex of this insoluble situation, “return”
to or rediscover and wring meaning from not merely an aspect of “the contemporary
African situation,” that is, the continental African situation, but the whole of the 
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contemporary African situation, which includes the African diaspora just as much as
it does the African continent. In short, any discussion of the contemporary African
situation, as opposed to, say, the “Nigerian,” or “Ethiopian,” or “Kenyan,” or “Zim-
babwean” situation, must by default include the Africans of the diaspora, or else
what one is really referring to is the “continental” African situation. Of course, we
desperately need studies that focus on particular continental and diasporan African
cultural groups, but these studies should be appropriately titled so as not to mislead
the students and scholars of Africana Studies, and Africana philosophy and critical
theory in specific, considering the present discussion.

NEGRITUDE’S DECONSTRUCTIVE AND 
RECONSTRUCTIVE CHALLENGES TO AFRICANA, 

EUROPEAN, AND EUROPEAN AMERICAN PHILOSOPHY

In “African ‘Philosophy’?: Deconstructive and Reconstructive Challenges,” Lucius
Outlaw (1996a) stated that Negritude is “one of the most deconstructive forms of
African philosophizing,” because it registers “a major challenge to the notion and
ideal of what it means for Africans to be human” (pp. 66–67, emphasis in original).
If we follow Mudimbe (1988), then we, to a certain extent, understand “Africa” to
be an invention and/or creation not wholly of our (i.e., Africans’) own construction.
Therefore, what it means to be “African”—again, “to a certain extent”—must be con-
fronted, contested, and critically and dialectically engaged with an understanding of
the history of the African experience, past and present, continental and diasporan.
The theoreticians of Negritude, in advocating that persons of African descent “re-
turn” to, or rediscover African views and values, sought to reclaim and rehabilitate
African thought-systems and identities, and by doing so they challenged the very—
as Ato Sekyi-Otu (1996) put it—“imperial and pure universals” that Western Euro-
pean culture and civilization prides itself on (p. 104). In Negritude, Outlaw (1996a)
acutely observed, 

[W]e have the reclamation of the place of Africans on the stage of human history, but
now cast in roles defined by Africans who have structured those roles out of what they
take to be the meanings of African histories and existences, both of which are seen as
decidedly different (or ought to be) from the histories and existences of peoples of Eu-
rope. But the complex of strategies that we now refer to as Negritude involved much
more than the rehabilitation of Africa. In addition to the construction of a philosophi-
cal anthropology carved out of African ebony, there was also an effort to displace from
its dominating position the paradigm of rationalist epistemology championed by pro-
ponents of Philosophy by arguing in favor of an epistemology that had its basis in
African racial/bio-cultural life-worlds. . . . In addition, for Senghor and other Negritude
writers, African historical-cultural life-worlds are shaped by values and aesthetics partic-
ular to African peoples. Part of the Negritude agenda was to identify the elements and
practices constituting these life-worlds and to reclaim and rehabilitate them from the
twisted amnesia resulting from European colonialism and enslavement. Thus, in addi-
tion to arguments in behalf of an African epistemology, Negritude bequeathed African-
centered aesthetics, axiology, and socio-political philosophies. (p. 67, emphasis in orig-
inal)
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This challenges conventional conceptions, Africana and otherwise, of Negritude,
and it also enables us to reframe the discourse on Negritude’s contributions to rad-
ical politics and the Africana tradition of critical theory. What places Outlaw’s analy-
sis of Negritude on a different plane is the simple fact that he moves beyond the
conventional one-dimensional critique of Negritude, which usually argues that it
has little or nothing to offer to contemporary Africana Studies, and Africana philos-
ophy in particular, and critically interrogates it with an eye toward the ways in
which, when viewed from an “African-centered” perspective, it contributes impor-
tant paradigms and points of departure. In other words, Outlaw’s analysis of Negri-
tude is distinguished in that it is dialectical; carefully distinguishing between its pro-
gressive Africana elements and its retrogressive Eurocentric elements, and vice versa.
This should be stressed, as all too often Africana theoretical traditions and Africana
theorists are engaged in extremely rigid and unrealistic ways, which usually focus
more on the ways in which they are either similar or dissimilar to Eurocentric theo-
ries and theorists, without asking what I believe to be the more important questions,
such as: What distinct contributions does the Africana tradition of critical theory
make to critical theory in a general—i.e., white and non-white, world-historical–
sense? What are the major theoretic motifs and methods, and who are the major
theorists of the Africana tradition of critical theory? What were the ancient and pre-
colonial African conceptions of wisdom, philosophy, and theory that might be most
useful for contemporary critical theorists, Africana and otherwise, deeply preoccu-
pied with the deconstruction and reconstruction of radical politics and critical so-
cial theory? What lessons can contemporary societies learn from classical and tradi-
tional African social and political theories, movements, and systems? 

If, indeed, one of the main motifs of Negritude involves a critical “return” to pre-
colonial, traditional, and/or authentic African views and values, then, part of its
contribution to the Africana tradition of critical theory revolves around its empha-
sis on a sense of history and a deeper, more critical relationship with African cul-
ture(s) and struggle(s). This is often obscured by many Africana philosophers pre-
occupation with and over-focus on the misguided and mealy-minded nature of
Senghorian Negritude, without a clear delineation of the ways in which Senghor and
his, however nebulous, Negritude, when taken along with Cesairean (and Sartrean)
Negritude, in the final analysis registers in the world of black radical politics as one
of the great challenges to European imperialism, to white world supremacy, and to
the Eurocentric idea and invention of Africa and Africans. Speaking directly to this
issue, Outlaw importantly asserted:

Like all discursive ventures, Negritude was not a homogeneous unity, nor is there con-
sensus regarding the meaning of the term. And there continue[s] to be powerful (and
sometimes persuasive) criticisms of Senghorian Negritude. Nonetheless, the Negritude
arguments, fundamentally, involved a profound displacement of the African invented by
Europeans. It is this African challenge and displacement, through radical critique and
counter-construction, that have been deconstructive in particularly powerful and influ-
ential ways: involving direct attacks on the assumed embodiment of the paragon of hu-
manity in whites of Europe, an attack that forces this embodiment back upon itself,
forces it to confront its own historicity, its own wretched history of atrocities, and the
stench of the decay announcing the impending death of the hegemonic ideal of the
Greco-European Rational Man. (p. 67)
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Negritude deconstructs “the hegemonic ideal of the Greco-European Rational
Man” precisely at the moment that it “reclaims and rehabilitates” the “values and
aesthetics” that are purportedly, according to Outlaw, “particular to African peo-
ples.” In no uncertain terms Negritude advanced the notion that African people can
and should “reclaim and rehabilitate”—i.e. “return” to, or as I would prefer “redis-
cover”—“African-centered aesthetics, axiology, and socio-political philosophies.” In
challenging “the African invented by Europeans,” Negritude contributes to the dis-
courses of Africana philosophy and Africana critical theory a type of philosophical
praxis that is concurrently a “radical critique” of Eurocentric concepts of “Man” and
a “counter-construction” of the African that is “cast in roles defined by Africans who
have structured those roles out of what they take to be the meanings of African his-
tories and existences.” Put another way, Negritude provides philosophers and criti-
cal theorists of African descent, as well as Africanists, with an emulative model that
is rooted in and grows out of the lives and lessons, thoughts and texts of both con-
tinental and diasporan Africans, and it demonstrates that Africana philosophy and
Africana critical theory must out of historical necessity dialectically “deconstruct”
Eurocentric concepts and categories simultaneously as it “reconstructs” “African
epistemology,” and “African-centered aesthetics, axiology, and socio-political
philosophies.”25

Negritude, by steering Africana Studies scholars and, more particularly, specialists
in Africana philosophy and Africana critical theory, in the direction of an engage-
ment with “traditional” African philosophy, in a sense promotes the contextualiza-
tion and historicization of Africana philosophical and political thought. This is pre-
cisely what forced Senghor to “deconstruct” his early Sartre-influenced conception
of Negritude and “reconstruct” it into the more “African identity”—i.e., “African-
ity”—affirming conception that he is now famous (if not infamous) for in Africana
philosophical circles (Imbo, 1998; English, 1996; English and Kalumba, 1996;
Hord and Lee, 1995; Irele, 1965a, 1965b, 1970, 1971, 1977; Masolo, 1994; Shutte,
1998; Towa, 1971). Senghor realized, one could say, that in order to “reconstruct”
the African, he would, in a certain sense, have to “deconstruct” the European and,
further, that the African—in opposition to the Hegelian philosophy of history—
does not exist outside of the bounds of human history. Sartre robbed the oppressed
of their agency. Senghor sought, however subtly and servilely, to reclaim it. More-
over, it should be recalled that Sartre maintained that Negritude was a reactionary
“moment,” “the minor term” of a “dialectical progression,” but Senghor (1996)
said, “the struggle for Negritude must not be negation but affirmation” (p. 49; em-
phasis in original). In affirming Africanity, Senghor snatched the attempted abort-
ment of African agency away from Sartre, resuscitated it, and initiated the contem-
porary critique by Africana philosophers of Western European philosophical and
cultural categories and conceptions being grafted onto Africana life-worlds and
lived-experiences.26

When Senghor (1996) stated, “our Negritude no longer expresses itself as oppo-
sition to European values, but as a complement to them,” he, in a way, confuted
Sartre’s assertion that Negritude, being an “antithetical value,” is a “negative mo-
ment” that is “insufficient by itself” (p. 50). Negritude, being “the awareness by a
particular social group or people of its own situation in the world,” insofar as Sen-
ghor was concerned, was not “insufficient by itself” by the very fact that it was his-
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torically housed diametrically adjacent to “the supremacy of the white man,” as
Sartre put it (p. 49). On the contrary, “the supremacy of the white man” may per-
haps be “insufficient by itself,” because it inherently depends on an “Other,” some-
one outside of itself and its life-world and language-worlds, which it seeks to de-
nude, degrade, and dominate—and, if that “Other” is not a non-white, though they
usually are, this hegemony has historically translated itself into sexism, patriarchy,
or the gender oppression of women of European descent (Bell and Blumenfeld,
1995; Gould, 1973, 1984; Gould and Wartofsky, 1976; Jackson, 1993; Jaggar and
Young, 1998; Kauffman, 1993; G. Lloyd, 1984; Pateman, 1988, 1989; Tong, 1989;
Tuana, 1995; Tuana and Tong, 1995).27 One need not meditate long on Sartre’s
cryptic comments announcing the death of Negritude in order to detect a Hegelian
line of thinking that leads directly to Hegel’s infamous “master/slave” dialectic.
However, Fanon (1967) debunked this Sartrean, one-dimensional interpretation
and projection of the Hegelian dialectic onto the “White master”/“Black slave” situ-
ation long ago, stating:

There is not an open conflict between white and black. 
One day the White Master, without conflict, recognized the Negro slave.
But the former slave wants to make himself recognized.
At the foundation of [the] Hegelian dialectic there is an absolute reciprocity which

must be emphasized. It is in the degree to which I go beyond my own immediate being
that I apprehend the existence of the other as a natural and more than natural reality. If
I close the circuit, if I prevent the accomplishment of movement in two directions, I keep
the other within himself. Ultimately, I deprive him even of this being-for-itself. . . . In its
immediacy, consciousness of self is simple being-for-itself. In order to win the certainty
of oneself, the incorporation of the concept of recognition is essential. Similarly, the
other is waiting for recognition by us, in order to burgeon into the universal conscious-
ness of self. Each consciousness of self is in quest of absoluteness. It wants to be recog-
nized as a primal value without reference to life, as a transformation of subjective cer-
tainty (Gewissheit) into objective truth (Wahrheit). . . . Self-consciousness accepts the risk
of its life, and consequently it threatens the other in his physical being. . . . Thus human
reality in-itself-for-itself can be achieved only through conflict and through the risk that
conflict implies. This risk means that I go beyond life toward a supreme good that is the
transformation of subjective certainty of my own worth into a universally valid objective
truth. (pp. 217–218, all emphasis in original)

Following Fanon, both “the supremacy of the white man” and Negritude are in-
adequate because of the “absolute reciprocity” that must exist if either is to be a
“universally valid objective truth.” In order to be “universally valid” both positions
of the dialectic must not only “recognize” and “reciprocate” the other’s “primal
value,” or human worth, but both must “go beyond life toward a supreme good.”
Senghor swung in this direction when he stated, “our Negritude no longer expresses
itself as opposition to European values, but as a complement to them.” But, it must
be reiterated that Senghor’s concept of the African is in large part culled from Euro-
centric and white supremacist projections of primitivism onto Africa and Africans.
Negritude nevertheless, unlike “the supremacy of the white man,” does not seek to
deprive any human being or cultural group of its “being-for-itself,” of its humanity,
and Sartre is well aware that “the supremacy of the white man” is a defiling and de-
forming, inhuman digressive discursive formation and praxis that rests on faulty
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logic and pseudo-science. As Sartre (1968) self-reflexively and eloquently observed
in his preface to Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth:

We [Europeans] were men at his [the racialized and colonized’s] expense, he makes him-
self man at ours: a different man; of higher quality. . . . With us, to be a man is to be an
accomplice of colonialism, since all of us without exception have profited by colonial
exploitation. . . . [F]or with us there is nothing more consistent than a racist humanism
since the European has only been able to become a man through creating slaves and
monsters. (pp. 24–26; see also Sartre, 1995)

In opposition to “the supremacy of the white man” Senghor (1998) put forward
his borrowed (from Teilhard de Chardin) concept of “the Civilization of the Uni-
versal,” which maintained that “if European civilization were to be imposed, un-
modified [as it historically has been], on all peoples and continents, it could only
be by force” and, therefore, “it would not be humanistic, for it would cut itself off
from the complementary values of the greater part of humanity” (p. 441). Realizing,
as Sartre did, the “racist humanism” of European culture and civilization, Senghor,
perhaps taking his cue from Fanon, went “beyond life [or his own immediate situ-
ation] toward a supreme good” that recognized and reciprocated “primal values,” or
the human worth of other peoples and their cultures and civilizations. Senghor,
conceiving of Negritude as a “complement” to European values, side-steps Sartre’s
Hegelian dialectical progression which, of course, ends (telos) in synthesis, and of-
fers up a seminal theoretical theme from Africana philosophical discourse, comple-
mentarity. Negritude, for Senghor, was no longer an “antithetical value,” or an “anti-
racist racism” as it was for Sartre, but an affirmation of African humanity that was
perpetually open to revision and redefinition. Disentangling his theory of Negritude
from Sartre’s, Senghor solemnly said:

[O]ur revised Negritude is humanistic, I repeat, it welcomes the complementary values
of Europe and the white man, and indeed, of all other races and continents. But it wel-
comes them in order to fertilize and reinvigorate its own values, which it then offers for
the construction of a civilization which shall embrace all mankind. The neo-Humanism
of the twentieth century stands at the point where the paths of all nations, races, and
continents cross, where the four winds of the spirit blow. (p. 441)28

Countering the “racist humanism” of Europe, Senghor’s revised “humanistic”
Negritude breaks free from Sartre’s Hegelian dialectical progression and Manichean
thinking, and openly acknowledges that “the” world, as it actually exists, is not
merely a series of binary oppositions between blacks and whites, or Africans and Eu-
ropeans, but a world full of “other races [and cultures] and continents.” Senghor’s
new Negritude welcomed the values of the rest of the racialized and colonized world
“in order to fertilize and reinvigorate its own values,” hence the concept of “cultural
borrowing,” and it is interested ultimately in “the construction of a civilization
which shall embrace all mankind.” Negritude, like Du Bois and James’s Pan-African
Marxism and, as we shall soon see, Fanon’s discourse on decolonization, was ulti-
mately concerned with the greater good, the “supreme good” of humanity—that is,
it was profoundly, nay radically, humanistic. In this sense, then, it contributes and
helps to highlight another important theme of the discourse of Africana critical the-
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ory: its revolutionary humanism, its deep and abiding concern not merely for “the
contemporary African situation,” but for the “supreme good,” to use Fanon’s phrase,
of suffering humanity as a whole. 

Where the theorists of Negritude synthesized Pan-Africanism, black nationalism,
Marxism, existentialism and surrealism into their own extremely original artistic, in-
tellectual and political project, Frantz Fanon—as I have hinted at throughout this
chapter—wielded a new form of Negritude, a neo-Negritude, if you will, against the
new forms of racism, sexism, capitalism, and colonialism. His thought and texts
challenge the very foundations of Africana (as well as European and European
American) philosophy, and makes several seminal contributions to Africana critical
theory in the sense that his offerings acutely accent the constantly changing charac-
ter of imperialism, especially as it expresses itself as racism and colonialism, or what
has been termed racial colonialism. For Fanon, colonized and racialized people, es-
pecially black folk, needed to do much more than “return” to the traditions of their
ancestors, as it would seem that Senghor and—to a certain extent—Cesaire would
have it. From Fanon’s perspective, more than a mere cultural revolution was needed
as well. What Fanon proposed was a complete revolution, one that encompassed
not only cultural reclamation, but also self and social transformation. He argued
that it was not simply continents and cultures that had been colonized, but many
of the very concepts that racialized and colonized people were using in their efforts
to attain their freedom. As a consequence, he developed one of the most important
discourses on decolonization in recent memory. Therefore, the next chapter will be
devoted to a critical exploration of Fanon’s discourse on decolonization and its con-
tributions to the Africana tradition of critical theory. 

NOTES

1. For further discussion of connections between the Harlem Renaissance, the develop-
ment of Negritude, and Paris, see the aforementioned, Ako (1982), Bamikunle (1982), Fabre
(1993), as well as, more recent research by Archer-Straw (2000), Cazenave (2005), Irele
(2004), and Jules-Rosette (1998).

2. On Negritude’s implications for radical politics, see Berrian and Long (1967), Chik-
wendu (1977), Cismaru (1974), Climo (1976), English (1996), Fabre (1975), Feuser (1966),
Finn (1988), Flather (1966), Gbadegesin (1991b), Hale (1974), Irele (1965a, 1965b, 1968,
1970, 1971, 1986), Jeanpierre (1961), E.A. Jones (1971), Kennedy (1968, 1988), Kennedy
and Trout (1966) Kesteloot (1990, 1991), Knight (1974), Lagneau (1961), Lindfors (1970,
1980), R. Long (1969), Luvai (1974), Markovitz (1967, 1969), Mohome (1968), Senghor
(1998), Shelton (1964), Simon (1963), L.V. Thomas (1965), Towa (1969a, 1969b, 1971),
Trout and Kennedy (1968), Wake (1963), and Wanja (1974). 

3. For a discussion of the various critiques of “Sartrean Negritude,” see Masolo (1994, pp.
30–37), “The Critics of ‘Orphée Noir’.”

4. On the notion of “negation” in Negritude, see Knipp (1974).
5. For full-scale treatments Césaire’s literary career, see Arnold (1981), G. Davies (1997),

Scharfman (1987), and Frutkin (1973). Hale (1974) and Pallister (1991) provide excellent
analyses of both Césaire’s literary and political writings, while M.W. Bailey (1992) and Irele
(1968) focus specifically on Césaire’s political plays. Cismaru (1974), B.H. Edwards (2005),
Jahn (1958), Kennedy (1968, 1988), Kesteloot (1995), Nesbitt (2000), Tomich (1979), and
Towa (1969a, 1969b) are a few of the more noteworthy and seminal articles/essays in Césaire
studies.
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6. In order to fully understand Negritude it is important to critically engage France and
French citizens’ ambivalent relationship with French colonialism (nay, French imperialism)
in Africa and the Caribbean. There are all sorts of tall-tales and mythmaking concerning
French colonialism—with the most common claim being that the French form of colonial-
ism, when contrasted with that of other European colonial empires, was somehow more
benevolent and not as violent—this, to be perfectly honest and historically accurate, is quite
simply not true. Most certainly, it is extremely important to revisit Fanon’s The Wretched of the
Earth and Gillo Pontecorvo’s The Battle of Algiers, but it is equally important to turn to the
scores of scholarly texts produced since these watershed works first exploded the myth of
French colonial benevolence. For further, more critical and historical discussions of “French
Africa,” “French Africans,” “Francophone Africa,” and French colonialism in Africa and the
Caribbean, see Genova (2004), Laroussi and Miller (2003), S.K. Lewis (2006), Manning
(1998), C.L. Miller (1985, 1990, 1998), D.R.D. Thomas (2002), and G. Wilder (2003a,
2003c, 2005). 

7. On Césaire’s Negritude as a “revolutionary Negritude,” see Serequeberhan (1996, p.
245), Towa (1969), and G. Wilder (2004). For a discussion of Negritude in relation to Surre-
alism, Marxism, and Existentialism, see Eshelman and Smith (1983, pp. 3–8, 14–18), Finn
(1988, pp. 40–57), Kesteloot (1991, pp. 19–46, 102–119, 253–279), Knight (1974), and
Sellen (1967). 

8. See Engels (1972). For a critique of Engels’s “feminism,” see Lane (1976).
9. See Marx and Engels (1972). For a critique of Marx’s pro-colonial stance, see Said

(1978, pp. 153–157) and Serequeberhan (1990).
10. For a discussion of Negritude’s implications for African identity, and especially in re-

lation to the onslaught of European imperialism, see A. Diop (1962), Drachler (1963), and
Wylie (1985). 

11. On Senghor and Senghorian Negritude, see Beier (1959), Berrian and Long (1967),
Chikwendu (1977), Climo (1976), Finn (1988), Hyman (1971), E.A. Jones (1971), Kesteloot
(1990), Lagneau (1961), Markovitz (1969), L.V. Thomas (1965), and Towa (1971). On
“Sartrean Negritude,” see Jahn (1968) and Kesteloot (1991, pp. 105–115).

12. On “Hegelian Marxism,” which on several authors’ accounts is synonymous with
“Western Marxism,” see Gottlieb (1992), Jameson (1971), and Jay (1984). 

13. My thinking concerning “mulattos” and “cultural mulattoism” has been deeply influ-
enced by Zack (1993, 1995, 1998).

14. Senghor produced half a dozen major works in the area of “African socialism,” and it
is these texts that inform my analysis and critique of Senghorian socialism throughout this
section; please see, Senghor (1959, 1961, 1962, 1964a, 1964b, 1970).

15. Senghor’s extended treatment of “Africanity” may be found in Senghor (1971). For cri-
tiques of “Africanity,” as concieved by Senghor, see Jack (1996), Melady (1971), Serequeber-
han (1998), Simon (1963), Spleth (1993), and Towa (1971). 

16. For a critical discussion of Senghor’s interpretation and articulation of “traditional
African thought,” see Augustine Shutte, “African and European Philosophizings: Senghor’s
‘Civilization of the Universal’” (1998).

17. With regard to what I am referring to as “the radicalism of the Harlem Renaissance,”
please see, Bassett (1992), Favor (1999), G. Hutchinson (1995, 2007), E.E. Johnson (1997),
Kramer and Russ (1997), D.L. Lewis (1989), T. Martin (1991), Naison (1983), Tarver and
Barnes (2006), B.M. Tyler (1992), R.E. Washington (2001), Watson (1995), and Wintz
(1996b).

18. On Negritude’s assertion of an “African reality,” see Gonzales-Cruz (1979), Irele
(1977), and Shelton (1964). For a discussion of “African metaphysics,” see Teffo and Roux
(1998, pp. 134–149), which engages and delineates metaphysical concepts and categories
that are appropriate and applicable to African life-worlds and lived-experiences. 
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19. Masolo is not alone in asserting the Harlem Renaissance’s influence on Negritude, see
Fabre (1975, 1993), Feuser (1976), Gerard (1964, 1970, 1971, 1981, 1986, 1990, 1992),
Irele (2004), Jahn (1961, 1968), Jeanpierre (1961), Kennedy and Trout (1966), Kesteloot
(1991), Kesteloot and Kennedy (1974) and Mohome (1968), among the other works cited in
the text. 

20. Locke is an extremely important figure in the history of Africana philosophy, and more
specifically African American philosophy, not simply for the fact that he was the first African
American to be awarded a Ph.D. in philosophy from Harvard University in 1917, but because
he made several seminal contributions to areas as diverse as aesthetics, value theory, philos-
ophy of race, philosophy of culture, philosophy of education, and social and political phi-
losophy. On Locke’s life and philosophy, see L. Harris (1989, 1999a), Linnemann (1982),
Locke (1983, 1989, 1992), and J. Washington (1986, 1994). 

21. For critical discussions of Locke’s philosophy of art and concept of African aesthetics
as they relate to his notions of axiological inheritance and African ancestral legacy, see Barnes
(1982) and Helbling (1999).

22. There are several essays in the anthologies of L. Harris (1999a) and Linnemann (1982)
which treat Locke’s theory of art (aesthetics) and value theory (axiology), see Cureau (1982),
G. Hall (1982), Harvey (1982), Mason (1982), Duran and Stewart (1999) J.M. Green (1999),
and Scholz (1999).

23. Appiah (1992), Biakolo (1998), Hountondji (1996), Imbo (1998), Kaphagawani
(1998), Masolo (1994), Oruka (1990a, 1990b), Van Nierkerk (1998), and Van Staden (1998)
provide historical and critical discussions of ethnophilosophy.

24. On the thematic and conceptual thrust(s) of Negritude, see Bastide (1961), Beier
(1959), Berrian and Long (1967), Blair (1961a, 1961b), Cismaru (1974), E.A. Jones (1971),
Lagneau (1961), Long (1969), Melone (1963), and L.V. Thomas (1965).

25. For further discussion of “African epistemology,” see Kaphagawani (1998) and Sogolo
(1998b).

26. Negritude, and more specifically, Senghorian Negritude, then, can be said to prefigure
the Horton-Wiredu debate in which Robin Horton (1993) compares, “African traditional
thought” to Western Science, and Kwasi Wiredu (1980) counter argues that the comparison
Horton makes is problematic because it presupposes that “African traditional thought” is
“non-scientific,” or either the product of a “pre-scientific stage of development.” Masolo
(1994) offers an excellent—albeit critical—commentary on the Horton-Wiredu/Western sci-
ence vs. African thought debate.

27. To date, one of the best works on Negritude and feminism is, of course, T. Denean
Sharpley-Whiting’s Negritude Women (2002). However, my analysis here has also been in-
formed by Omofolabo Ajayi’s “Negritude, Feminism, and the Quest for Identity” (1997). 

28. For critical discussions of Negritude’s contributions and connections to radical (or,
rather, revolutionary) anti-racist humanism, see Fabre and Eburne (2005), Gerard (1962),
Moulard-Leonard (2005), and G. Wilder (2005).

Aimé Césaire and Léopold Senghor 163





I am not merely here-and-now, sealed into thingness. I am for somewhere else and
for something else. I demand that notice be taken of my negating activity insofar
as I pursue something other than life; insofar as I do battle for the creation of a hu-
man world—that is, of a world of reciprocal recognitions. He who is reluctant to
recognize me opposes me. In a savage struggle I am willing to accept convulsions
of death, invincible dissolution, but also the possibility of the impossible.

—Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, p. 218

Fanon hides nothing: in order to fight against us the former colony must fight
against itself: or, rather, the two struggles form part of a whole.

—Jean-Paul Sartre, “Preface to The Wretched of the Earth,” p. 11

Everything, on Fanon’s account of the social and symbolic conditions of postcolo-
nial existence, requires to be reread and rewritten. Everything is an invitation to
“invention.”

—Ato Sekyi-Otu, Fanon’s Dialectic of Experience, p. 40

Fanon is not simply a man of action, he is also a critic of reactive action. 

—Nigel C. Gibson, Fanon: The Postcolonial Imagination, p. 41

Severed from its body, Fanon’s thought can signify everything and nothing at the
same time.

—E. San Juan, Jr., 1999, p. 126

I do not come with timeless truths.

—Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, p. 7
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THE FACTS OF FANON’S REVOLUTIONARY BLACKNESS

Frantz Fanon was born in the folds of French colonialism on July 20, 1925 on the
Caribbean island of Martinique. Unlike Du Bois, but very similar to his Caribbean
comrades James and Césaire, his family was firmly “upper middle-class” and, in the
“typically complicated Martiniquan manner,” hyper-preoccupied with all the ques-
tions concerning race, color, and class (Gendzier, 1973, p. 10; see also Macey, 2004).
Fanon’s father, Félix Casimir Fanon, was of mixed Indian and Martiniquan origin,
while his mother, Elénore Médélice Fanon, was of Alsatian extraction, herself “the
illegitimate daughter of parents of mixed blood” and heritages (Gendzier, 1973, p.
10). Frantz Fanon’s first name, of course, reflected his mother’s Alsatian ancestry. He
was the fourth, youngest, and middle son of his parent’s eight children, and—in
keeping with the unique color complex(es) of the Caribbean, it is extremely impor-
tant to observe—he was the darkest member of his family. The “fact of [his] black-
ness,” as he himself put it in Black Skin, White Masks, was never allowed to be for-
gotten, neither among his family and friends, nor, most especially, among the
Martiniquan public at large. 

At age eighteen Fanon enlisted in the Free French unit, then believing that “his
own freedom, that of Martinique and that of France were inextricably bound up to-
gether” (Macey, 2000, p. 91). Between 1944 and 1946 he served in Algeria, where
he also came into contact with Senegalese soldiers. This, to say the least, was an eye-
opening and life-altering experience for him, and it was there in Africa that he be-
gan to develop a critical consciousness of colonialism and its physical and psycho-
logical effects on the colonized. After he was wounded and discharged from the
French Army he opted to study psychiatry because of its synthesis of medicine, psy-
chology and philosophy, he believed, would enable him to pursue his increasing in-
terests in the psychological effects of racism and colonialism on both the colonizer
and the colonized. He studied first in Paris and then in Lyon, from 1947 to 1951.
Following the successful completion of his qualifying exams, Fanon began to prac-
tice initially in Saint Ylie, France, then in Pontorson, Normandy, and finally in Bl-
ida-Joinville, Algeria, where he was appointed Chef de service in 1953. In 1952 he
was wed to a Frenchwoman of Corsican-gypsy descent, Marie-Josephe Dublé
(known to all as Josie), whom he met in 1949 when she was eighteen years old and
still a classics student at her lycée. 

It was in Algeria as the Chef de service at the Psychiatric Hospital of Blida-Joinville
that Fanon acquired significant clinical experience and engaged in seminal psychi-
atric experiments through his work with 165 European women and 220 Algerian
men. During these decisive years Fanon honed his ideas on the social, political and
cultural causes and effects of many mental illnesses. He resigned from the psychi-
atric hospital in 1956 to join the Front de Libération Nationale (the FLN), the rev-
olutionary anti-colonial movement that successfully waged armed struggle for an in-
dependent (and Islamic) Algeria free from French colonialism. Fanon was not
content with the supposed neutrality his status as a medical doctor offered him. In
his letter of resignation he unequivocally intoned, “There comes a time when si-
lence becomes dishonesty” (Fanon, 1969, p. 54). He was determined to use his mil-
itary and medical training in the interest of Algeria’s liberation and all of Africa’s de-
colonization (see P. Adams, 1970; Bulhan, 1980b, 1985; Hopton, 1995; Macey,
1999; Razanajao, Postel and Allen, 1996; Ucelli, 2001; Youssef and Fadl, 1996). 
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Fanon began his formal association with the FLN as early as 1954 when he “coun-
seled” (in the psychiatric sense) several Algerian freedom fighters suffering from
“mental problems” as a result of the war. David Macey (2000), a leading Fanon bi-
ographer, maintains that Fanon’s “growing commitment to the nationalist move-
ment took the classic pattern of an initial contact, the rendering of minor ‘favors’
and the establishment of both trust and deeper involvement” (p. 265). Before long
Fanon was fully integrated into the FLN, working as a medic, freedom fighter, revo-
lutionary writer, and Algerian ambassador. He addressed the All-African Peoples
Congress held in Accra, Ghana, from December 8 to 12, 1958, as a member of the
Algerian delegation. There he rendezvoused with acclaimed Pan-African revolution-
aries, such as Patrice Lumumba, Tom M’Boya, Roberto Holden, and, of course, the
then President of Ghana, Kwame Nkrumah. 

It was at this crucial Pan-African congress that Fanon forcefully argued that the Al-
gerian struggle for freedom was, indeed, integral to the overarching Pan-African
movement, and introduced what would later become his controversial views on vi-
olence and decolonization. Although the congress of over two hundred delegates,
representing twenty-five countries, as a rule emphasized non-violence and negotia-
tion, especially Lumumba, M’Boya, and Nkrumah, Fanon shocked and awed his au-
dience with passionate pleas, exhorting the delegates to “never rule out recourse to
violence” (p. 368). For Fanon, racism and colonialism at their core are nothing
other than outright, naked violence, both physical and psychological violence.
Therefore, “[f]reedom fighters and nationalist leaders had to adopt all forms of
struggle and could not rely on peaceful negotiations alone” (p. 368, emphasis in
original). 

Out of his insistence that “[f]reedom fighters and nationalist leaders had to adopt
all forms of struggle and could not rely on peaceful negotiations alone” the African
Legion project was born. Often-overlooked in the commentary—critical and other-
wise—on Fanon, Macey contends that “the idea of an ‘African Legion’ came to mean
a great deal to Fanon” (p. 369). As much is evident when we turn to the concluding
section of Fanon’s (1969) essay entitled, “Accra: Africa Affirms Its Unity and Defines
Its Strategy,” where he wrote: 

In the settlement of colonies of the type of Kenya, Algeria, and South Africa there is una-
nimity: only armed struggle will bring about the defeat of the occupying nation. And the
African Legion, the principle of which was adopted in Accra, is the concrete response of
the African peoples to the will to colonial domination of the Europeans. In deciding to
create a corps of volunteers in all the territories the African peoples mean clearly to man-
ifest their solidarity with one another, thus expressing the realization that national lib-
eration is linked to the liberation of the continent. (pp. 156–157)

Shortly after his tendentious success at the Accra conference, Fanon was ap-
pointed the Gouvernment Provisoire de la République Algérienne’s (the GPRA’s)
ambassador to Ghana in 1959, and went on to represent the GPRA at several inter-
national conferences, including, the Conference for Peace and Security, Accra,
Ghana, April 7–10, 1960; the Afro-Asian Conference, Conarky, Guinea, April
12–15, 1960; and, the Third Conference of Independent African States, Addis Abba,
Ethiopia, June 17–19, 1960. Though it has often been downplayed by Fanon’s Eu-
rocentric critics, from the foregoing it is easily ascertained that he was, indeed, a
Pan-Africanist. However, I should quickly quip, his Pan-Africanism was often at 
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loggerheads with many of the more nationalist-oriented leaders of his time. It
should also be pointed out that though he was not religious in any sense of the
word, he was willing to devote his life to a liberation struggle that had as its end goal
an Islamic state. Clearly, then, Fanon was a complex and complicated person, com-
mitted, perhaps above all else, to racially colonized peoples’ right to self-definition,
self-determination and decolonization. In neglecting Fanon’s nuanced engagement
of Pan-Africanism, African socialism, and Algerian nationalism, many of his critics
have created or, rather, insidiously invented an ahistorical, fantastic, often inexcus-
ably Eurocentric, and extremely violent Fanon.

Fanon’s four books—Black Skin, White Masks, A Dying Colonialism, The Wretched
of the Earth, and Toward the African Revolution—reveal a dialectical thinker and criti-
cal theorist of extraordinary depth and insight, especially with regard to issues in-
volving Europe’s supposed white superiority and Africa’s alleged black inferiority;
racism, sexism, colonialism and neocolonialism; revolutionary self-determination
and revolutionary decolonization; the nature of revolutionary nationalism and its
interconnections with revolutionary humanism; colonial violence and anticolonial
violence; national consciousness, national culture and national liberation; the psy-
chology of both the colonizer and the colonized; and, the prospects and problem-
atics of a truly “postcolonial” African state. The man who came to be called, “the
apostle of violence,” “the prophet of a violent Third World revolution,” “the pris-
oner of hate,” and “the preacher of the gospel of the wretched of the earth,” died of
leukemia on December 6, 1961 at the unforgivably young age of thirty-six (E.
Hansen, 1977, p. 52; Macey, 2000, p. 2). Macey (2000), perhaps, captured the ever-
evolving posthumous life of Frantz Fanon best when he wrote at the dawn of the
twenty-first century, “[o]ver forty years after his death, Fanon remains a surprisingly
enigmatic and elusive figure. Whether he should be regarded as ‘Martiniquan,’ ‘Al-
gerian,’ ‘French,’ or simply ‘Black’ is not a question that can be decided easily. It is
also a long-standing question” (p. 7).1

Undoubtedly, Fanon has profoundly influenced twentieth and, already, twenty-
first century thinking about racism and colonialism, and whether his readers un-
derstand him to have been Caribbean, African, or French—or some synthesis of
each of the foresaid—it is extremely important to emphasize that he desired, above
all else, to be regarded quite simply as human, as a brother in the house of hard-
working, humble humanity. However, as the Ethiopian philosopher, Teodros Kiros
(2004), readily reminds us, “[w]e are the children of geography and history, born to
a given race, a given region, at a particular time, in a particular place” (p. 217).
Fanon, no matter how radically humanist, was not during his lifetime, and certainly
is not now, immune to these inescapable facts—the facts, as he himself said, of his
blackness. “An accomplished writer,” Kiros contends, “Frantz Fanon is regarded by
many as one of the greatest revolutionary thinkers of the twentieth century” (p.
217). He holds a special place in the hearts and minds of black radicals, revolu-
tionary nationalists, and Pan-Africanists because, Kiros continues: “He was a Pan-
Africanist who did not divide Africa into north and south, and he made it his mis-
sion always to remind the Algerians of their Africanity, and other Africans of the
Africanity of the north of the continent. His activities and writings were always
guided by a Pan-African lodestar” (p. 216). 
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Fanon (1968), then, was not simply against the colonization of African people
and the African continent, but he was also against the colonization of African
thought, what he termed in The Wretched of the Earth, the “racialization of thought”
(p. 212). In this chapter I examine what I understand to be Fanon’s major contri-
butions to Africana critical theory, most of which were included in the litany above
where I detailed the wide-range of issues his four books address. However, I should
emphasize at the outset, because his work has been engaged and appropriated by
scholars and activists of disparate disciplinary and political perspectives, Fanon’s
discourse on decolonization will be employed as the primary point of departure
and leitmotif in an effort to make his contributions to Africana critical theory acces-
sible to as broad an audience, academic and otherwise, as possible. His discourse on
decolonization, though, will be almost utterly incomprehensible without first
(re)turning to the anticolonialism of Aimé Césaire and intricately exploring what
Fanon borrowed from, and how he built on and went beyond, Césaire’s revolution-
ary Negritude and discourse on decolonization. 

FANON, CÉSAIRE, AND (DIS)CONTINUITY 
IN THE DISCOURSE ON DECOLONIZATION

I come back once more to Césaire . . . 
I feel that I can still hear Césaire . . . 
Once again I come back to Césaire; I wish that many black intellectuals would turn
to him for their inspiration.

—Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, pp. 90, 187

Fanon’s pronouncements are underwritten by the spectre of Negritude.

—Ato Sekyi-Otu, Fanon’s Dialectic of Experience, p. 44

Preceding Fanon, one of the early decolonizers and, perhaps, his greatest (single)
Africana influence, particularly with regard to the concept of decolonization, was
the Martiniquan poet and theorist of Negritude and radical politician, Aime Ce-
saire.2 Cesaire’s influence on Fanon is, quite simply, immeasurable and, seemingly,
ubiquitous throughout his corpus. Fanon’s earliest post-war political activities can
be linked to Cesaire and, as the highly regarded Ghanaian political scientist Em-
manuel Hansen (1977) has noted in his groundbreaking study, Frantz Fanon: Social
and Political Thought, though “[t]here is no evidence that Fanon was at this time
[1946] sympathetic to the Communist cause. He was more interested in the cultural
nationalism of Cesaire. His participation in the campaign activities of Aime Cesaire
was very instructive” (p. 27). Further exploring Fanon’s intellectual and political re-
lationship with Césaire, the French intellectual historian, David Caute (1970), con-
tends, “Fanon took his . . . lead from Césaire” (p. 15). Caute continues: “Fanon’s
first debt was to Aimé Césaire, and particularly to his masterpieces Cahier d’un retour
au pays natal [Return to My Native Land] and Discours sur le colonialisme [Discourse on
Colonialism]. In Fanon’s view, Césaire had virtually single-handed fostered the spirit
of black pride in the people of the Antilles” (pp. 17–18).
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Fanon, as anyone who has ever perused the pages of Black Skin, White Masks shall
surely tell you, was extremely enamored by Césaire. So much so, that he bemoaned
the fact that more intellectuals of African descent did not “turn to him [Césaire] for
their inspiration” (Fanon, 1967, p. 187). Césaire, in many senses, provided Fanon
with an anomalous anticolonial political education that would, by the time of the
writing of The Wretched of the Earth, translate itself into a full-blown praxis-promot-
ing theory of decolonization. Besides and, to a certain extent, beyond literally pro-
viding Fanon with political education—no matter how flawed upon critical reflec-
tion3—Césaire contributed the concept of black consciousness (or, “black pride,” as
Caute would have it) to Fanon’s critical theory of the colonial world. This “spirit of
black pride” that Césaire is reported to have fostered in Antilleans has been com-
mented upon by several of Fanon’s biographers as having a life-altering effect on
him and his thinking.4 As mentioned above, Fanon’s crucial years between his dis-
charge from the French army and his higher education in France were both intel-
lectually and politically pivotal, and Cesaire’s centrality during this period of his de-
velopment cannot be overstated.

Fanon did not merely engage the thoughts and texts of Césaire. By no means, he,
Fanon, ever the radical willing unerringly to act on his ideas and couple his passion
with politics, participated—at the behest of his elder brother, Joby—in Césaire’s
1946 campaign, under the auspices of the French Communist Party, for the Prime
Ministership of Martinique (see J. Fanon, 2004). In Fanon: The Revolutionary as
Prophet, Peter Geismar (1971), one of Fanon’s first critical biographers, revealingly
wrote:

Frantz and Joby Fanon based their hopes for a better society on Aimé Césaire, [then]
running as the Communist Party’s parliamentary candidate from Martinique in the first
election of the Fourth Republic . . . Césaire had been at the head of a group of intellec-
tual refugees from the Antilles who put out their own review in Paris, Legitime Defense,
with articles dissecting all aspects of Caribbean colonial society. Earlier than Fanon, he
despaired of these islands where the blacks treated each other as “dirty niggers.” Mar-
tinique, he said, was the bastard of Europe and Africa, dripping with self-hatred. Yet he
returned—to seek a political solution to the cultural desolation. The Communists, Cé-
saire felt, could begin to renovate Martinique’s economic infrastructure; a more healthy
society might develop. . . . That Frantz Fanon worked for Césaire’s election in 1946 in-
dicates not that the former was a confirmed Marxist at this early time [Fanon was but
21], or a revolutionary, but only that Fanon felt that things were not quite as perfect as
they might be within the French Republic, or in Martinique. Still, this first political en-
deavor was instructive; he began to think about the mechanics of social change. . . . The
1946 excursion, which had originally been planned so that they could listen to the fine
oratory of Césaire, and aid him when possible, led to quite different patterns of thought.
(pp. 40-41)5

Geismar relates that Ceasire—and this should be emphasized—sought “a politi-
cal solution” to the Antillean problem of “cultural desolation.”6 Césaire was not
merely a “theorist,” or some sort of armchair revolutionary promoting Negritude
and a new black consciousness. Much more, he was one of its greatest practitioners.
Negritude, as discussed in the preceding chapter, and as too few academics and ac-
tivists have acknowledged, was not simply a theory of “return,” or cultural recuper-
ation, or “nativism,” as some have consistently charged (Anise, 1974; Bastide, 1961;
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Beier, 1959; Berrian and Long, 1967; Blair, 1966; E.A. Jones, 1971; Melone, 1963).
Quite the contrary, Negritude, in the heads, hearts, and hands of Aimé Césaire,
Leopold Sedar Senghor and Leon Damas, was a theory that encompassed and en-
gaged “trans-African” aesthetics, politics, economics, history, psychology, culture,
philosophy, and society (Berrian and Long, 1967; Cismaru, 1974; Finn, 1988; Gon-
zales-Cruz, 1979; E.A. Jones, 1971; Kennedy, 1990; Kesteloot, 1991; Lagneau, 1961;
C.L. Miller, 1990; N.R. Shapiro, 1970; Simon, 1963; Tomich, 1979; Wauthier,
1967). Negritude was a theory that promoted praxis toward the end of transforming
the aforementioned aspects of African life-worlds in the best interest of persons of
African descent in their specific colonial, neocolonial, and/or postcolonial settings,
circumstances, or situations (Irele, 1970, 1977). Negritude, and it perhaps would be
hard to overstate it, was the very foundation upon which Frantz Fanon developed
his discourse on decolonization (Caute, 1970, pp. 17–28; Gendzier, 1973, pp.
36–44; Macey, 2000, pp. 127–132, 177–186). However, even at this early age,
Fanon was not an uncritical disciple of Cesairean Negritude. 

It was Joby, Fanon’s elder brother, who awakened him to the weaknesses of Ce-
saire’s campaign by emphasizing the problems and serious pitfalls of social and po-
litical mobilization on a colonial island such as Martinique. According to Joby, the
major flaw of Cesaire’s campaign was that “he never succeeded in reaching the peas-
ants and the countryside” (E. Hansen, 1977, p. 27). Cesaire’s cultural nationalism
smacked of the very vanguardism and top-down tactics of continental African colo-
nial aristocrats and bourgeois bureaucrats that Fanon would take to task several
years later in The Wretched of the Earth. What is important here to observe is that it
was Joby, not Frantz, who insisted on the peasantry’s involvement in Martiniquan
politics. He accented the irony of a militant black Marxist such as Cesaire overlook-
ing, perhaps, the most downtrodden on the island, the peasantry and rural folk, all
the while espousing communism, worker’s rights, and radical economic reform. By
the time he wrote The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon’s concept of decolonization in-
cluded, not only the colonized proletariat, but also the colonized lumpenprole-
tariat, the “landless peasant,” and the “mass of the country people” (Fanon, 1968,
pp. 44, 80, 111). Here, we can see that even from his first exposure to Cesairean
Negritude Fanon developed a dialectical rapport and critical relationship with it,
and that he also, very early in his political life, began a practice of appropriating as-
pects of others’ arguments, synthesizing them with contrasting concepts, and then
pushing them to their extreme, at times dialectically redeveloping them in ways
their inventors may have never fully fathomed. As with his brother’s critique of Ce-
saire’s 1946 campaign, it can be said that Fanon appropriated much from Cesaire,
and especially his seminal text, Discourse on Colonialism. Let us now, therefore, turn
to Discourse on Colonialism, where it may be said the real roots of Fanon’s dialectic
of decolonization and liberation lie.

When Fanon (1968) wrote, in The Wretched of the Earth, “decolonization is always
a violent phenomenon” (p. 35), he knew—as he had illustrated as far back as his
essays in El Moudjahid and A Dying Colonialism—that Césaire (1972), in Discourse on
Colonialism, had passionately and polemically argued that: 

no one colonizes innocently, that no one colonizes with impunity either; that a nation
which colonizes, that a civilization which justifies colonization—and therefore force—
is already a sick civilization, a civilization that is morally diseased, that irresistibly, 
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progressing from one consequence to another, one repudiation to another, calls for its
Hitler, I mean its punishment. (pp. 17–18)

The “force” which Césaire writes of above is none other than outright, naked vio-
lence. The “colonizers” literally “force,” through violent and other means, the “na-
tives” to relinquish their lives, lands, and labor. This is a tale told many times over
all throughout Africa, the Americas, Asia, and Australia. However, as often as the tale
has been told, few theorists involved in the discourse on decolonization have ex-
plored the legitimacy and validity of retribution—that is, “punishment for evil done
or reward for good done”—with the depth and piercing precision of Aimé Césaire
(Irele, 1968; Tomich, 1979; Towa, 1969a, 1969b). In stating that “a civilization
which justifies colonization . . . is already a sick civilization, a civilization that is
morally diseased,” and then invoking retributive justice through “punishment,” Cé-
saire cuts-to-the-chase, if you will. He wishes to make it known, to the colonized
and otherwise, that the colonial world—an immoral world, an unethical world, an
irreligious world—yearns for, and demands: “Violence! The violence of the weak . . .
the violence of revolutionary action” (Césaire, 1972, pp. 28, 34). The “revolution-
ary action” that Césaire claims the “colonial situation” calls for, is definitely what
he, Fanon, and, as we shall soon observe, the Kenyan revolutionary writer, Ngugi wa
Thiongo, term: decolonization.

For those who would argue that Césaire is a naïve “nativist,” one who simply es-
pouses a radical rhetoric of “return” or “cultural recuperation,” it would be prudent
to consider his concept of cultural exchange. He believes that cultural “contacts” be-
tween divergent “civilizations” is “a good thing,” but despises and detests, and
rightly so, “humanity,” having been, or being, “reduced to a monologue” (pp. 11,
57). Césaire said:

I admit that it is a good thing to place different civilizations in contact with each other;
that it is an excellent thing to blend different worlds; that whatever its own particular ge-
nius may be, a civilization that withdraws into itself atrophies; that for civilizations, ex-
change is oxygen; that the great good fortune of Europe is to have been a crossroads, and
that because it was the locus of all ideas, the receptacle of all philosophies, the meeting
place of all sentiments, it was the best center for the redistribution of energy.

But then I ask the following question: has colonization really placed civilizations in con-
tact? Or, if you prefer, of all the ways of establishing contact, was it the best?

I answer no.
. . . between colonization and civilization there is an infinite distance; that out of all the

colonial expeditions that have been undertaken, out of all the colonial statutes that have
been drawn up, out of all the memoranda that have been dispatched by all the min-
istries, there could not come a single human value. (pp. 11–12, emphasis in original)

Césaire supports cultural exchange and the placing of civilizations in contact with
one another. What he does not agree with, however, is the domination of one hu-
man, social, political, and/or cultural group over that of any or all others. Hence,
here his comments point to a distinct anticolonial conception of self-determination.
Domination, whether colonialist or capitalist (or both), demands “revolutionary ac-
tion,” and this “action,” as stated above, has been designated, defined, and de-
scribed as—the process(es) and program(s) of—decolonization. 
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Fanon’s conception of decolonization, what Hansen (1977, p. 27) has termed
“revolutionary decolonization,” is inscrutable without linking it to Cesaire’s Dis-
course on Colonialism. Cesaire’s emphasis on not simply decolonization, but self-de-
termination and African consciousness were appropriated by Fanon and, as was his
custom, synthesized with contrasting anticolonial concepts (including Sartre’s cri-
tiques of capitalism and colonialism), and then belabored to their extreme (see
Sartre, 1948, 1963, 1976, 1995). Just as he had done with Joby’s critique of Cesaire’s
1946 campaign, which would also impact his thinking in The Wretched of the Earth,
Fanon took Cesaire’s discourse on colonialism and Africanized (or, rather, Algeri-
aized) it and, even more, he dialectically deepened and further developed its revo-
lutionary dimensions. 

As stated above, Fanon (1968) asserted that “decolonization is always a violent
phenomenon” (p. 35) This is so because “the agents of [the colonial] government
speak the language of pure force” (p. 38). It is this “force,” this—according to the
Eritrean philosopher, Tsenay Serequeberhan (1994)—virtual “primordial violence”
that spawns the “reactive,” or, as I would prefer, counteractive violence contra, not
simply the colonizers, but the internalization of colonialism and racism on the part
of the racially colonized and the entire white supremacist colonialist-capitalist
world (p. 73). 

The “colonizer,” Fanon (1968) insisted, “is the bringer of violence into the home
and into the mind of the native” (p. 38). However, this is not to say that Africa (or
any part of the “colored,” non-white world) was non-violent prior to European
colonial conquest(s). By no means should this falsehood be allowed to pass
unchecked (see Bodunrin, 1984, pp. 7–8; and also Mazrui, 1967, 1978, 1980, 1986,
2002b, 2004). What Fanon meant here is that “the colonizer” brought the violence
that white supremacist or racial colonialism is to African and other racially colonized
peoples’ life-worlds and lived-experiences, thus drawing them, the colonized, into
Europe’s global imperial orbit, which presently includes peoples and continents
constitutive of 75 percent of the earth’s population and surface (Blaut, 1993; Said,
1979, 1993). With the “colonizers” came violence of such immensity and intensity,
such global enormity, that the preexisting violence—dare I say, the “precolonial” 
violence—on hindsight appears to be no more than mere local or, at most, national
skirmishes; scant squabbles that historically have been documented to have been
commonplace, and to have plagued human beings in almost every epoch of human
history, culture, and civilization. 

Colonialism is, quite simply, “violence in its natural state,” and, this epoch-break-
ing and epoch-making violence, asserted Fanon (1968), “will only yield when con-
fronted with greater violence” (p. 61). The colonized, under these circumstances
knows, and especially after enduring centuries of exploitation and alienation at the
hands of colonialists and the colonial system, that she or he has no other recourse:
Decolonization or (continued) dehumanization. It is at, and in, this momentous
moment, the moment the colonized commits to, and takes up the banner of decol-
onization, that Fanon contended:

He of whom they have never stopped saying that the only language he understands is
that of force, decides to give utterance by force. In fact, as always, the settler has shown
him the way he should take if he is to become free. The argument the native chooses has

Frantz Fanon 173



been furnished by the settler, and by an ironic turning of the tables it is the native who
now affirms that the colonialist understands nothing but force. The colonial regime
owes its legitimacy to force and at no time tries to hide this aspect of things. (p. 84, em-
phasis in original)

What is important to emphasize here is that the “argument the native chooses has
been furnished,” at least in part, “by the settler”; by the settler’s colonial actions, by
their “force,” by their colonial violence and, it also needs to be accentuated, by the
European liberals’ and the white left’s anticolonial inaction. That the white left,
both of Europe and America, has long practiced a policy of benign and often naked
neglect where racial colonies and the racially colonized are concerned, to put it
plainly, is nothing new. In fact, if truth be told, white liberals and the white left’s
policy of benign and naked neglect is perfectly “normal” in the abnormal and ab-
surd white supremacist colonialist-capitalist world. However, the fact that the
racially colonized have appropriated aspects of the white left’s (mainly Marxist) ar-
guments might come as a surprise, and especially to those who remain unaware of
the long tradition of black radicalism, which, in all political and intellectual hon-
esty, can be said to reach back as far as the Abolitionist and Pan-Africanist move-
ments, and stretch across several centuries to our modern movements for racial, gen-
der, and economic justice.7 Which aspects of the colonized’s anticolonial
argument(s) have been furnished by the settler, or the settler’s metropolitan Marxist
siblings? Do the colonized uncritically digest the colonizers’ arguments? Can any-
thing of anticolonial value be found in the radical/revolutionary tradition of the col-
onizers’ cousins and kinfolk back in the colonialist-capitalist metropole? This last
question begs to be asked and answered, especially considering Audre Lorde’s
(1984) haunting harangue, “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s
House” (pp. 110–113). 

Prior to engaging Fanon’s contributions to the discourse on decolonization,
and in order to critically comprehend his pioneering conception of revolution-
ary decolonization, we would do well to attend to each of the queries above, par-
ticularly the latter. In so doing, it may be most helpful to bear in mind Trinida-
dian historian Tony Martin’s contention that there is an explicit indication of
Fanon’s “affinity to Marx,” which is “evident even without a close look at his phi-
losophy.” Martin (1999) continues, “the fact [is], for example, that two of his
three books bore titles directly suggestive of a conscious identification with
Marx: Les Damnes de la Terre, which is taken from the first line of the “Interna-
tionale” and L’An Cinq de la Revolution Algerienne which bears an obvious simi-
larity to Marx’s The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte” (p. 85). Fanon’s revo-
lutionary decolonization was informed by, not only Pan-Africanism and various
strands of African nationalism, but also by his critical and ever-evolving rela-
tionship with Marxism. This critical dialogue with Fanon would yield very little
if his much-mangled dialectical rapport and critical relationship with Marxism
were left in the lurch. 
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FANONIAN MARXISM AND/OR MARXIST FANONISM: 
FANON’S CRITIQUE, APPRECIATION, APPROPRIATION, 
AND MODIFICATION OF MARXISM IN THE INTEREST 

OF REVOLUTIONARY DECOLONIZATION

Marxist analysis should always be slightly stretched every time we have to do with
the colonial problem. Everything up to and including the very nature of pre-capi-
talist society, so well explained by Marx, must here be thought out again. 

—Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, p. 40

Fanon can be considered a Marxist. This is not to say that he adhered rigidly to
every word that has come down to us from Marx’s pen. He didn’t. But he was Marx-
ist in the sense that Lenin or Castro or Mao are Marxist. That is, he accepted Marx’s
basic analysis of society as given and proceeded from there to elaborate on that
analysis and modify it where necessary to suit his own historical and geographical
context.

—Tony Martin, “Rescuing Fanon from the Critics,” p. 87

Fanon can be considered a Marxist-humanist, in the sense that he is not champi-
oning a static notion of human nature, but a human “potential” which can be “cre-
ated by revolutionary beginnings,” and where social relationships give meaning to
life.

—Nigel C. Gibson, “Introduction to Rethinking Fanon,” p. 117

Decolonization is the logical consequence of colonization (Kang, 2004; Kawash,
1999; Lazarus, 1999). Therefore, those who would label decolonizers and their dis-
course, “nativists” and “nativism,” should read very slowly, and very carefully, the
following line from Fanon: “The argument the native chooses has been furnished by
the settler. . . .” That “the native” “chooses” violence as a means toward the end of
“total liberation” should surprise no one, and least of all colonialists, capitalists,
and those associated with the ruling race, ruling gender, and ruling class(es) of the
modern (neo)imperial “world-system” (Fanon, 1968, p. 310). Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels had written on, and of, the imminent revolution for many years by
the time Du Bois, James, Césaire, Senghor, and Fanon developed, in the twentieth
century, their discourse(s) on decolonization. Marx and Engels (1978) stated quite
cryptically in The Communist Manifesto:

All previous historical movements were movements of minorities, or in the interest of
minorities. The proletarian movement is the self-conscious, independent movement of
the immense majority, in the interest of the immense majority. The proletariat, the low-
est stratum of our present society, cannot stir, cannot raise itself up, without the whole
superincumbent strata of official [bourgeoisie] society being exploded into the air. (p.
482)
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Decolonization is essentially this paragraph magnified ten times over, and then
dropped into the context of our (post)modern moment of undercover colonialism,
or, as Kwame Nkrumah (1965) and Samir Amin (1973) would have it, “neocolo-
nialsim.” Were one to substitute “racialized/colonized” for “proletarian” and “pro-
letariat” above, then, perhaps, Fanon’s assertion might make more sense. The argu-
ment(s) chosen and augmented, adopted and adapted by the racially colonized were
and are, to a certain extent, supplied by the “radical” and “revolutionary” traditions
of racist, colonialist, and capitalist Europe and the United States (Assimeng, 1990;
I. Cox, 1966; Isbister, 2001; Lopes, 1988). One need look no further than C. L. R.
James’s magisterial The Black Jacobins to comprehend that the “first” successful rev-
olution by people of African descent in the modern era was deeply influenced by the
French Revolution of 1789. However, Fanon (1968) forwards that “Marxist analy-
sis,” or any other “radical” or “revolutionary” tradition, that does not arise out of
the particular and peculiar, concrete historicity of the racially colonized, should be
deconstructed and reconstructed so as to encompass and suit the needs, as well as
address the current neocolonial crises, of their specific time and circumstances (p.
40). 

In “Rescuing Fanon from the Critics,” Tony Martin (1999), perhaps more so than
any other Fanonist, has asserted that although “Fanon’s writings reveal the influence
of several people—Hegel, Marx, Sartre, and Césaire, to name but a few,” most crit-
ics and commentators have generally “evaluated his philosophy around the concept
of Marxism” (p. 85).8 However, Fanon, similar to only a hand-full of Marxist theo-
rists, understood well what Marx, writing in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bona-
parte, meant when he wrote: “The social revolution . . . cannot draw its poetry from
the past, but only from the future” (Marx and Engels, 1978, p. 597; also quoted in
Fanon, 1967, p. 223; see also T. Martin, 1999, p. 86). For although “[t]he argument
the native chooses has been furnished by the settler,” it must constantly be kept in
mind that Fanon (1968) himself said: “Marxist analysis should always be slightly
stretched every time we have to do with the colonial problem. Everything up to and
including the very nature of pre-capitalist society, so well explained by Marx, must
here be thought out again” (p. 40). Fanon set for himself the task of enhancing
(“slightly stretch[ing]”) “Marxist analysis.” He asserted that “everything” “so well ex-
plained by Marx” needed to be, out of historical, cultural, and geographical neces-
sity, “thought out again.”

What does it mean to “stretch,” to extend and expand “Marxists analysis” in our
search for solutions to “the colonial problem,” especially racial colonialism? What
does it mean to rethink social transformation in light of the anti-imperial onuses
that both colonialism and capitalism present, and specifically—in contradistinction
to comrade Karl Marx’s corpus—to non-Europeans/non-whites? Fanon, perhaps,
would have replied that there are no social or political panaceas for the plethora of
problems which presently plague humanity. Even if “[t]he argument the native
chooses has been furnished by the settler,” “the native” does not and should not
conceptually incarcerate, or intellectually emaciate herself or himself in “the colo-
nial vocabulary” (p. 43). Fanon discerned that “Marxist analysis” was part and par-
cel of capitalism, not colonialism.9

Indeed, Marx and the critical (as opposed to “vulgar,” “orthodox,” and/or “me-
chanical”) Marxists provide one of, if not “the,” most comprehensive and sophisti-
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cated critiques of capitalism. However, they have consistently neglected to factor
capitalism’s interconnections with racism and colonialism into their analyses. That
is why Fanon’s emphasis on a more elastic interpretation and application of Marx-
ism, particularly outside of the conventional capitalist context, is so seminal. He
challenged the anticolonial intellectual-activist to not only be anticolonial, but also
anticapitalist and antiracist. It was Lewis Gordon (1997b), one of the leading and
more critical Fanon scholars, who asserted that Fanon’s thought might best be char-
acterized as “conjunctive analysis” which critically engaged racism and colonialism
and capitalism (pp. 35–36). The Fanonian intellectual-activist, then, is much more
than a mere Marxist disciple. The Fanonian intellectual-activist is more than a mere
critical race theorist and anticolonialist. The Fanonian intellectual-activist is not, un-
der any circumstances, a mere academic, ivory tower overseer, or armchair revolu-
tionary. The Fanonian intellectual-activist is a critical theorist and revolutionary hu-
manist, and also a constant critic of internalized colonialism, racism, and capitalism
on the part of the colonized (Osei-Nyame, 2002; Pithouse, 2003). This is the dual
mandate that Fanon ascribed to the revolutionary intellectual-activist. Noted Fanon
scholar, Nigel Gibson (1999b), eloquently addressed this issue when he wrote:
“Rather than applying an a priori, a crucial task for the Fanonian intellectual was to
confront the intellectual’s internalization of colonial ideology that had become
mentally debilitating. The native intellectual, therefore, does not simply uncover
subjugated knowledges but has to challenge the underdeveloped and Manichean
ways of thinking produced by colonial rule” (p. 114). 

Colonialism inherently gives colonized intellectuals an intellectual inferiority
complex. In order to initiate the process of decolonization, the anticolonial (on-the-
path-to-becoming-a-truly-postcolonial) intellectual must radically rupture their rela-
tionship with their (neo)colonial (mis)education and practice critical conceptual
generation, putting forward dialectical theory and praxis particular to, and in the
best interest of, their specific historical struggle(s) against colonialism, capitalism,
and racism, among other (post)modern sociopolitical ills. In a word, colonized in-
tellectuals must “decolonize their minds,” as Ngugi (1986) put it, and become rev-
olutionary intellectual-activists. Again, Gibson (1999b) offers insights:

The revolutionary intellectual who explicitly attempts to develop the often conflictual
relationship between mental and manual labor, therefore, is grounded in two interpen-
etrated though different types of knowledge: the explication of subjugated knowledges
and knowledges born of resistance, in their myriad (and not simply practical) forms;
and what Fanon meant by working out new concepts, namely, the history of the idea of
freedom. These knowledges are connected: revolutionary thought is also a conceptual-
ization of the historical memory of struggle. (p. 120)

In “challeng[ing] the underdeveloped and Manichean ways of thinking produced
by colonial rule” the Fanonian intellectual-activist must also bear in mind some-
thing that the Cape Verdean and Guinea-Bissaun revolutionary, Amilcar Cabral
(1979)—as will be discussed in greater detail in the subsequent chapter—con-
tended: “A people who free themselves from foreign domination will not be free
culturally unless, without underestimating the importance of positive contributions
from the oppressor’s culture and other cultures, they return to the upwards paths of
their own culture” (p. 143). The Fanonian intellectual-activist, similar to the
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Cabralian intellectual-activist, has a deeply dialectical and critical relationship with
Marxism, one that simultaneously critiques most Marxists’ inattention to racism
and colonialism, but greatly appreciates their thoroughgoing critique of capitalism
and its infamous constantly changing character. From the point of view of Fanon’s
critical theoretical framework, Marxism can be effectively used toward anticolonial
ends and, more importantly, in the process of decolonization. However, here we
would do well to keep in mind his admonition that, “Marxist analysis should always
be slightly stretched every time we have to do with the colonial problem” (see Ay-
alew, 1975; W. Hansen, 1997; D. Lloyd, 2003; Moreira, 1989; C.J. Robinson, 1993;
Serequeberhan, 1988). 

In The Class Struggle in France, Marx wrote: “A new revolution is possible only in
consequence of a new crisis. It is, however, just as certain as this crisis” (Marx and
Engels, 1978 p. 593, emphasis omitted). For Fanon, it could be said that racial colo-
nialism presented humanity with “a new crisis” and, therefore, “[a] new revolution,”
a whole new conception of revolution was required, one that took into considera-
tion not merely the ravaging effects of capitalism, but also those of colonialism and
racism. It was incumbent on “the wretched of the earth,” without turning a blind-
eye to the predatory and vampiric nature of capitalism, to acutely analyze and assess
their own racial and colonial oppression, exploitation, and alienation. The revolu-
tionary intellectual-activists who think and act in the best interest of, and in concert
with “the wretched of the earth,” must do precisely what Fanon (1968) admonished
them to do at the close of The Wretched of the Earth; they must “waste no time in ster-
ile litanies and nauseating mimicry” of Eurocentric and capitalist political economy-
obsessed Marxists (p. 312). 

Fanon forcefully challenged the wretched of the earth’s revolutionary intellectual-
activists to intellectually, politically, and culturally “[l]eave . . . Europe” (p. 311). He
critically continued: “Let us decide not to imitate Europe; let us combine our mus-
cles and our brains in a new direction. Let us try to create the whole man, whom Eu-
rope has been incapable of bringing to triumphant birth” (p. 313). Fanon was well
aware that we, like any people involved in a life or death struggle for human libera-
tion, “need a model,” that “we want blueprints and examples.” He earnestly admit-
ted that “[f]or many among us the European model is the most inspiring” (p. 312).
This is so because (neo)colonial (mis)education exclusively and purposely exposes
colonized intellectuals to Eurocentric models, social movements, political thought,
philosophy, culture, and so on. Colonized intellectuals, therefore, are just that, col-
onized, and the only way they can decolonize their minds is by plunging themselves
into the depths of those elements of their indigenous thought, culture, and tradi-
tions—precolonial, colonial, and neocolonial—which could potentially aid them in
their efforts to develop revolutionary theory and praxis. They must, however, do this
without losing sight of those “positive contributions from the oppressor’s culture
and other cultures,” as Cabral asserted, which could, if employed in the revolution-
ary interest of the wretched of the earth, provide them not only with critical theo-
ries of, but critical praxes in, the racial colonial and racist capitalist world.

According to Fanon, the “nauseating mimicry” and “imitation” of “the European
model” on the part of racially colonized intellectuals, and the racialized/colonized
in general, has led to “mortifying setbacks,” which of his four books Black Skin,
White Masks and The Wretched of the Earth most explicitly engage these issues. It was
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both shameful and horrifying to Fanon that as more African countries gained “in-
dependence,” what Nkrumah (1965) in his conception of neocolonialism called
“nominal independence,” and as more Africans in the diaspora secured greater ac-
cess to education and basic civil rights, they not only continued to turn to Europe,
but willingly and increasingly deepened and developed their racial colonial rela-
tionship with European “mother countries.” Fanon (1968) fumed:

European achievements, European techniques, and the European style ought no longer
to tempt us and to throw us off our balance. When I search for Man in the technique
and the style of Europe, I see only a succession of negations of man, and an avalanche
of murders. The human condition, plans for mankind, and collaboration between men
in those tasks which increase the sum total of humanity are new problems, which de-
mand true inventions. (pp. 312–313)

Fanon dared the racially colonized to leave Europe and think critically about “the
new problems, which demand true inventions.” The “European game has finally
ended,” he said, “we must find something different” (p. 312). The “new problems,
which demand true inventions” are precisely those problems which the racial and
colonial proletariat have long been struggling against: racism and colonialism, and
the intersections and interconnections between and betwixt capitalism and colo-
nialism and racism. Above, when Fanon asserted that “we,” the wretched of the
earth’s revolutionary intellectual-activists, must “combine our muscles and our
brains in a new direction,” the “new direction” that he had in mind was one that si-
multaneously built on and went well-beyond Marxist analyses of the vicissitudes
and vampiric nature of capitalism. For Fanon, as for Africana critical theorists, Marx-
ism is but one of many theoretical tools or weapons to be deployed in the struggle
against (neo)imperialism, which includes the new and constantly changing forms
of, not only capitalism, but colonialism and racism as well. Europe should not be
the measure and model for what it means to be “human,” or “civilized,” or “cul-
tured,” or “modern.” In fact, Fanon announced, when the racially colonized intel-
lectual embraces critical consciousness, which is to say, when the racially colonized
intellectual shifts from being “colonized” and begins the arduous and protracted
process(es) of becoming the wretched of the earth’s revolutionary intellectual-ac-
tivist, anything is possible. Why? Because revolution, real revolution as opposed to
theoretical or rhetorical revolution, is nothing other than the concrete creation of
historical possibilities, the innovative opening up of alternatives. What may have ap-
peared impossible before the embrace of their revolutionary responsibilities, now
seems quite possible to the formerly colonized—but, currently on the road to be-
coming a real revolutionary—intellectual. Fanon was unequivocally critical of, and
critically optimistic about, the wretched of the earth’s revolutionary intellectual-
activists: “We today can do everything, so long as we do not imitate Europe, so long
as we are not obsessed by the desire to catch up with Europe” (p. 312). 

Really now, a Fanonian query begs, what has Europe contributed to human cul-
ture and civilization that the racialized and colonized, intellectual-activists or oth-
erwise, should want to spend their entire lives in “nauseating mimicry,” uncritically
imitating? It will be recalled that I asserted above, the only way anticolonial intellec-
tual-activists can decolonize their minds is by plunging themselves into the depths of those
elements of their indigenous thought, culture, and traditions—precolonial, colonial, and
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neocolonial—which could potentially aid them in their efforts to develop revolutionary the-
ory and praxis. It is with this in mind that I return to the important work of the noted
Ghanaian philosopher, Kwasi Wiredu (1991), who makes two important points
with regard to the discussion at hand. The first point is that “it seems to be a fact
about human beings generally that technical progress is apt to outstrip moral in-
sight” (p. 98). In this sense, he continues, “the philosophical thought of a tradi-
tional (i.e., preliterate and nonindustrialized) society may hold some lessons of
moral significance for a more industrialized society” (p. 98). These comments con-
nect with Fanon’s when we recollect his assertion that we must move “in a new di-
rection,” and turn our attention to the “new problems, which demand true inven-
tions.” The “new direction” that Fanon has in mind here is not a Senghorian
Negritude nostalgic embrace of all things “primitive” in precolonial Africa, but an
Africana critical theoretical archaeology of those aspects of Africa’s past—precolo-
nial, colonial, neocolonial—that could potentially be utilized in our present strug-
gle(s) for human liberation and a higher level of human life. 

Wiredu’s work is insightful in that it helps to highlight, not simply some of the
distinct differences between Africana and European thought, but that Africana
thought, as with European thought, has aspects that are simultaneously particular
and universal, and that European theorists, among others, could gather a great deal
from Africana thought. This brings us to the second point that Wiredu’s work helps
to highlight. In his own words:

An obvious fact about the thought of a traditional society is that it is communalistic in
orientation. By contrast, the more industrialized a society is, the more individualistic it
seems to become. Now it is quite plain that some of the most unlovable aspects of life
in the so-called advanced countries are connected with individualism. It is reasonable to
expect that a critical examination of individualism in the context of a study of a com-
munally oriented philosophy might yield some useful insights for people engaged in the
quest for industrialization as well as for those who are far advanced in that process. Of
course, both communalism and individualism may have their strengths and weaknesses.
But, an objective appraisal of them is likely to be hampered if studied exclusively from
the point of view of any one of these modes of life. (pp. 98–99)

Contemporary continental and diasporan Africans live in both advanced indus-
trial and nonindustrial societies, colonial and capitalist societies, literate and semi-
literate societies and, therefore, the revolutionary intellectual-activists who have
been charged by Fanon with the task of searching for solutions to the wretched of
the earth’s “new problems, which demand true inventions,” must take all of this
into consideration and also heed Wiredu’s words when he observed that “both com-
munalism and individualism may have their strengths and weaknesses.” The
wretched of the earth’s revolutionary intellectual-activists must undertake “an ob-
jective appraisal” of both communalism and individualism, all the while bearing in
mind that their assessment “is likely to be hampered if studied exclusively from the
point of view of any one of these modes of life.” Wiredu’s work enables the
wretched of the earth’s revolutionary intellectual-activists to call into question Eu-
rocentric conceptions of “progress” and “modernization” and demonstrates that be-
cause of, what he terms, “the historical accident of colonialism” Africa is underde-
veloped in many, though not by any means all, areas (p. 98; see also Rodney, 1972,
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1990). However, by the same token, his work accents the often-overlooked fact that
though Europe may be technically and scientifically overdeveloped when compared
to Africa, in many other areas, especially ethics and morality, Africa (among other
“underdeveloped” continents) is clearly more advanced. Wiredu’s ideas on this sub-
ject have been recently echoed by Gibson (1999b), who wrote, “it is now the Euro-
pean who must catch up with the African” (p. 119). 

Instead of mindlessly mimicking Eurocentric Marxists, which if truth be told most
Marxists have been and remain unrepentantly Eurocentric, the revolutionary intel-
lectual-activists who think and act in the best interest of, and in concert with, the
wretched of the earth should systematically and critically study their own history
and culture—precolonial, colonial, and neocolonial—with an eye toward anything
and everything that could be employed in the present anti-imperial struggle.
Wiredu’s words must be held in mind, and Fanonian intellectual-activists should
unceasingly encourage racially colonized, as well as other intellectuals to rethink the
contributions that non-European and/or so-called “underdeveloped” cultures could
make, not merely to Marxism and other radical political theories, but to modern
(i.e., twenty-first century) human culture and civilization in general (see Amin,
1976, 1989, 1990a, 1998a, 2003; Kosukhin, 1985). Fanon (1968) declared,
“[t]oday we are present at the stasis of Europe,” and Eurocentric, capitalist economy-
obsessed Marxism is an outgrowth of European thought and culture, which similar
to Europe in general has reached an impasse (p. 314). Fanon refused to bite his
tongue, even in the midst of his (French, African, and other) Marxist comrades. Long
before the postmodernists (and post-Marxists), Fanon noted Marxism’s “obscene
narcissism” and pointed to the contradictions at its conceptual core (Callari, Cul-
lenberg, and Biewener, 1995; Magnus and Cullenberg, 1995; Nelson and Grossberg,
1988). I quote the pertinent passage at length:

A permanent dialogue with oneself and an increasingly obscene narcissism never ceased
to prepare the way for a half delirious state, where 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, and the tensions springing from the
meanings contained in words. Yet some Europeans were found to urge the European
workers to shatter this narcissism and to break with this unreality. But in general, the
workers of Europe have not replied to these calls; for the workers believe, too, that they
are part of the prodigious adventure of the European spirit. (Fanon, 1968, p. 313)

Fanon’s critique of Marxism and the metropolitan proletariat did not stop here. As
if defending his embrace and espousal of certain elements of Cesairean Negritude,
Pan-Africanism, African nationalism, African socialism, and the African Legion proj-
ect, Fanon dealt Eurocentric Marxists and white leftist-liberals a theoretical death-
blow:

All the elements of a solution to the great problems of humanity have, at different times,
existed in European thought. But the action of European men has not carried out the
mission which fell to them, and which consisted of bringing their whole weight vio-
lently to bear upon these elements, of modifying their arrangement and their nature, of
changing them and finally of bringing the problem of mankind to an infinitely higher
plane. (p. 314)
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In his unceasing efforts to bring “the problem of mankind to an infinitely higher
plane,” Fanon challenged white supremacist colonialists and Eurocentric Marxists.
This represents a significant contribution to the discourse on decolonization inso-
far as we understand that Fanon took issue with both racial colonialism and Euro-
centric radicalism. His work went even further to reveal that racially colonized in-
tellectuals, racially colonized politicians, and the national bourgeoisie were willing
to side with white supremacist colonialists if it meant that they could trade places
or, at the least, share the spoils with the white colonialists and recolonize the nom-
inally independent nation in their own nefarious neocolonial interests. However,
Fanon acutely asserted: “Under the colonial system, a middle class which accumu-
lates capital is an impossible phenomenon. Now, precisely, it would seem that the
historical vocation of an authentic national middle class in an underdeveloped
country is to repudiate its own nature in so far as it is bourgeois, that is to say in so
far as it is the tool of capitalism, and to make itself the willing slave of that revolu-
tionary capital which is the people” (p. 150). 

As for those colonized intellectuals coming into a critical consciousness of
(neo)colonialism, Fanon cautions them about their embrace of, and conceptual in-
carceration in, Eurocentric radicalism, Marxist or otherwise. Africa’s specific his-
toricity, Africa’s particular experience of racial colonialism, and Europe’s incessant
imperial efforts to de-Africanize Africa must be borne in mind and integrally incor-
porated into any theory that seeks to contribute to the liberation of Africa and its di-
aspora. Marxism does not now, and has never, claimed to speak to the special needs
of Africa and Africans. This point should be emphasized, so that if (or, should I say,
when) (neo)colonized African intellectuals begin to develop an anticolonial critical
consciousness and initiate their sincere search for solutions to the problems of
Africa and its diaspora they will realize that though Marxism, among many other
schools of European thought, may have much to offer black radicalism and Africana
revolutionary praxis, European schools of thought, European history and culture,
European religion, and European conceptions of science and civilization cannot
and should never be used as the paradigms and theoretical points of departure for
decolonization, re-Africanization, and blueprints for an authentic postcolonial Africa
and its diaspora. 

The basic parameters of Marxism are actually too narrow to categorize and con-
ceptually capture Fanon’s critical theory, which to reiterate includes critiques of
racism and colonialism and capitalism and, if truth be told, sexism (Bergner, 1995;
Gibson, 1999a; Gordon, Sharpley-Whiting and White, 1996; Read, 1996; Sharpley-
Whiting, 1997). Similar to Du Bois, James, Cesaire, Senghor, and Cabral, Fanon ex-
tends and expands and, at times, explodes Marxism. He synthesizes it with the wider
and too-often uncharted Africana world of ideas and black radical tradition. To un-
critically categorize Fanon’s dialectical thought as “Marxism” (or even “black Marx-
ism,” for that matter) and leave it there, is similar to attempting to force his feet into
a pair of too-tight shoes simply because Marxists and others caught in the quagmires
of Eurocentric critical theory think the shoes will look good on his feet. This, in all
intellectual honesty, is utterly unfair to Fanon and, what adds insult to injury, is that
when his work is carefully and critically read, when it is critically engaged and the
historical and cultural contexts, as well as the social and political milieus in which
he composed the texts are taken into critical consideration, then his work, literally
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his words, defy the lazy labeling and simpleminded synopses of Marxists and oth-
ers conceptually incarcerated in Eurocentric critical theory. This is, precisely, why
Melesse Ayalew (1975), Emmanuel Hansen (1977), Lewis Gordon (1995b), L.
Adele Jinadu (1986), Ato Sekyi-Otu (1996), Tsenay Serequeberhan (1994), and Re-
nate Zahar (1974), among others, consider Fanon more an “innovator” within the
Marxist tradition and a too-often unrecognized rightful member of the Marxian
pantheon than a disciple of Marxism—that is, I should importantly add, if he is to
be considered as a “Marxist” at all. In 1970, less than a decade after Fanon’s un-
timely death, Marcus Garvey scholar Tony Martin (1999) mused:

Fanon can be considered a Marxist. This is not to say that he adhered rigidly to every
word that has come down to us from Marx’s pen. He didn’t. But he was Marxist in the
sense that Lenin or Castro or Mao are Marxist. That is, he accepted Marx’s basic analysis
of society as given and proceeded from there to elaborate on that analysis and modify it
where necessary to suit his own historical and geographical context. (p. 87)

It is the latter part of Martin’s last sentence that resonates the deepest with the dis-
cussion at hand: Fanon “accepted Marx’s basic analysis of society as given and pro-
ceeded from there to elaborate on that analysis and modify it where necessary to
suit his own historical and geographical context.” Clearly Martin and I are not in
agreement when he asserts that Fanon “accepted Marx’s basic analysis of society as
given,” because I do not understand how he could make such a claim when, as I am
sure he knows all too well, neither Karl Marx nor his myriad disciples engaged the
colonial world, or the racial world to the discursive depth and critical detail to
which they have the capitalist world (see Marx and Engels, 1972). How could Fanon
have “accepted Marx’s basic analysis of society as given” when he consistently em-
phasized that racial oppression and colonial exploitation, that racism and colonial-
ism, if you will, are equally as oppressive, exploitative, and alienating as the evils of
capitalism? 

To be fair to Martin, whom I greatly intellectually admire, it could be that because
Fanon often emphasized the political economy of race, racism, and colonialism in
a white supremacist colonialist–capitalist world, he is open to being interpreted as
a Marxist, especially since the search for and critique of the political economy of
“things” in a capitalist society is one of the most common characteristics of Marx-
ism. In fact, Martin maintained: “Like the good Marxist that he is, Fanon sees the
economic base of most things. This includes racism and colonialism” (p. 88). It is
true that Fanon pointed to “the economic base of most things,” but what distin-
guishes his work from that of most Marxists are the very varied “things,” the colo-
nial and racial “things” that captured his critical attention and to which he sought
to apply Marxism. Fanon, indeed, employed the Marxian method, but he also ob-
served its limitations and deficiencies when we come to the colonial and racial
world. Is he automatically a “Marxist” simply because he utilized certain elements
of the Marxian method? If so, then, he may also be labeled a Pan-Africanist, African
nationalist, African socialist, Negritudist, existentialist, and phenomenologist,
among others. Is he really a “Marxist” when his corpus—yes, every single work—in
one way or another collapses Marxian critiques of capitalism by pointing to the ways
in which capitalism is interconnected with and inextricable from colonialism and
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racism? Fanon may have “accepted Marx’s basic analysis of [capitalist] society as
given,” but he, on principle, found Marxism inexcusably inadequate and loath-
somely silent when it came to colonial society, or racist society or, heaven help us,
a simultaneously white supremacist colonialist-capitalist society. 

I am not denying or taking issue in any way with the intellectual and political fact
that “Fanon can be considered a Marxist,” as Martin put it above. I am only em-
phasizing that he was much more than a Marxist, and that Martin himself hints at
as much when he wrote in the latter part of the sentence under scrutiny that Fanon
“elaborate[d]” or built on Marx’s analysis and “modif[ied] it where necessary to suit
his own historical and geographical context.” It is precisely when and where he
“modified”—or “stretched,” as he himself said—Marxism that Fanon made his most
enduring contributions to both the discourse on decolonization and Marxism,
bringing them into critical dialogue in a way they had not been before and—Amil-
car Cabral’s critical theory withstanding—have not been since. In as much as so-
cialism existed long before Karl Marx, and considering Wiredu’s, among others’,
characterization of precolonial and traditional African societies as “communal,” it
could very well be that Fanon, similar to Sekou Toure, Kwame Nkrumah, Julius Ny-
erere, Amilcar Cabral and, to a certain extent, Leopold Senghor, was searching for a
socialism suitable for Africa and its modern needs. In order for socialism, or any po-
litical economic system, to really address the authentic human needs of Africa and
Africans, it would have to be grounded in, and grow out of Africa’s particular history
and culture, Africa’s multicultural and transenthic conceptions of social organiza-
tion, politics, ethics, and so on.10 Fanon (1968) firmly challenged the wretched of
the earth’s revolutionary intellectual-activists to develop their own history-, culture-,
and struggle-specific radical political theory to guide their revolutionary praxis:

The Third World ought not to be content to define itself in the terms of values which
have preceded it. On the contrary, the underdeveloped countries ought to do their ut-
most to find their own particular values and methods and a style which shall be pecu-
liar to them. The concrete problem we find ourselves up against is not that of a choice,
cost what it may, between socialism and capitalism as they have been defined by men
of other continents and of other ages. . . . Capitalist exploitation and cartels and mo-
nopoly are the enemies of underdeveloped countries . . . the choice of a socialist regime,
a regime which is completely orientated toward the people as a whole and based on the
principle that man is the most precious of all possessions, will allow us to go forward
more quickly and more harmoniously, and thus make impossible that caricature of so-
ciety where all economic and political power is held in the hands of a few who regard
the nation as a whole with scorn and contempt. (p. 99)

Fanon was pro-socialist, but he was against Eurocentric conceptions of socialism
being imposed or superimposed on Africa and Africans either by European or, it must
be underscored, by African Marxists (Assimeng, 1990; Keller and Rothchild, 1987;
Ottaway, 1986; see also the Journal of African Marxists). He understood “Marxist
analysis” to be part of “the colonial vocabulary” and, therefore, it needed to be called
into question along with everything else in “the colonial situation” (Fanon, 1968, pp.
40, 43, 37). He was, to put it mildly, suspicious of the thought and texts that emanated
from Europe, since it was this same Europe that perpetually spoke of “the welfare of
Man” yet “murder men everywhere they find them” (pp. 311–312). He was, indeed,
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suspicious of Marx and his disciples’ chosen agents of social revolution, the metro-
politan proletariat, particularly the white workers of Europe and America, who were
purportedly destined to deal capitalism its deathblow. Fanon, in fact, had little or no
faith in white workers rising up in revolution against capitalism because, as he ob-
served above, “the [white] workers believe, too, that they are part of the prodigious
adventure of the European spirit.” White workers, as well as white Marxists and the
white bourgeoisie, simply did not, dare I say do not, understand a crucial historical
and cultural fact: “Europe is literally the creation of the Third World. The wealth
which smothers her is that which was stolen from the underdeveloped peoples” (p.
102). And, if the Marxists should fix their faces to claim that they are well aware of
all of this, then, the question remains: Why have they consistently neglected to fac-
tor colonialism and racism into their theories of socialist (or communist) revolution?
This query, of course, leads to other critical questions, questions I—along with, it
seems to me, Du Bois, James, Cabral, Nkrumah, Toure, Nyerere, Malcolm X, Angela
Davis, Samir Amin, Amiri Baraka, Cedric Robinson, bell hooks, Cornel West, Man-
ning Marable, Joy James and Robin Kelley, among many others—have longed to ask
and, to be perfectly honest, have been asking: If colonialism and racism are finally
factored into Marxian critical theories of contemporary society, then, will the end
goal of their (or, should I say, our) socialist (or communist) revolution remain an anti-
capitalist classless society? Wouldn’t a new revolutionary agenda be needed, one that
includes a telos of an antiracist, anticolonialist, and anticapitalist classless society?
What about the distinct forms of domination and discrimination that women expe-
rience, especially in patriarchal capitalist societies? What of women of color in white
supremacist patriarchal colonialist capitalist societies? What about homosexuals in
heterosexist white supremacist patriarchal colonialist capitalist societies? I am almost
certain that my readers register the point that Fanon and I are making here. The crit-
ical questions are, literally, infinite when asked from the epistemically open Africana
critical theoretical framework. 

Fanon was not fooled by the radical rhetoric of the Eurocentric Marxists. He
stated, almost emphatically, that “[t]ruth”—meaning, that which is positive and
progressive, and in the best interesting of colonized people—is precisely that which
“hurries on the break-up of the colonialist regime” (p. 50). It was only through the
radical, nay revolutionary, transformation of self and society that “the break-up of
the colonialist regime” was to be brought into being. However, and this is where
and why Fanon, the African socialists, and the so-called black Marxists remain at
odds with the orthodox and capitalist economy-obsessed Eurocentric Marxists, “the
colonialist regime” is inseparable from the capitalist regime, and both the colonialist
and capitalist regimes are utterly inextricable from the racist regime. To reiterate,
Fanon, the African socialists, and the so-called black Marxists do not deny the per-
vasive and predatory nature of capitalism but, and here’s the real rub, they cannot
in good conscience (or, in “good faith,” as Sartre might have said) repudiate the rav-
aging and retarding effects of racism; they cannot downplay and diminish the tragic
historic fact that colonialism and neocolonialism have negatively impacted Africa
and its diaspora as much as, nay, in certain instances, even more than, capitalism;
and, finally, they cannot overlook the myriad ways in which racism, colonialism,
and capitalism constantly intersect and interconnect in the life-worlds and lived-
experiences of the wretched of the earth (Bogues, 2003; Kelley, 2002; Marable, 1983,
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1987, 1996; C.W. Mills, 2003a; Mullen, 2002; C.J. Robinson, 2000, 2001; San Juan,
1988, 1992, 2002, 2003). 

Marx asserted, as Fanon soon would, that in forging the revolution the oppressed
change themselves, because the revolution requires and brings into being radical
transformations of such massive proportions, that nothing existing in the “new” so-
ciety remains as it was prior to the revolution. That is to say that the revolution that
Marx envisioned, and the process(es) of decolonization that Fanon (1968) con-
ceived, were to be “total” and “complete,” and for Fanon, in contradistinction to
Marx, “[w]ithout any period of transition” (p. 35).11 As the society is altered, so are
the individuals that collectively constitute that society. In The German Ideology, Marx
(1983) contended:

Both for the production on a mass scale of the Communist consciousness, and for the
success of the cause itself, the alteration of men on a mass scale is necessary, an alter-
ation which can only take place in a practical movement, in a revolution; this revolution
is necessary, therefore, not only because the ruling class cannot be overthrown in any
other way, but also because the class overthrowing it can only in a revolution succeed in
ridding itself of all the muck of ages and become fitted to found society anew. (p.187) 

Revolution, according to Marx, was “necessary,” not merely for the forging and fos-
tering of a “new” society, but for the development of “new” selves. Marx, again sim-
ilar to Fanon, felt that “the ruling class cannot be overthrown any other way.” Op-
pressed people, to put it bluntly, have very few options; they either come to the
conclusion that they are, or have been, forced to fight, or they succumb and sink
back, deeper and deeper, into their present state(s) of dehumanization and neocolo-
nization. Revolutionary decolonization was Fanon’s solution to “the colonial prob-
lem.” However, we are to be reminded here that he began his first book by stating: “I
do not come with timeless truths” (Fanon, 1967, p. 7). This means, quite simply, that
Fanon foresaw the need for future generations of critical theorists to revise and re-
theorize the concept of decolonization in light of the existential issues of their spe-
cific life-worlds and lived-experiences. It was, indeed, Fanon (1968) who wrote with-
out rancor or self-righteousness: “Each generation must out of relative obscurity 
discover its mission, fulfill it, or betray it” (p. 206). It seems safe to say that decolo-
nization remains on our revolutionary agenda as we come to the close of the first
decade of the twenty-first century, and we, as Fanon exhorted, are obliged, “out of rel-
ative obscurity,” to “discover [our] mission, fulfill it, or betray it.” It is in the un-
equivocal interest of aiding the wretched of the earth of the twenty-first century in
their (or, rather, our) efforts to “discover [our] mission” (or missions) that I now crit-
ically engage and expound on Fanon’s discourse on revolutionary decolonization. 

“TRUE” VS. “FALSE” DECOLONIZATION: FANON AND THE
DISCOURSE ON REVOLUTIONARY DECOLONIZATION

[F]or proof of what is acknowledged to be happening it is no longer necessary to
consult the classical Marxist writers.

—Kwame Nkrumah, Neo-Colonialism: The Last Stage of Imperialism, p. xvii 
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Where Marx’s main focus was on “communist revolution,” Fanon’s was on “decol-
onization.” Decolonization, fundamentally, is a form of revolution waged by, and
in the best interests of, racially colonized peoples, “the wretched of the earth.” It is
a process of simultaneous revolutionary transformation of self and society that seeks
to eschew the direct, as well as indirect, imposition of imperial—Eurocentric or oth-
erwise—cultural, racist, colonialist, and capitalist values and models. Decoloniza-
tion is “a process” insofar as it understands that “independence” is not gained at the
moment the colonized country is “given” its “liberty,” and “allowed” to raise its na-
tional flag and sing its national anthem. On the contrary, according to Fanon, po-
litical independence is merely the beginning, and it, political independence, in no
way indicates and/or insures that the colonized have been freed from colonial val-
ues, for these values—which include aesthetic, spiritual, social, political, cultural,
intellectual, and psychological mores and models—have historically persisted and
plagued the purportedly “post-”colonial people and society long after political in-
dependence. Grappling with this historical fact, Fanon (1968) wrote:

During the colonial period the people are called upon to fight against oppression; after
national liberation, they are called upon to fight against poverty, illiteracy, and under-
development. The struggle, they say, goes on. The people realize that life is an unending
contest. (pp. 93–94)

Indeed, “life is an unending contest,” especially life lived in the racial colonialist-
capitalist world, thus, Fanon’s concept of decolonization seeks to call into question
not simply racial colonialism, but also racial (or, rather, racist) capitalism. His con-
cept is open-ended, radically dialectical, and self-reflexively critical, and the new na-
tion and the “new men,” nay the “new humanity,” who are to bring this new nation
into being, can be achieved through a wide-range of revolutionary strategies and tac-
tics, provided—and here I return to Fanon’s faithful caveat—the postcolonial nation
and postcolonial humanity “do not imitate Europe, so long as [they] are not ob-
sessed by the desire to catch up with Europe” (pp. 36, 312). If the nation-state that
arises from the ashes of racial colonialism becomes dominated by the racially colo-
nized middle class, Fanon’s “greedy” and ever-groveling “national bourgeoisie,”
then, not only will the cancer that is neocolonialism have been brought into exis-
tence, but racial capitalism, racist-capitalist social relations, racist-capitalist political
economy, racist-capitalist culture, etcetera, will tighten the already too-tight, in-
creasingly-asphyxiating noose it has long had around the wretched of the earth’s
necks. This we may call, following the noted literary and cultural theorist, Neil
Lazarus (1999), the “neo-colonial option” (p. 163). This “option,” which when crit-
ically engaged from the point of view of the wretched of the earth is revealed not to
be an “option” at all, enables the racially colonized to be more completely capital-
ized! It enables the super-exploited to be further exploited in new and unimagin-
able ways; to be perpetually dehumanized and disenfranchised; and, to be eternally
confined to the prison house that imperial Europe and America has constructed
with the express purpose of quarantining the racialized-colonized. 

The “neo-colonial option” encourages the racially colonized to choose between
the lesser of two evils: racial colonialism or racist capitalism. However, capitalism,
white supremacist or otherwise, is utterly inextricable from racial colonialism.
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Lazarus sheds light on this issue when he writes that the “neo-colonial option” is es-
sentially “a capitalist world system made up—‘after colonialism’—of nominally in-
dependent nation-states, bound together by the logic of combined and uneven de-
velopment, the historical dialectic of core and periphery, development and
underdevelopment” (p. 163; see also Lazarus, 1990, 2000, 2004). If the colonized
middle class, Fanon’s “national bourgeoisie,” comes to power in the “postcolonial”
nation-state, then, only cosmetic changes to racial colonialism will have been
made—or, as Fanon (1968) put it, “there’s nothing but a fancy-dress parade and the
blare of the trumpets. There’s nothing save a minimum of readaptation, a few re-
forms at the top, a flag waving: and down there at the bottom an undivided mass,
still living in the middle ages, endlessly marking time” (p. 147).

The truth of the matter is that “[i]n its narcissism, the national middle class is eas-
ily convinced that it can advantageously replace the middle class of the mother
country” (p. 149). National independence, in this sense, offers the racially colo-
nized middle class opportunities to create new relationships with both the coloniz-
ers and the colonized. In terms of the colonized, we have already seen that the
racially colonized middle class wishes to exploit them more efficiently in the inter-
est of the European and American bourgeoisies and their imperial interests. With re-
gard to “the middle class of the mother country,” the racially colonized bourgeoisie
“discovers its historic mission: that of intermediary” (p. 152). To the racially colo-
nized bourgeoisie, “nationalization quite simply means the transfer into native
hands of those unfair advantages which are a legacy of the colonial period” (p. 152).
Below I quote at length a stunning passage in which Fanon drives the point home
that the racially colonized middle class, because it will not “consider as its bounden
duty to betray the calling fate has marked out for it,” becomes for all intents and
purposes neocolonialism’s midwife and European and American imperialisms’
smokescreen (p. 150).

Seen through its eyes, its mission has nothing to do with transforming the nation; it con-
sists, prosaically, of being the transmission line between the nation and a capitalism,
rampant though camouflaged, which today puts on the mask of neocolonialism. The
national bourgeoisie will be quite content with the role of the Western bourgeoisie’s
business agent, and it will play its part without any complexes in a most dignified man-
ner. But this same lucrative role, this cheap-Jack’s function, this meanness of outlook
and this absence of all ambition symbolize the incapability of the national middle class
to fulfill its historic role of bourgeoisie. Here, the dynamic, pioneer aspect, the charac-
teristics of the inventor and of the discoverer of new worlds which are found in all na-
tional bourgeoisies are lamentably absent. In the colonial countries, the spirit of indul-
gence is dominant at the core of the bourgeoisie; and this is because the national
bourgeoisie identifies itself with the Western bourgeoisie, from whom it has learnt its
lessons. It follows the Western bourgeoisie along its path of negation and decadence
without ever having emulated it in its first stages of exploration and invention, stages
which are an acquisition of that Western bourgeoisie whatever the circumstances. In its
beginnings, the national bourgeoisie of the colonial countries identifies itself with the
decadence of the bourgeoisie of the West. (pp. 152–153)

From the foregoing the need for the dialectical dimension of decolonization ap-
pears crystal-clear: decolonization is inherently critical of bourgeois values and cul-
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ture, whether European or African, Eurocentric or Africana; it self-reflexively brings
dialectical thought to bear on the liberation strategies and tactics, that is, on the lib-
eration theories and praxes undertaken in the revolution against imperialism to
achieve an authentically postcolonial world; and, equally important, it applies this
same self-reflexive critique to the proponents and opponents, agents and adversaries
of revolutionary social, political, and cultural transformation (Duara, 2003; Egbuna,
1986; Osei-Nyame, 1999). 

Fanon critically comprehended that European capitalists and colonized African
elites were willing to work together, even “after colonialism,” to continue colonial-
ism, to initiate a new covert form of colonialism, a kinder, gentler form of colonial-
ism. This is why Fanon ceaselessly searched for a version of democratic socialism
suitable to the particular historical and cultural needs of Africa and its diaspora, be-
cause it could never be enough to simply decolonize Africa and its diaspora, or any
former colony: colonialism must be deracinated, literally, ripped out at the roots.
Lazarus (1999), again, offers insights: “for Fanon the national project also has the ca-
pacity to become the vehicle—the means of articulation—of a social(ist) demand
which extends beyond decolonization in the merely technical sense, and which calls
for a fundamental transformation rather than a mere restructuring of the prevailing
social order” (p. 163, emphasis in original). 

This means, then, in the same process in which the wretched of the earth’s intel-
lectual-activists deracinate colonialism from their lives and homelands, they must
also offer history- and culture-specific anticolonial options. Alternative egalitarian and
revolutionary social organizations, political systems, cultural forms, and human re-
lations have to be recreated or, in many instances, created; indigenous traditions
must be rescued and returned to, in a Cesairean sense, and new ones must be initi-
ated; and, special emphasis should be placed here, decolonization, de-Euro-
peanization, and revolutionary re-Africanization ought to be ongoing—yet, I return to
Cabral’s caveat, ongoing “without underestimating the importance of positive con-
tributions from the oppressor’s culture and other cultures,” which the wretched of
the earth could (and, I honestly believe, should) appropriate and adapt as “they re-
turn to the upwards paths of their own culture.” Behold the dialectics of what Fanon
referred to as “true decolonization”! In his own words:

Nowadays a theoretical problem of prime importance is being set, on the historical
plane as well as on the level of political tactics, by the liberation of the colonies: when
can one affirm that the situation is ripe for a movement of national liberation? In what
form should it first be manifested? Because the various means whereby decolonization
has been carried out have appeared in many different aspects, reason hesitates and re-
fuses to say which is a true decolonization, and which is a false. We shall see that for a
man who is in the thick of the fight it is an urgent matter to decide on the means and
the tactics to employ: that is to say, how to conduct and organize the movement. If this
coherence is not present there is only a blind will toward freedom, with the terribly re-
actionary risks which it entails. (Fanon, 1968, pp. 58–59)

Clearly, decolonization is a complicated phenomenon, one in which Africa’s per-
plexing class politics and, in specific, the peculiar politics of Africa’s colonized
classes, plays itself out, though not without the eager, ever-watchful eyes and wicked
intentions of various colonialist-capitalist bourgeoisies, European or otherwise
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(Amin, 1980; Amin and Cohen, 1977; S. Katz, 1980; Magubane and Ntalaia, 1983;
Staniland, 1968). The wretched of the earth’s revolutionary intellectual-activists,
therefore, not only have to decolonize the world the colonizers made—and, “the
colonizer’s model of the world,” as James Blaut (1993) perceptively put it—but also,
the world the begrudging racially colonized bourgeoisie deeply wishes and desper-
ately wants to make. False decolonization is, quite simply, the “fancy-dress parade
and the blare of the trumpets” that Fanon made mention of above. Absolutely noth-
ing accept the color of the colonizers’ skins will be changed. “There’s nothing,”
fumed Fanon, “save a minimum of readaptation, a few reforms at the top, a flag
waving: and down there at the bottom an undivided mass, still living in the middle
ages, endlessly marking time.” Fanon’s concept of revolutionary decolonization,
therefore, makes a distinction between the class politics and class projects of the
racially colonized bourgeoisie and the wretched of the earth. From this critical
Fanonian frame of reference, it can be ascertained that decolonization is not neutral
and, consequently, not always automatically in the best interest of the wretched of
the earth. There are different directions that decolonization can take, just as there
are different, extremely devious directions that colonialism (and capitalism and
racism and sexism) can take, and the racially colonized bourgeoisie seeks to initiate
and establish a neocolonial nation-state by means of a bourgeois decolonization—that
is, decolonization in the interest of the racially colonized bourgeoisie who, to strike
the iron while it is hot, want nothing other than to further underdevelop “their”
countries in the imperial interests of the upper and middle classes of the “mother
country” and, especially, foreign capitalist corporations. Not to be fooled by African
colonial elites false decolonization, which is nothing other than another name for
Eurocentric imperial recolonization, Fanon (1968) disparages the racially colonized
bourgeoisie’s concept of decolonization, its false decolonization, by emphasizing
the interconnection of their interests with those of the upper and middle classes of
the “mother country.” 

The national bourgeoisie will be greatly helped on its way toward decadence by the
Western bourgeoisie, who come to it as tourists avid for the exotic, for big game hunt-
ing, and for casinos. The national bourgeoisie organizes centers of rest and relaxation
and pleasure resorts to meet the wishes of the Western bourgeoisie. Such activity is given
the name tourism, and for the occasion will be built up as a national industry . . . all
these are the stigma of this depravation of the national middle class. Because it is bereft
of ideas, because it lives to itself and cuts itself off from the people, undermined by its
hereditary incapacity to think in terms of all the problems of the nation as seen from the
point of view of the whole of that nation, the national middle class will have nothing
better to do than to take on the role of manager for Western enterprise, and it will in
practice set up its country as the brothel of Europe. (pp. 153–154)

The dialectics of decolonization is simultaneously aimed at the concreteness of
the colonial past and the possibilities of the postcolonial future and, for all its open-
ness it remains, like all dialectics, preoccupied with both internal and external con-
tradictions, which, as we have witnessed above, means that it is as critical of the
pseudo-bourgeoisie in neocolonial Africa as it is of the super-bourgeoisies in Europe
and America. The dialectics of decolonization, thus, is grounded in, and grows out
of, the crossroads where the concreteness of the colonial past and the possibilities
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of the postcolonial future converge, the place where world-historical facts meet
racial colonial fictions, the place where the wretched of the earth, through their rev-
olutionary decolonization, begin the process(es) of freeing themselves from the
claws and confines of colonialism. I observed above that decolonization critically
engages the proponents and opponents, as well as the agents and adversaries of rev-
olutionary social, political, and cultural transformation, this is necessary because of
the constraints of colonial history: the fact, namely, that the historical narratives of
colonizing countries—dare I say colonizing continents—by default dehumanizes
the colonized; the colonial (mis)education system, which the colonized find very
difficult to get around if they desire to be “successful” and survive in the colonial
world, brainwashes them and their children into believing that Europe and 
Europeans—nay, as Du Bois (1995a) declared, “white folk”—are quite literally “super-
men” and “world-mastering demi-gods” (p. 456; see also Rabaka 2006d, 2007b). Is
it any wonder, then, that racial colonialism and racist capitalism implants a deep
and pervasive sense of inferiority into the consciousnesses of the colonized, who get
caught in the tangled web of undeniable intraracial antagonisms and curious
transethnic kinships, bitter battles and concealed complicity? Is it any wonder that
these same racially colonized social agents, who seem to live their lives on the brink
of the most excruciating schizophrenia (how could it be otherwise?), are (true to
their double-conscious racial colonial condition) simultaneously capable of the
narrowest nationalism and most heartfelt humanism, unrepentant religious intoler-
ance and openness to agnosticism, ethnic chauvinism and deep commitment to
critical multiculturalism, and, searing selfishness and draw-dropping selflessness
(Hanley, 1976; JanMohamed, 1984, 1985, 1988; Lazarus, 2000; Maldonado-Torres,
2005b; T.O. Moore, 2005; Ngugi, 1972, 1983). 

It is important for the wretched of the earth’s revolutionary intellectual-activists
to redefine revolutionary decolonization for their specific struggle, always keeping
in mind that colonialism and capitalism, as with racism and sexism, are always and
ever changing, which is to say, that each of the aforementioned are extremely mal-
leable and motive, constantly shifting from one epoch or milieu to the next. Fanon’s
distinction between true and false decolonization provides an important paradigm
and critical theoretical point of departure, one that enables the wretched of the earth
to gauge whether true decolonization has taken, or is actually taking place. With this
in mind, we are compelled to briefly—albeit critically—examine Fanon’s concept of
revolutionary decolonization.

For Fanon (1968) decolonization is “a program,” “a historical process,” and a “pe-
riod” which follows neither laws, nor logic that can be comprehended by either “the
colonizer” or “the colonized” a priori, that is, prior to its emergence (pp. 36, 43, 36).
It overturns every “thing,” nothing survives unaltered (pp. 36–37). Decolonization
is “quite simply the replacing of a certain ‘species’ of men by another ‘species’ of
men” (p. 35). It is part of a “historical process” that can and will end only when the
entire “colonial world,” that is, the “whole social structure,” is “changed from the
bottom up” (pp. 36, 37, 35). However, decolonization goes a lot further, and cuts
considerably deeper into the social setting. It, in a word, “influences” not merely the
social setting but also those individuals who undertake it or, rather, experience it.

Fanon tells us that just as decolonization changes the “whole social structure,” it
also alters and “influences individuals,” it “modifies them fundamentally”: “the
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‘thing’ which has been colonized becomes man during the same process by which
it frees itself” (pp. 36–37). For, decolonization, at minimum, “is the veritable cre-
ation of new men,” who speak a “new language” to express their “new humanity”
(p. 36). But, it should be underscored, the “new men” that Fanon envisioned were
not merely racially colonized males. Quite the contrary, he included “the coloniz-
ers” or “the settlers,” as well as the females of both of these “two forces [“the colo-
nized” and “the colonizers”], opposed to each other by their very nature” (p. 36).12

Fanon wrote: “The need for this change [decolonization] exists in its crude state, im-
petuous and compelling, in the consciousness and in the lives of the men and
women who are colonized. But the possibility of this change is equally experienced
in the form of a terrifying future in the consciousness of another ‘species’ of men
and women: the colonizers” (pp. 35–36, my emphasis).13

In an anarchic moment, in many respects reminiscent of the Russian revolution-
ary, Mikhail Bakunin, Fanon sternly stated: “Decolonization, which sets out to
change the order of the world, is, obviously, a program of complete disorder” (p.
36). It is by and through this “period” of “complete disorder” that Fanon claims
racially colonized peoples finally have the opportunity to question “the colonizers,”
“the colonial world,” and, perhaps most importantly, themselves: “In decoloniza-
tion, there is therefore the need of a complete calling in question of the colonial sit-
uation” (p. 37). This “complete calling in question of the colonial situation” opens
the colonized and the colonizing peoples to the potential and possibilities that
they—by and for themselves—have of (re)creating and (re)constructing selves and
societies predicated on “[t]otal liberation” (pp. 43, 310). 

“Total liberation” entails freedom, and the freedom which Fanon envisioned had
a double dimension: it is at once political and individual. With regard to the former,
Fanon has in mind the freedom of the nation-state and/or governmental apparatus.
Concerning the later, he envisions an existential freedom, which refers to an individ-
ual’s consciousness of their freedom and free choice. The Fanonian concept of free-
dom bitterly understands that “[t]he starving peasant, outside the class system, is the
first among the exploited to discover that only violence pays” and that she or he has
“nothing to lose and everything to gain,” and for this reason, in the past where “they
[the ‘peasants’] were completely irresponsible; today they mean to understand
everything and make all decisions” (pp. 61, 94). The freedom Fanon envisaged is
one where the “peasants” and politicians are one and the same because all citizens
know and understand that “[n]obody, neither leader nor rank-and-filer, can hold
back the truth” (p. 199). And, “the truth,” according to Fanon, “is that which hur-
ries on the break-up of the colonialist regime” (p. 50). He went far to put his faith
in “the people” in full view when he wrote, “[e]verything can be explained to the
people, on the single condition that you really want them to understand” (p. 189).
However, here Fanon is quick to offer a caveat: “You will not be able to do all this
[i.e., decolonize and attain and maintain revolutionary freedom] unless you give the
people some political education” (p. 180).

Freedom in the public and political sphere requires the absence of external con-
trol over the State (Gramsci, 1971, 1977, 1978; Kipfer, 2004). It is in this sense that
Fanon (1968), especially in “The Pitfalls of National Consciousness,” criticizes anti-
democratic, single party, tsarist, militarist, fascist, dictatorial, and puppet politics in
post-independence “underdeveloped” countries (pp. 148–205).14 Through the lens
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and lessons of history and betrayal, and perhaps following Fanon, Kwame Nkrumah
(1965) would later write about and term this phenomenon in so-called “Third
World” politics: “neo-colonialism.” Colonialism remained just that, “colonialism,”
merely mutating into “its final and perhaps most dangerous stage” (Nkrumah,
1965, p. ix). It, colonialism, quite simply, went by another name, and Du Bois,
Fanon, Nkrumah, Cabral, and a whole host of anticolonial Africana (among other)
thinkers have expressed and offered bits and pieces of the truth and reality of this
matter. Nkrumah comprehended that “[n]eo-colonialism is by no means exclusively
an African question” (p. xvii). Quite the contrary, Nkrumah, a life-long disciple of
Du Bois and Pan-African comrade of Fanon’s, contended:

Long before it was practiced on any large scale in Africa it was an established system in
other parts of the world. Nowhere has it proved successful, either in raising living stan-
dards or in ultimately benefiting the countries which have indulged in it. Marx predicted
that the growing gap between the wealth of the possessing classes and the workers it em-
ploys would ultimately produce a conflict fatal to capitalism in each individual capital-
ist State. This conflict between the rich and the poor has now transferred on to the in-
ternational scene, but for proof of what is acknowledged to be happening it is no longer
necessary to consult the classical Marxist writers. (p. xvii)

“[I]t is no longer necessary to consult the classical Marxist writers,” because the
“classical Marxist writers,” in all their prescience and ranting and raving of revolu-
tion and social transformation, never fully figured, nor felt they needed to critically
figure into their analyses, the “classical” or contemporary situations and circum-
stances of the racialized and colonized world. That is precisely why, following Re-
nate Zahar (1974), Lewis Gordon (1995b) correctly observes that “although Fanon
was more in line with Marxist-Leninism,” his contribution(s) to Marxist, and par-
ticularly “Western Marxist,” discourse and theory “was more as an innovator, not a
disciple” (p. 93). It was not long after Nkrumah (1973b) wrote, “for proof of what
is acknowledged to be happening it is no longer necessary to consult the classical
Marxist writers,” that he, ousted from his presidency in Ghana in 1966, turned to
and drew from Fanon, and, in no uncertain terms, stated sternly: “There is no mid-
dle road between capitalism and socialism” (p. 74; see also Nkrumah, 1970b,
1973a, 1973c, 1990). For Nkrumah, as for Fanon, decolonization, and all that it en-
tails, is a necessary means if “the wretched of the earth” (in Fanon’s phraseology) or
“the oppressed and exploited of the earth” (in Nkrumah’s terminology) are to reach
the end of both colonial and neocolonial exploitation, alienation, and oppression,
and usher in the ugly-beauty of “total liberation” (Fanon, 1968, p. 310; Nkrumah,
1973b, p. 74). Gordon, following Zahar (1974), asserts that Fanon was no mere
card-carrying, party-preaching Marxist-Leninist, but “more . . . an innovator” within
the worlds of Marxist and liberation theory. One of Fanon’s major innovations and
contributions to the discourses of Marxism, liberation theory, and Africana critical
theory was his articulation of revolutionary decolonization. 

Although many of the major Fanon scholars and critics hardly discuss his concept
of revolutionary decolonization, and make little or no distinction between true and
false decolonization, it has been and remains one of Fanon’s most pervasive, pro-
found, and provocative contributions to psychoanalytic, social, political, postcolonial
and postmodern theory. With regard to Marxism, Fanon’s articulation of revolutionary
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decolonization enabled him to do precisely what he advocated others engaging and
enduring “the colonial problem” do, stretch it, “slightly.” The classic line, it will be
recalled, reads: “Marxist analysis should always be slightly stretched every time we
have to do with the colonial problem” (Fanon, 1968, p. 40). Fanon, specifically in
“Concerning Violence,” literally augments and updates Marxist theory, and appro-
priates those aspects and elements from it which he believed would enable him to
“call into question the colonial situation,” that is, begin “the historical process” of
revolutionary decolonization (pp. 36–37). By “stretching” “Marxist analysis,” Fanon
placed a new praxis-promoting critical theory, radical politics, and revolutionary de-
colonization, not merely on Marxists’, but Pan-Africanists, African socialists, African
nationalists, black nationalists, existentialists, phenomenologists, and radical hu-
manists’ discursive and political agendas.

FANON’S FURY: COLONIAL VIOLENCE, ANTI-COLONIAL VIOLENCE,
AND THE DISCOURSE ON REVOLUTIONARY DECOLONIZATION

Fanon first broached the subject of the inferiority complex that colonialism instills
in the racially colonized in Black Skin, White Masks. Racial colonialism and the
racially colonized person’s inferiority complex was something that he more or less
psychologized in his early work, pointing to the profundity of the racial colonial
problem and the racially colonized’s double-conscious racial colonial condition as
a result (P. Adams, 1970; Bulhan, 1980a, 1985; Cooppan, 1996; T.O. Moore, 2005;
Razanajao, Postel and Allen, 1996; Ysern-Borras, 1985). With The Wretched of the
Earth, written a decade after Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon believed that he had
found an extremely important part of the solution to the racial colonial problem
and the racially colonized’s inferiority complex: self-defensive anticolonial violence.
Though it has long rubbed many of Fanon’s readers the wrong way, few can deny
how intriguing his views on anticolonial violence are; in a sense, they provide a leit-
motif for critically comprehending A Dying Colonialism, The Wretched of the Earth,
and most of essays in Toward the African Revolution, which is to say, the bulk of his
body of work.

Few have understood, or engaged critically, Fanon’s concept of revolutionary de-
colonization, its advocacy of self-defensive anticolonial violence or otherwise.
When he is read, as mentioned above, he is often read as “a philosopher of vio-
lence,” but, similar to Malcolm X, Frantz Fanon cannot and should not be allowed
to be reduced to a few misquoted statements concerning counter or self-defensive
anticolonial violence (Rabaka, 2002, 2008b). In point of fact, colonialism is a code
word for a complex kind of violence that plays itself out in the heads and hearts, in
the lives and homelands of both the colonized and the colonizer. However, the col-
onized and the colonizer approach violence in two completely different, yet deeply
interconnected, ways. On the one hand, the colonizer introduces the colonized to
colonial violence, and this is a point that should be strongly stressed. Even so, we
must be clear here to highlight the historical fact that violence existed long before
the colonizer came. What makes the colonizer’s violence different from the preex-
isting precolonial violence is that the colonizer’s violence is colonial violence: vio-
lence for the sake of colonialism, and, more specifically, racial colonialism. The col-
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onized, on the other hand, engages in anticolonial violence in reaction to the colo-
nizer’s colonial violence, to counter the colonizer’s colonial violence. 

The colonized comes to realize that colonialism has its own code of ethics, or eti-
quette of anti-ethics, if you will. The colonizer cannot and does not under any cir-
cumstance acknowledge the humanity or right to self-determination of the colo-
nized, because to do so would completely undermine the bad faith and false
legitimacy of colonialism, which has been established on the imperial assumption
that the colonized, left to their precolonial political systems and social organiza-
tions, are utterly incapable of governing themselves. What is more, insofar as the
colonized does not forfeit their rightful claim to self-determination and resist the
imposition of racial colonial rule, the colonial nation-state, that is, the colonial gov-
ernment, the exportation of European imperial social and political models and Eu-
rocentric modes of existence cannot be guaranteed to take root (Memmi, 1967,
1969, 1984, 2000). In order to plant the seeds of European imperial social and po-
litical models and Eurocentric modes of existence, the colonizer employs various
forms of violence, overt and covert kinds of violence, to quarantine the colonized to
the colonial world. Fanon contended that no matter how benevolent the colonizer
might appear, the reality of the racial colonial matter is that she or he will not rec-
ognize the human rights of the racially colonized, or, in the event that some sem-
blances of the humanity of the racially colonized are acknowledged, the colonizer
will not permit it unless the acknowledgement simultaneously perpetuates the con-
tinued devaluation and humiliation of the humanity of the racially colonized. In
other words, racial colonialism is willing to make certain concessions or exceptions
to its racist rules, but these concessions with the racially colonized, usually with the
racially colonized bourgeoisie, are few and far between. 

It is primarily because of colonialism’s violent denial of the racially colonized’s
humanity and history that Fanon argued that the wretched of the earth must rescue
and reclaim their humanity and history from the dark, dank dungeon that the col-
onizer has confined it to, and completely topple the racial colonial world. The
racially colonized, therefore, must be mentally and physically prepared to violate the
“dividing line[s]”—social, political, cultural, metaphysical, physical, epistemologi-
cal, and ethical—imposed by the colonizer if they are to “return to the upwards
paths of their own culture,” as Cabral contended, and in like fashion, as Fanon im-
portantly asserted, rehumanize the colonizer and return them to their lost humanity
as well (Cabral, 1979, p. 143; Fanon, 1968, p. 38; see also Bernasconi, 1996). In The
Hermeneutics of African Philosophy, Tsenay Serequeberhan (1994) importantly em-
phasized: 

the fundamental concern of the colonized is to retake the initiative of history: to again
become historical Being. It is to negate the negation of its lived historicalness and over-
come the violence of merely being an object in the historicity of European existence that
the colonized fights. Thus, it is the inter-implicative dialectic of this primordial violence,
and the counter-violence it evokes, that we need to concretely grasp. (p. 57, emphasis in
original)

Heeding the words of Serequeberhan, and employing his caveat as my point of
departure, what I seek to do here is to “concretely grasp” the role and relevance of
violence in the process(es) of decolonization. It must be underscored at the outset
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that the first sentence of Fanon’s last book, The Wretched of the Earth, reads: “Na-
tional liberation, national consciousness, the restoration of nationhood to the peo-
ple, commonwealth: whatever may be the headings used or the new formulas in-
troduced, decolonization is always a violent phenomenon” (p. 35, emphasis added).
From Fanon’s perspective, that the racially colonized turn to anticolonial and self-
defensive violence should shock no one, least of all the colonizer and reprehensibly
racializing and colonizing nation-states. Colonialism, the whole colonial system,
the entire colonial world, is nothing other than violence. Violence is not simply
physical; there are also psychological dimensions to violence. What is more, colo-
nial violence is extremely predatory and pervasive and seeks to racialize and colo-
nize as many aspects of the colonized’s life-worlds and lived-experiences, as many
elements of their history and culture as it inhumanly and possibly can: from poli-
tics to economics, education to religion, psychology to social organization, aesthet-
ics to ethics, and on and on. 

Recall, Fanon (1968) contended that it is the colonizer who “is the bringer of vi-
olence into the home and into the mind of the native” (p. 38). All that we know as
“Europe” and “European” has been, and remains, established on “the negation” of
the lives, lands, languages, cultures, histories, and, therefore, humanity of the non-
European world (see Blaut, 1993; Chinweizu, 1978; Mudimbe, 1988, 1994; Said,
1979, 1993). The colonized, “back . . . to the wall, . . . knife . . . at [their] throat[s],”
realizes that there exists but one way out of the wicked world “the settlers” have
made, and that is “gun in hand,” “ready for violence at all times” (Fanon, 1968, pp.
58, 37). Fanon went further: “The native who decides to put the program [of decol-
onization] into practice, and to become its moving force, is ready for violence at all
times. From birth it is clear to him that this narrow world, strewn with prohibitions,
can only be called in question by absolute violence” (p. 37).

Under the auspices of the program of decolonization, a struggle, one of “absolute
violence,” a “murderous and decisive struggle between the two protagonists [the col-
onized and the colonizers]” thus ensues (p. 37). No “thing” remains as it was prior
to this “struggle,” which, of course, is why the violence of this struggle is character-
ized as “absolute.” Absolute—meaning “total,” “complete,” “unconditional” and
“infinite”—the violence of this “murderous and decisive struggle” alters all that was,
and opens the oppressed, and, by default, the oppressors, to the possibility and po-
tential of that which should have been, and that which they—meaning, both the col-
onized and the colonizers—begin to critically understand ought to be. The colonized,
again, “back . . . to the wall, . . . knife . . . at [their] throat[s],” knows that they have
no other recourse but to fight for their liberty, and on behalf, and in the interest of
their long denied humanity. The colonized knows that the world in which she or he
has, literally, been flung into, a “narrow world, strewn with prohibitions,” is a world
predicated on the primordial violence of colonialism. Colonialism is, quite simply,
“violence in its natural state” (p. 61). It was violence, “absolute violence,” which
marked the beginning of colonial conquest, and it shall be nothing other than vio-
lence, “absolute violence,” which will symbolize and signify the end of colonial con-
quest. The form that the colonized’s anticolonial violence takes is not in any way
predetermined by the colonial violence of the colonizer. Colonial violence, ironi-
cally, opens the colonized to new versions of violence, violence heretofore unimag-
ined in the precolonial world (Gines, 2003; Gueddi, 1991; Kebede, 2001; Makuru,
2005; Seshadri-Crooks, 2002). 

196 Chapter 5



On the initial encounter between the colonized and the colonizers, Fanon (1968)
wrote: “Their first encounter was marked by violence and their existence together—
that is to say the exploitation of the native by the settler—was carried on by dint of
a great array of bayonets and cannons” (p. 36). The colonized’s history, culture, so-
cial and political systems, language, religion, art, and “customs of dress,” are sup-
planted, literally deracinated—that is, plucked or torn up or out by the roots; eradi-
cated or exterminated—so as to make colonialism, “violence in its natural state,”
complete, total, or “absolute,” as Fanon would have it. Commenting on the “break
up,” that is, the decolonization of the colonial world, Fanon commented:

The violence which has ruled over the ordering of the colonial world, which has cease-
lessly drummed the rhythm for the destruction of native social forms and broken up
without reserve the systems of reference of the economy, the customs of dress and ex-
ternal life, that same violence will be claimed and taken over by the native at the mo-
ment when, deciding to embody history in his own person, he surges into forbidden
quarters. To wreck the colonial world is henceforward a mental picture of action which
is very clear, very easy to understand and which may be assumed by each one of the in-
dividuals which constitute the colonized people. (pp. 40–41)

Fanon, unlike many Marxist theorists, did not ascribe fixed and fast roles to spe-
cific social and political economic classes: decolonization, he declared, “may be as-
sumed by each one of the individuals which constitute the colonized people.”
Where Marx thought certain social and political economic classes, take, for example,
the “lumpenproletariat,” were a “dangerous class” and “social scum” whose “condi-
tions of life prepare it for the part of a bribed tool of reactionary intrigue” (Marx and
Engels, 1978, p. 482). Fanon (1968), on the other hand, argued that “the lumpen-
proletariat, that horde of starving men, uprooted from their tribe and from their
clan, constitutes one of the most spontaneous and most radically revolutionary
forces of a colonized people” (p. 129; see also C.P. Peterson, 2007; Sekyi-Otu, 1996;
Wallerstein, 1979). This is because the colonized lumpenproletariat constitute a
class who constantly have to do without the most basic human needs, and whose
members are systematically denied entrée into the most minuscule so-called
“benevolences” and “benefits” of colonialism and Eurocentric imperial modernity.
Their lives, their very existence serve as a constant reminder that the racially colo-
nized bourgeoisie is nothing other than a bunch of buck-dancing and bootlicking
neocolonial carpetbaggers whose pseudo-lavish Eurocentric lifestyles accentuate the
gross political and economic injustices of the established racial colonial order (Far-
ber, 1981; Memmi, 2006; Sabbagh, 1982; Staniland, 1968; G.A. Thomas, 1999). 

The colonized lumpenproletariat’s lives also painfully point to the fact that their
relationships with their precolonial history and culture have been brutally ruptured,
which is one of the reasons Fanon wrote that they have been “uprooted from their
tribe and from their clan.” The “tribe” and the “clan” symbolize the colonized
lumpenproletariat’s precolonial history and culture, their precolonial political sys-
tems and social organizations and, though Marx may have thought of them as a
bunch of mindless mercenaries, Fanon believed that they could potentially repre-
sent “one of the most spontaneous and most radically revolutionary forces of a col-
onized people.” Why? Because the colonized lumpenproletariat, long locked out of
the colonial world that both the European bourgeoisie and the colonized African
bourgeoisie greedily share, constitute the group farthest away from the crumbs that
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fall from (neo)colonialism’s imperial table. Their relationship with European
modernity, which is to say their relationship with the evolution of Europe’s anti-
black racist capitalism and colonialism, has been and remains a violent one. 

For Fanon (1968), violence “ruled over” in the colonial world, it alone was “ab-
solute.” It was the most pervasive characteristic of colonialism, and no one and no
“thing” went unscathed. In fact, the “government” that the “governing race” and
“classes” erected can be, and has been, described as a “reign of violence” (pp. 40,
88). Because violence was the “absolute,” “ordering” and organizing principle of the
racial colonial world, Fanon felt that only “greater violence” could and would bring
“disorder” long enough to forge a new (antiracist, anticolonialist, and anticapital-
ist) world: “colonialism is not a thinking machine, nor a body with reasoning fac-
ulties. It is violence in its natural state, and it will only yield when confronted with
greater violence” (p. 61). Therefore, the anticolonial violence of the racially colo-
nized is nothing other than the long overdue answer to the conundrum that the pri-
mordial violence of racial colonial conquest has, and continues to present to the
wretched of the earth, who are, I should reiterate, the masses of the earth. The colo-
nized, through anticolonial violence, intend to “wreck” or “break up” the estab-
lished order of the racial colonial world (pp. 40–41). Once again Serequeberhan
(1994) offers important insights:

The first act of freedom that the colonized engages in is the attempt to violently disrupt
the “normality” which European colonial society presupposes. The tranquil existence of
the colonizer is grounded on the chaotic, abnormal, and subhuman existence of the col-
onized. The “new societies” that replicate Europe in the non-European world are built
on “vacated space” which hitherto was the uncontested terra firma of different and dif-
fering peoples and histories.

The dawn and normalcy of colonial society—i.e., the birth and establishment of the
modern European world, as Karl Marx approvingly points out in the first few pages of
the Communist Manifesto—is grounded on the negation of the cultural difference and
specificity that constitutes the historicity and thus humanity of the non-European world.
European modernity establishes itself globally by violently negating indigenous cul-
tures. This violence in replication, furthermore, accentuates the regressive and
despotic/aristocratic aspects internal to the histories of the colonizing European soci-
eties. (p. 58, emphasis in original)

The imposition of European “normality” onto non-European lives and lands sig-
nals and symbolizes the very terms, the very grounds upon which the “murderous
and decisive struggle” between the oppressed and their oppressors is fought. As
Fanon (1968) contended: “The cause is the consequence; you are rich because you
are white, you are white because you are rich” (p. 40). To take this line of thinking
a step further, it could be said that one is human because one is white, and that one
is white insofar as one is human. By negating the history of the racially colonized,
the colonizers also negate the identity, and therefore the humanity of the conquered
peoples. Serequeberhan (1994) maintains that “[t]he colonized is a member of a
defeated history” (p. 69). By this, I take him to mean two things. First, that the
racially colonized is a member of a group that has suffered a historical defeat. And,
second, that the racially colonized’s history, “the process of his communal becom-
ing,” has been violently suspended or “interrupted” and, from the colonial point of
view, definitively (p. 69). 
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In “defeating” or conquering the racially colonized, the colonizer also “defeated”
and conquered the historicity—that is, the lived and concrete actuality, the life-
worlds and life-struggles—of the racially colonized. The racially colonized no longer
comes into being, or becomes a human being on her or his own, she or he only reg-
isters on the record of “History” when and where the colonizers allow her or him to
do so; which, to be perfectly honest, is rarely, if ever. Further, when and where the
racially colonized does rear her or his head in “History,” she or he is painted as a
“subhuman” “savage,” “a sort of quintessence of evil” (Fanon, 1968, p. 41; see also,
Jordan, 1968; Pieterse, 1992). This in turn creates a “situation,” a “world” where
there exists two “‘species’ of men [and women]”: those who are white, European,
and human and, as a consequence, have human rights which are to be respected and
protected; and, those who are racialized, colonized, non-European, non-white and,
therefore, not human, and have no human rights which are to be respected and pro-
tected in a white supremacist colonialist capitalist world.15

In this world, and in this situation, it is not hard to discern why Fanon would
write: “On the logical plane, the Manicheism of the settler produces a Manicheism
of the native” (p. 93). That is to say that “the native,” imbued with the horror and
hell of racial colonialism, sets out to decolonize, literally de-center and destroy, the
racial colonial world. The racially colonized has no choice. As I have said, the op-
pressed have few options. Barred by the colonizers—and sometimes their own self-
negation and self-hatred—from the annuals of history, the racially colonized seek
nothing less than to reclaim her or his place on the stage of the miraculous drama
of human existence and experience. Hence, Serequeberhan (1994) said: “Conflict
and violence are not a choice, they are an existential need negatively arising out of
the colonial situation which serves as a prelude to the rehumanization of the colo-
nized” (p. 73). Serequeberhan acknowledges that violence is only a “prelude”—that
is, it is literally a preface, an introduction, an opening—through which the racially
colonized might step back on to the stage of human history, and (re)construct hu-
man being(s) and a humane world where each person critically understands her or
his identity and dignity and, therefore, humanity, to rest on the respect and recog-
nition of other persons’ identity and dignity and, therefore, humanity.16 This line of
logic is, perhaps, most pronounced when and where we observe Fanon’s critiques of
the ways in which colonialism overlaps, interlocks, and intersects with, not only
racism and capitalism, but also sexism, and particularly patriarchy. In other words,
race is not only colonized and inextricable from colonialism in the realm of racial
colonialism, but it is also gendered and hyper-sexualized or, rather, eroticized and
exotified in racist colonialist capitalist contexts, which are always and ever, however
sometimes subtly, racist colonialist capitalist sexist situations.

UNVEILING FRANTZ FANON, UNVEILING MALE FEMINISM,
UNVEILING MALE WOMANISM: FANON’S CONTRIBUTIONS TO

WOMEN’S DECOLONIZATION AND WOMEN’S LIBERATION

Fanon has a contradictory, controversial, and regularly contested relationship with
feminism, womanism, and women’s studies. As the growing body of criticism on
“Fanon’s feminism” demonstrates, it would be extremely difficult to deny his 
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contributions—again, however contradictory, controversial and contested—to
women’s quest to decolonize their distinct life-worlds and lived-experiences in the
male supremacist world in which they find themselves (Sharpley-Whiting, 1997).
Fanon’s commitment to women’s liberation was deeply connected to, and, even
more, inextricable from his commitments to decolonization, democratic socialism
and human liberation, and, as with each of the aforementioned, his theory of
women’s liberation has progressive and retrogressive aspects. There is a knee-jerk
tendency among theorists, both male and female, who engage Fanon’s contribu-
tions to feminism, womanism, and women’s liberation to argue either that Fanon
was gender progressive or that Fanon was gender regressive. I openly acknowledge,
in all intellectual honesty, that Fanon was both: in his texts he seems to be schizo-
phrenically, at times, a staunch advocate for women’s rights and women’s liberation,
and, at other times, completely oblivious of his “Freudian slips” and blind-spots
with regard to gender justice and the ways in which his work, his own words speak
to, not the decolonization of women’s life-worlds and lived-experiences, but the re-
colonization of women’s life-worlds and lived-experiences (Chow, 1999; Fuss, 1995;
McClintock, 1995).

Much has been made of Fanon’s brutal, but powerfully persuasive, critique of
Martiniquan writer Mayotte Capecia in Black Skin, White Masks. Many feminist the-
orists find his critique of Capecia so merciless and his words so acerbic that his work
seems to be rarely read beyond his first book, and this, insofar as I am concerned,
is the main part of the problem. In speaking on this issue in “Who Is that Masked
Woman? Or, the Role of Gender in Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks,” feminist theo-
rist Gwen Bergner (1995), perhaps, put it best when she wrote: “Typically, contem-
porary readers dismiss Fanon’s condemnation as so obviously sexist that it does not
merit analysis” (p. 83). What these otherwise, I can only assume, “sophisticated”
readers fail to see is that they not only do Fanon a disservice, but they do themselves
a great and grave disservice by re-inscribing Fanon’s supposed sexism and theoreti-
cally freeze-framing him as an “anti-feminist” in a way that they do not (and prob-
ably would not dare to dream of) when it comes to the oftentimes unrepentantly
sexist and racist thought of Kant, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche, or Heidegger (Bernasconi,
2001, 2003; Carver, 1998; Di Stephano, 2008; Holland and Huntingdon, 2001; P.J.
Mills, 1996; Oliver and Pearsall, 1998; Schott, 1997; Scott and Franklin, 2006; Ward
and Lott, 2002). I am not in any way suggesting that Fanon, or any other black male
thinker, be given a “pass” when and where we come to women’s liberation, as much
as I am pleading with feminists and other women’s liberationists to do away with
their longstanding double-standard when and where we come to non-white men’s
contributions to women’s decolonization and women’s liberation.

I raise the issue of feminist misinterpretations of Fanon, not to defend or apolo-
gize for Fanon’s textual masculinism, which I find morally repugnant and ethically
reprehensible, but to humbly make a critical distinction between masculinism and
sexism, as well as gender progressivism and anti-feminism. Fanon, for the most part
was, indeed, a masculinist, but I believe the feminists go too far in making blanket
condemnations and charging him and his corpus with “symbolic matricide” and
anti-feminism. This kind of one-dimensional interpretation of an extremely multi-
dimensional figure such as Fanon does not simply diminish or neglect what some
have called “Fanon’s feminism,” but it actually negates, erases or, at the very least,
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renders invisible his innovative and concrete contributions to women’s decoloniza-
tion and women’s liberation. In Transcending the Talented Tenth, the African Ameri-
can feminist philosopher Joy James (1997) importantly asserts that masculinism is
different from misogynism and anti-feminism:

Since masculinism does not explicitly advocate male superiority or rigid gender social
roles, it is not identical to patriarchal ideology. Masculinism can share patriarchy’s pre-
supposition of the male as normative without its anti-female politics and rhetoric. Men
who support feminist politics, as pro-feminists, may advocate the equality or even su-
periority of women. . . . However, even without patriarchal intent, certain works repli-
cate conventional gender roles. (p. 36)

The fault lies, therefore, not so much with the feminists, but more so with the
masculinists, these men who are theoretically not patriarchs and anti-feminists, but
who do not critically comprehend that their masculinist worldview, though not
identical to the patriarchal and misogynistic worldviews, nonetheless diminishes
their gender progressivism, rendering their well-meaning thought and actions on
behalf of women’s decolonization and women’s liberation, at best, paternalistic and
schizophrenic and, at worst, ultimately, a deeply disguised, clandestine contribution
to women’s re-colonization and women’s continued domination. This, again,
speaks to the necessity of bringing the dialectic to bear on male feminism and male
womanism, and strongly stressing the need for anti-sexist men to consciously and
consistently practice sincere self-criticism and self-correction. Anti-sexist men must
do more than theoretically commit themselves to women’s decolonization and
women’s liberation but, even more, they must develop dialectical rapports and crit-
ical theoretical relationships with the ideologies of women’s decolonization and
women’s liberation and embrace and practice feminism or womanism, hence, epis-
temically and politically incorporating women’s liberation theory into their world-
view(s). Without developing dialectical rapports and critical theoretical relation-
ships with women’s liberation theory and praxis well-meaning anti-sexist men’s
worldview(s), and, therefore, their thoughts and actions, remain nothing other than
a well-meaning masculinism, which in no uncertain terms perpetuates and exacer-
bates patriarchy and the continued colonization of women’s life-worlds and lived-
experiences. Joy James’ words and wisdom, once again, find their way into the fray:

Like some types of anti-racism, certain forms of feminism and pro-feminism are disin-
genuous. Consider that anti-racist stances guided by a Eurocentrism that presents Euro-
pean (American) culture as normative inadvertently reproduce white dominance; this
re-inscription of white privilege occurs despite the avowed racial egalitarianism. Like-
wise, despite their gender progressivism, anti-sexists or pro-feminists whose politics un-
folds within a meta-paradigm that establishes the male as normative reinforce male
dominance. (p. 35)

By making a critical distinction between masculinism and misogynism we are
able to simultaneously and dialectically acknowledge that Fanon was for the most
part a masculinist with pro-feminist fragments scattered throughout his corpus, and
that it is extremely intellectually disingenuous to interpret (or, rather, misinterpret)
him and his oeuvre as misogynist or anti-feminist. In taking a dialectical and criti-
cal theoretical approach to Fanon we are given license to unflinchingly conduct an
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intellectual archaeology of his contributions to women’s decolonization and
women’s liberation, with the critical understanding that many first-rate feminist the-
orists may have fallen into their own form of feminist bad faith by, whether con-
sciously or unconsciously, denying Fanon’s contributions to women’s decoloniza-
tion and women’s liberation. In Feminism Is for Everybody, the foremost
contemporary black feminist bell hooks (2000) writes about an anti-male faction
within the feminist movement who resent “the presence of anti-sexist men because
their presence serve[s] to counter any insistence that all men are oppressors, or that
all men hate women” (p. 68). Revolutionary feminists, such as hooks, challenge re-
actionary anti-male feminists who project nice, “neat categories of oppressor/op-
pressed” onto men and women in their efforts to portray “all men as the enemy in
order to represent all women as victims” (p. 68). Revolutionary feminists counter by
arguing that “from the onset of the movement there was a small group of men who
recognized that feminist movement was as valid a movement for social justice as any
and all other radical movements in our nation’s history that men had supported.
These men became our comrades in our struggle and our allies” (p. 68).

Instead of approaching Fanon as a simple sexist, I will critically engage the pro-
feminist fragments scattered throughout his texts. Following in the intellectual and
political footsteps of revolutionary feminists, such as bell hooks and Joy James, who
advocate a critical openness to male feminists and male womanists, below I explore
“Fanon’s feminism” as a paradigmatic point of departure for the critique of both
masculinism and misogynism, as well as anti-male feminists’ gender bias against
male feminists, male womanists and their contributions to women’s decolonization
and women’s liberation. My major preoccupation here is premised on T. Denean
Sharpley-Whiting’s (1997) assertion in her watershed work, Frantz Fanon: Conflicts
and Feminisms, where she astutely stated:

Fanon is . . . neither silent on the question of gender, which exists as part of feminists’
conflicts, nor sexually indifferent. I would argue that his use of masculinist paradigms
of oppression and alienation in Black Skin, White Masks (or elsewhere) does not impor-
tantly posit male superiority. Masculinism is categorically different from anti-feminism
and misogyny. . . . [A] thorough reading of Fanon’s writings on women, liberation, and
resistance in A Dying Colonialism, Toward the African Revolution, The Wretched of the Earth,
and Black Skin, White Masks provides an important frame of reference for a liberatory
feminist theory and praxis for women existing under various guises of colonial and neo-
colonial oppression and sexist domination within their own countries and communi-
ties. (pp. 9–11)

Fanon, then, does make a distinct contribution to women’s decolonization and
women’s liberation, and the issue I wish to humbly highlight here is whether or not
we, female and male women’s liberationists of the twenty-first century, are willing
and able to epistemically open ourselves to his—however fragmented and foible-
filled—contributions, even though they are often couched in masculinist (and
sometimes seemingly sexist) language and, also, in spite of the fact that Fanon’s pro-
feminism and gender progressivism, in many instances, may be (and most likely is)
very different from our own. What lessons can we learn from Fanon’s contributions
to women’s decolonization and women’s liberation? How can his work help men
(and may be even some women) “unlearn sexism” and learn to embrace and prac-
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tice anti-sexism, whether through feminism or womanism, or both, as with Africana
critical theory? What does it say about the state of the women’s liberation move-
ment if sincere anti-sexist and gender progressive men feel that from many femi-
nists’ points of view they are “damned if they do, and damned if they don’t,” and
upon admission of their disdain for, and disavowal of their sexist socialization and
patriarchal pretensions they are quickly quarantined to a purgatory for former pa-
triarchs by the very feminists and womanists they were sincerely seeking cama-
raderie with? 

Again, hooks (1984) put the premium on revolutionary feminist principles in
Feminist Theory when she sternly stated, “men should assume responsibility for ac-
tively struggling to end sexist oppression” (p. 67). Some feminists and womanists
have argued that Fanon, in his own unique way, was grappling with gender domi-
nation and discrimination and, even more specifically, women’s decolonization and
women’s liberation. He is not to be applauded for devoting a book chapter or two
to women’s life-worlds and lived-experiences, because—in all intellectual and polit-
ical honesty, and hoping not to sound too harsh—anything that men do to “end
sexist oppression” is simply what any real revolutionary is morally responsible for,
and ethically obligated to do to bring a real (as opposed to a masculinist) revolu-
tion into being. I am not asking, therefore, for a special place or any special favors
for male feminists and male womanists in the women’s liberation movement, as
much as I am humbly pleading with women’s liberationists to critically engage the
precarious and perplexing position of many pro-feminist and pro-womanist men
who feel that they have been quarantined to the “damned if you do, and damned if
you don’t” purgatory for former patriarchs by feminists and womanists, and rou-
tinely ridiculed and rendered socially and politically impotent in the male su-
premacist world by anti-feminist and anti-womanist men. This means, then, that
many, if not most, male feminists and male womanists exist, literally, in a “no-man’s
land,” where they receive the cold shoulder from feminists and womanists, and are
shamelessly shunned by male anti-feminists and anti-womanists and the sexist men
who rule the male supremacist world. Speaking directly to this issue with her char-
acteristic special insight and astuteness, hooks observes: “Men who have dared to be
honest about sexism and sexist oppression, who have chosen to assume responsi-
bility for opposing and resisting it, often find themselves isolated. Their politics are
disdained by anti-feminist men and women, and are often ignored by women active
in feminist movement” (p. 67).

It would be a great intellectual injustice for feminists and womanists, female and
male, to leave Fanon’s contributions to women’s decolonization and women’s lib-
eration in the lurch. I reiterate that he probably was not a “feminist” or a “woman-
ist” by past or present standards but, from my understanding, with regard to revo-
lutionary feminism, this is all beside the point. The point is to take what we can
from Fanon’s critical intellectual and radical political legacy that will aid us in our
quest to deepen and further develop revolutionary feminism, “end sexist oppres-
sion,” and bring a post-patriarchal world in being. What, pray-tell, you perhaps have
been incessantly asking, are Fanon’s contributions to women’s decolonization and
women’s liberation? 

In many feminist circles, Black Skin, White Masks has long been held up as proof
positive of Fanon’s “misogyny.” First, leading the charge is a literary criticism,
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Fanon’s normative use of masculinist language, such as “man,” “men,” “mankind,”
“the black man,” “the man of color,” and “colored brothers,” combined with cold
and calculated masculinist constructions and projections of gender and sexuality,
culminated into an unforgivable erasure of women’s, especially black women’s,
agency and subjectivity (Bergner, 1995; Chow, 1999; McClintock, 1995). The sec-
ond mark of Fanon’s “misogyny” is said to be his masculinist-reductionist approach
to women, psychosexuality, and sexual violence in the text and, consequently, it is
argued that he rudely reduced and rendered women, and white women in particu-
lar, neurotics and, ultimately, argued that their sexuality, their preferred sexual ex-
periences and deep-seated sexual desires, are basically, and often unalterably,
masochistic (Doane, 1991; Fuss, 1995). Finally, and by far the most common and
condemning example of Fanon’s “misogyny” is his merciless critique of Mayotte
Capecia, which for many feminists demonstrates once and for all that Fanon was
simply another sexist man parading his patriarchy and sometimes subtle sexism at
the expense of black women, unwittingly illustrating his deep-seated desire to colo-
nize (or, rather, re-colonize) and control black women’s life-worlds and lived-
experiences, and their bodies, sexuality, and dreams in particular (Sharpley-Whiting,
1996, 1999).

At the outset of Black Skin, White Masks Fanon shared with his readers, in all in-
tellectual honesty, that his work was simultaneously a clinical study and a psycho-
existential-experimental narrative. It, therefore, was the beginning of his critical ex-
ploration and proactive process of “disalienation” and decolonization. He was still
in the process of developing his “weapons of theory,” critical theoretical arsenal, and
critical language, and, sad to say, many extremely important issues that he raises, not
simply in Black Skin, White Masks but throughout his oeuvre, went and remain ei-
ther undeveloped or underdeveloped at the time of his untimely death. Clearly, his
inchoate ideas on women’s decolonization and women’s liberation were either un-
developed or underdeveloped, but, yet and still, these pro-feminist fragments, if
pieced together properly and fused with more fully developed revolutionary femi-
nist and womanist theory may nevertheless provide an important paradigm, point
of departure, and anti-sexist alternative to phallocentric, patriarchal, misogynistic,
and militaristic masculinity distinctly different from those historically and currently
available to male feminists and male womanists, as well as radical and revolution-
ary feminists and womanist theorists and activists. 

Here I feel obliged to ask: Is Fanon at fault for his use of masculinist language any-
more than those female theorists who, writing during the same era, not only use
male normative language, but put their intense internalization of male supremacy
on display by either rendering sexism and patriarchy nonexistent or invisible in
their thought and texts, or openly (and often vehemently) criticizing feminism and
womanism and carefully composing unambiguously anti-feminist and anti-wom-
anist theories and texts? Many feminists give these female theorists a “pass,” one
which seems to smack of gender bias, or anti-male feminism, or feminist sexism, es-
pecially when and where Fanon’s text demonstrate that he did, indeed, grapple with
and seek to critically grasp gender oppression, women’s exploitation, and sexual vi-
olence against women. He may not have engaged these issues from an orthodox
feminist standpoint, or employing the freshest and flyest feminist theory, but that is
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all beside the point that I am making here, and that is that if and when Fanon’s cor-
pus is re-read and re-interpreted from revolutionary feminist and womanist per-
spectives it is discovered to make several seminal and significant contributions to
women’s decolonization and women’s liberation, not to mention male feminism
and male womanism. I, in all earnestness, am not convinced that Fanon’s use of
masculinist language translates into misogyny. Nor am I adequately persuaded that
his use of masculinist language immediately and automatically disqualifies his un-
deniable contributions to women’s decolonization and women’s liberation. 

Were more of Fanon’s feminist critics to epistemically open themselves to his—
however unorthodox and imperfect—contributions to women’s decolonization and
women’s liberation, then, they might be able to salvage something from his work by
critically re-reading and re-interpreting his texts from dialectical and revolutionary
feminist perspectives that would enable them to simultaneously critique and appre-
ciate both his gender-exclusive (masculinist) and gender-inclusive (revolutionary
humanist) donations to women’s decolonization and women’s liberation. It is, in
truth, extremely important to point out that Fanon used masculinist language,
which I concede. However, it is wholly another issue to deduce from his use of mas-
culinist language that he was either silent on gender issues, and women’s life-worlds
and lived-experiences in particular, or, even worse, that he was somehow a sexist. 

Fanon, indeed, did theorize gender and women’s life-worlds and lived-experi-
ences in Black Skin, White Masks in the chapters, “The Woman of Color and the
White Man” and “The Man of Color and the White Woman.” Although, it must be
solemnly said, many feminists do not agree with, or have serious issues with his
analysis of women’s life-worlds and lived-experiences. Even so, there is a big differ-
ence between arguing that Fanon was silent on women’s life-worlds and lived-expe-
riences, and disagreeing with his actually existing analysis on feminist or womanist
principles—and, it should be observed, that just because one group of feminists dis-
agree with Fanon’s analysis of women does not mean that all feminists or woman-
ists have to, or will disagree with his analysis. This speaks to the myriad ways in
which feminists and womanists interpret and re-interprets thought and texts. T. De-
nean Sharpley-Whiting (1997) asserts that there is no single, unified form of femi-
nism, not one form of feminism, but several forms of feminisms, just as Fanon (1967)
correctly contended that, “Negro experience is not a whole, for there is not merely
one Negro, there are Negroes” (p. 136, all emphasis in original). Here we can also see
the distinct differences between revolutionary feminism and more liberal and con-
servative forms of feminism: the revolutionary feminists, the feminists with real rev-
olutionary principles, are willing and able to draw from both female and male rad-
ical and revolutionary sources and incorporate them into their vision of a liberated
future, which includes anti-sexist men in the process of creating a post-patriarchal
masculinity predicated on revolutionary humanist (which always and ever includes
revolutionary feminist) principles; where the liberal and conservative feminists limit
their conceptions of the women’s liberation movement to “women only” and sur-
reptitiously continue to re-inscribe patriarchal gender relations by consciously
and/or unconsciously embracing and perpetuating the very antagonistic sexist sex
roles, women-as-victims stereotypes, femme fatale fantasies, damsels in distress day-
dreams, and male supremacist myths that they purport to be feminist freedom fighting
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against. In Feminist Theory, bell hooks (1984), critically captured this conundrum
best when she wrote: 

Individuals committed to feminist revolution must address ways that men can unlearn
sexism. Women were never encouraged in contemporary feminist movement to point
out to men their responsibility. Some feminist rhetoric “put down” women who related
to men at all. Most women’s liberationists were saying “women have nurtured, helped,
and supported others for too long—now we must fend for ourselves.” Having helped
and supported men for centuries by acting in complicity with sexism, women were sud-
denly encouraged to withdraw their support when it came to the issue of “liberation.”
The insistence on a concentrated focus on individualism, on the primacy of self, deemed
“liberatory” by women’s liberationists, was not a visionary, radical concept of freedom.
It did provide individual solutions for women, however. It was the same idea of inde-
pendence perpetuated by the imperial patriarchal state which equates independence
with narcissism and lack of concern with triumph over others. In this way, women ac-
tive in feminist movement were simply inverting the dominant ideology of the culture—
they were not attacking it. They were not presenting practical alternatives to the status
quo. In fact, even the statement “men are the enemy” was basically an inversion of the
male supremacist doctrine that “women are the enemy”—the old Adam and Eve version
of reality. (p. 76)

When the chapters “The Woman of Color and the White Man” and “The Man of
Color and the White Woman” in Black Skin, White Masks are carefully and critically
read from revolutionary feminist and womanist perspectives, which means from
epistemically open optics that eschew both weak-minded masculinists and back-
ward-thinking bourgeois feminists’ theoretical nepotism and intellectual insularity,
then, it is revealed that Fanon does not always and in every instance conceive of “the
colonized,” the anti-colonial agents of decolonization, or “the revolutionary” as
male or masculine, nor is the “neurotic Negrophobe” incessantly envisioned as fe-
male or feminine. Critically applying revolutionary feminist and womanist
hermeneutics to “The Woman of Color and the White Man” and “The Man of Color
and the White Woman” exposes us to the fact that Fanon actually diagnosed both
racially colonized men and women and colonizing men and women as neurotics
suffering from Negrophobia, blackaphobia, and Afrophobia and, as is customary in
scholarly discourse, he often quarantined his studies to specific “case studies” or sig-
nificant examples to drive his psycho-existential points home to his readers, who he
anticipated would not all be black, male or colonized. With regard to racially colo-
nized subjects, both male and female, his analysis actually comes to similar conclu-
sions: The colonized woman of color seeks to reclaim her long-denied humanity,
human worth, and human dignity by averting, at all costs, her blackness and “falling
back into the pit of Niggerhood.” In fact, “what they must have is whiteness at any
price.” Fanon (1967) put it this way: “It is always essential to avoid falling back into
the pit of Niggerhood, and every woman in the Antilles, whether in a casual flirta-
tion or in a serious affair, is determined to select the least black of men,” and the ul-
timate “least black of men” is, of course, the white man (pp. 47, 49). Fanon identi-
fied the two types of colonized women of color to which he is referring: “the Negress
and the mulatto.” Then, he proceeded to diagnose their situations in relation to the
race, gender, and class rulers of the white and male supremacist capitalist-colonialist
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world: “The first [the Negress] has only one possibility and one concern: to turn
white. The second [the mulatto] wants not only to turn white but also to avoid slip-
ping back” into blackness and “Niggerhood” (p. 54). Therefore, the woman of color
obstinately works to whiten herself, through what Fanon called “a kind of lactifica-
tion,” by obtaining white male love, the love of a white man and the white male
world (p. 47).

Fanon described and criticized the colonized man of color’s situation with the
white woman in arguably harsher psychosexual depth and detail, declaring: “Out of
the blackest part of my soul, across the zebra striping of my mind, surges this desire
to be suddenly white” (p. 63, emphasis in original). So, even at the outset of his
analysis of the colonized man of color in relation to the white woman we witness
an almost identical diagnosis compared to the one he delivered to the colonized
woman of color in relation to the white man: the colonized woman of color wishes
to “turn white,” where the colonized man of color deeply desires “to be suddenly
white.” However, Fanon went even further in his analysis of the colonized man of
color in relation to the white woman by exposing his anguished inner monologue
and intimate psychosexual details. Notice that the colonized man of color wants to
be “loved” by a white woman, not because of the inherent value of her “love,” but
because he believes her “love” will enable him to be “loved like a white man.” Sick
and twisted? Yes, indeed. In no way wishing to invoke a discourse on comparative 
suffering—where sufferers sit around angrily arguing over who is the most oppressed
and, therefore, they are distracted from the ongoing struggle to end their 
oppression—it could be sincerely said that Fanon’s diagnosis of the colonized man
of color in relation to the white woman is devastatingly damning in that the colo-
nized man of color does not simply seek the white woman’s “white love” but, if we
really and truly read between the lines, his deepest desire is white male love, the love
of white men and the white male supremacist capitalist-colonialist world. Here is
the colonized man of color’s anguished inner monologue in his irrational quest to
be “loved” by a white woman in order to be “loved” “like a white man,” penulti-
mately, “loved” by white men, and, ultimately, to become and be a white man:

I wish to be acknowledged not as black but as white. Now—and this is a form of recog-
nition that Hegel had not envisaged—who but a white woman can do this for me? By
loving me she proves that I am worthy of white love. I am loved like a white man. I am
a white man. Her love takes me onto the noble road that leads to total realization . . . I
marry white culture, white beauty, white whiteness. When my restless hands caress those
white breasts, they grasp white civilization and dignity and make them mine. (p. 63, all
emphasis in original)

What we witness in “The Woman of Color and the White Man” and “The Man of
Color and the White Woman” in Black Skin, White Masks is precisely what Fanon
meant when he stated: “White civilization and European culture have forced an ex-
istential deviation on the Negro,” by which he meant both black men and black
women (p. 14). However, here we also witness “an existential deviation” on the part
of “alienated (duping and duped) whites” as well. In fact, these two chapters on in-
terracial colonial desire are not free-standing, critical inquiries into independent is-
sues, but actually critical inquiries into extremely interrelated and inextricable issues
revolving around the racial or, rather, the racist nature of whites’ colonization of
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non-whites, and the ways in which the incessant internalization of racial colonial-
ism deforms and destroys the personalities and relationships of both colonized
non-whites and colonizing whites. Fanon’s feminist critics fail to see that he did not
simply address racism and colonialism in these chapters, but gender, gender iden-
tity, and sexuality as well. Far from neglecting gender, and women’s life-worlds and
lived-experiences in specific, Fanon’s analyses in these chapters form a unified exis-
tential phenomenology of racial, gender, and sexual pathology under the auspices
of white supremacist patriarchal colonialist capitalism. Instead of leaving women’s
life-worlds and lived-experiences in the lurch, Fanon incorporated them into his
analysis, and, as with any genuinely “critical” theorist, he was intellectually auda-
cious and not afraid to take risks. Therefore, sometimes his theories hit the mark
and, at other times, they sorely missed the mark.

Whether Fanon’s feminist critics wish to acknowledge it or not, there are ex-
tremely gendered differences and “existential deviations” involved in racially colo-
nized non-white people’s (especially racially colonized non-white women’s) always
already damaged and deformed relationships and disturbingly disingenuous inter-
actions with whites, because these relationships and interactions are always already
taking place in a white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world. Further,
these relationships and interactions, almost as if by default or automatically, take
their cues from the generic gender hierarchy, sexist social superstructure, racist re-
vulsions, colonial compulsions, capitalist constraints, religious restrictions, and lin-
guistic laws—not to mention the myriad myths and symbols surrounding blackness
and whiteness, maleness and femaleness, and richness and poorness—on which Eu-
ropean history, culture, and so-called “civilization” have erected their imperial white
supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist empire. This means, then, that these rela-
tionships are not formed (or, rather, deformed), and these interactions do not take
place, in a vacuum or some backward-thinking bourgeois feminist fantasy world
where gender, and gender alone, is all that matters. Indeed, gender does matter, but
so does race and racism, and the ways in which, when combined with colonialist
and capitalist violence and exploitation, a morally repugnant and racially reductive
political economy is set up where human value, humanity, and, even more, hu-
manness is determined by how close one is in proximity to being or possessing white-
ness, maleness, and richness. Gender matters, as does race and class, and all too of-
ten feminists who are not anti-racist, radical, or revolutionary willfully forget this,
especially when they approach or, rather, reproach Fanon’s contributions to women’s
decolonization and women’s liberation. 

Fanon’s critical lexicon was shaped and shaded by the discursive and linguistic
communities of the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world in which
he was educated and miseducated, colonized and in the dogged process of at-
tempting to decolonize. However, there are faint pro-feminist philosophical fissures
in Black Skin, White Masks that symbolize his, however inchoate, intellectual aver-
sions to, not simply white supremacy and colonialism, but patriarchy and the psy-
chological violence that misogyny and male supremacy inflict on both black and
white women, as well as other non-white racially colonized women. Fanon devel-
oped his phenomenology of racial colonial desire and recognition in, not only an
anti-black colonial capitalist world, but also an anti-woman world. His response to
white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalism was revolutionary decolonization,
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revolutionary blackness, and revolutionary humanism, which is one of the reasons
he addressed Black Skin, White Masks, not simply to blacks, but to whites and other
non-whites as well:

I believe that the fact of the juxtaposition of the white and black races has created a mas-
sive psychoexistential complex. I hope by analyzing it to destroy it. Many Negroes will
not find themselves in what follows. This is equally true of many whites. But the fact that
I feel a foreigner in the worlds of the schizophrenic or the sexual cripple in no way di-
minishes their reality. (p. 12)

Women were included in Fanon’s phenomenology of racial colonial desire and
recognition, and even though he frequently proved that he was a “foreigner” to
many aspects and episodes of women’s lived-experiences and lived-endurances, his
texts tell us that his foreignness “in no way diminishes their reality,” or the reality of
any other group of suffering human souls. He knew that not all black and white,
men and women would “find themselves” in Black Skin, White Masks, which is prob-
ably why some feminists find useful pro-feminist fragments scattered throughout
the text, and his feminist critics generally do not find anything of value in his con-
tributions to women’s decolonization and women’s liberation. Not finding any
value in his actually existing contributions is different than acerbically arguing that
he did not make any contributions to women’s decolonization and women’s liber-
ation and, then, insincerely rendering them nonexistent or invisible.

In essence, “The Woman of Color and the White Man” and “The Man of Color
and the White Woman” advance that the racially colonized non-white’s gender is,
ultimately, inconsequential, to a certain extent, in the white supremacist patriarchal
colonial capitalist world because to be non-white is irrationally and automatically,
by the logic of that very vulgar world, to be non-male and, therefore, non-human
or, at best, subhuman. Hence, there is a terse and twisted type of transgender injus-
tice that haunts and harries each and every interaction between the non-white col-
onized and the white colonizer owing to the fact that the hideous racial and gender
hierarchies of the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world render
non-whites, again, whether male or female, anonymous and invisible, and this
anonymity and invisibility is not only racial, but also extended to gender. However,
even though the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world downplayed
and dismissed gender—essentially women’s lived-experiences and lived-en-
durances—and reduced the multidimensionality of the human personality to the
zero-sum game race and ethnicity, Fanon continued to accent, in his own unique
way, the crucial importance of gender analysis for any authentic dialectical and crit-
ical theory of racial colonial alienation and disalienation. 

In his second book, A Dying Colonialism, Fanon offered up what many radical and
revolutionary feminists and womanists believe to be several of his definitive contri-
butions to women’s decolonization and women’s liberation. In A Dying Colonialism
Fanon critically, and more assertively than in Black Skin, White Masks, connected the
lived-experiences and lived-endurances of the racially colonized with those of the
racially gendered and colonized, which, to reiterate, all racially colonized people are
actually clandestinely gendered, but it is the white colonizers, especially the white
male colonizers of the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world who
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have the unmitigated and grotesque gall or, more specifically, the white power to gen-
der or degender; to render the gender of non-whites and non-males absent or pres-
ent, invisible or visible, androgynously-asexually ambiguous or exotically-erotically
super-sexed as they wantonly wish, they, and they alone, decide and determine
when, where and to whom gender does, or does not matter. Two chapters in partic-
ular from A Dying Colonialism—“Algeria Unveiled” and “The Algerian Family”—rep-
resent Fanon’s (1965) turn toward a more nuanced engagement of gender and the
ways in which women, and the “Algerian woman” in particular, “like her brothers,
had minutely built up defense mechanisms which enable her today to play a pri-
mary role in the struggle for liberation” (p. 65). Let us briefly look at the more
provocatively pro-feminist of the two chapters on gender in A Dying Colonialism, “Al-
geria Unveiled,” with an eye toward the ways in which it registers Fanon’s distinct
contributions to women’s decolonization and women’s liberation. 

The first chapter of Fanon’s second book, A Dying Colonialism, is entitled “Algeria
Unveiled.” In the chapter Fanon imaginatively and mockingly ventriloquizes the ir-
rational ethos of the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world. Here he
makes women’s decolonization, women’s liberation, and patriarchy—the patriarchy
of the white colonizers and the patriarchy of the non-white colonized—his main
critical theoretical preoccupation. Fanon argues that the patriarchy of both the white
colonizers and the non-white colonized are complicated and rendered all the more
complex because it is always already much more than male supremacy on account
of the fact that it is constantly being exacerbated and perpetuated in a white su-
premacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world. In what ways does white supremacy
and/or European imperialism shape and shade the kind of patriarchy that racially
colonized women of color experience? How does the often preexisting or, rather,
pre-colonial patriarchy of the racially colonized non-white nation compound and
complicate all the colonized’s (both men and women’s) quest for decolonization
and liberation? Why is it necessary to address and incorporate women’s decolo-
nization and women’s liberation from both white supremacist patriarchal colonial-
ism and non-white males’ pre-colonial patriarchal colonialism at the outset and
throughout the course of the process of decolonization and strongly stress that there
cannot and will not be “true decolonization” or real “revolutionary decolonization”
unless and until women’s life-worlds and lived-experiences are decolonized and lib-
erated on their own radical and revolutionary feminist and womanist terms? In “Al-
geria Unveiled,” Fanon amazingly offers pro-feminist and pro-womanist answers to
these questions.

The Algerian woman is seen by both the white colonizing patriarchs and the non-
white colonized patriarchal nationalists as, literally, the living flesh of the colonized
national body, and so begins the “battle of the veil,” and with deeper and deeper
“Western penetration” the “forbidden” feminine mystique, the long-sequestered hi-
jab-covered heads and burka-bound beautiful bodies of white supremacist patriar-
chal colonial fantasy and desire are “revealed to them” and, humiliatingly, “piece by
piece, the flesh of Algeria” is “laid bare” for all the white supremacist patriarchal
colonial capitalist world to see, to touch and, ultimately, to “rape” (p. 36, 42). In
“Algeria Unveiled,” Fanon accented the ways in which racially colonized non-white
women’s gender is recognized by white supremacist patriarchal colonialism, not to
sincerely support women’s decolonization and women’s liberation, but in their in-
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iquitous efforts to further European imperialism and, more specifically, the French
colonization of Algeria. “The Algerian woman,” contended Fanon, “an intermediary
between obscure forces and the group,” between white colonizing patriarchs and
non-white colonized patriarchal nationalists, “appeared in this perspective,” from
the perspective of the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world, “to as-
sume a primordial importance” (p. 37). 

The racially colonized non-white woman “assume[s] a primordial importance” to
the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world because she is believed to
be key to the continuation of colonialism if—and this is an extremely important
if—she could be “duped” into diverting her agency and power to supporting white
supremacist patriarchal colonialism and rupturing her relationship with the sup-
posed source of racially colonized non-white nationalist men’s power: their “child-
ish” and “primitive” preoccupation with maintaining their pre-colonial male su-
premacy at all costs, even in light of their commitments to decolonization and
liberation. Fanon exposed the irrational “logic” of the white supremacist patriarchal
colonialists:

The officials of the French administration in Algeria, committed to destroying the peo-
ple’s originality, and under instructions to bring about the disintegration, at whatever
cost, of forms of existence likely to evoke a national reality directly or indirectly, were to
concentrate their efforts on the wearing of the veil, which was looked upon at this junc-
ture as a symbol of the status of the Algerian woman. Such a position is not the conse-
quence of a chance intuition. It is on the basis of the analyses of sociologists and eth-
nologists that the specialists in so-called native affairs and the heads of the Arab Bureaus
coordinated their work. At an initial stage, there was a pure and simple adoption of the
well-known formula, “Let’s win over the women and the rest will follow.” This defini-
tion of policy merely gave a scientific coloration to the “discoveries” of the sociologists.
(p. 37)

Fanon offers us several insights here. First, he demonstrates that the white su-
premacist patriarchal colonialists’ interest in the social conditions of racially colo-
nized non-white women is false and utterly absurd. Fanon critically comprehends
the ways in which white supremacist patriarchal colonialism rearranges the gender,
sexual, social, and political economy of racially colonized non-whites, constantly
dividing and conquering them, thwarting any and all efforts they make to unite in
the interest of toppling white supremacist patriarchal colonialism. He emphasizes
the negative dialectics of white supremacist patriarchal colonialism, observing that
it does not simply have a white supremacist dimension, but a male supremacist di-
mension as well. Hence, when and where white supremacist patriarchal colonialism
is threatened or weakened by racial or cultural nationalism, when and where it can-
not create “ethnic conflicts,” “ethnic cleansings,” and treacherous “tribalisms” be-
tween racially colonized non-whites to keep them divided and conquered, then, it
pulls out its secret weapon: white supremacist patriarchal colonial feminism.

White supremacist patriarchal colonial feminism is a false feminism that is
premised on white supremacist patriarchal colonial pseudo-social science. Above Fanon
hints at how incredibly coordinated the white supremacist patriarchal colonial cap-
italist world is: from its military to its media; from its academy to its religious insti-
tutions; from its commercial industries to its entertainment industries. Nothing is
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sacred, and it will use anything and anyone to maintain its gruesome grip on the
lives and lands of racially colonized non-whites. White supremacist patriarchal
colonial feminism is actually not about improving the social status of racially colo-
nized non-white women at all—which would mean morally and politically com-
mitting and contributing to women’s decolonization and women’s liberation—but,
it is more about the continuation of racial colonialism and, even more, about un-
veiling the “medieval and barbaric,” the “sadistic and vampirish” patriarchy of
racially colonized non-white nationalist men (p. 38). In its own incredibly skewed
way white supremacist patriarchal colonial feminism believed that it offered racially
colonized non-white women a “choice,” but racially colonized non-white women
were immediately hip to the ruse: it was a fiercely false “choice” between the white
supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world, or the pre-colonial patriarchal
world dominated by narrow-minded nationalist and hypocritically hyper-religious
non-white men. The racially colonized non-white women’s response was loud and
clear: They chose neither. They chose to simultaneously combat white supremacist
patriarchal colonialism and “traditional” patriarchal nationalism and hyper-reli-
gious hypocrisy. They chose to create their own revolutionary alternative, one that
neither the white supremacist patriarchal colonists, nor the non-white racially colo-
nized patriarchal nationalists offered in their respective programs of colonization
and decolonization. 

The white supremacist patriarchal colonialists’ efforts to “liberate” “oppressed”
Algerian women was, therefore, nothing other than another neocolonial maneuver
to re-colonize Algeria. Again, Fanon mocks the madness of the irrational “logic” of
the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world: “If we want to destroy
the structure of Algerian society, its capacity for resistance, we must first of all con-
quer the women; we must go and find them behind the veil where they hide them-
selves and in the houses where the men keep them out of sight” (p. 38). White su-
premacist patriarchal colonial feminism is a feminism that promises, promotes and
is predicated on “cultural destruction,” and not the “cultural destruction” of patriar-
chal culture, but the “cultural destruction” of racially colonized non-whites’ pre-
colonial and anti-colonial culture (p. 49).

In “liberating” Algerian women, by unveiling them, the white supremacist patri-
archal colonial capitalist world would use its liberalism and feminism as instru-
ments of discrimination, domination, and, ultimately, “cultural destruction.” More-
over, in unveiling Algerian women the white supremacist patriarchal colonial
capitalist world would also symbolically render the Algerian man naked, exposing
him in the worst way, making him shamefully vulnerable before the world, and si-
multaneously sowing the seeds of resentment between him and the Algerian
woman. After all, based on the irrational “logic” of the white supremacist patriar-
chal colonial capitalist world, it is the colonized Algerian patriarchal nationalists’
fault that Algerian women are treated in such a “medieval and barbaric” way: “Just
imagine it,” white colonists, especially white women colonists contend, “they are
covered from head to toe. Poor things, meskîn.” Fanon put it this way: “Colonial so-
ciety blazes up vehemently against this inferior status of the Algerian woman. Its
members worry and show concern for those unfortunate women, doomed ‘to pro-
duce brats,’ kept behind walls,” basically “banned,” for all intents and purposes (p.
40). Veiled Algerian women, everywhere and always denying the white supremacist
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patriarchal colonialists their supposedly God-given right, again, to see, to touch and,
ultimately, to “rape.” 

In unveiling Algerian women, and by sowing the seeds of resentment toward Al-
gerian men, the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world hideously
hoped that it could “dupe” the Algerian woman into being “an ally in the work of
cultural destruction” and a two-faced white supremacist patriarchal colonial femi-
nist double-agent, surreptitiously sowing the seeds of Algerian “cultural destruc-
tion” and European imperialism (p. 49). Fanon’s words hit home: “In the colo-
nialist program, it was the woman who was given the historic mission of shaking
up the Algerian man. Converting the woman, winning her over to the foreign val-
ues, wrenching her free from her status, was at the same time achieving a real
power over the man and attaining a practical, effective means of destructuring Al-
gerian culture” (p. 39). 

White supremacist women colonists joined their white supremacists patriarchal
colonial men in what they were either “duped” or, based on their internalization of
the irrational “logic” of the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world,
dishonorably honestly believed to be the “noble” work of “liberating” Algerian
women who had lived their lives under the auspices of a most “medieval and bar-
baric” patriarchy, which transformed them into nothing other than “an inert, de-
monetized, indeed dehumanized object” (p. 38). White supremacist women
colonists wanted to “liberate” them and bring them into a more “modern,” more
“civilized” form of patriarchy, which, of course, was the more political, more so-
phisticated patriarchy of the white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world.
We see, then, that this is nothing other than the original white supremacist and Eu-
ropean imperial “civilize and Christianize” approach to racially colonized non-
white people’s cultures and civilizations, and the difference is that the rules and
ruses of the game have changed, placing racially colonized non-white women at the
center, but, we should ask, for what purpose and in whose interest? Fanon revealed
the complicity of the French feminists in the false Algerian women’s liberation cam-
paign that was initiated by white supremacists patriarchal colonial men. The French
feminists, however well-meaning from their own point of view, were crucial collab-
orators in the continued colonization of Algeria, and Algerian women in specific.
They paternalistically decided what was best for Algerian women without consult-
ing Algerian women. This was not feminism, and certainly not radical or revolu-
tionary feminism but, as stated above, white supremacist patriarchal colonial femi-
nism. Fanon sliced through their hypocrisy with words (when really and critically
read) that continue to cause controversy:

Mutual aid societies and societies to promote solidarity with Algerian women sprang up
in great number. Lamentations were organized. “We want to make the Algerian ashamed
of the fate that he metes out to women.” This was a period of effervescence, of putting
into application a whole technique of infiltration, in the course of which droves of so-
cial workers and women directing charitable works descended on the Arab quarters. The
indigent and famished women were the first to be besieged. Every kilo of semolina dis-
tributed was accompanied by a dose of indignation against the veil and cloister. The in-
dignation was followed up by practical advice. Algerian women were invited to play “a
functional, capital role” in the transformation of their lot. They were pressed to say no
to a centuries-old subjection. The immense role they were called upon to play was 
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described to them. The colonial administration invested great sums in this combat. Af-
ter it had been posited that the woman constituted the pivot of Algerian society, all ef-
forts were made to obtain control over her. The Algerian, it was assured, would not stir,
would resist the task of cultural destruction undertaken by the occupier, would oppose
assimilation, so long as his woman had not reversed the stream. (pp. 38–39)

Based on the irrational “logic” of the white supremacist patriarchal colonial cap-
italist world an inversion of sorts was now necessary to continue colonialism. In-
stead of directly targeting Algerian men, it would “get them” by focusing on Alger-
ian women and indoctrinating them with a false feminism, white supremacist
patriarchal colonial feminism. Never mind that Algerian men were similarly “indi-
gent and famished” under French colonialism, what white supremacist patriarchal
colonial feminism demanded was the aforementioned discourse on comparative suf-
fering, where sufferers sit around angrily arguing over who is the most oppressed and,
therefore, they are distracted from the ongoing struggle to end their oppression.
White supremacist patriarchal colonial feminism would fool Algerian women into
believing that all of their suffering was due to the patriarchy and hyper-religious
hypocrisy of Algerian men, and not, as it actually was, partially predicated on white
supremacist patriarchal colonialism. White supremacist patriarchal colonial femi-
nists offered French colonialism, and thereby French “civilization,” as an alternative
to the patriarchy and hyper-religious hypocrisy of Algerian men, in their white su-
premacist patriarchal colonial feminist minds’ transfiguring it, making French colo-
nialism in Algeria a women’s liberation movement. 

Again, according to Fanon, Algerian women were hip to the ruse. The hidden
hypocrisy of the white supremacist patriarchal colonial feminists was quickly and
easily detected. Algerian women were well-aware that white women colonists in the
white supremacist patriarchal colonial capitalist world were always and ever, how-
ever unbeknownst to themselves, in collusion with the racial, gender, and class hi-
erarchy of that world. From Algerian women’s point of view, there was no principled
way for the white supremacist patriarchal colonial feminists to get around it; the
only viable alternative was to morally and politically commit themselves to Alger-
ian (among other racially colonized non-white) women’s decolonization and liber-
ation. The white supremacist patriarchal colonial feminists made the major mistake
of underestimating Algerian women’s pre-colonial and anti-colonial traditions of
critical thought and, however subtly as a result of the patriarchy and hyper-religious
hypocrisy of Algerian men, Algerian women’s cultural criticism and social activism.
The myriads ways in which white supremacist patriarchal colonial feminists bene-
fited from the oppression, exploitation, and violence—the “cultural destruction”
discussed above—suffered by Algerians, both female and male, was not lost on Al-
gerian women and, in fact, they were extremely insulted by the white supremacist
patriarchal colonial feminists’ paternalism. If this is what French women called
“feminism,” if this was their version of “feminism,” then, most Algerian women
wanted nothing whatsoever to do with it, and they let it be known that they rejected
French “feminism” without in any way precluding their principled commitments to
women’s decolonization and women’s liberation.

An amazing transformation of the Algerian woman’s personality and physicality
takes place in the course of her participation in the revolution. Where she once
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would have been extremely uncomfortable to appear publicly without a veil, now
she disguises herself as an unveiled assimilated Algerian woman, “a woman alone
in the street.” This same Algerian woman warrior will, also, wear a veil when neces-
sary, transforming herself into a “woman-arsenal,” according to Fanon, using the
veil as an anti-colonial camouflage to carry various essentials for the revolution (p.
58). For many female freedom fighters, then, the veil was—however temporarily—
transformed from an instrument of oppression to a means of liberation. Fanon
touched on the irony of unveiled and seemingly assimilated, but actually deeply-
committed revolutionary Algerian women: “Carrying revolvers, grenades, hundreds
of false identity cards or bombs, the unveiled Algerian woman moves like a fish in
the Western waters. The soldiers, the French patrols, smile to her as she passes, com-
pliments on her looks are heard here and there, but no one suspects that her suit-
cases contain the automatic pistol which will presently mow down four or five
members of the patrols” (p. 58).

There is a sense in which the anti-colonial unveiled and unassimilated Algerian
woman’s unveiling represented both changes in her relationship with the men, the
patriarchs of Algeria but, more importantly, changes within herself and with her
body. Unveiling was both traumatic and triumphant for Algerian women, both in-
timidating and liberating, because after having been forced to wear the veil for so
long and then to suddenly be without it was, for all practical purposes, to be
“naked.” Fanon critically engaged the dream content of recently unveiled Algerian
women involved in the revolution, and his revelations were nothing short of shock-
ing: “One must have heard the confessions of Algerian women or have analyzed the
dream content of certain recently unveiled women to appreciate the importance of
the veil for the body of the woman. Without the veil she has an impression of her
body being cut up into bits, put adrift; the limbs seem to lengthen indefinitely” (p.
59). Having been harassed and hounded by the fear of public, familial, and per-
sonal humiliation and physical harm were they ever to have ventured out of their
“homes” without their veils, now these same women were bitterly asked by the same
men who veiled them, who quarantined and sequestered their bodies and souls, to
unveil for the revolution, unveil to “liberate” their “fatherland.” Is it any wonder,
then, that these women felt that their bodies were being “cut up into bits” or their
limbs broken and stretched beyond belief? Were they not being pulled in several dif-
ferent directions—psychologically, socially, politically, and religiously? And, what of
the racial colonial sexual gaze of the French colonists, or the hyper-religious patri-
archal gaze of Algerian men? Were these women not caught in the crossfire of a 
history-making and earth-shaking war where French colonists and Algerian nation-
alists jousted for, among many other things, the malfeasance of male supremacy, the
very wrong patriarchal right to rule over Algeria, especially Algerian women, the liv-
ing-flesh of Algeria, as they damn-well militaristically and misogynistically pleased? 

Combating their fears or, at the least, learning to live with them and use them as
a transforming and healing force, Algerian women transfigured themselves through
their participation in the Algerian revolution. Wrestling with and often rejecting her
feelings of “being improperly dressed,” or “being naked,” or her “sense of incom-
pleteness,” or “the anxious feeling that something is unfinished,” the Algerian
woman warrior “quickly” invents “new dimensions for her body, new means of
muscular control” (p. 59). It is almost as if the veil were some sort of cocoon, and
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as the Algerian woman unveiled for the purposes of the revolution, she was able to
overcome centuries of patriarchal hyper-religious hypocrisy and make her own dis-
tinct contribution to the Algerian revolution. She was not the “inert” and “dehu-
manized object” that either the colonizing French patriarchs or the colonized patri-
archal Algerian nationalists and religious zealots imagined, but, I say again, an all
together very different, and very human (as opposed to subhuman), being. Fanon
drives the point home:

She has to create for herself an attitude of unveiled-woman-outside. She must overcome
all timidity, all awkwardness (for she must pass for a European), and at the same time
be careful not to overdo it, not to attract notice to herself. The Algerian woman who
walks stark naked into the European city relearns her body, re-establishes it in a totally
revolutionary fashion. This new dialectic of the body and of the world is primary in the
case of one revolutionary woman. (p. 59)

The forgoing reveals that Fanon’s conception of decolonization was much
broader than previously thought. He, indeed, did include women in his dialectic of
decolonization and liberation. His contributions to women’s decolonization and
women’s liberation helps to highlight the distinct differences between “true” and
“false” decolonization. True decolonization, ultimately, revolves around revolution-
ary humanism, which is inextricable from “freedom” or, rather, real liberation. I
shall conclude this chapter, therefore, with an examination of Fanon’s philosophi-
cal anthropology and the ways in which it dictated and determined his revolution-
ary humanism and discourse on revolutionary decolonization. 

THE DEEP DESIRES OF REVOLUTIONARY 
DECOLONIZATION: FANON’S PHILOSOPHICAL 

ANTHROPOLOGY AND PHILOSOPHY OF FREEDOM

At the heart of Fanon praxis-promoting critical theory of decolonization is a philo-
sophical anthropology which understands that human beings’ fundamental nature
is to be free. Emmanuel Hansen (1977) has asserted that, “Fanon regards freedom
as man’s supreme goal. And, the whole purpose of man’s existence is to realize this
supreme goal” (p. 62). Decolonization, then, is not and should not be equated with
“violence for violence’s sake,” but, quite the converse, violence for freedom’s sake.17

The ultimate objective of the counter-violence of the colonized is to bring the colo-
nial system, the colonial regime, the entire colonial world, to its knees, and then am-
putate both its legs so that it will never walk (on or over the corpses of the colo-
nized) again. At the heart of Fanon’s philosophy is fundamentally a philosophy of
freedom, and, as Hansen noted above, it is specifically to this “supreme goal,” free-
dom, that Fanon felt human beings entire existence revolved around and gravitated
toward. In this section we will engage and explore Fanon’s philosophical anthro-
pology and the end toward which he defends and explicates the means of decolo-
nization (and all that it elicits): his concept of freedom. 

Black Skin, White Masks, more so than any of Fanon’s other works, reveals a great
deal about his philosophical anthropology, that is, his view(s) concerning the
essence of human nature, without regard to race, culture, ethnicity, nationality, gen-
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der, sexual orientation, religious affiliation, social status, or class position. For
Fanon, the quest for freedom is the essential element that binds one human being
to another human being, one human group to another human group, and it is this
principle in particular that distinguishes and defines human beings qua human be-
ings. Fanon envisioned a world where human beings behaved as humane beings,
that is, as civil and sincere, lovingkind, compassionate, and caring individuals who
detested, despised, denounced, and were ultimately willing to destroy, if need be,
anyone (or anything) who denied another what was most human in them: their
right to self-determination and to develop to their fullest potential (Davids, 1996;
Roberts, 2004; C. Wright, 1992). 

Black Skin, White Masks was written as a rejoinder to the question “[w]hat does
man want?” And, more specifically, “[w]hat does the black man [racially colonized
humanity] want?” (Fanon, 1967, p. 8). By the conclusion of the book the reader has
a concrete idea of what human beings want, or, at the least, from the Fanonian per-
spective, what they should want, and especially racially colonized humanity. Fanon
declared:

I find myself suddenly in the world and I recognize that I have one right alone: That of
demanding human behavior from the other.

One duty alone: That of not renouncing my freedom through my choices . . . 
No attempt must be made to encase man, for it is his destiny to be set free . . . 
I, the man of color, want only this: That the tool never possess the man. That the en-

slavement of man by man cease forever. That is, of one by another. That it be possible
for me to discover and to love man, wherever he may be. (pp. 229–231)

In the event that a human being, or a human group, denies the quintessential
right, that of freedom, to any other human being or human group, Fanon argued
that the offended party was justified in “demanding human behavior from the
other.”18 Although it took him several years to come to the precise nature the “de-
mand” should take, ultimately revolutionary decolonization was Fanon’s response
to the conundrum(s) of colonialism. His philosophical anthropology supports
what he conceived as “the” ultimate objective, and understood to be the “supreme
goal” of human existence: total, complete, and/or absolute liberation. Any attempt
to “encase” or “enslave” human beings was, for Fanon, a negation of their human-
ity, their being-in-the-world as free agents, and/or their ability to choose or not
choose. To deny human beings their agency is to obfuscate, if not literally obliter-
ate, their dignity and, therefore, identity. On the obfuscation and eventual oblitera-
tion of the dignity and identity of colonized peoples, Fanon, in “The So-Called De-
pendency Complex of Colonized Peoples,” remarked:

if at a certain stage he [the colonized] has been led to ask himself whether he is indeed a
man [i.e., a human being], it is because his reality as a man has been challenged. In other
words, I begin to suffer from not being a white man to the degree that the white man im-
poses discrimination on me, makes me a colonized native, robs me of all worth, all in-
dividuality, tells me that I am a parasite on the world, that I must bring myself as quickly
as possible into step with the white world, “that I am a brute beast, that my people and
I are like a walking dung-heap that disgustingly fertilizes sweet sugar cane and silky cot-
ton, that I have no use in the world.” Then I will quite simply try to make myself white:
that is, I will compel the white man to acknowledge that I am human. (p. 98)19
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Colonialism, at minimum, corrodes the dignity and identity of the colonized per-
son. It “robs” the colonized of “all worth,” by which I take Fanon to mean dignity,
and “all individuality,” which comprehended at its most elementary level connotes
those defining and distinguishing characteristics which makes one person (perhaps
in a multiplicity of ways) discernible and different from another. A person’s “indi-
viduality” is, in a sense, inextricable from their personality, and both of these com-
bined, constitute a person’s identity.20 To “rob” the colonized of “all worth” and “all
individuality” is to deprive them of their dignity and identity. They become digni-
fied and distinguishable only to the extent that they bring themselves “as quickly as
possible into step with the white world.” This is, of course, why Fanon never grew
weary of exclaiming: 

At the risk of arousing the resentment of my colored brothers, I will say that the black is
not a man. . . . The black man wants to be white. . . . However painful it may be for me
to accept this conclusion, I am obliged to state it: For the black man there is only one
destiny. And it is [to be(come)] white. . . . The black man wants to be like the white man.
For the black man there is only one destiny. And it is [to be(come)] white. (pp. 8–10,
228)

By denying the dignity and identity of the oppressed, the oppressors lump all the
oppressed together. They, the oppressed, become one big black blob or mob (de-
pending on the time and circumstance), and under such conditions the oppressors
construct a world, a reality where only one particular part of humanity, the white
part, is seen as human (see Gordon 1997a, pp. 69–80, 2000a, pp. 153–163). In fact,
the very nature of what it means to be human becomes synonymous with the rul-
ing race, or nation, or empire, etcetera. Hence, Fanon’s reiteration: “For the black
man there is only one destiny. And it is [to be(come)] white.” Observe that Fanon
begins and ends Black Skin, White Masks with this infernal epitaph. It appears in the
conclusion precisely as it does in the introduction. He knew, so long as “White men
consider themselves superior to black men,” and, so long as “Black men want to
prove to white men, at all costs, the richness of their thought, the equal value of
their intellect,” so long as racially colonized humanity refused to extricate them-
selves from their various racial colonial situations, then, for so long would the
Manichean situation of the racial colonial world persist (p. 10). Whether blob or
mob, the oppressed, in the world(s) the racial colonialists and racist capitalists have
constructed, are denied an identity and, therefore, are perpetually perceived—by the
oppressors and all too often each other—as anonymous and experience an intense
and excruciating anonymity (see Blaut, 1993; Gordon, 1995b, pp. 37–66, 1997b,
pp. 13–24, 2000a, pp. 153–163). 

Fanon’s concept of freedom rests, at bottom, on the revolutionary (re)politiciza-
tion of the people, and here “the people” connotes all strata and classes of persons
in a given society or social setting. He, similar to Du Bois, understood that it was
possible for the State to be free and the people not to be free. Perhaps few state-
ments capture this contradiction on the printed page better than when Fanon
(1968) wrote: “Paradoxically, the national government [headed by the racially col-
onized bourgeoisie] in its dealing with the country people as a whole is reminiscent
of certain features of the former colonial power” (p. 118). Similar to Frederick Dou-
glass, who felt that the United States’ “the fourth of July” holiday was, “from the
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slave’s point of view,” an unequivocal “sham,” Fanon audaciously asserted that the
fan-fare and bombast symbolizing and celebrating the inauguration of the “national
government” represented nothing other than, “a fancy-dress parade and the blare of
the trumpets.” 

This kind of “independence,” if it may be referred to as “independence” at all, has
little or no effect on the lives of the racially colonized people. Where Nkrumah termed
it “neo-colonialism,” Fanon (1968) called it “false decolonization,” but whichever
phrase one employs the results are the same: the continued oppression of the op-
pressed (p. 59). For Fanon, “true decolonization,” that is to say authentic anticolonial
freedom, is possible only when political independence is combined with personal in-
dependence, and revolutionary decolonization is the cauldron through which all must
pass if human beings, both racially colonized and colonizing persons, are to achieve
their “destiny,” which, according to Fanon (1967), is to be “free”: “No attempt must
be made to encase man, for it is his destiny to be set free” (p. 230). 

In order for both the colonized and the colonizers to be “set free,” Fanon thought
it was necessary to decolonize the whole of humanity, the colonized and the colo-
nizers. In this sense, then, Fanon, contra the claims of noted African American liter-
ary theorist, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., in “Critical Fanonism,” can and has been read as
a global theorist and world revolutionary thinker (see Onwuanibe, 1983; Said,
1989; Turner and Alan, 1999). It is extremely important to address Gates’s “anti-
Fanonian” (C.J. Robinson, 1993, p. 87) assertions, because, if they are allowed to
pass unchecked, then Fanon and Fanonian discourse, what Gates terms “contem-
porary colonial discourse theory,” are reduced to nothing other than a series of dia-
tribes and “dream[s] of decolonization” (Gates, 1999, p. 266). Further, Gates’ com-
ments on, and criticisms of, Fanon as a global theorist procures for itself a
place—albeit a peculiar place—within Africana critical theoretical discourse for the
precise reason that, first, Africana critical theory, by dint of harsh historical circum-
stances and hard intellectual labor conditions for its constituents, is, in many re-
spects, a “trans-African” theory of global transformation (Donaldson, 1970, 1980).
Second, and in agreement with Lewis Gordon, I believe, without a single reserva-
tion, that Fanon, his ideas and actions, emphatically illustrate the fact that he can-
not, and must not be “made” (Gates, 1999, p. 260) to be, as Gordon (1995b, p.
197) put it, “anyone’s signifying monkey.” Third, if Gates and the “anti-Fanonists”
are allowed to downplay or, worst (with all manner of poststructuralist and post-
modernist word-wizardry), debunk the global dimensions of Fanon’s dialectical
thought, and especially with regard to The Wretched of the Earth, then a major pillar
of, and contributor to Africana critical theory will have been “snuffed out,” as it
were, in the name of poststructuralist or postmodernist or post-Marxist or postfem-
inist (take your pick!) discourses’ obsessive-compulsive intellectual gate-keeping
and epistemological purity. 

Gates (1999) quips that Edward Said, in “Representing the Colonized,” “delivers
Fanon as a global theorist in vacuo,” that is, in a vacuum (p. 253; see also Said, 1989,
1993). He takes issue with the fact that Fanon seems to have been invoked by a
number of theorists (almost all literary theorists or critics), on a number of occa-
sions, as a “transcultural, transhistorical global theorist” (1999, p. 266). Fanon, ac-
cording to Gates, who is closely following Albert Memmi’s lead, needs to be “rehis-
toricized,” and when and where this is done it will reveal, Gates claims, “the limits
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of liberation” and “the very intelligibility of his [Fanon’s] dream of decolonization”
(p. 266). 

A Dying Colonialism, perhaps unbeknownst to Gates who almost exclusively lim-
its his criticisms to the Fanon of Black Skin, White Masks, is Fanon’s study on the Al-
gerian revolution. It is the work in which he describes in stark detail many of the re-
alities of the decolonization process—specifically with regard to the North African
and Islamic world. However, The Wretched of the Earth represents the work in which
Fanon said once and for all, as Jean-Paul Sartre (1968) imaginatively put it in his
preface: “Natives of all underdeveloped countries, unite!” (p. 10). Sartre understood
then what Gates over a quarter of a century later failed to understand, that Fanon,
in The Wretched of the Earth, is, as Sartre said, speaking to “his brothers in Africa,
Asia, and Latin America” (p. 11). These continents, the “colonies proper” according
to Du Bois, house over 75 percent to 85 percent of the earth’s population, which
logically would give Said, and/or any other critical theorist, credence to put forward
and engage Fanon as a global theorist. 

Gates quite simply may have chosen the wrong historical and cultural figure or,
at the least, the wrong book by the forementioned figure, to criticize. For, even
though he does pull a few sentences here and there from The Wretched of the Earth,
he surely must have overlooked or not thoroughly read the climatic conclusion of
the book where Fanon (1968) stated, with literally dying conviction:

Come, then, comrades; it would be as well to decide at once to change our ways. We
must shake off the heavy darkness in which we were plunged, and leave it behind. The
new day which is already at hand must find us firm, prudent, and resolute. . . . Leave this
Europe where they are never done talking of Man, yet murder men everywhere they find
them, at the corner of every one of their own streets, in all the corners of the globe. For
centuries they have stifled almost the whole of humanity in the name of so-called spiritual
experience. Look at them today swaying between atomic and spiritual disintegration. (p.
311, emphasis added)

It is clearly Fanon’s intention here, in the last few lines of his literary life, to speak
to “the globe” and to “the whole of humanity.” Further, as Fanon speaks, he would
ask those who would hear him, those who would join him, to “turn over a new
leaf,” to be “firm, prudent, and resolute” (p. 316). This is precisely where Gates is
wrong, and Sartre is right; and here let us be, as Fanon admonished, “firm, prudent,
and resolute” with Gates. Because Gates relegates his comments and criticism of
Fanon as “a global theorist in vacuo” to Fanon’s “first and most overtly psychoana-
lytic book,” Black Skin, White Masks, he unwittingly opens himself up to a quandary
that several theorists and critics of Fanon are caught in: that is, the seemingly irre-
solvable tension that exists between the “young” and the “mature” Fanon. Gates
(1999) knows full well that Fanon wrote in a manner that was, as he himself
charged, “highly porous” (p. 252). In fact, quiet as it is kept, it is exactly the “highly
porous” character of Fanon’s text that have enabled Gates (amongst a great gang of
literary theorists and critics) to label Fanon “oppositional and postmodern”
(Gates), “a global theorist” (Edward Said), “a premature poststructuralist” (Homi
Bhabha), and so on and so forth. According to Gates,

Fanon’s current fascination for us [literary theorists and cultural critics we may presume]
has something to do with the convergence of the problematic of colonialism with that
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of subject-formation. As a psychoanalyst of culture, as a champion of the wretched of
the earth, he is an almost irresistible figure for a criticism that sees itself as both oppo-
sitional and postmodern. And yet there’s something Rashomon-like about his contem-
porary guises. It may be a matter of Judgement whether his writings are rife with con-
tradiction or richly dialectical, polyvocal, and multivalent; they are in any event highly
porous, that is, wide open to interpretation, and the readings they elicit are, as a result,
of unfailing symptomatic interest: Frantz Fanon, not to put too fine a point on it, is a
Rorschach blot with legs. (p. 252)

Fanon, understandably for Gates, is an “almost irresistible figure,” but to whom
besides himself? Gates answers: those critics who see themselves as both “opposi-
tional and postmodern.” Moving beyond the immediate read—that of Gates as both
“oppositional and postmodern,” that is, considering the fact that he did chose freely
to write of and on Fanon—I should here like to briefly engage Gates’ “in vacuo”
claim with regard to Fanon as a global theorist. Fanon may be read as a global the-
orist not merely because he, in The Wretched of the Earth, according to Sartre, was
speaking to “his brothers in Africa, Asia, and Latin America,” but, because his ac-
tions and ideas have had a “global” impact, not simply on college campuses, but
also in concrete cultural communities and struggles (Bulhan, 1985, p. 6; Gordon,
1995b, pp. 94–95). It could be observed initially that the very critics that Gates crit-
icizes where born and bred in various places that span the globe. For example, Ed-
ward Said, as is well known, was Palestinian, Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak are both Indian, Albert Memmi is Tunisian, Abdul JanMohamed is Kenyan,
and Benita Parry, as we are told in the text, is a “radical South African expatriate”
(Gates, 1999, p. 259). Perhaps, even on a cursory level, this goes far to illustrate
Fanon’s “global” irresistibility and applicability, and the very fact that each of the
theorists that engaged Fanon produced (and provides us with), as Gates admits, “a
usable Fanon” (p. 254). A Fanon that, according to Gates, is “highly porous,” yet
should be, we are told, “rehistoricized,” following the theory of contemporary criti-
cal literary discourse, and condemned to the passé “colonial paradigm” (p. 266). 

For, “[i]f Said made of Fanon an advocative of post-postmodern counternarratives
of liberation; if JanMohamed made of Fanon a Manichean theorist of colonialism
as absolute negation; and if Bhabha cloned, from Fanon’s theoria, another Third
World poststructuralist, [and] Parry’s Fanon (which I generally find persuasive)
turns out to confirm her own rather optimistic vision of literature and social ac-
tion,” then what, we are given liberty to query, has Gates “made” of Fanon (p. 260)?
Fanon, for Gates, is “a psychoanalyst of culture,” “a champion of the wretched of the
earth,” who by no means should be elevated “above his localities of discourse as a
transcultural, transhistorical global theorist” (pp. 252, 266). However, here Gates
misses Fanon’s (and perhaps many critical Fanonists’) point(s). In order to be, as
Gates asserts, “a champion of the wretched of the earth,” Fanon (1969) knew full
well that he had no other recourse but to—as demonstrated in his extended essay
“Racism and Culture” (in Toward the African Revolution)—resign himself, and risk his
life, “to fight all forms of exploitation and . . . alienation of man” (p. 43). Perhaps
in the end it is Gates who has flung himself into a vacuum by confining himself, as
he reports, to Fanon’s “first and most overtly psychoanalytic book,” Black Skin,
White Masks. In other words, Gates, not to put too fine a point on it, seems to 
want to overemphasize the political particulars without acknowledging the critical
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theoretical universals of Fanon’s work and, rather oddly for such a celebrated literary
theorist and critic, by limiting himself to Fanon’s first book Gates grossly misinter-
prets Fanon and the ways in which, as Edward Said (1999, 2000) said, theory, espe-
cially critical theory, travels. 

Fanon provides the workers in Africana critical theory a path down which to plod.
In focusing on the international aspects of Fanon’s thought it should be observed
that this is precisely what makes him such an enduring figure in Africana critical the-
oretical and philosophical discourse. As Lou Turner and John Alan (1999), in
“Frantz Fanon, World Revolutionary,” have pointed out, Fanon acutely understood
that the harsh realities of the colonial world were not necessarily endemic and/or
inextricable to the continental African experience (p. 11; see also Turner and Alan,
1986). On the contrary, in The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon consistently spoke of
“the colonizer” and “the colonized,” “the native” and “the national bourgeoisie,”
“the national struggle,” “national consciousness,” “national culture,” “the national
government,” and so on and so forth. That is to say that he did not specifically speak
of the Algerian or North African situation, as he had done in A Dying Colonialism. In
fact, Hussein Adam (1999) has stated that “certain ambiguities and contradictions”
in Fanon may exist because “he wanted to avoid offering a rigid blueprint” of what
“decolonization,” “freedom,” “democracy,” “socialism,” etcetera, might be like (pp.
135–136; see also Adam, 1974). It was indeed Fanon (1968) who said that decolo-
nization, being “a historical process,” “cannot be understood, it cannot become in-
telligible nor clear to itself except in the exact measure that we can discern the move-
ments which give it historical form and content” (p. 36). Fanon knew then, as we
should know now, that the agonies of Africa and its people cannot and will never
follow the whims nor wishes of theoreticians, no matter how revolutionary they
think they are or claim to be.

Contributing the concept of revolutionary decolonization to the discourse of
Africana critical theory, Fanon provides us with the possibility and potential of be-
ing “set free.” As with Du Bois, James, and the theorists of Negritude, Fanon (1967)
believed, without reservation, that “what is most human in man [and woman]”—
that is, in all human beings—is the incessant quest for “freedom” (p. 222). Fanon
began Black Skin, White Masks with a series of brief, but sincere and serious, incan-
tations:

Toward a new humanism . . . 
Understanding among men . . . 
Our colored brothers . . . 
Mankind, I believe in you . . . 
Race Prejudice . . . 
To understand and to love . . . (p. 7)

It is here, amongst these initial remarks from his first book, that we find Fanon, as
he was and as he would be until the day of his death: a philosopher of freedom. And,
it should be recalled, he told us from the beginning: “I do not come with timeless
truths” (p. 7). Because he knew, perhaps too well, that freedom cannot be achieved
or measured by what has taken place in the past. Indeed, it was Fanon who said: “In
no fashion should I undertake to prepare the world that will come later. I belong ir-
reducibly to my time” (p. 13). The freedom which we seek today, is not the freedom
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Du Bois, James, Césaire, Senghor, or Fanon fought for yesterday. Absolutely not. Du
Bois did not dare broach the question of sexual orientation and its implications for
our struggle, but bell hooks, Angela Davis, Audre Lorde, Essex Hemphill, Kobena
Mercer, Dwight McBride, and Phillip Brian Harper have. Césaire and Senghor cer-
tainly remained silent on issues of sexual orientation and gender (Sharpley-Whiting,
2002). And, even the great Frantz Fanon is found wanting when it comes to gender
theory and sexuality (Goldie, 1999; Mercer, 1999; Sharpley-Whiting, 1997). But, we
must not allow these deficiencies in their thought to mar the contributions they can
and must make to Africana critical theory if we are to, as Lucius Outlaw (1996a) ad-
monished, come together “for sustained, systematic, critical reconstructions of intel-
lectual histories that might serve as resources for our work” (p. 83).

Fanon correctly and perceptively pointed out that his words are not “timeless
truths.” Conversely, and in all honesty, they belong “irreducibly” to his time, and as
such are words that are at once wedded to and weighted with circumstances and sit-
uations of a bygone world, a world that was. However, and we must be scrupulous
here, Fanon’s words do, and rightly so, carry a certain amount of weight in the neo-
colonial (and neocapitalist) world of the twenty-first century. Why? Because, as Em-
manuel Hansen (1977) wrote:

Fanon was not exclusively a man of study: he was a man of action. He tried to live and
act in such a way as to bring the ideas in which he believed into being. In this way his
life and personality were inextricably linked with ideas. (p. 12)

As I understand it, Africana Studies would do well, at all costs, to emulate Fanon
in this respect. Because, it is in this way that the workers of Africana Studies can truly
fulfill their mission as simultaneous intellectuals and activists. We must concede
with the Ghanaian philosopher, Kwame Gyekye (1997), where he asserted “philo-
sophical thought is never worked out in a cultural or historical vacuum” (p. vii).
Quite the contrary, the problems that a philosopher or critical theorist addresses are
always and ever colored by, and contextually situated in, specific historical, social,
political, cultural, and geographical settings. These “settings” are always subjective,
and it is for this reason that Gyekye contends: “Philosophers belonging to a given
culture or era or tradition select those concepts or clusters of concepts that for one
reason or another, matter most and that therefore are brought to the fore in their
analysis” (p. 7). 

For the intellectual-activists of contemporary Africana Studies, revolutionary de-
colonization—“the complete calling in question of the colonial situation”—should,
or ought to be, one of the “concepts or clusters of concepts” “brought to the fore of
their analysis.” As Fanon (1968) eloquently explained, independence is not attained
with “the blare of trumpets” and a “flag waving,” neither is independence main-
tained by appeals to “superstitions” and “fanaticisms,” but through a people’s con-
stant and concrete efforts to (re)create themselves, and (re)construct their own dis-
tinct critical consciousness and culture (pp. 147, 211, 233). 

Fanon’s concept of revolutionary decolonization acknowledges something simi-
lar to Césaire’s revolutionary Negritude and Ngugi wa Thiong’o’s Decolonizing the
Mind: the fact that decolonization is not merely an anticolonial war waged for land,
but an anticolonial war waged for the colonized person’s way of life, their life-
worlds and lived-experiences (Osei-Nyame, 1998, 1999). Césaire (1972), it will be
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remembered, said “it is necessary to decolonize our minds, our inner life, at the
same time that we decolonize society” (p. 78). Ngugi (1986) contends that colo-
nialism is nothing other than a “cultural bomb” which, as he and the Gikuyu of
Kenya know all too well, “annihilates a people’s belief in their names, in their lan-
guages, in their environment, in their heritage of struggle, in their unity, in their ca-
pacities and ultimately in themselves” (p. 3). What these three theorists’ concepts of
decolonization have in common is an unfaltering belief in the necessity of decolo-
nization, that is, an uncompromising aspiration to radically “change the world,” to
replace “a certain ‘species’” of human beings with “another ‘species’” of human be-
ings (Ngugi, 1986, p. 3; Fanon, 1968, p. 35). As Ngugi’s mid-1980s update of the
concept of decolonization betrays, the need for “a complete calling in question of
the colonial situation” remains one of the most pressing issues our (neo)colonial
condition and (post)modern moment.

It is here, in the twilight of our (neo)colonial condition and (post)modern mo-
ment, that we must come to terms with our time and circumstances, ourselves and
situations. For Fanon (1967), “[i]n no fashion,” should be forced to speak for “the
world that will come later” (p. 13). We, those of us who have lived to see the twenty-
first century, have a responsibility to critically interpret, reflect on, and articulate a
way out of the quagmire humanity appears to be arrested in. As we have seen, Fanon
understood there to be “true” and “false” forms of decolonization, and Nkrumah
knew as far back as 1965 that “neo-colonialism” presents and represents “imperial-
ism in its final and perhaps its most dangerous stage.” What we, the workers in
Africana Studies, among others, need to keep in mind is that “[o]ld-fashioned colo-
nialism is by no means entirely abolished” (Nkrumah, 1965, p. ix). On the contrary,
and as Jurgen Habermas (1984) has perceptively pointed out, contemporary colo-
nialism (i.e., “neo-colonialism”) is just as much a threat to “developed” or advanced
techno-capitalist societies as it has been and remains for “underdeveloped” societies
(p. 375). 

Throughout this chapter I have hinted at the ways in which Amilcar Cabral’s crit-
ical theory complements Fanon’s discourse on decolonization. The subsequent
chapter offers an exploration of Cabral’s contributions to the Africana tradition of
critical theory that demonstrates his deepening of, and dialectical deviations from
Fanon’s philosophy. Where we have seen that Cesaire and Fanon innovatively es-
tablished and extended the discourse on decolonization and revolutionary decolo-
nization, respectively, Cabral amplified the discourse on revolutionary decoloniza-
tion and dialectically augmented it with, and emphasized the concepts of “the
weapon of theory,” “return to the source,” and, most importantly in terms of
Africana critical theory, revolutionary re-Africanization.

NOTES

1. Besides the biographical works cited in the text, Gendzier (1973) and Macey (2000), I
have also relied on Alessandrini (1999), Bouvier (1970), Caute (1970), Cherki (2006), J.
Fanon (2004), Geismar (1969, 1971), Gibson (1999a, 2003), Gordon (1995b), Gordon,
Sharpley-Whiting and White (1996), E. Hansen (1977), Jinadu (1986), and Zahar (1970,
1974) to reconstruct and reinterpret Fanon’s personal history and political development.
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2. On Aimé Césaire, see Arnold (1981), Cismaru (1974), Hale (1974), Irele (1968), Jahn
(1958), Kennedy (1968), Marteau (1961), Scharfman (1987), Sellen (1967), Tomich (1979),
and Towa (1969a, 1969b), as well as the preceding chapter of the present study. 

3. Madubuike (1975), Mbelelo Ya Mpiku (1976), Melone (1963), Mohome (1968), and
Shelton (1964) offer solid critiques of Cesairean Negritude. In addition, the previous chapter
provides critiques and comparisons of Cesaire, Senghor and Sartre’s distinct articulations of
Negritude.

4. With regard to the “Fanon biographers,” I am thinking here particularly of Caute
(1970), Geismar (1971), and Gendzier (1973). Of course, these are all “early” biographies,
but it may prove prudent to note the connection that each of them establish between Césaire
and Fanon. This, in a sense, has led me to comment upon the contours of continuity in
Africana critical thought traditions. Please see the final section of the previous chapter for fur-
ther discussion. 

5. For more on Legitime Defense, see Kesteloot (1991, pp. 15–19).
6. The fact that Césaire sought a “political solution” to the problem of “cultural desola-

tion” is revealing when we are reminded that Fanon would spend the rest of his short life
seeking “political” and practical solutions to all manner of cultural, social, and political prob-
lems. 

7. My argument here has been deeply influenced by the incomparable work of Samir
Amin (1974, 1976, 1977, 1978a, 1980, 1989, 1990a, 1997, 1998a, 2003, 2004, 2006) and
Walter Rodney (1963, 1967, 1970, 1972, 1976, 1981, 1990). 

8. R. Collins (1998), W. Hansen (1997), Kipfer (2004), McCulloh (1983a), Melesse
(1975), C.J. Robinson (1993), L. Turner (1991), Wallerstein (1979), and Worsley (1972) of-
fer Marxist, orthodox and otherwise, interpretations and criticisms of Fanon.

9. On Marxist theory as “part and parcel of capitalism,” of course, see Marx and Engels
(1978), but do look to the work of the Frankfurt School and other so-called “Western Marx-
ists.” Rarely, if ever, do they write a single word concerning the ways in which capitalism rav-
ages “the wretched of the earth,” that is, racialized and colonized peoples. This is precisely
why the analyses and theories of Du Bois, James, Césaire, Senghor, Fanon, and Amilcar Cabral
are of more relevance to our present discussion. These Africana theorist-activists, among
many others, attempted to grasp and grapple with not only capitalism, but also racism and
colonialism. Their work is, therefore, “critical theory” in the pervasive and most profound
sense of the term. If the critical theory of the Frankfurt School was, as Kellner (1989) claims,
developed as a critique of the crises of both capitalism and Marxism, then one of the major
characteristics of Africana critical theory is that it serves as a critique of, and response to, the
crises of not only capitalism and Marxism, but also colonialism and racism (see also Rabaka,
2007a, 2008a; C.J. Robinson 2000, 2001). This is extremely important to point out, especially
considering the fact the over 75 percent of the earth’s population and surface has been, and,
to a certain extent, remains racialized and colonized (Blaut, 1993; Said, 1979, 1993). This
leads us to an extremely serious, yet simple question: Upon whose behalf were, and are, the
Frankfurt school, and Frankfurt school-descended, critical theorists developing their theories?
For samples of the work of the Frankfurt school, see the anthologies of Arato and Gebhardt
(1997), Bronner and Kellner (1989), and Ingram and Simon-Ingram (1992). For commen-
tary on Frankfurt school critical theory, consult Bernstein (1995), Bottomore (1984), Bron-
ner (2002), Connerton (1980), Dubiel (1974), Friedman (1981), Guess (1981), Held
(1980), Ingram (1990), Jameson (1971), Jay (1996), Kellner (1984, 1989), Marcus and Tar
(1984), Rasmussen (1996), Rush (2004), Slater (1977), Therborn (1996), Wellmer (1974),
and Wiggerhaus (1995). On “Western Marxism,” see Gottlieb (1992), Howard (1988), Jay
(1984), McLellan (1979), and New Left Review (1978). 

10. The discourse on African socialism is still developing, and though there is no consen-
sus on the correct conception of socialism for Africa, there does seem to be general agreement
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on the fact that for socialism, or any political economic system, to really address the authen-
tic human needs of Africa and Africans, it would have to be grounded in, and grow out of
Africa’s particular history and culture, Africa’s multicultural and transenthic conceptions of
social organization, politics, ethics, and so on. For further discussion, and some of the texts I
have drawn from to development my argument here, please see, Amin (1990a), Babu (1981),
Cabral (1972, 1973, 1979), Cohen and Goulbourne (1991), I. Cox (1966), Friedland (1964),
Kimua (1986), Lopes (1988), Marable (1987), Mohiddin (1981), Munslow (1986),
Nkrumah (1961, 1962, 1964, 1965, 1968b, 1968c, 1968d, 1968e, 1970a, 1970b, 1973a,
1973b), Nwoko (1985), Nyerere (1966, 1968, 1973), Ranuga (1996), Senghor (1959, 1962,
1964a, 1964b), and Toure (1959, 1972, 1973, 1974, 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1979, 1980). 

11. In “classical” Marxist theory, socialism is to serve as a transient or transitional state (or
stage) between capitalism and communism. Of course, the Russian revolution of 1917 led by
Lenin skipped socialism and went straight to their own “Soviet-styled” communism, which
many Marxists denounced as not being an authentic communism at all. For a discussion, see
Gottlieb (1992) and Kellner (1989). For a direct critique of Soviet Marxism from a major
Western Marxist, see Marcuse (1958), and especially the 1985 Columbia University reprint
which has an excellent introduction by Douglas Kellner that helps to situate the text in the
social and political climate in which it was produced. 

12. Bergner (1995, 1999), Chow (1999), Decker (1990), Dubey (1998), Faulkner (1996),
Gopal (2002), Mann (2004), McClintock (1995), Sekyi-Otu (1996), Sharpley-Whiting
(1997) and Vasavithasan (2004) discuss Fanon’s (however contradictory) inclusion of fe-
males and male-feminism. Sharpley-Whiting (1997) is particularly noteworthy in this regard.
Greater discussion is given to Fanon’s contributions to womanism and feminism below.

13. For a discussion of the special uses to which Fanon employed “dramatic” language, see
Kang (2004) and Sekyi-Otu (1996). And, on Fanon’s uses of both the spectacular and visual
in his descriptions of decolonization, see Kaplan (1999) and Kawash (1999). 

14. For further discussion of Fanon’s comments on, and criticisms of, “anti-democratic,”
among other, political trends, see Adam (1974, 1999), Gibson (1999c), E. Hansen (1974,
1977), Jinadu (1973, 1986), and Sekyi-Otu (1996).

15. My thinking along these lines has been indelibly influenced by Charles W. Mills,
among others, see C.W. Mills (1997, 1998, 2001, 2003a, 2003b), as well as Fashina (1989),
Ibish (2002), Maldonado-Torres (2002, 2007), McDade (1971), and Sullivan (2004), Sulli-
van and Tuana (2007).

16. For engagements of notions of identity and personality in Africana literature, see
Drachler (1963), Hennessey (1992), Irele (1990a), Kanneh (1998), C.L. Miller (1990),
Mazrui, Okpewho and Davies (1999), Wauthier (1967), and Wylie (1985).

17. In On Violence, Hannah Arendt (1970, p. 14, n.19) criticizes Fanon’s “Concerning Vi-
olence” as a “violence for violence’s sake” thesis. For a discussion of the flaws in Arendt’s crit-
icisms of Fanon, see Jinadu (1986, pp. 92–93, 231), and Bulhan (1985, pp. 145–148).

18. In this regard Fanon’s thinking, in many ways, prefigures and is in line with several
contemporary social and political theorists. See, for example, M. Adams (2000), Clayton and
Williams (2004), Goodin and Pettit (1997), and I.M. Young (1990). 

19. Fanon is, of course, here quoting from Césaire’s infamous, if not a bit notorious, Note-
book of a Return to the Native Land. See, Césaire (1983, pp. 32–85), as well as the previous
chapter of the present volume.

20. On identity theory, see Appiah (1997, pp. 75–82), Bhabha (1990), and Zack (1998,
pp. 67–75).
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Always bear in mind that the people are not fighting for ideas, for things in any-
one’s head. They are fighting to win material benefits, to live better and in peace,
to see their lives go forward, to guarantee the future of their children. . . . [W]e do
not fall back on clichés or merely harp on the struggle against imperialism and
colonialism in theoretical terms, but rather we point out concrete things. . . . Hide
nothing from the masses of our people. Tell no lies. Expose lies whenever they are
told. Mask no difficulties, mistakes, or failures. Claim no easy victories.

—Amilcar Cabral, Revolution in Guinea, pp. 86, 89, 145

CABRAL’S ADVENTURES ON THE ROCKY ROAD 
TO REVOLUTIONARY NATIONALISM: FROM COLONIZED 

BOY TO REVOLUTIONARY ANTI-COLONIAL MAN

The Cape Verdean and Guinea-Bissaun revolutionary, Amilcar Lopes Cabral, con-
nects with and contributes to the discourse of Africana critical theory in several
poignant, provocative, and extremely profound ways. First, it should be mentioned
that “[a]lthough he did not start out or train as a philosopher,” Cabral, according to
the Nigerian philosopher, Olufemi Taiwo (1999a), “bequeathed to us a body of
writings containing his reflections on such issues as the nature and course of social
transformation, human nature, history, violence, oppression and liberation” (p. 6).
Second, and as eloquently argued by the Eritrean philosopher, Tsenay Serequeber-
han (1991), Cabral’s ideas led to action (i.e., actual cultural, historical, social and
political transformation, and ultimately revolutionary decolonization and libera-
tion) and, therefore, “represents the zenith” of twentieth century Africana revolu-
tionary theory and praxis (p. 20).1 Third, and finally, his writings and reflections
provide us with a series of unique contributions to critical theory, which—in the
fashion of Du Bois, James, Cesaire, Senghor, and Fanon—seeks to simultaneously
critique racist capitalist and racial colonialist societies. 
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Cabral’s biography has been documented by Mario de Andrade (1980), Patrick
Chabal (2003), Ronald Chilcote (1991), Mustafah Dhada (1993), Oleg Ignatiev
(1975, 1990), and Jock McCulloch (1983b) and, consequently, need not be re-
hearsed in its entirety here. That said, at this juncture what I am specifically inter-
ested in are those aspects of his life and legacy that impacted and influenced his
contributions to Africana critical theory. As Chabal (2003) observed in his pioneer-
ing Amilcar Cabral: Revolutionary Leadership and People’s War, Cabral’s revolutionary
theory and praxis are virtually incomprehensibly without critically engaging his
gradual and often extremely interesting growth from non-violent student militant to
internationally acclaimed revolutionary leader.2

Born of Cape Verdean parents in Bafata, Guinea-Bissau on 12 September 1924,
Cabral’s parents exerted an enormous influence on him. His father, Juvenal Antonio
da Costa Cabral, was born on São Tiago Island, Cape Verde. The senior Cabral’s fam-
ily were landowners and, therefore, considered “well-to-do” by local standards. As a
result, he was afforded a “proper education,” as with the other members of his fam-
ily (Chabal, 2003, p.29). Juvenal Cabral had early ambitions to become a priest and
was summarily sent to seminary in Portugal following a glowing stint in secondary
school. It is not clear whether Juvenal’s studies in Portugal awakened his sense of
anti-colonialism and Africanity, or whether it was the racial climate and rigid reli-
gious curriculum of seminary, but what is certain is that he became a “politically
conscious man who did not hesitate to speak his mind” (p. 30). For instance, on
one occasion he sent a letter to the Minister of Colonies deploring what he under-
stood to be the complete absence of government assistance in alleviating the cata-
strophic effects of drought, going so far as to suggest several remedies. On another
occasion, he wrote an article expressing his disdain with the colonial government af-
ter a house collapsed in an overcrowded part of Praia, the capital of Cape Verde. He
went further to criticize the inhuman conditions in which Cape Verdeans had to live
because they were forced to flee the countryside and come to the already over-
crowded city to find food and work.

Chabal persuasively argues that it was Cabral’s father who gave him his first les-
sons in political education, a point further corroborated by Dhada (1993, pp.
139–140). Juvenal Cabral also instilled in Amilcar a profound sense of the shared
heritage and struggle of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde. He wrote poetry, polemics,
and expressed an uncommon and long-lasting interest in the agricultural problems
of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde. Juvenal, a renowned and well-respected school
teacher, possessed a deep “sense of intellectual curiosity and rigor, a respect for aca-
demic pursuits and for the written word,” which he consistently stressed to Amilcar,
among his other children (Chabal, 2003, p. 30). While it cannot be said that Juve-
nal Cabral was a revolutionary nationalists by any standards, it does seem clear that
he may have planted, however nascent, the seeds of nationalism in the fertile soil of
his young son’s heart and mind.

As it was with his father, Cabral’s mother, Iva Pinhal Evora, was born on São Tiago
Island, Cape Verde. However, unlike his father she was born into a poor family,
which stressed hard work and piety. If Cabral’s father bequeathed to him political
education, a love of poetry, and an interest in agriculture, then it can be argued that
his mother provided him with a very special sense of self-determination, discipline,
purpose, personal ethics, and an unshakeable iron will. For a time Mrs. Cabral made
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good and was an entrepreneur, the proprietor of a shop and a small pensão (hotel).
When she and Juvenal Cabral separated in 1929, things took a turn for the worst fi-
nancially. She lost her business and worked as a seamstress and laborer in a fish-can-
ning factory to support her family. Even still, her earnings were “barely sufficient to
feed the family and there were days when they went without food.” Chabal (2003)
poignantly observers that though “Amilcar’s family did not starve like so many Cape
Verdeans, they were very poor” (p. 31). He went on to importantly emphasize,
“Cabral never forgot the difficulties of his early years and later spoke of poverty as
one of the reasons which had led him to revolt against Portuguese colonialism” (p.
31). The hardships he witnessed his mother endure and overcome caring for him
and his siblings undoubtedly influenced his views on gender justice and, most es-
pecially, women as cultural workers and comrades in the national liberation strug-
gle (Cabral, 1979, pp. 70–71, 86, 104; see also Chabal, 2003, p. 107, 118; H. Camp-
bell, 2006; Gomes, 2006; Urdang, 1979).

In discussing Cabral’s early life, and especially the influence of his parents on
him, it is also important to point out that he was home-schooled until the age of
twelve. Though he did not enter primary school until he was twelve, Cabral is re-
ported to have “thrived on education and from the very beginning he was clearly an
excellent student.” One of his former primary school classmates, Manuel Lehman
d’Almeida, recalled that Cabral was “by far the best student and that he passed his
secondary school entrance exam with distinction” (Chabal, 2003, p. 31). His school
records support d’Almeida’s claims and lucidly illustrate that Cabral completed his
studies at the liceu by the age of twenty, which would mean that he finished four
years of primary school and seven years of secondary school in an astonishing eight
years! During the last couple of years of his studies at the liceu Cabral became aware
of the Cape Verdean literary renaissance and cultural movement commonly known
as Cabo Verdianidade, which was primarily an outgrowth of the journal, Claridade.
In many senses Cabo Verdianidade was the Cape Verdean version of the Harlem Re-
naissance and Negritude, both of which strongly influenced its writers. 

Cabo Verdianidade was unique in that its writers for the most part broke with Eu-
rocentric models and themes and, in a move that must be understood to be ex-
tremely bold for the time, turned their attention to Cape Verdean subjects, particu-
larly ordinary people’s life-worlds and lived-experiences: from drought to hunger,
from migration to mild critiques of colonial miseducation, and from starvation to
other forms of deprivation. Even so, more similar to Negritude than the Harlem Re-
naissance, Cabo Verdianidade was limited by its intentional aim at readers well-
versed in colonial history and culture and, to make matters worse, it was essentially
escapist, expressing an intense cultural alienation that did not in any way promote
anti-colonial consciousness or decolonization, non-violent or otherwise. Much like
the early issues of Negritude’s Présence Africaine, then, Cabo Verdianidade’s Claridade
explored ethnic, racial and cultural politics in a vacuum, as opposed to connecting
the intersections and political economy of ethnicity, race, racism, and colonialism
with the machinations of modern white supremacist capitalism (Araujo, 1966;
Batalha, 2004).

The first generation of Cabo Verdianidade writers established their journal, Clari-
dade, in the 1930s, but by the 1940s a new cohort of Cape Verdean writers founded
the journal Certeza. The Certeza writers introduced two elements into Cape Verdean

Amilcar Cabral 229



consciousness that foreshadowed the future emphasis on national liberation and
national culture. The first element involved their critical calling into question of Por-
tuguese colonialism in Cape Verde and an unswerving emphasis on the necessity for
political action, though not necessarily decolonization as later conceived by Cabral
and his revolutionary nationalist comrades. For these writers, Marxism rather than
neo-realism provided their theoretical framework and political orientation. The sec-
ond element, connected in several ways to the first, revolved around this group’s
stress on returning Cape Verdeans to the source of their history, culture, and struggle:
Africa. As we have witnessed with the writers of the Cabo Verdianidade movement,
at this time most Cape Verdeans understood themselves to be Europeans, and the
Cape Verdean archipelago Portugal’s most prized overseas islands. The Certeza writ-
ers went beyond the Claridade collective by unequivocally emphasizing their African
ancestry and longstanding connections with continental African history, culture,
and struggle. Ironically Cabral had completed his studies and had left Cape Verde
by the time this new movement was underway. However, he did keep track of it from
abroad, and noted that it had the potential to lead to anti-colonial consciousness
and an openness to nationalist ideas. 

In the autumn of 1945, at the age of twenty-one, Cabral trekked to Portugal to
pursue a five-year course of study at the Agronomy Institute at the Technical Uni-
versity of Lisbon. He attended university on a scholarship provided by the Cape
Verdean branch of Casa dos Estudiantes do Império (CEI), the House of Students
from the Empire, a colonial government financed social development center for stu-
dents from Portugal’s colonies. His scholarship remitted his tuition and supplied
him with a very modest stipend of 500 escudos, which was later increased to 750 es-
cudos. His meager stipend was, of course, not enough to live on, so Cabral tutored
and took various odd jobs to supplement his income, all the while consistently
maintaining the highest marks of his class. Even in light of all of this, Cabral found
the time to participate in university affairs, metropolitan politics, and sundry ex-
tracurricular activities, most notably: the Radio Clube de Cabo Verde, the Radio
Club of Cape Verde; Comissão Nacional para Defensa do Paz (CNDP), the National
Commission for the Defense of Peace; Lisbon’s Maritime Center and Africa House;
the Center for African Studies (CAS); Movimento Anti-Colonialista (MAC), the
Anti-Colonial Movement; and, Comité de Liberação dos Territórios Africanos Sob o
Domíno Português (CLTASDP), the Committee for the Liberation of Territories Un-
der Portuguese Domination, among others. 

Indeed, Cabral was a multidimensional student-activist, though an extremely cau-
tious one. Dhada (1993) contends that Cabral may have “stayed clear of subversive
politics, largely for cautionary reasons—perhaps for fear of losing his scholarship or
being hounded by the Portuguese secret police, Policía Interncional para a Defensa
do Estudo (PIDE), the International Police for the Defense of the State;” the very
same secret police who would, two decades after he earned his degree in agricultural
engineering, mercilessly assassinate him (p. 141). Perhaps Cabral sensed his immi-
nent future fate but, even still, harassed and hounded by the Portuguese secret po-
lice, he managed to graduate at the top of his class on 27 March 1952. This was a
real feat, especially considering the fact that he was the only student of African ori-
gin in his cohort. Out of the 220 students who began the rigorous five-year course
of study with Cabral, only 22 were awarded degrees as agronomists, or agricultural
engineers.
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One of the students with which Cabral developed a lasting rapport was Maria He-
lena Rodrigues, a silviculturist who was born in Chaves, northern Portugal. One of
only 20 women admitted in Cabral’s initial cohort of 220 students, Rodrigues and
Cabral became study partners and, after earning their degrees, husband and wife.
With his studies completed and a new wife by his side, Cabral applied for a position
in the Portuguese civil service and was “ranked as the best candidate, but was denied
the post because he was black” (Chabal, 2003, p. 39). This insult served as a yet an-
other reminder that Portuguese colonialism was inextricable from Portuguese
racism. He then did what so many colonial subjects are forced to do when their
dreams of escaping the hardships of their colonized homelands have been dashed:
he returned to his native land convinced that he could make a special contribution
to its development. In a word, he was doggedly determined to decolonize Cape
Verde and Guinea-Bissau. 

Cabral gained employment as a “grade two agronomist” with the Provincial De-
partment of Agricultural and Forestry Services of Guinea at the Estação experimen-
tal de Pessubé, a research complex not far from Bissau. He was second in command
and, from all the reports, seems to have thrown himself into a Lisbon-based Min-
istry for Overseas Territories-commissioned agricultural census of Guinea-Bissau. It
was through this massive undertaking that Cabral become intimately familiar with
the people and land in whose interest he would soon wage a protracted people’s war
for national liberation. He began the study in late 1953, traveling more than 60,000
kilometers, and collecting data from approximately 2,248 peasants. By December
1954 he presented he and his team’s findings to the colonial authorities. The report
was subsequently published in 1956 as a 200-page document. It featured statistics
and analysis pertaining to Guinea-Bissau’s agricultural demography, which the colo-
nial government promised the United Nation’s Food and Agricultural Organization
it would use to better grapple with droughts and famine, among other issues, be-
setting Guinea-Bissau. 

Cabral was afforded considerable expertise carrying out the agricultural census. In
fact, Chabal goes so far to contend that, “[f]ew twentieth-century revolutionary and
guerrilla leaders were in the enviable position of having such a specialized and de-
tailed knowledge of the country in which they proposed to launch a people’s war”
(p. 53). Along with his work for the colonial government Cabral made many polit-
ical contacts with both Cape Verdeans and Guinea-Bissauns. Many initially outright
rejected his ideas on decolonization, but after he discursively provided examples, of-
ten empirical and irrefutable evidence (e.g., disenfranchisement, deprivation, star-
vation, lack of education, and violent government repression), and usually over a
prolonged period of time (i.e., usually several weeks or months), they were per-
suaded to seriously contemplate radical political alternatives, solutions to the prob-
lem(s) of Portuguese colonialism. It is here that Cabral excelled, clandestinely mak-
ing contacts with civil servants and entrepreneurs, as well as urban workers,
peasants, and villagers. 

Initially Cabral was open to using every available legal means of bringing about
an end to Portuguese colonialism. To this end, in 1954 he formed a sports, recre-
ational and cultural club for local youngsters with the ultimate aim of using it as a
front to promote nationalism, political education and anti-colonial consciousness-
raising, as had been successfully done in “British” and “French” Africa. For instance,
after a game of football, Cabral and his colleagues would retire to a more private
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place supposedly to discuss how each player could improve their skills; what really
took place were intense and eye-opening discussions about African history, culture
and struggle, and the nefarious nature of Portuguese colonialism and racism. The
club and its secret meetings gained considerable notoriety in and around Bissau
and, as a result, were insidiously infiltrated by the Portuguese secret police’s in-
formers and swiftly terminated on government orders. Consequently, Cabral was
forced to leave Guinea-Bissau and permanently banned from residing there again.
He petitioned for, and was granted, annual visits to briefly see his mother and other
family members. 

At this point the dye was cast, and Cabral let go of any lingering hope that Cape
Verde and Guinea-Bissau could be liberated using the constitutional or legal decol-
onization path. It was, therefore, on one of his colonial government-sanctioned vis-
its to Guinea-Bissau on 19 September 1956 that Cabral, Luiz Cabral (his brother),
Aristides Pereira, Fernando Fortes, Julio de Almeida and Eliseu Turpin founded the
Partido Africano da Independência e União dos Povos da Guiné e Cabo Verde
(PAIUPGC), the African Party for the Independence and Unity of Guinea-Bissau and
Cape Verde. Later the name was slightly altered to Partido Africano da Independên-
cia da Guiné e Cabo Verde (PAIGC), the African Party for the Independence of
Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde. Over the next 17 years of his life, Amilcar Cabral
would not only bring Portuguese colonialism to its knees and lead the people of
Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde to national liberation, but he would also reconstruct
and redefine what it means to be a revolutionary nationalist and revolutionary hu-
manist. Though there are many who argue that Cabral was not necessarily a theo-
rist, and more a guerilla leader and military strategist whose work is confined to the
national liberation struggle of Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau, in what follows I
challenge these assertions and illustrate several of the ways in which Cabral’s intel-
lectual life and political legacy contribute to radical politics and critical social the-
ory, Africana and otherwise. 

Under Portuguese colonialism, Cabral contended (1979), “Africans live on a sub-
human standard—little or no better than serfs in their own country” (p. 17). He
went further to poignantly explain:

After the slave trade, armed conquest and colonial wars, there came the complete de-
struction of the economic and social structure of African society. The next phase was Eu-
ropean occupation and ever-increasing European immigration into these territories. The
lands and possessions of the Africans were looted. The Portuguese “sovereignty tax” was
imposed, and so were compulsory crops for agricultural produce, forced labor, the ex-
port of African workers, and total control of the collective and individual life of Africans,
either by persuasion or violence. (p. 17)

Cabral was convinced, in light of his lived-experiences and through empirical in-
vestigation, that colonial domination—chronically exacerbated by the crises of, in-
ternal to, and created by, the global imperial system—held the great majority of hu-
manity in “sub-human” states. On these grounds, as noted above, he participated in
the founding of the PAIGC and, as its undisputed leader, subsequently led the na-
tional liberation struggle in his native land(s) until he was assassinated by the Por-
tuguese secret police on 20 January 1973.

Portuguese colonialism, contended Cabral (1972), robbed the people of Guinea-
Bissau and Cape Verde of their “most elementary rights” and had created and con-
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tributed to “misery, ignorance, [and] suffering of every kind” (p. 77). Thus, on this
account, colonial domination should and would be opposed by any and all avail-
able means to the colonized population. In this regard, Cabral considered the strug-
gle of the people of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde a direct heir to the revolutionary
histories and cultures of freedom-fighting colonized peoples the world over, stating:
“Today, in taking up arms to liberate ourselves, in following the example of other
peoples who have taken up arms to liberate themselves, we want to return to our
history, on our own feet, by our own means and through our own sacrifices” (p. 78).

As it was with Du Bois, James and Fanon, history for Cabral was essentially a cultural
compass, which provided particular groups experiencing and enduring particular and
peculiar racial and colonial circumstances, with guidance and directions with respect to
their decolonized destiny. Colonialism, according to Cabral (1979), is “the negation of
the historical process of the dominated people,” and the national liberation struggle sym-
bolizes and signals the colonized peoples’ conscious return to their own history (p.
141, my emphasis). This is, of course, one of the reasons Cabral consistently admon-
ished African (among other racially colonized) people to return to the source (or,
sources) of their own history, culture and struggle (see Cabral, 1973; and, especially the
soon to be discussed “Identity and Dignity in the Context of the National Liberation
Struggle” [pp. 57–69]). Similar to Cesaire’s “return,” Cabral’s “return” is also critical
and, if properly explicated, has extremely promising and profound insights and impli-
cations for an Africana (or any other) critical theory of contemporary society. 

In this chapter I shall explore and explicate the thought of Amilcar Cabral for its con-
tributions to critical theory—extremely important, albeit often-overlooked, contribu-
tions which conceptualize and earnestly attempt to think through the borderlines and
boundaries between, and the dialectics at play in, various stages of “underdevelop-
ment” and “development,” tradition and modernity, and nationalism and humanism
in racial colonial and racist capitalist societies. The chapter will commence with a crit-
ical engagement of Cabral’s concept(s) of colonialism and emphasis on the importance
of ideology and concrete philosophy. Then, it engages the unique ways in which he syn-
thesized radical theory with revolutionary praxis (or, rather, revolutionary nationalism
with guerilla warfare). Next, analysis is given to his thesis of “return to the source” and
the importance and inextricability of national history and national culture in his dis-
tinctive conceptions of national liberation and the dialectical process of revolutionary de-
colonization and re-Africanization. Finally, the chapter concludes with a brief assessment
and interpretation of some of the deficiencies of Cabral’s contributions to the new crit-
ical theory of the twenty-first century.

TOWARD AN AFRICANA PHILOSOPHY OF PRAXIS: 
CABRAL, CRITICAL THEORY, CONCRETE PHILOSOPHY, 

AND THE END OF (NEO)COLONIALISM

If we do not forget the historical perspectives of the major events in the life of hu-
manity, if while maintaining due respect for all philosophies, we do not forget that
the world is the creation of man himself, then colonialism can be considered as the
paralysis or deviation or even the halting of the history of one people in favor of
the acceleration of the historical development of other peoples. 

—Amilcar Cabral, Revolution in Guinea, p. 76
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In this single, far-seeing sentence Amilcar Cabral set down his conception of colo-
nialism for prosperity. Although he did not present his critical theory in any discur-
sive or systematic manner, Cabral’s corpus is shot-through with critical comments
on colonialism, capitalism, racism, and other forms imperial domination. Our dis-
cussion will begin by laying bare Cabral’s conception of colonialism, and then we
will explore and critically engage his collapse of the crude and artificial dichotomy
and distinction made between colonialism and capitalism, especially when racism
is factored into both. In Cabral’s view, both of these “world-systems” represent—that
is to say, they chronically present humanity again and again with—greater, more
and more massive forms of imperialism. At the heart of Cabral’s critical theory is an
implicit “critique of domination and a theory of liberation,” and this is precisely
what brings his thought in line with other forms of critical theory (Kellner, 1989,
p.1). However, the foci of Cabral’s critical theory and concrete philosophy are not
so much the dilemmas and dialectics of domination and liberation in “advanced in-
dustrial” (Marcuse, 1964), “developed” (Habermas, 1984, 1987a), and/or “techno-
capitalist” (Kellner, 1989) societies, but the downtrodden, deprived, and dominated—
in a word, “the wretched of the earth”—wherever they exist, whether in capitalist or
colonial societies. 

Cabral challenges conventional critical theory in the sense that his critical theory
is not quarantined to the life-worlds and lived-experiences of white workers in cap-
italist societies. Much more, his thought was simultaneously revolutionary nation-
alist and revolutionary humanist. For instance, it was Amilcar Cabral (1972) who
said in his opening address at the plenary session at the 2nd Conference of the Na-
tionalist Organizations of the Portuguese Colonies (CONCP) held in Dar es Salaam,
Tanzania, on 5 October 1965:

Our national liberation struggle has a great significance both for Africa and for the
world. We are in the process of proving that peoples such as ours—economically back-
ward, living sometimes almost naked in the bush, not knowing how to read or write,
not having even the most elementary knowledge of modern technology—are capable,
by means of their sacrifices and efforts, of beating an enemy who is not only more ad-
vanced from a technological point of view but also supported by the powerful imperial
forces of world imperialism. Thus before the world and before Africa we ask: were the
Portuguese right when they claimed that we were uncivilized peoples, peoples without
culture? We ask: what is the most striking manifestation of civilization and culture if not
that shown by a people which takes up arms to defend its right to life, to progress, to
work and to happiness?

We, the national liberation movements joined in the CONCP, should be conscious of
the fact that our armed struggle is only one aspect of the general struggle of the op-
pressed against imperialism, of man’s struggle for dignity, freedom and progress. We
should consider ourselves as soldiers, often anonymous, but soldiers of humanity in the
vast front of the struggle in Africa today. (p. 79)

Based on the foregoing, it can be clearly seen that Cabral’s critical theory is at its
core a global theory. Where Eurocentric critical theory claims to be a global theory
(Kellner, 1989)—but focuses exclusively on problems which pertain to “advanced
industrial,” “developed,” and/or “techno-capitalist” societies—Africana critical the-
ory, following Cabral’s example, transverses the colonialist/capitalist divide and en-
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gages the world as it actually exists (p. 48). As the world actually exists, it is an im-
perial world, a world where one human group doggedly attempts to dominate all
other human groups; where one human culture and civilization is acknowledged
and exalted as the only authentic human culture and civilization; where one peo-
ples’ history is considered the “History” of humanity in toto.3 Cabral’s critical theory
contests and combats not only global imperialism, but also Eurocentric critical the-
ory. It emphasizes and accentuates the ways in which African and other non-Euro-
pean colonized people, people who more often than not have never received train-
ing in political science or political philosophy, return to the sources of their history and
culture and simultaneously draw from and contribute to the rich resources of not
only their own distinct political traditions and political cultures, but global politi-
cal traditions and cultures. 

Cabral’s critical theory encompasses and considers both colonialism and capital-
ism, which is why he consistently stressed the fact that the national liberation strug-
gle is not merely against Portuguese colonialists, or “white people,” or any of their
colonized African agents. More, the struggles and emancipatory efforts of colonized
and alienated people, those folk who defiantly refuse “reification,” must ever be
against the imperial global system which promotes the destruction and degradation
of human beings, their histories and heritages, their cultures and civilizations, and
their lives and lands.4 To struggle against global imperialism is to understand and
believe, as Cabral (1979) asserted, in “self-determination for all peoples,” and that
“each people must choose their destiny, [and] take it into their own hands” (p. 63).5

Cabral clearly understood that the national liberation struggle of Cape Verde and
Guinea-Bissau was not a struggle against the Portuguese, repeatedly reminding his
comrades: “we do not confuse exploitation or exploiters with the color of men’s
skins; we do not want any exploitation in our countries, not even by black people”
(p. 80). That is why he constantly reiterated that the ultimate question of the na-
tional liberation struggle was not only a question of revolutionary decolonization
and complete liberation, but also one of genuine “progress for our people” (p. 76).
Cabral’s critical theory is vigilant and strives to critique and, if need be, crush any-
one and anything that might harm or hinder human beings democratically devel-
oping to their highest and fullest potential. His critical theory is also a social and
historical theory and, in that sense, understands that there are no boundaries or pa-
rameters that have been set once and for all, for all space and time on what can or
cannot be achieved by a human group (or human being) under or enduring any
type of situation or circumstance. History’s pages are dotted with the dogged deeds
of the dominated, rising and revolting, rescuing and reclaiming their place on the
stage (and often at the center) of human history. History, as with culture, is an as-
sertion of human agency and dignity, and this Cabral knew well, as he stressed the
importance of “historical knowledge,” audaciously asserting: 

Struggle is a normal condition of all living creatures in the world. All are in struggle, all
struggle. . . . Everyone must struggle. . . . Our struggle is not [and cannot be] mere words
but action, and we must really struggle . . . the struggle is not a debate nor verbiage,
whether written or spoken. Struggle is daily action against ourselves and against the en-
emy, action which changes and grows each day so as to take all the necessary forms to
chase the Portuguese colonialists out of our land. (pp. 31, 43, 65, 64, 65)

Amilcar Cabral 235



Observe that Cabral conceded that the (neo)colonized must “daily” or “each day”
struggle “against ourselves and the enemy.” This means, then, that our struggle—our
assertion of our agency, dignity, culture and history—cannot and must not be
merely against European and/or European American imperialists, but must also be
waged against our own “internal enemies” (p. 76). That is, those “enemies” in our
own countries and governments, in our local communities and schools, in our
churches and mosques, and even, if truth be told, in our own heads and hearts. We
must be willing each and every day to confront and combat imperialism and impe-
rialists; to not be willing to do so is to fool ourselves, and to attempt to pray or wish
away a concrete (actually existing) problem that has plagued humanity for more
than five hundred years. 

People of color, and especially people of African descent, have attempted to pray
and/or wish away imperialism for so long that Cabral unapologetically contended:
“It is not a question of wishing” (p. 48). Quite the contrary, armed with a critical
consciousness, a critical theory, and an extremely concrete philosophy—a “philoso-
phy of praxis”—Cabral waged a war, not only against Portuguese colonialism, but
against imperialism in all its forms.6 The ultimate objective of Africana critical the-
ory, employing and applying Cabral as a major point of departure, is to chase 
imperialism—again, in all its forms—out of colonized lands, and perhaps more im-
portantly, out of colonized lives.7

In self-reflexively acknowledging our “internal enemies,” Cabral’s critical theory
refuses to be reduced to a biologically determined or racial essentialist position. It
is not, and has never been, for Cabral or Africana critical theory, a question of biol-
ogy, physiology or phenotype.8 Cabral openly acknowledged that there were
“whites” or Portuguese people who were willing, and actually did contribute (posi-
tively and progressively) to the national liberation struggle of Cape Verde and
Guinea-Bissau (p. 34). Which is, of course, why he said, “we do not confuse ex-
ploitation or exploiters with the color of men’s skins; we do not want any exploita-
tion in our countries, not even by black people” (p. 80). Here he sidestepped what
Cornel West (1993), in Race Matters, was wont to term “the pitfalls of racial reason-
ing” (pp. 21–32). 

Cabral was in line with West’s assertion that racial reasoning should be replaced
by moral reasoning.9 And, for all the issues that one could (and many do) have with
West’s essay, he makes a very good point when he writes that it is necessary “to un-
derstand the black freedom struggle not as an affair of skin pigmentation and racial
phenotype but rather as a matter of ethical principles and wise politics” (p. 25).10

Surely Cabral exemplifies “ethical principles and wise politics” when he admon-
ished his comrades to be chronically and critically cognizant of the fact that they
were participants, reluctant soldiers, if you will, in “the general struggle of the op-
pressed against imperialism” (1972, p. 79); when he stated that “[t]he significance
of our struggle is not only in respect of colonialism, it is also in respect of ourselves”
(1979, p. 33); when he chided and charged, “let us not put all the blame on the
colonialists. There is also exploitation of our folk by our own folk” (1979, p. 54);
and lastly, when he prefigured Cornel West’s coalition politics by addressing and
stressing the importance of alliances and coalitions.11 Cabral communicated the co-
nundrum as follows: “If we want to serve our land, our Party, our people, we must
accept everyone’s help. . . . no struggle can be waged without an alliance, without al-
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lies. . . . If we demand solidarity with us from other peoples, we must show solidar-
ity with them as well” (pp. 62, 80, 81).

Many have misread Cabral. His critical theory is certainly against colonial domi-
nation, but it is also, and at certain points perhaps more so, against racial oppres-
sion and capitalist exploitation. He was well aware that he and his comrades could
spend the bulk of their lives fighting against one form of colonialism only to be re-
inscribed and caught in the quagmires of another new form of colonialism.12

Hence, this is precisely the reason within the realm of Cabral’s critical theory that
“world imperialism” is the ultimate enemy, not merely colonialism on the African
continent, or capitalism in Europe or America. He somberly, but sternly stated:

[L]et us go forward, weapons in hand . . . let us prepare ourselves too, each day, and be
vigilant, so as not to allow a new form of colonialism to be established in our countries,
so as not to allow in our countries any form of imperialism, so as not to allow neo-colo-
nialism, already a cancerous growth in certain parts of Africa and of the world, to reach
our own countries. (Cabral, 1972, p. 85)

Cabral’s critical theory is a global and historical theory insofar as it attempts to
provide answers to the most pressing problems of the modern epoch; problems
which continue to plague us in the twenty-first century. It seeks to offer an outline
of cultural, social, and political development and the ways in which the vicissitudes
of colonialism and capitalism historically have and continue currently to structure
and influence world culture and civilization, and human thought and behavior.
Cabral’s critical theory is, ultimately, aimed at the complete destruction and revolu-
tionary replacement of the imperial world-system(s) with new forms of government
and social organizations that would perpetually promote democratic socialist global
coexistence. For Cabral, the anti-colonial national liberation struggles of African
people are part and parcel of global struggles against imperialism. He situated
African anti-colonial struggles in a global and historical context and reminded his
comrades, once again, why they were fighting: 

[W]hen speaking of our struggle, we should not isolate it from the totality of the phe-
nomena which have characterized the life of humanity, in particular Africa since the Sec-
ond World War . . . we must state openly that equally if not more so, it is the concrete
conditions of the life of our people—misery, ignorance, suffering of every kind, the com-
plete negation of our most elementary rights—which have dictated our firm position
against Portuguese colonialism and, consequently, against all injustice in the world.
(Cabral, 1972, pp. 76–77)

Cabral’s critical theory, in addition, can be considered concrete philosophy be-
cause it seeks to grasp and grapple with “the concrete conditions of the life of our
people.” These “concrete conditions of . . . our people,” according to Cabral, have
not been brought about by God, neither by natural catastrophe, nor by the people
themselves, but have come from other real, live people, men and women of flesh,
blood, and bones who have sought and (often) succeeded in negating the cultures
and civilizations, the histories and heritages of African and other racially colonized
people.13 Moreover, Cabral’s critical theory is a form of concrete philosophy in so
far as it seeks to deal with the urgent issues of the existing individual and her or his
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current cultural, social, political, and material milieu. As concrete philosophy,
Cabral’s critical theory is revolutionary in the sense that it attempted to go the roots
of the phenomena, place it under critical consideration for radical alteration, and
then, if need be, transform it in the best interest of struggling local and global pop-
ulations. 

Colonialism and capitalism, comprehended as interconnected imperial world-
systems, are to be opposed because they create human alienation and “reification,”
and unleash forces which stand against, above, and between persons; which, once
present, subject all forms, feelings, views and values of “self” and “society” under
their absolutely administered domination.14 Cabral’s critical theory registers as a
concrete philosophy, also, insofar as it seeks simultaneously to provide critical
knowledge of the existing society and become a force in its revolutionary transfor-
mation. A concrete philosophy requires a radical break with the abstractness of ac-
ademic and/or “traditional” philosophy, and a dialectical deconstruction and re-
construction of philosophy towards its practical potentialities and possibilities. It
seeks to eschew much of what the analytical philosophers term “philosophy,” in fa-
vor of real (actually existing) problems, of real (actually existing) people, in the real
(actually existing) world. It searches for the causes of human suffering, and points
to and provides ways in which human suffering and social misery may be amelio-
rated and abolished. Concrete philosophy, further, seeks to inspire and engage ac-
tually existing individuals in the emancipatory efforts of their time and circum-
stances, and create a critical consciousness that places the premium on the noblest
desire of any philosophy or form of knowledge: the unity of ideas and action, the-
ory and praxis, words and deeds. 

Armed with a critical theory and a concrete philosophy, Amilcar Cabral turned to
the colonial world-system and humbly vowed not to rest until the last vestige of
colonial violence and domination had been eradicated from his native land and the
world. In order to alter a specific reality, or series of social, political, economic, and
cultural conditions, Cabral contended that it was necessary to obtain an intimate
knowledge of those conditions. He stated: “Anyone who leads a struggle like ours,
who bears responsibility in a struggle like ours, has to understand gradually what
concrete reality is . . . we need to know the reality of our land, reality in all aspects,
of all kinds, so that we shall be able to guide the struggle, in general and in particu-
lar” (Cabral, 1979, pp. 58, 62). Here, Cabral best explicates why his thought can be
characterized as a “concrete philosophy,” because its’ points of departure are con-
sistently the “concrete conditions” (1972, pp. 77) and the “concrete reality” (1979,
pp. 58) of a particular people (those of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde), engaged in
a specific struggle against global imperialism. Cabral (1979) further corroborates
these contentions with the weighted words: “So we form part of a specific reality,
namely Africa struggling against imperialism, against racism and against colonial-
ism. If we do not bear this in mind, we could make many mistakes” (p. 48). 

To avoid “unnecessary efforts and sacrifices,” the “many mistakes” mentioned
above, Cabral was consistent in his position that the dominated always, first, “know
our reality” and, second, “start out from that reality to wage the struggle” (pp. 50,
44). It is with this understanding that Cabral confronted—the specific form of im-
perialism that cancerously controlled his native land—colonialism. In a position
paper variously titled “The Weapon of Theory” (in Revolution in Guinea [1972, pp.
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90–111]) and “The Presuppositions and Objectives of National Liberation in Rela-
tion to Social Structure (in Unity and Struggle [1979, pp. 119–137]), Cabral (1979)
identified two specific forms of colonialism:

1. Direct domination—by means of a political power made up of agents foreign
to the dominated people (armed forces, police, administrative agents and 
settlers)—which is conventionally called classical colonialism or colonialism.

2. Indirect domination—by means of political power made up mainly or com-
pletely of native agents—which is conventionally called neocolonialism. (p.
128, emphasis in original)

According to Cabral, when and where direct domination or classical colonialism
is the issue, then, the social structure of the dominated people, at whatever stage in
their historical and cultural development, are more than likely to suffer the follow-
ing experiences:

(a) Total destruction, generally accompanied by immediate or gradual elimina-
tion of the aboriginal population and consequent replacement by an exotic
population.

(b) Partial destruction, generally accompanied by more or less intensive settle-
ment by an exotic population.

(c) Ostensible preservation, brought about by confining the aboriginal society to
areas or special reserves generally offering no means of living and accompa-
nied by massive implantation of an exotic population. (p. 128)

Situation (a), of course, applies to the indigenous populations of the United
States of America, Australia, and many islands of the Caribbean Sea. Circumstances
(b) and (c) are applicable to the populations of Africa, India, Central and South
America, and Canada, among other non-European peoples, cultures, and civiliza-
tions. Cabral’s critical theory, in contradistinction to Eurocentric or Frankfurt School
critical theory, seeks to describe, criticize, and offer alternatives to imperialism as a
world-system, and not merely engage an aspect of imperialism, such as capitalism,
though, his critical theory does acknowledge that capitalism is an indelible part of
modern, world-historical imperialism. Colonialism and capitalism are two sides of
the same coin, and the Africana critical theorists discussed in the previous chapters,
among others, constantly struggled to radically alter the world, and their specific
life-worlds, based upon this crucial comprehension. Africana critical theory decon-
structs and deviates from European and European American critical theory in so far
as European and European American critical theory are, and have consistently
shown themselves to be, concerned almost exclusively with the “socio-historical
transformation and the transition from one stage of capitalist development to an-
other” (Kellner, 1989, p. 51). European and European American critical theory are
purportedly “motivated by an interest in relating theory to politics and an interest
in the emancipation of those who are oppressed and dominated” (p. 1), yet it does
not offer a single “concrete” alternative and/or salvageable solution to what has
been variously dubbed by Africana critical theorists—and Du Bois (1985a, p. 235)
and Fanon (1968, p. 40) in particular—“the colonial problem.” 
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Imperialism is the foci of Africana critical theory, and comprehended in our con-
temporary context it includes not merely capitalism and colonialism, but racism,
sexism, and heterosexism (i.e., discrimination based upon one’s sexual preferences
or sexual orientation). Cabral (1979) correctly contended that “the impact of im-
perialism on the historical process of the dominated people is paralysis, stagnation
(even in some cases, regression) in that process” (p. 128). By denying the domi-
nated people their distinct “historical process,” their right to constant (human/e)
being/becoming—which every human group must be free to decide and develop in
their own best interests—imperial domination violently intervenes and interrupts
the culture and civilization, the history and heritage(s) of the subject/subjugated
people.15 It retards their development and has deep ramifications in both the pub-
lic and the private spheres of the dominated peoples’ lives, and, seemingly unbe-
knownst to many, imperialism, by its very nature, intensifies and increases with
every passing second, minute, hour, day, month, year, etc. The colonial problem,
which is nothing other than a euphemism for the global imperial problem, asphyx-
iates the culture and civilization of the aboriginal population. It suspends, if not
outright destroys, the mode(s) of production indigenous to particular lands and
particular peoples, and as a result forces the said people into accepting (whether
consciously or unconsciously) the cultural concepts and categories, the social and
political models and modes of existence, of imperial power(s) and populations.
Cabral confirmed:

The principal characteristic, common to every kind of imperialist domination, is the de-
nial of the historical process of the dominated people by means of violent usurpation
of the freedom of the process of development of the productive forces. Now, in a given
society, the level of development of the productive forces and the system of social uti-
lization of these forces (system of ownership) determine the mode of production. In our
view, the mode of production, whose contradictions are manifested with more or less
intensity through class struggle, is the principal factor in the history of any human
whole, and the level of productive forces is the true and permanent motive force of his-
tory. (p. 141, emphasis in original)

In this sense, then, imperialism—the violent combination of capitalism and colo-
nialism in an ever-oppressing, and on an ever-increasing global scale—is a complex
series with several slants: physical and material domination, cultural and linguistic
domination, political and economic domination, and the asphyxiation and/or ab-
solute decimation of the dominated peoples’ capacity for agency, and their possi-
bilities and potentialities for making history. In arguing that the mode of produc-
tion, instead of the orthodox Marxist contention of class struggle, is “the true and
permanent motive force of history,” Cabral distinguished his critical theory from
those of Marx and his disciples. To his credit, Cabral did not simply integrate Marx-
ist theory into his anti-imperialist critical theory; much more, he radically extended
and expanded it and, in incredibly innovative ways, deconstructed and recon-
structed it to speak to the special needs and struggles of Africa and its diaspora, all
the while keeping in mind something that he was fond of reiterating to his Euro-
pean (and often extremely Eurocentric) Marxist comrades: “Marx did not write
about Africa.” And, it is extremely important to observe, Cabral did all of this with-
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out in anyway disqualify the progressive ways in which Marxism or Marxist-Lenin-
ism had been used in other countries and contexts, and on other continents. 

CABRAL’S COUPLING OF THE WEAPON OF THEORY WITH
REVOLUTIONARY PRAXIS: CRITICALLY MODIFYING (WITHOUT

REPUDIATING) MARXISM, DIALECTICAL AND HISTORICAL
MATERIALISM, NATIONALISM, AND HUMANISM

Marxism is not a religion . . . and Marx did not write about Africa.

—Amilcar Cabral, Our People Are Our Mountains: 
Amilcar Cabral on Guinean Revolution, pp. 21–22

[C]ertain crucial phenomena of the modern world—nationalism, racism, gender
oppression, homophobia, ecological devastation—have not been adequately un-
derstood by Marxist theorists.

—Cornel West, The Ethical Dimensions of Marxist Thought, p. xxiii

Much has been misunderstood with regard to Cabral’s radical theory and revolu-
tionary praxis. He has often been read as a Marxist, but that interpretation betrays
the fact that he consistently counseled colonized and other people struggling
against racial oppression and capitalist exploitation to start from their own reality
and be realists (Cabral, 1979, p. 44). He knew well that what Marx, Lenin, Mao,
Minh, Guevara, and Castro may have attempted or actually accomplished in their
respective times and circumstances, he was a different kind of revolutionary leader,
leading a different type of revolutionary party and struggle, and enduring extremely
different conditions; conditions which none of the aforementioned had ever even
dared to considered for more than a mere passing moment. Patrick Chabal (1983a)
relates, “Cabral consistently rejected the view that other models of development
could be followed in Guinea” (p. 181). Cabral comprehended, as Cornel West
(1991) would almost two decades later, “the necessity of rethinking and reinter-
preting the insights of the Marxist tradition [and/or any supposed ‘radical theory’]
in the light of new circumstances” and situations (p. xxvi). Although Cabral was
never as wedded to Marxist theory as West was wont to be, I believe that he, Du Bois,
James, Cesaire, Senghor, Fanon, and a whole host of anti-imperialist intellectual-ac-
tivists would agree with West when he writes: “certain crucial phenomena of the
modern world—nationalism, racism, gender oppression, homophobia, ecological
devastation—have not been adequately understood by Marxist theorists” (p. xxiii).

Cabral may be read more as a “materialist” than a “Marxist” for the exact reasons
(homophobia withstanding) that West lists above.16 Consequently, it is for these
reasons that I view Cabral as a critical theorist as opposed to a Marxist, because his
thought and actions explicitly and emphatically transcend the realm(s) of Marxist
theory and praxis. To argue that Cabral was a Marxist, in many respects, conceptu-
ally incarcerates him and his critical theory and revolutionary praxis within the Eu-
rocentric world of Marxism. He collapsed and contributed concepts and categories
to Marxist and other purportedly radical discourses that have yet to be fully analyzed
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and appreciated, let alone applied. Moreover, “radicalism,” it should be strongly
stressed, is not synonymous—neither in the “modern” nor the supposed “post-
modern” moment—with Marxism and/or Marxist-derived discourses. Cabral con-
sistently challenged this and, in so doing, drew from those elements of Marxism,
among other radical and revolutionary theory, that he understood to be most useful in
the national liberation struggle of the people of Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau. 

Similar to Fanon, Cabral did not have any direct connections to the communist
or socialist party. But, to a significantly greater extent than Fanon, Cabral was in a
deeper critical dialogue with the Marxist tradition and openly espoused his belief in
the superiority of materialist analysis; the problematics of applying the class strug-
gle model to Africa (Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau in specific); and, his contention
that the mode of production, not class struggle, was the major determinant and the
true motive force of history. Primarily employing Cabral’s classic essays, “The
Weapon of Theory” and “Brief Analysis of the Social Structure in Guinea,” this sec-
tion will accentuate his almost utterly instrumental relationship with Marxism (and
Marxist-Leninism), as well as the ways in which he innovatively deconstructed and
reconstructed Marxism and synthesized it with several other theoretical traditions to
make several seminal contributions, not merely to Marxism (or, Marxist-Leninism)
but, equally, if not more importantly, to Africana critical theory. 

At first issue is Cabral’s unique utilization of historical and dialectical material-
ism. Cabral’s method may be said to be “materialist,” as opposed to “idealist,” in
the sense that it seeks to engage and alter (through the act of revolution), the “con-
crete conditions” and the “concrete reality” of his social, political, historical, and
cultural coordinate. As an anti-colonial and anti-racist materialist, Cabral was not
concerned with adherence to, and did not feel compelled to consider, any orthodox
principles or tenets—Marxist or otherwise. In fact, it is when and where he adds an
anti-colonial and anti-racist dimension to his materialist analysis that Cabral’s con-
ception of critical theory betrays, perhaps more so than any other aspect, the plau-
sibility of his theory being read as revolutionary materialism rather than mere Eu-
rocentric Marxism. 

Materialists are usually hostile to metaphysical systems, absolutism and all foun-
dationalist theories that attempt to discover the basis for knowledge.17 As the Frank-
furt School critical theorist, Max Horkheimer (1972), correctly observed in “Materi-
alism and Metaphysics,” the views which a materialist holds at a given moment are
not dictated by any unchanging metaphysical theses, but rather by

the tasks which at any given period are to be mastered with the help of the theory. Thus,
for example, criticism of a dogma of religious faith may, at a particular time and place,
play a decisive role within the complex of materialist views, while under other circum-
stances such criticism may be unimportant. Today the knowledge of the movements and
tendencies affecting society as a whole is immensely important for materialist theory,
but in the eighteenth century the need for knowledge of the social totality was over-
shadowed by questions of epistemology, of natural science, and of politics. (pp.
20–21)18

Idealist views aim at justification, and are usually advanced by ruling race, gender,
or class elites and ideologues to affirm ruling race, gender, or class interests. Whilst
materialist theories aim at explanation with reference to (actually existing) material
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conditions and social constructions, which should (currently) include race, gender,
class, sexuality, and other specific historical and cultural coordinates and condi-
tions. Africana critical theory connects with Frankfurt School critical theory in the
sense that both understand that: “materialism is not interested in a worldview or in
the souls of men [and women]. It is concerned with changing the concrete condi-
tions under which humans suffer and in which, of course, their souls must be
stunted. This concern may be comprehended historically and psychologically; it
cannot be grounded in general principles” (p. 32). Cabral’s critical theory can be
considered revolutionary materialist—as opposed to simply Marxist—theory be-
cause it is concerned with human suffering and with transforming the material con-
ditions and social constructions (such as “race”) that prompt and promote un-
precedented human suffering and social misery.19 The main point of revolutionary
materialist analysis is to produce more humane forms of (co)existence among hu-
man beings, and human beings with nature, and a rational, democratic socialist so-
ciety. It is, moreover, an analysis which assumes that “the wretchedness of our own
time is connected with the structure of society; social theory therefore forms the
main content of contemporary materialism” (p. 24).

Unlike much of European and European American critical theory, which main-
tains that “the fundamental historical role of economic relations is characteristic of
the materialist position,” Africana critical theory, and Cabral’s contributions in par-
ticular, reject “simplistic forms of economic determinism” (Horkheimer, 1972, p.
25; Chabal, 1983a, p. 182).20 For Cabral, as with Antonio Gramsci in the European
tradition of critical theory, ideology and culture are of prime importance alongside
economic issues and, as with Georg Lukács of the European tradition, Cabral
(1979) admonished and asserted that none of the parts are to be privileged over the
whole: “We must at all times see the part and the whole” (p. 47, my emphasis).21

Africana critical theory—employing Cabral’s contributions as a point of departure—
moreover, refocuses, historicizes, politicizes and, dare I say, materializes Africana phi-
losophy. It transcends the narrow confines of abstract, academic philosophy (in
black face, or otherwise), and concedes with Lucius Outlaw (1983a) when he asserts
that anything that is wont to be termed “Black,” “African,” “African American,” or
“Africana” philosophy, needs to be “grounded in the historical struggles of African
peoples, in particular, and in the wider struggles of peoples for more reasonable
forms of existence, in general” (p. 65; see also Outlaw, 1983b, 1983c, 1983d). 

As a materialist social theory, Africana critical theory focuses on actually existing
human needs and suffering, the ways in which hegemonic historical and cultural
conditions produce suffering, and impede the changes necessary to eliminate hu-
man suffering and enable human liberation and social transformation. An emanci-
patory effort and project such as Africana critical theory requires, and is rooted in
(classical and contemporary) critical social theory to the extent that the foremen-
tioned theory enables Africana critical theorists to engage and alter the cultural, eco-
nomic, social and political problems of their present age. With this understanding,
Africana critical theory agrees with Horkheimer (1972) when he asserted: “If mate-
rialist theory is an aspect of efforts to improve the human situation, it inevitably op-
poses every attempt to reduce social problems to second place” (p. 26). Diverging,
however, from European and European American critical theory, Africana critical
theory comprehends that it is not merely “social problems” that must be addressed,
but also “social constructions,” such as “race.”
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Africana critical theory begs to differ with Marx and Engels (1978) when they
write in the opening lines of the Communist Manifesto: “The history of all hitherto
existing society is the history of class struggles” (p. 473). Africana critical theory,
deeply historicized, knows, first, that as far back as the fifteenth century race strug-
gles have also played a significant and determining part in world history as well.
One, perhaps, need look no further than Du Bois’s The Negro (1915), Black Recon-
struction (1935) and The World and Africa (1947); C. L. R. James’s The Black Jacobins
(1938) and A History of Pan-African Revolt (1938); Cesaire’s Discourse on Colonialism
(1955); Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks (1952) and The Wretched of the Earth
(1961); Cedric Robinson’s Black Marxism (2000) and An Anthropology of Marxism
(2001); Angela Davis’ Women, Race, and Class (1981); and, bell hooks’s Ain’t I A
Woman (1981).

Secondly, Africana critical theory, unlike most Marxist discourse and contempo-
rary European and European American critical theory, comprehends that it is not
only race and class struggles that obstruct and impede the improvement of human
life-worlds and lived-experiences. Surely gender and sexuality must be considered,
amongst other areas and issues. If, indeed, Africana critical theory is to be a viable
instrument in the arsenal of the emancipatory efforts of African people to improve
human relations and situations, it inevitably must oppose every and any attempt to
subvert race, gender, and sexuality (among other areas and issues) to a secondary
position with respect to class struggles and economic exploitation. Moreover,
Africana critical theory, at bottom a materialist social theory, must ever be marked
by its staunch stance of solidarity with suffering human beings, past and present,
without regard to their race, gender, class, sexual orientation or religious affiliation.
Africana critical theory comprehends—again, in contradistinction to Marx, Engels,
and most Marxists and Eurocentric critical theorists—that neither in the “modern”
nor in the “postmodern” moment did, or do, human beings enter into “class strug-
gles,” and suffer from economic misery, in a raceless, genderless and/or sexual ori-
entation-neutral vacuum. Quite the contrary, human beings as they actually exist
may, indeed, have identity crises in connection with the fluctuations and mutations
of capitalism and colonialism, but it is simultaneously unfathomable and unten-
able that upon the eradication of economic exploitation—if solved by some sort of
socio-political panacea, say, socialism—racism, sexism, homophobia, and/or het-
erosexism will come to an immediate and ultimate end.22

Africana critical theory attempts to think through, and promote action that will
eradicate, current cultural, social and political problems—and particularly, at pres-
ent, racism, sexism, capitalism, colonialism, and homophobia and/or heterosexism.
Africana critical theory, therefore, is not only interested in “social problems,” but
also, and often more so, in specific ideologies and social constructions of issues
that, as exacerbated over the last five hundred years, have lead to, or caused, many
of our past and present “social problems.”23 Social problems are, in many instances,
the outcomes and effects of ideologies and social constructions. As they are under-
stood in this way, Africana critical theory seeks to wrestle with the causes and the ef-
fects, as opposed to merely the effects—as it appears to be the case with much of Eu-
ropean and European American critical theory (see Horkheimer, 1972, p. 26)—of
our past and present “social problems.” Africana critical theory, further, aims at de-
racinating social problems, going to their roots—or, returning to the source, as Cabral
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(1973) would have it—of the phenomena in order to critically assess and alter it.24

As a distinct coupling of radical politics and history with philosophy and social the-
ory, Africana critical theory spares no expense in discovering and describing past so-
cial constructions and present social problems in terms of how they were developed,
how they are developing, and how they ought to be deconstructed and destroyed,
and radically replaced with more multicultural, transethnic, transgender, sexuality-
sensitive and democratic socialist modes of human experience and human organi-
zation. It is in this sense, then, that Africana critical theory appropriates and applies
the insights and experiences of Amilcar Cabral as definitive contributions to the
construction of a new multicultural, transethnic, transgender, and sexuality-sensi-
tive critical theory of contemporary society.

Cabral, again, was no mere Marxist thinker, and Patrick Chabal (1983a), among
others, has reminded us that he was “loath to commit himself to any ideology or
theory” (p. 167). Therefore, it should be observed at the outset that Cabral, seem-
ingly unbeknownst to many—if not most—of his critics “always refused to define
himself in this way [i.e., as a Marxist] and on most occasions he avoided writing in
such terms” (p. 167). Taking this line of thought a little further, Chabal writes:

Cabral was primarily a man of action. His political leadership is best understood by
looking at what he did rather than what he said. His writings were essentially analyses
of the events in which he was involved; they were not theories about, or into, abstract
social or political questions. He did not view himself as a political theorist although his
writings obviously have theoretical relevance. He was loath to commit himself to any
ideology or theory. The majority of his writings are party documents and they reflect the
very specific purpose and audience for which they were intended. (p. 167)

One of Cabral’s most famous essays, “The Weapon of Theory,” lucidly reflects “the
very specific purpose and audience” for which it was intended, but it also poignantly
articulates his unapologetic and extremely innovative deconstruction and recon-
struction of Marxist-Leninism to suit the needs of African national liberation strug-
gles. Delivered before the Tricontinental Conference in Havana, Cuba in 1966, “The
Weapon of Theory” quickly became one of Cabral’s most widely cited texts, partly
because in it he critically discussed the impact of imperialism on modern culture
and civilization; demonstrated that in Africa colonialism is not only racial but in-
extricable from European and American capitalism; distinguished between colo-
nialism and neocolonialism; noted the unique role of social classes in colonial and
neocolonial societies; and, most importantly, debunked the widely held notion
among European and European American Marxists that class struggle was the single
and greatest determinant of historical development. With regard to this last and
most pivotal point, Cabral’s (1979) Marxist heresy began on a rhetorical note and
quickly gave way to an audacious and intellectual history-making assertion:

[D]oes history begin only from the moment of the launching of the phenomenon of class
and, consequently, of class struggle? To reply in the affirmative would be to place out-
side of history the whole period of life of human groups from the discovery of hunting,
and later of nomadic and sedentary agriculture, to cattle raising and to the private ap-
propriation of land. It would also be to consider—and this we refuse to accept—that var-
ious human groups in Africa, Asia and Latin America were living without history or out-
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side history at the moment when they were subjected to the yoke of imperialism. . . Our
refusal, based as it is on detailed knowledge of the socio-economic reality of our coun-
tries and on analysis of the process of development of the phenomenon of class as we
saw earlier, leads us to conclude that if class struggle is the motive force of history, it is
so in a specific historical period. This means that before the class struggle (and, neces-
sarily, after the class struggle, since in this world there is no before without an after)
some factor (or several factors) was and will be the motive force of history. We have no
hesitation in saying that this factor in the history of each group is the mode of production
(the level of productive forces and the system of ownership) characteristic of that group.
But, as we have seen, the definition of class and class struggle are themselves the result
of the development of productive forces in conjunction with the system of ownership of
the means of production. It therefore seems permissible to conclude that the level of
productive forces, the essential determinant of the content and form of class struggle, is
the true and permanent motive force of history. (p. 124–125, emphasis in original) 

In this passage, when Cabral writes of the “productive forces” and argues that they
are “the true and permanent motive force of history,” he puts one of the distinct
characteristics of his critical theory on display: namely, his dialectical deconstruc-
tion and reconstruction of central Marxist-Leninist concepts and categories. He bor-
rowed the term “productive forces” from the Marxist-Leninist lexicon, but by it he
meant much more than the relations and forces of production in a strictly economic
sense; the very sense, or way in which most Marxist-Leninist have, of course, grossly
misinterpreted him. Rather, when Cabral uses “productive forces” above he is refer-
ring to all of the cultural, political and economic resources through which the
wretched of the earth (re)enter the open-ended process of their distinct historical
development. Consequently, “productive forces,” as it is used here, encompasses
much more than economic issues. It, in a word, represents the sum total of the ways
in which, and the means through which, the wretched of the earth return to the
sources of their history and culture, which was rudely interrupted by European colo-
nialism and capitalism, not to mention the introduction of race and racism.

Above, Cabral also lucidly lambastes the Eurocentrism of Marxist-Leninist con-
ceptions of history, class, and class struggle, audaciously asking: “does history begin
only from the moment of the launching of the phenomenon of class and, conse-
quently, of class struggle?” From his optic, to answer this crucial question in the af-
firmative would be tantamount to believing one of the vilest lies of colonialism; it
would be comparable to committing one of the gravest crimes against humanity; it
would be the equivalent of saying that the “various human groups in Africa, Asia
and Latin America were living without history or outside history at the moment
when they were subjected to the yoke of imperialism” and, as he sternly stated, “this
we refuse to accept.” Cabral resolutely refused to give quarter to colonialism or cap-
italism and, even more, to the Eurocentrism of Marxism (or Marxist-Leninism). In-
stead of alleviating human suffering and social misery, it seemed to Cabral (as it
does to contemporary Africana critical theorists), that much of Marxist-Leninism,
conceptually incarcerated in its Eurocentrism, glosses over the many millions of
ways in which its purportedly revolutionary and democratic socialist or communist
concepts and categories historically have justified, and continues currently to give
grounds for, European imperialism, and specifically the tentacles of racism, colo-
nialism and capitalism in Africa, Asia, and the Americas. 
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Prior to the horrid history of class and class struggle, and that which provides
both class and class struggle with, not simply its economic basis but, in addition, its
ontological basis (or bases), according to Cabral, are the “productive forces” of a hu-
man group—the historical and material, cultural and economic, axiological and
cosmological situation(s) of their inherited life-worlds and lived-experiences. It is,
indeed, this crucial, though long-kept, historical and cultural fact of reality that sub-
stantiates and reveals itself through the formation of classes and the diabolical dy-
namics and, dare I say, dialectics of class struggle in the unique history and culture
of a specific people. The “history of class struggle,” envisaged by Marx, and therefore
most Marxists, to be the definitive world-historical, history-making and history-
shaping process is actually an extremely particular, if not peculiar, ontic axiom
unique to European capitalist modernity (and now European capitalist postmoder-
nity) which has been violently and ubiquitously universalized and ontologized,
nauseatingly naturalized and normalized as the history of all humanity.25 Marx and
Engels (1978) famously declared in the opening of their Communist Manifesto:

The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles. Freeman and
slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word, op-
pressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on a unin-
terrupted, now hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended either in a revolu-
tionary re-constitution of society at large, or in the common ruin of the contending
classes.

In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost everywhere a complicated arrangement
of society into various orders, a manifold gradation of social rank. In ancient Rome we
have patricians, knights, plebeians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, feudal lords, vassals,
guild-masters, journeymen, apprentices, serfs; in almost all of these classes, again, sub-
ordinate gradations.

The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal society has
not done away with class antagonisms. It has but established new classes, new condi-
tions of oppression, new forms of struggle in place of the old ones.

Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this distinctive feature:
it has simplified the class antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and more splitting up
into two great hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each other: Bour-
geoisie and Proletariat. (pp. 473–474)

In essence, Marx and Engels superimposed and, ultimately, universalized the his-
tory of European class formations and class struggles onto humanity as a whole and,
in so doing, rendered the histories and cultures and, perhaps unwittingly I should
add, the particular class formations and unique class struggles of non-Europeans,
the very “various human groups in Africa, Asia and Latin America” that Cabral men-
tioned above, either “without history or outside history” until that much-bemoaned
and, even more, that howlingly-hated historical “moment when they were subjected
to the yoke of [European] imperialism.” To be fair to Marx and Engels, they, to their
credit, did discuss what they termed the “Asiatic mode of production,” under which
they subsumed the “productive forces” of Africa, Asia, and Latin America.26 But, be-
sides the superabundance of problems involved in lumping together the disparately
unique “productive forces” which each of the aforementioned human groups cre-
ated in the contexts of their own distinct histories and cultures, Marx and Engels
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made a serious mistake in emphasizing the supposedly static character (when com-
pared, of course, to European modern bourgeois society) of non-European and non-
capitalist modes of production. Many of their disciples have interpreted their vari-
ous analyses of non-European societies as ultimately pointing to a dialectic of
constantly changing political empires but utterly unchanging precapitalist modes of
production, which were only belatedly altered, as the Marxist narrative goes, in light
of European capitalist colonization. 

There are, indeed, fundamental tensions when and where Marxists attempt to apply
Marx’s materialist concepts and categories to non-European societies and non-capital-
ist modes of production. The problem lies not in the concepts and categories them-
selves, and this is a point I should like to emphasize, but with Marxists’ inability to
comprehend that though Marx employed a multiplicity of historical models and
methods, many of which indeed did acknowledge continuity and discontinuity in
both European and non-European modes of production, his work was particularly
aimed at altering capitalist conditions in Europe and is extremely limited when ap-
plied to precolonial, colonial, neocolonial, non-capitalist, and non-European soci-
eties. It is ironic to note that Marx himself went through great pains to qualify the con-
cepts and categories he created, seeming to insist that his work was simultaneously
transhistorical and historically specific. A prime passage from the Grundrisse reads:

Bourgeois society is the most developed and the most complex historic organization of
production. The categories which express its relations, the comprehension of its struc-
ture, thereby also allows insight into the structure and the relations of production of all
the vanished social formations out of whose ruins and elements it built itself up, whose
partly still unconquered remnants are carried along within it, whose mere nuances have
developed explicit significance within it, etc. Human anatomy contains a key to the
anatomy of the ape. The intimations of higher development among subordinate animal
species, however, can be understood only after the higher development is already
known. The bourgeois economy thus supplies the key to the ancient, etc. But not at all
in the manner of those economists who smudge over all historical differences and see
bourgeois relations in all forms of society. One can understand tribute, tithe, etc., if one
is acquainted with ground rent. But one must not identify them. Further, since bour-
geois society is itself only a contradictory form of development, relations derived from
earlier forms will often be found within it only in an entirely stunted form, or even trav-
estied. For example, communal property. Although it is true, therefore, that the cate-
gories of bourgeois economics posses a truth for all other forms of society, this is to be
taken only with a grain of salt. They can contain them in a developed, or stunted, or car-
icatured form etc., but always with an essential difference. The so-called historical pres-
entation of development is founded, as a rule, on the fact that the latest form regards the
previous ones as steps leading up to itself, and, since it is only rarely and only under
quite specific conditions able to criticize itself—leaving aside, of course, the historical
periods which appear to themselves as times of decadence—it always conceives them
one-sidedly. (Marx and Engels, 1978, pp. 241–242)

On the one hand, Marx felt that history was continuous enough to validate pro-
jecting an analysis that grew out of a critical interrogation of European modern cap-
italist societies onto all historical societies. His main contentions can be summa-
rized as follows: (1) in all societies, human beings must be creative and productive
in order to survive; (2) production is the greatest determinant of any given society;
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and, consequently, (3) the materialist theory of the modes of production is relevant
to an analysis of any and all societies (Marx, 1968; Marx and Engels, 1972). On the
other hand, however, Marx seemed to be keenly conscious of the historical (though
perhaps not the cultural) differences between various forms of “productive forces”
and, what is more, was convinced that there were significant qualifications to be
considered when applying materialist theory to the history of precapitalist and non-
European social, political, and economic forms. The tensions mentioned above,
therefore, are between diachronic and synchronic perspectives in Marx’s theory;
tough tensions between, first, the view that precapitalist and non-European societies
are drastically different from capitalist and European societies in general and, sec-
ond, tensions between efforts aimed at turning some much-needed light on the in-
herent flux of human history in general. This conundrum begs several questions: if
capitalist and European societies are as unique historically, politically, and eco-
nomically as Marx and his disciples have never wearied of saying that they are, then,
how can the models and analyses developed to explain and alter these unique and
historically specific societies be legitimately applied to non-capitalist and non-Eu-
ropean societies—nay, any and all societies? Can a diachronic (continuous) histor-
ical model, in good (social scientific) conscience, be applied to synchronic (discon-
tinuous) and very varied historical formations, especially when one considers that
what Marx is referring to by the term “the Asiatic mode of production” has long con-
stituted the “productive forces” of more than seventy-five percent of the human
species? Can all human history be adequately understood from the point of view of
capitalist historical development, or the history of class struggle? Can, furthermore,
all human history be adequately understood by utilizing a theory that its’ adherents,
in one breath, openly assert is valid for any and all societies but, in the very next
breath, claim is only completely applicable to European capitalist modernity?

The Marxists seem to be caught in a contradiction, one which reveals that they
want it both ways: they want to claim the uniqueness of capitalist and European so-
cieties and the superiority of their theory for the critique of those societies and, at
the same time, they want us to believe that their theory is also the best theory for
understanding the historical development of not only “precapitalist” but non-capi-
talist and non-European societies, the majority of which were racially colonized by
the very modern capitalist and European societies that the Marxist promise to pro-
vide the most comprehensive and revolutionary critique. Marx and many of his dis-
ciples, in point of fact, have erroneously universalized concepts and categories par-
ticular to European modernity, and Eurocentric bourgeois capitalism in particular
(Abbinnett, 2006; Bartolovich and Lazarus, 2002; Freedman, 2002; Kellner, 1989).
In spite of their supposedly judicious and cautious employment of their concepts
and categories, Marx and the Marxists have internalized the very bourgeois, reduc-
tive and, let me painfully add, racist elements that they so doggedly claim to be
working to replace with revolutionary, democratic socialist, and humanist ideals. 

Though Marx did analyze the specificity of various types of production and labor,
he consistently reduced all forms of human interaction and human practice to the
capitalist production model; this production model, in a word, ultimately served as
Marx’s measure for all other production models. While he was correct in arguing
that all human societies produce the means by which, and through which, they sus-
tain and develop themselves, he was completely incorrect in over-emphasizing and
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projecting economic issues onto non-capitalist and non-European social, political,
and cultural forms by analytically absorbing them into a mélange theory preoccu-
pied with the “mode of production” which a priori allotted and strongly stressed
economic relations and values. The ways in which he privileged production over
and against other forms of social, political, and cultural action and interaction was,
in a word, arbitrary, if not irrational from the point of view of various non-European
cultures and civilizations. In many non-capitalist and non-European societies, for
instance, economic issues are inextricably interrelated with a wide-range of social,
political, cultural and—an area many Marxists appear woefully uninformed about—
religious or spiritual factors. In fact, often the overlap between economic, social, po-
litical and cultural issues (again, including religious issues) is so substantively in-
terwoven in non-European societies that they are, in many regards, inseparable.

What if global human history is much more localized and fragmented than
Marx’s historical materialism has led so many Marxists, among others, to believe?
What if non-European cultures and civilizations were much more complex and
complicated than Marx and his followers ever possibly imagined? What if his very
valiant efforts to produce a historical materialist retrospective reading of human his-
tory from the standpoint of his epoch—that is, the dynamics of European bourgeois
capitalist modernity and European capitalist colonization of Africa, Asia, and the
Americas—have helped to not simply produce but perpetuate an imaginary or ficti-
tious line of continuity that somehow panoramically stretches from the beginning
of human history to the present, all the while purportedly demonstrating the pri-
macy of production and class struggle, even though he is admittedly aware of his-
torical discontinuities which simultaneously predate capitalism and were also exac-
erbated by the onslaught of capitalism? Marx and the admirers of his historical
materialism seem to be in a serious double-bind: if historical materialism is dog-
matically applied—in the totalizing fashion in which so many postmodernists and
post-Marxists have criticized its application—to all human history, then Marx and
Marxism is transformed into an ahistorical and reductive ideology (as opposed to
theory, especially a critical theory) that is, in fact, not only irrational from the point
of view of non-European histories and cultures but, to put it very plainly, racist or,
at the least, extremely Eurocentric; if, on the contrary, Marx and the Marxists go
through great pains to openly admit and present qualification after qualification
concerning the limited range and reach of their theory with regard to non-European
and non-capitalist societies, they will logically weaken the explanatory power of
what is supposed to be one of the greatest critical, global theories of human history
ever produced (Baldacchino, 1996; Barrow, 1993; Donham, 1990; Geras, 1990;
Goldstein, 2005; McLennan, 1981; Mouzelis, 1990; Perry, 2002; E.O. Wright, 1992). 

In light of all of this, Cabral concluded that Marxism had only a limited applica-
bility (if certain aspects of it were applicable at all) when and where Africa, Asia, and
the Americas were concerned. Africa, Asia, and the Americas’ precolonial histories
were not simply “the history of class struggle,” or the precapitalist past leading up
to European capitalist modernity and European racist capitalist colonization. Much
more, they represent these human groups hard-won right to self-determination and
self-definition, and this can be said while earnestly and simultaneously solemnly ac-
knowledging the internal conflicts, ethnic feuds, infighting, political pitfalls, cul-
tural crises, religious rivalries and, it must be admitted, forms of non-racial colo-
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nization and exploitation that existed in each and, in many instances, between each
of the aforementioned human groups and their histories and societies prior to the
introduction of European imperialism. According to Cabral, Marxist historical ma-
terialism is merely one of many methods that can, and in certain instances he ar-
gued should, be employed in efforts to critically comprehend the past, alter the pres-
ent, and provide the hope for a liberated future. 

Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau, indeed, did have classes and class struggle, Cabral
readily admitted, but he quickly qualified this assertion by pointing out that in the
face of European racial colonialism Cape Verdean and Guinea-Bissaun class strug-
gle, which had been paralyzed as a result of Portuguese domination, was not the
motive force of history. When Marx and Engels declared, “Our epoch, the epoch of
the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this distinctive feature: it has simplified the
class antagonisms. Society as a whole is more and more splitting up into two great
hostile camps, into two great classes directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and Pro-
letariat,” Cabral observed that though Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau had non-cap-
italist precolonial classes and class struggles, as a consequence of European racial
colonialism these long-warring classes had to, in fact, unite and fight against the Eu-
ropean racist capitalist colonization of their homelands; a form of colonization
which, if truth be told, benefited both the European bourgeoisie and proletariat. As
Sartre (1968) succinctly put it in his preface to Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth:
“With us [i.e., Europeans], to be a man is to be an accomplice of colonialism, since
all of us without exception have profited by colonial exploitation” (p. 25). Directly
discussing the “contradictions” spawned by European imperialism in a seminar he
taught at the Frantz Fanon Center in Treviglio, Milan in 1964, Cabral (1972) im-
portantly explained the ways in which Portuguese colonialism impacted the ethnic,
cultural and class composition of Guinea-Bissau: 

There are contradictions which we consider secondary: you may be surprised to know
that we consider the contradictions between the tribes a secondary one; we could dis-
cuss this at length, but we consider that there are many more contradictions between
what you might call the economic tribes in the capitalist countries than there are be-
tween the ethnic tribes in Guinea. Our struggle for national liberation and the work
done by our party have shown that this contradiction is really not so important; the Por-
tuguese counted on it a lot but as soon as we organized the liberation struggle properly
the contradiction between the tribes proved to be a feeble, secondary contradiction. This
does not mean that we do not need to pay attention to this contradiction; we reject both
the positions which are to be found in Africa—one which says: there are no tribes, we
are all the same, we are all one people in one terrible unity, our party comprises every-
body; the other saying: tribes exist, we must base parties on tribes. Our position lies be-
tween the two, but at the same time we are fully conscious that this is a problem which
must constantly be kept in mind; structural, organizational and other measures must be
taken to ensure that this contradiction does not explode and become a more important
contradiction. (pp. 64–65)

The “contradictions” which Marx and Engels identified in European bourgeois so-
ciety simply did not speak to the economic, social, political, and cultural realities of
African (Cape Verdean and Guinea Bissaun) colonial society. The struggle against
the capitalist colonization (and racialization) of Africa, which is to say the revolutionary
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decolonization struggle, lead to a process of conscious re-Africanization, which in
turn gave way to a distinct revolutionary nationalism; a form of re-Africanization
and revolutionary nationalism that, amazingly, seemed to rush forth from the
bloodstained pages of Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, especially the well-known
passage where he stated: “Decolonization is the veritable creation of new men. But
this creation owes nothing of its legitimacy to any supernatural power; the ‘thing’
which has been colonized becomes man during the same process by which it frees
itself” (1968, pp. 36–37). Cabral went one step further and, as a revolutionary na-
tionalist, contended that not only do the colonized who actively participate in rev-
olutionary decolonization reclaim their long-denied humanity but—and this is one
of the many points that distinguishes Cabral’s contributions from Fanon’s—he ar-
gued that they also reclaim their Africanity and, even more, in the process of revo-
lutionary decolonization the formerly colonized forge a new national identity, con-
sciously breaching and going far beyond precolonial or traditional “ethnic tribes,”
culture, politics, and social organization. Eloquently further explaining this issue to
an African American audience in New York in 1972, only months before his assas-
sination, Cabral (1973) candidly stated:

Ten years ago [prior to the national liberation struggle], we were Fula, Mandjak,
Mandinka, Balante, Pepel, and others. Now we are a nation of Guineans. Tribal divisions
were one reason the Portuguese thought it would not be possible for us to fight. During
these ten years we were making more and more changes, so that today we can see that
there is a new man and a new woman, born with our new nation and because of our
fight. This is because of our ability to fight as a nation. (pp. 78–79)

This means, then, that European capitalism in its racial colonial guise had the ex-
act opposite effect in many parts of Africa (and we could also include Asia and the
Americas) than Marx related that it did on European societies: it, indeed, did sim-
plify “class antagonisms,” but instead of it “splitting up” precolonial African classes
“into two great hostile camps,” in many instances, it caused them to combine into
one anti-colonial race-class and nation-state to combat European racist capitalist col-
onization. European colonialism forced Africans out of their history and into Euro-
pean racist capitalist and colonial history. It arrested the development not only of
Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau’s class formations and class struggles but, even more,
it halted their “productive forces” and violently forced them to produce what Eu-
rope wanted them to produce, using the modes of production that Europe brutally
demanded that they use. Cabral (1972) spoke in the most unequivocal terms on
this issue in his groundbreaking essay, “Brief Analysis of the Social Structure in
Guinea”:

There is a preconception held by many people, even on the left, that imperialism made
us enter history at the moment when it began its adventure in our countries. This pre-
conception must be denounced: for somebody on the left, and for Marxists in particu-
lar, history obviously means the class struggle. Our opinion is exactly the contrary. We
consider that when imperialism arrived in Guinea it made us leave history—our history.
We agree that history in our country is the result of class struggle, but we have our own
class struggles in our own country; the moment imperialism arrived and colonialism ar-
rived, it made us leave our history and enter another history. Obviously we agree that
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the class struggle has continued, but it has continued in a very different way: our whole
people is struggling against the ruling class of the imperialist countries, and this gives a
completely different aspect to the historical evolution of our country. Somebody has
asked which class is the “agent” of history; here a distinction must be drawn between
colonial history and our history as human societies; as a dominated people we only
present an ensemble vis-à-vis the oppressor. Each of our peoples or groups of peoples
has been subjected to different influences by the colonizers; when there is a developed
national consciousness one may ask which social stratum is the agent of history, of colo-
nial history; which is the stratum which will be able to take power into its hands when
it emerges from colonial history? Our answer is that it is all the social strata, if the peo-
ple who have carried out the national revolution (i.e., the struggle against colonialism)
have worked well, since unity of all the social strata is a prerequisite for the success of
the national liberation struggle. As we see it, in colonial conditions no one stratum can
succeed in the struggle for national liberation on its own, and therefore it is all the strata
of society which are the agents of history. This brings us to what should be a void—but
in fact it is not. What commands history in colonial conditions is not the class struggle.
I do not mean that the class struggle in Guinea stopped completely during the colonial
period; it continued, but in a muted way. In the colonial period it is the colonial state
which commands history. (pp. 68–69, emphasis in original)

The harsh reality of Europe’s capitalist-inspired colonization of Africa, when all is
said and done, is nothing other than the violent superimposition of European his-
tory and culture on, over, and against African history and culture. It represents, in
another sense, the debilitation and, ultimately, the destruction of indigenous “pro-
ductive forces,” which, after the initial onslaught of colonialism, are colonized and
altered to suit the wishes and whims of the colonizers and their kith and kin in Eu-
rope and America. The national liberation struggle, when viewed from the perspec-
tive of the dominated people, is a struggle which has as one of its major goals the
freeing of the “productive forces,” which, as Cabral asserted above, would enable the
colonized to rescue, reclaim, and rehabilitate their culture, thus, not only stepping
back onto the stage of human history but, also, continuing their own unique con-
tributions to human culture and civilization. 

In the process of decolonization, the colonized become “new men” and “new
women,” as Cabral put it. This is so, partly, because they relax ethnic, local and re-
gional distinctions in favor of a new transethnic and multicultural national identity,
forged through their fight(s) as a race-class and an emerging nation-state against Eu-
ropean capitalist colonization (and racialization). Where class (and clan) struggle
may have previously been the motive force of Guinea-Bissaun history, now, in light
of European racist capitalist colonization and African revolutionary decolonization
and re-Africanization, it is race-class struggle, colonizer against colonized, that is the
central history-making and history-shaping force. Cabral correctly “denounced” the
superimposition of Eurocentric Marxist concepts and categories—such as, class
struggle as the motive force of history and the proletariat as the authentic agents of
historical change and the true ushers of socialism (or, communism)—onto the na-
tional liberation struggle in Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde. He contended that there
was no substitute for conceptual and categorial generation which grew out of the
specific historical and cultural grounds of the African, and, more particularly, the
Cape Verdean and Guinea-Bissaun revolutionary decolonization struggle. 
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In “Brief Analysis of the Social Structure of Guinea,” Cabral developed a system-
atic analysis of the various ethnic groups and cultures that collectively constitute
Guinea-Bissau. Early in the essay it can be easily detected that its objective is not to
impose Marxist or any other (imported or indigenous) so-called “radical” or “rev-
olutionary” concepts and categories onto the national liberation struggle and con-
jecture, or attempt to theoretically justify, a preconception of how their historically
and culturally specific revolution should or should not develop. Instead, Cabral
dug deep into Guinea-Bissaun precolonial history and culture and developed a de-
tailed descriptive analysis that critically outlined: the class systems of the various
ethnic communities; their distinct traditional social, political, economic and reli-
gious structures; the traditional and precolonial position of women in each of the
societies; their relationship with the land, ancestral and otherwise; their relations
with each other, noting traditional good and bad relations; their relations with the
colonizers (i.e., the Portuguese); and, how this impacted each ethnic groups’ way
of life, political organization, and potential or concrete contributions to national
liberation.

Against the generalizations of the Marxists and their Eurocentric historical mate-
rialism, Cabral emphasized “the concrete conditions of the life of our people” and
the “concrete reality” of “our history” and “our own country,” which, as he painstak-
ingly demonstrated in “Brief Analysis of the Social Structure of Guinea,” had its own
distinct and extremely complex history and culture which Marxism did not com-
pletely or adequately address. Once he came to this conclusion, and once he was
able to convince many of his more Marxist-minded colonized African comrades to
accept this essential presupposition, then, he emphasized that their struggle could
only be correctly comprehended as a “concrete” attempt to provide solutions to the
problems peculiar to their specific history, culture and “colonial condition.” His crit-
ical theory was simultaneously descriptive and explorative of the “concrete” possi-
bilities available to the racially colonized in Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau. It took
the life-worlds and lived-experiences of the simultaneously racialized and colonized
people of Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau as its theoretical and practical points of de-
parture, not the so-called “radical” or “revolutionary” theories that were devised and
developed to liberate non-racialized and non-colonized workers in European capi-
talist countries. 

From the foregoing analysis we can deduce several points of significance. First,
and I feel as though I should say “and, for the record,” Cabral was not a Marxist, or-
thodox or otherwise; in fact, as I have been arguing throughout this chapter, his the-
ory and praxis seem to fall more in the realm of black radical politics and Africana
critical social theory. Secondly, and as supported above by Chabal (1983a), Cabral’s
critical theory symbolizes a concrete philosophy (i.e., a materialist theory) insofar
as it is not concerned with “theories about, or inquiries into, abstract social or po-
litical questions.” Cabral, the “man of action,” as Chabal put it, was “unlike many
other revolutionary leaders” in that he was “never a member of a Marxist or com-
munist party” (p. 167). Finally, what is little known, and what Chabal brings to the
fore in his analysis, is the fact that “Cabral is first and foremost a nationalist. Na-
tionalism, not communism, was his cause,” by which I take Chabal to be speaking
of Cabral’s revolutionary nationalism, as his nationalism was not in any way xeno-
phobic or jingoistic and constantly dovetailed with his revolutionary internationalism
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and his revolutionary humanism (p. 168; see also Chilcote, 1984; Davidson, 1984).
One of the best examples of Cabral’s (1972) revolutionary nationalism is revealed
in his opening address to the Conference of Nationalist Organizations of Por-
tuguese Colonies (CONCP) held in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania in 1965, where he de-
clared:

In Africa we are all for the complete liberation of the African continent from the colo-
nial yoke, for we know that colonialism is an instrument of imperialism. So we want to
see all manifestations of imperialism totally wiped out on the soil of Africa; in the
CONCP we are fiercely opposed to neo-colonialism, whatever its form. Our struggle is
not only against Portuguese colonialism; in the framework of our struggle we want to
make the most effective contribution possible to the complete elimination of foreign
domination in our continent. (p. 80)

Here, it must be observed that Cabral’s revolutionary nationalism is tempered by
an implicit and inevitable (considering his personal disposition) revolutionary hu-
manism; a humanism that neither starts nor stops with color, culture, or continent;
a humanism that unequivocally challenges what Sartre (1968) termed the “racist
humanism” of Europe, “since the European has only been able to become man
through creating slaves and monsters” (p. 26; see also Champigny, 1972; Gordon,
1995a).27 Cabral’s political views and values were based on ethical and moral prin-
ciples, not biology (i.e., without regard to race and/or ethnicity). This is precisely
why Luiz Cabral—Amilcar’s biological brother and comrade in the African anti-im-
perialist struggle—stated that he, Amilcar Cabral, was opposed to, and driven to ac-
tion against, colonial domination, and particularly Portuguese colonial domina-
tion, not only because he considered himself an African, but because of what he
understood to be the demands of justice (see Chabal, 1983a, p. 168). In this sense,
then, it is easy to understand why Cabral (1972) would assert:

In Africa, we are for an African policy which seeks to defend first and foremost the in-
terests of African peoples of each African country, but also for a policy which does not,
at any time, forget the interests of the world, of all humanity. We are for a policy of peace
in Africa and of fraternal collaboration with all the peoples of the world . . . we consider
ourselves to be deeply committed to our people and committed to every just cause in
the world. We see ourselves as part of a vast front of struggle for the good of humanity.
. . . We in the CONCP are fiercely in solidarity with every just cause. (p. 81)

And, for those who would quickly label Cabral just another starry-eyed utopian
democratic socialist, he goes further to identify exactly which “just causes” he and
the member-movements of the CONCP stand in solidarity with; in so doing he,
also, demonstrates his revolutionary internationalism. This is an important move
on his part, as it concretizes his revolutionary humanism, enabling others to see pre-
cisely what is meant by “real,” as opposed to “racist,” as Sartre said, humanism.
Cabral compassionately continued:

That is why our hearts, in FRELIMO, in MPLA, in the PAIGC, in the CLSTP, in all the
mass organizations affiliated to the CONCP, beat in unison with the hearts of our broth-
ers in Vietnam who are giving us a shining example by facing the most shameful and
unjustifiable aggression of the U.S. imperialists against the peaceful people of Vietnam.
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Our hearts are equally with our brothers in the Congo who, in the bush of that vast and
rich African country are seeking to resolve their problems in the face of imperialist ag-
gression and of the maneuvers of imperialism through their puppets. . . . Our hearts are
also with our brothers in Cuba, who have shown that even when surrounded by the sea,
a people is capable of taking up arms and successfully defending its fundamental inter-
ests and of deciding its own destiny. We are with the Blacks of North America, we are
with them in the streets of Los Angeles, and when they are deprived of all possibility of
life, we suffer with them. We are with the refugees, the martyrized refugees of Palestine,
who have been tricked and driven from their own homeland by the maneuvers of im-
perialism. We are on the side of the Palestinian refugees and we support whole-heart-
edly all that the sons of Palestine are doing to liberate their country, and we fully sup-
port the Arab and African countries in general in helping the Palestinian people to
recover their dignity, their independence and the right to live. We are also with the peo-
ples of Southern Arabia, of so-called “French” Somaliland, of so-called “Spanish”
Guinea, and we are also most seriously and painfully with our brothers in South Africa
who are facing the most barbarous racial discrimination. (pp. 81–82)

Here is Cabral’s revolutionary humanism, as well as his revolutionary interna-
tionalism, in bold relief. For those who would hurriedly huddle him into this or
that ideological camp, it would be prudent to bare in mind the fact that Cabral said
what he said, and did what he did, with a critical self-reflexive understanding of
himself and the African anti-imperialist struggle as “part of a vast front of struggle
for the good of humanity.” Cabral was keenly concerned about, and felt deeply con-
nected and committed to revolutionary humanist ideals. It was “concrete condi-
tions,” “concrete reality,” and actually existing, suffering human beings, much more
than ideas and abstract philosophies, that stirred and moved Cabral and his com-
rades to action. With regard to his supposed “Marxism,” it must be said that when
and where socialism and/or communism did attract Amilcar Cabral, it did so not
because of its theoretical, historical and/or cultural connections with Karl Marx, or
any other Marxist theorist or specific school of Marxist thought, but because it
promised to improve the quality and “concrete conditions” of human life, and es-
pecially continental and diasporan African life-worlds and lived-experiences.28

For Cabral, as it was for Du Bois, James, Cesaire, Senghor, and Fanon, Marxism
was engaged as more of a methodology than an ideology. Cabral aspired to radically
transform material, actually existing, “concrete conditions,” and for that reason
Marxism offered him one of the most dialectically sophisticated theories of social
and material transformation. In regard to the “materialist” aspects of Marxism, and
specifically the Frankfurt School of Marxist thought, perhaps few have captured this
conception better than Horkheimer (1972) in his essay, “Metaphysics and Material-
ism,” and especially when he wrote: “The theoretical activity of humans, like the
practical, is not the independent knowledge of a fixed object, but a product of ever-
changing reality” (p. 29). The problem, Cabral would contend, is not one of an
“ever-changing reality”—indeed, that is understood and to be expected—but, of ex-
ternal imperial forces and internal enemies prompting and promoting change(s) in
racially colonized peoples’ reality in relation to imperial interests. Cabral and
Horkheimer are, to a certain extent, at loggerheads, but perhaps not on all accounts,
as we shall see. 

A materialist social theory, particularly the kind that Cabral and Horkheimer sub-
scribed to, understands that as historical and cultural conditions change, concepts
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and theories, perhaps even the very nature of conceptual generation and the sites
and sources of radical and revolutionary knowledge production, must also change.
Thus, materialist social theory, prefiguring postmodernism, among other contem-
porary discourse, understood as far back as Karl Marx and W. E. B. Du Bois, that
there is no single, stable foundation for absolutist metaphysical views. Cabral, in
particular, understood that concepts and theories are not organs of absolute knowl-
edge, but merely instruments for achieving certain goals, which are to be developed
and modified constantly in the course of lived-experience and life-struggles.29 This
is, of course, why he correctly stated:

We cannot, from our experience, claim that Marxism-Leninism must be modified—that
would be presumptuous. What we must do is to modify, to radically transform, the po-
litical, economic, social and cultural conditions of our people . . . we have to create and
develop in our particular situation the solution for our country. (Cabral, 1971, p. 22) 

When and where Cabral discerned Marxist theory to be applicable to his specific
African (read also: human) situation, he employed it. When and where he under-
stood it to be inapplicable or irrelevant, he augmented, amended, or—as in many
cases—abandoned it; much as he, similar to Du Bois, believed outdated social sci-
entific theories should be dispensed with. Cabral’s (1972) point of departure was
ever his “particular situation,” but he never lost sight of the fact that his “particular
situation” was “only one aspect of the general struggle of the oppressed peoples [of
the world] against imperialism,” and of human beings’ “struggle for dignity, free-
dom, and progress” (p. 79). Marxist-Leninism, for Cabral, was merely a methodol-
ogy, and many, critically misunderstanding this crucial point, have attempted to
convert it into Cabral’s “ideology.” Furthermore, many may have misinterpreted
Cabral’s materialism as a form of Marxism, but it should be made known that
Cabral (1971) remarked at a meeting in London in 1971: 

People here [in Europe] are very preoccupied with questions—are you or are you not a
Marxist? Are you a Marxist-Leninist? Just ask me, please, whether we are doing well in
the field. Are we really liberating our people, the human beings in our country from all
forms of oppression? Ask me simply this and draw your own conclusions . . . Marx,
when he created Marxism, was not a member of a tribal [read: “underdeveloped,”
racially colonized African] society; I think there’s no necessity for us to be more Marxist
than Marx or more Leninist than Lenin in the application of their theories. (pp. 22, 46)30

We may conclude, then, that Amilcar Cabral (1979) was not a Marxist or a Marxist-
Leninist, but an African revolutionary who devoted his entire adult life to “put[ting]
an end to all injustices, miseries and suffering” (p. 77).31 As an African materialist,
not a Marxist, Cabral understood that each struggling society and civilization must
develop—purifying itself through the furious flames of trail and error—its own so-
lution(s) to its own epochal issues, and in that respect—as Fanon (1967, p. 104)
said of the “discoveries” of Freud—the insights and experiences of Marx, Lenin,
Mao, Minh, Guevara, Castro, and their disciples “are of no use to us here.” Why? Be-
cause Cabral (1979) knew that “on the political level—however fine and attractive
the reality of others may be—we can only truly transform our own reality, on the ba-
sis of detailed knowledge of it and our own efforts and sacrifices” (p. 122). It is in
this sense, then, that Cabral contended that “[a] very important aspect of a national
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liberation struggle is that those who lead the struggle must never confuse what they
have in their heads with reality” (p. 45). On this point, Cabral and Horkheimer, as
materialists as opposed to Marxists, connect. Echoing Cabral, Horkheimer (1972)
maintained: “Materialism, unlike idealism, always understands thinking to be the
thinking of particular men within a particular period of time. It challenges every
claim to the autonomy of thought” (p. 32).

CABRAL’S CRITICAL (RE)TURN TO THE SOURCE(S) AND 
THE NEXUSES OF NATIONAL LIBERATION, NATIONAL 

HISTORY, AND NATIONAL CULTURE

Cabral believed culture to be a fundamental, determining, and defining aspect of a
peoples’ history. He stated: “Whatever may be the ideological or idealistic charac-
teristics of cultural expression, culture is an essential element of the history of a peo-
ple” (Cabral, 1973, p. 42). In fact, for Cabral, history and culture were inextricable
because history, on the one hand, “allows us to know the nature and extent of the
imbalances and the conflicts (economic, political, and social) that characterize the
evolution of a society” (p. 42). Culture, on the other hand, “plunges its roots into
the physical [read: material] reality of the environmental humus in which it devel-
ops, and it reflects the organic nature of the society, which may be more or less in-
fluenced by external factors” (p. 42).32 Culture, also, exposes and enables human
groups to engage “the dynamic syntheses which have been developed and estab-
lished by social conscience to resolve these conflicts at each stage of its evolution, in
the search for survival and progress” (p. 42). It is in this special sense, then, that
Cabral (1979) contended: “To speak about this [national liberation] is to speak of
history but it is likewise to speak of culture” (p. 142). Hence, national liberation is
simultaneously “an act of culture” (p. 141), and an act of historical reclamation and
reconstruction—a “return to the source,” that is, a return to our own “cultural per-
sonality” (p. 143) and “reality” (read: history)—“in the service of progress” (p.
148). In this section it is my intention to interpret and explicate Cabral’s conception
of national liberation and its connections to national history and national culture.
I shall focus specifically on two of Cabral’s more sophisticated and systematic essays
in order to carry out this critical analysis: “National Liberation and Culture” (1973,
pp. 39–56, 1979, pp. 138–154) and “Identity and Dignity in the Context of the Na-
tional Liberation Struggle” (1973, pp. 57–74).

As observed in the preceding paragraph, Cabral’s concept of culture was inextri-
cable from his understanding of history. History, for Cabral, is the narrative of the
“imbalances and conflicts (economic, political and social)” that have, and continue
to shape and characterize the development of a society. And, culture is a series of
“dynamic syntheses which have been developed and established” to solve and re-
solve social and political conflicts at each stage in the evolution of a society. Cabral
(1979) emphasized the elasticity and durability of culture even in the face of colo-
nialism:

One of the most serious mistakes, if not the most serious mistake, made by the colonial
powers in Africa, may have been to ignore or underestimate the cultural strength of
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African peoples. This attitude is particularly clear in the case of Portuguese colonial
domination, which was not content with denying absolutely the existence of cultural
values of the African and his condition as a social being, but has persisted in forbidding
him any kind of political activity. (pp. 147–148)

The colonizers confused repression with destruction. To repress the colonized peo-
ples’ culture is not to destroy their culture; it is quite simply, among other things, an
attempt to denounce, denude, and degrade it. But, denying something or, even
more, distorting something does not destroy it, it merely means that one has cho-
sen, perhaps, to ignore or negatively characterize an actually existing, concrete fact
or form or force. However, in response to this conundrum, Cabral contended that
the capacity for “cultural resistance” by African (and other racially colonized) peo-
ple “was not destroyed” (p. 148). On the contrary, “African culture, though re-
pressed, persecuted and betrayed by some social categories [or social classes] who
compromised with colonialism, survived all the storms, by taking refuge in the vil-
lages, in the forests and in the spirit of generations of victims of colonialism” (p.
148). It was Cabral’s distinct belief that the real potential for anti-colonial revolu-
tion, which is to say “national liberation,” rested on the ironic fact that the great ma-
jority of the racially colonized people, the wretched of the earth, had only margin-
ally been affected, if at all, by colonial culture. Deep in the forests, in the most rural
and remote parts of Guinea-Bissau the semi-colonized retained and, often, recreated
their cultures and reinvented ethnic identities. Cabral asserted that it was these un-
tapped aspects of precolonial and traditional culture that should be built on in the
interest of developing anti-colonial, cultural, and a new “national” transethnic con-
sciousness.

The development of consciousness, in Cabral’s conceptual universe, is inextrica-
ble from ideological development and critical conceptual generation. Cabral—in
some senses similar to Antonio Gramsci, the Frankfurt School, and other European
and European American critical theorists—comprehended that just as the ruling
race, gender, and/or class produces ideas and theories which support their oppress-
ing, exploiting, and alienating established (dis)order, racially colonized and domi-
nated groups can and often do, as Patricia Collins (1996, p. 227, 1998, p. x) relates,
produce “alternative” and “oppositional” knowledges and ideologies. For Cabral, as
Carlos Lopes (1987) has pointed out, 

ideology was above all knowing what one wanted in one’s own particular circumstances
. . . ideological strength is built by knowing what must be done in each specific situa-
tion. This does not prevent, but rather requires, a drawing on the scientific laws of his-
torical evolution of societies. But one must always be alert to the concrete reality of the mo-
ment. (pp. 57–58, emphasis in original)

This is a point that has direct relevance for the discussion at hand concerning the
development of Africana critical theory and Africana philosophy. First, one of the
greatest challenges Cabral presents to Africana critical theory and, especially,
Africana philosophy is that they constantly and self-reflexively concretize, histori-
cize and politicize, and attempt to grasp and grapple with the world as it actually ex-
ists, that is, “the concrete reality of [their] moment.” That is to say, following the best
that Du Bois, James, Cesaire, Senghor, Fanon and Cabral, among others, offer to 
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radical politics and critical social theory, contemporary Africana philosophers and
Africana critical theorists must be willing and able to decidedly break with abstract
academic, arbitrarily discipline-bound, epistemically insular, and often almost ex-
clusively European- and European American-derived discourses. If, and I humbly
pray when, this is done, it is hoped that workers in Africana philosophy and Africana
critical theory will produce critical thought and texts that will prompt and promote
critical consciousness-raising and radical political activity that, ultimately, leads to
revolutionary praxis that will enable us to, not simply describe and interpret the world
but, in the spirit of Cabral, positively and progressively engage and alter it in the
best interests of continental and diasporan Africans and humanity as a whole. 

Secondly, Cabral’s concept of ideology was concrete and situation-specific. Which
is, of course, why he remarked and reminded us: “Marx . . . was not a member of a
tribal [read: traditional African or racially colonized African] society” and that, in
point of fact, “Marxism is not a religion, and Marx did not write about Africa”
(Cabral, 1971, pp. 21–22). That being said, Cabral, to an extent, acknowledged that
he took Fanon’s (1968) challenge very seriously when the latter asserted: “Marxist
analysis should always be slightly stretched every time we have to do with the colo-
nial problem. Everything up to and including the very nature of pre-capitalist soci-
ety, so well explained by Marx must here be thought out again” (p. 40). 

Cabral comprehended, as Kellner (1995) claims the Frankfurt School and other
European and European American critical theorists understood, or understand, that
first and foremost, “there has never been a unitary Marxian theory that has been the
basis for socialist [or any other purportedly ‘democratic’ and/or egalitarian type of]
development” (p. 6). Also, Marxist and/or any other so-called “radical” theory must,
of necessity, be open to revision and reconstruction as new and novel historical, cul-
tural, social and political situations and circumstances present themselves to local
and global, national and international societies and civilizations. And, finally,
Cabral understood—considering the “deficiencies” in and of Marxist theory, as dis-
cussed above with respect to “underdeveloped” and/or non-European societies—
that it may very well be that our “new times” (to borrow from Stuart Hall [1996a,
pp. 223–238]) require not merely revision and reconstruction of “modern” and/or
“postmodern” theory, but an all together “new” critical theory to speak to the spe-
cial needs of contemporary society and the world of the twenty-first century. 

In advocating a “new” critical theory, I essentially have in mind a contemporary
descriptive and proscriptive, dialectical and discerning, praxis-promoting social the-
ory that does not simply chronicle and critique current crises, situations and cir-
cumstances, but acknowledges the necessity of its own internal development, self-
critique, and self-correction in light of these new and novel crises, situations, and
circumstances. It is an epistemically and existentially open-ended theory of con-
temporary society, which side-steps the intellectual insularity of much of European
and European American critical theory, and attempts to engage and eradicate our
current social ills; say, for instance, racism, sexism, capitalism, colonialism, homo-
phobia/heterosexism and religious intolerance, among other issues and areas of
contemporary imperialism. This “new” critical theory should build on and go be-
yond not solely European and European American critical theory, but must also, out
of exigency and urgency, be willing and able to engage the critical theory produced
by, and on behalf of, the non-European and non-white world, its radical political
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activists, critical social theorists and, most importantly, its working-classes and
masses. In somewhat plainer English: the “new” critical theory, which our “new
times” demand, should base its descriptions, prescriptions, and proscriptions on all
available radical and revolutionary sources and, if truth be told, both European and
non-European traditions of critical theory have much to offer. 

As Stuart Hall (1996a) has correctly observed, our “new times” make it manda-
tory that contemporary critical theorists be conscious of changes “out there” and “in
here” (p. 226). “[O]ut there,” meaning, perhaps, “out there” in the jungles of “ ‘post’
everything” (p. 224); or, “out there” in the world of white hegemony and (subtle)
white supremacy, “ethnic absolutism” and “cultural racism” (pp. 468, 442); or, “out
there” where “cultural bureaucracies” attempt to administer all aspects of public and
private life, and human thought and behavior (p. 470). And, by “in here,” we are
wont to take Hall to mean, “in here” where political boundaries are often blurred,
and some critical theorists remain undaunted and bold enough to contest and com-
bat “cultural racism,” “cultural hegemony,” and “cultural bureaucracies” (pp. 468,
470); “in here” where there exists those whose critical theories represent a very real
“ethnicization,” “feminization,” and “sexualization” of radical theory and politics;
and, perhaps, “in here” where it is understood that there can be “no simple ‘return’
or ‘recovery’ of the ancestral past which is not re-experienced through categories of
the present: no base for creative enunciation in a simple reproduction of traditional
forms which are not transformed by the technologies and identities of the present”
(p. 448). 

Contemporary critical theory should, among other things, get involved in the “de-
bate[s] about how society is changing” and “offer new descriptions and analyses of
the social conditions it seeks to transcend and transform” (p. 223). Also, critical the-
ories of contemporary society should, on the one hand, hear and heed Cabral
(1979), especially when he asserts: “Experience of the struggle shows how utopian
and absurd it is to seek to apply schemes developed by other peoples in the course
of their liberation struggle and solutions which they found to the questions [and
problems] with which they were or are confronted, without considering local real-
ity (and especially cultural reality)” (p. 151). We must also be cognizant of Cabral’s
contention that anything that is wont to be labeled “critical” and “theory” needs to
be an ongoing synthesis, drawing from, and hopefully contributing to, the best of
contemporary radical politics and critical social theory and praxis.

On the other hand, the “new” critical theory should, to a certain extent, ac-
knowledge and advocate with Horkheimer and Kellner that, first, critical theory
must “never aim simply at an increase of knowledge as such. Its goal is man’s eman-
cipation from slavery” (Horkheimer, 1972, p. 245). And, second, with that under-
stood, contemporary critical theory must come to accept that “classical” and ortho-
dox Marxists and Marxism exaggerated the primacy of class and, in almost every
instance, downplayed the salience of race, gender, sexuality, and other cultural and
identity issues, areas, and/or arenas. In Kellner’s (1995) candid words:

Clearly, oppression takes place in many more spheres than just the economic and the
workplace, so a radical politics of the future should take account of gender and race as
well as class. Nonetheless, it would be wrong to ignore the centrality of class and the im-
portance of class politics. But, a radical politics today should be more multicultural, race
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and gender focused, and broad-based than the original Marxian [and Western European
critical] theory. (p. 20)

Cabral contributes to Africana and European critical theory in light of the fact that
his thought accents and emphasizes the ways in which national liberation—what
Horkheimer above phrased “man’s emancipation from slavery”—is predicated on
the struggling peoples’ understanding that “both in colonialism and in neocolo-
nialism the essential characteristic of imperialist domination remains the same—
denial of the historical process of the dominated people, by means of violent
usurpation of the freedom of the process of development of the national productive
forces” (Cabral, 1979, pp. 129–130). It is the “denial of the historical process of the
dominated people,” in economic, cultural, social, political, and other areas and are-
nas, which validates and legitimates the national liberation struggle. Because, the
national liberation struggle is nothing other than the phenomena and process(es)
by which a social, political, economic, and cultural group or class rejects the denial
and derogation of its history and heritage. Recall, it was Cabral who audaciously as-
serted: “self-determination for all peoples, each people must choose their destiny,
[and] take it into their own hands” (p. 63).33 In other words, “the national libera-
tion of a people is the regaining of the historical personality of that people, it is their
return to history through the destruction of the imperialist domination to which
they were subjected” (p. 130).

Deconstruction and reconstruction, as was noted in the Negritude chapter, are
leitmotifs in Africana philosophical and critical theoretical discourse, and as Lucius
Outlaw (1996a) has observed, considering the “European incursions into Africa”
and the subsequent “enslavement and colonization” of African peoples, and the
“domination by Europeans of African lands and resources,” efforts to fashion an
“African”—and I would add “Africana”—philosophy, “pose both deconstructive and
reconstructive challenges” (pp. 52–53). In my view, Cabral’s concept of national lib-
eration puts forward such challenges because it is simultaneously an act of history
and an act of culture. With regard to national liberation as a pivotal historical mo-
ment, Cabral (1979) stated: “the basis of national liberation, whatever the formulas
adopted in international law, is the inalienable right of every people to have their
own history; and the aim of national liberation is to regain this right usurped by im-
perialism, that is to free the process of development of the national productive
forces” (p. 130). Concerning national liberation as an act of culture, Cabral under-
stands that imperialist domination, by “denying . . . the dominated people their
own historical process, necessarily denies their cultural process” (p. 142). This is so
because “every moment of the life of a society (open or closed), culture is the result,
with more or less awakened consciousness, of economic, and political activities, the
more or less dynamic expression of the type of relations prevailing within that soci-
ety, on the one hand, and on the other hand, among individuals, groups of indi-
viduals, social strata or classes” (p. 141).

In light of the above, it is important here to critically engage Cabral’s extremely
elastic concept of culture. Culture, according to Cabral, is “simultaneously the fruit
of a people’s history and a determinant of history, by the positive or negative influ-
ence it exerts on the evolution of relations between man and his environment and
among men or human groups within a society, as well as different societies” (p.
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141). Imperialism, in the form of racial colonialism, represents—to employ terms
used by Cabral to describe this phenomenon—the “paralysis,” “stagnation,” “re-
gression,” “deviation,” and “halting” of the dominated people’s human agency; in
a word, their capacity, ontologically speaking, to become and make themselves
known, to each other and other human groups, on their own terms and in their own
unique way (pp. 128–130). 

Tsenay Serequeberhan (1994) has argued that colonialism “petrifies the subju-
gated culture,” and the same may be said of its effect(s) on the dominated groups’
history (p. 101). If, therefore, history and culture are understood as Serequeberhan—
closely following Cabral’s lead—comprehends them, then, history and culture can
be comprehended as “the actuality of engagements, intellectual (artistic/spiritual)
and material, in which a people unveils its existence” (p. 102). History and culture,
then, are “always and unconditionally to be understood in the plural, as the various
modes of being and doing of human existence” (p. 103, emphasis in original).
Cabral (1979) consistently emphasized the need to, not only acknowledge but, also,
challenge one-dimensional and racial essentialist interpretations of Africa’s histo-
ries, cultures, and struggles:

A profound analysis of cultural reality removes the supposition that there can be con-
tinental or racial cultures. This is because, as with history, culture develops in an un-
even process, at the level of a continent, a “race” or even a society. The coordinates of
culture, like those of any developing phenomenon, vary in space and time, whether
they be material (physical) or human (biological and social). The fact of recognizing
the existence of common and special traits in the cultures of African peoples, indepen-
dently of the color of their skin, does not necessarily imply that one and only one cul-
ture exists on the continent. In the same way that from the economic and political
point of view one can note the existence of various Africas, so there are also various
African cultures. (p. 149)

When and where history and culture are comprehended in this way—in the plu-
ral and, as Serequeberhan said, as “the various modes of being and doing of human
existence”—then, and perhaps only then, is Cabral’s call for a “return to the source”
most comprehensible. For Cabral, Africa, which is to say Africa’s histories, cultures,
and peoples, are much more complex, their cultures more wide-ranging and diverse
than previously noted by colonial anthropologists, ethnologists, missionaries, and
others, including European-educated (or, rather, miseducated) Africans and their
all-encompassing theories of Africa’s ancient and glorious past. This, of course, is
not in any way to imply that Africa did not have an ancient and glorious past, but
only to emphasize that not everything in Africa’s past was paradisiacal and that con-
temporary Africana critical theorists should employ Cabral’s unique African-cen-
tered dialectical and historical materialism when approaching Africa’s histories and
cultures. Additionally, Cabral argued—in some senses very similar to Fanon (1965,
1968, 1969)—that it must always be borne in mind that the national liberation
struggle, or any struggle against imperialism, raises-consciousness, transforms and
brings into being new traditions, and introduces new cultural elements, if not com-
pletely new African cultures and values. 

One of the major dialectical dimensions of Cabral’s concept of “return to the
source,” then, hinges on his contention that one of the strengths of a revolutionary
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nationalist movement, such as that of the PAIGC, is that it preserves precolonial tra-
ditions and values but, at the same time, these traditions and values are drastically
transformed through the dialectical process of revolutionary decolonization and re-
Africanization; in other words, by the protracted struggle against the superimposi-
tion of foreign imperial cultures and values and the reconstitution and synthesis of
progressive precolonial and recently created revolutionary African traditions and
values. Therefore, according to Cabral: “The armed struggle for liberation, launched
in response to aggression by the colonialist oppressor, turns out to be a painful but
effective instrument for developing the cultural level both for the leadership strata
of the liberation movement and for the various social categories who take part in
the struggle” (pp. 151–152). Anticipating that many may misunderstand him, as
they historically have and currently continue to misunderstand and misinterpret
Fanon’s concepts of revolutionary decolonization and revolutionary self-defensive
violence, Cabral further explained his conception of the national liberation struggle
as a “painful but effective instrument”:

As we know, the armed liberation struggle demands the mobilization and organization
of a significant majority of the population, the political and moral unity of the various
social categories, the efficient use of modern weapons and other means of warfare, the
gradual elimination of the remnants of tribal mentality, and the rejection of social and
religious rules and taboos contrary to the development of the struggle (gerontocracy,
nepotism, social inferiority of women, rites and practices which are incompatible with
the rational and national character of the struggle, etc.). The struggle brings about many
other profound changes in the life of the populations. The armed liberation struggle im-
plies, therefore, a veritable forced march along the road to cultural progress. (p.152) 

Cabral’s concept of “return to the source,” therefore, is not only, as shall soon be
shown, a “return to the upwards paths of [Africans’] own culture[s],” but also “a ver-
itable forced march along the road to cultural progress.” This “return,” similar to
that of Cesaire, is a critical “return” that “is not and can not in itself be an act of strug-
gle against domination (colonialist and racist) and it no longer necessarily means a
return to traditions” (Cabral, 1973, p. 63, emphasis in original). Rather, the “return
to the source” that Cabral has in mind is a conscious anti-colonial and revolution-
ary step, however inchoate and anxiety-filled and, he asserted, “the only possible re-
ply to the demand of concrete need, historically determined, and enforced by the
inescapable contradiction between the colonized society and the colonial power,
the mass of the people exploited and the foreign exploitive class, a contradiction in
the light of which each social stratum or indigenous class must define its position”
(p. 63). In defining their position(s) in relation to, or, better yet, against the colonial
and imperial powers, each member of the colonized society—individually and 
collectively—chooses, must as a matter of life or death, will themselves into becom-
ing revolutionary praxis-oriented participants, active anti-colonial agents in the di-
alectical process of revolutionary decolonization and revolutionary re-Africaniza-
tion, the protracted process of rescuing, reclaiming, and reconstructing her or his
own humanity, history, and heritage.34 In Cabral’s candid words:

When the “return to the source” goes beyond the individual and is expressed through
“groups” or “movements,” the contradiction is transformed into struggle (secret or
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overt), and is a prelude to the pre-independence movement or of the struggle for liber-
ation from foreign yoke. So, the “return to the source” is of no historical importance un-
less it brings not only real involvement in the struggle for independence, but also com-
plete and absolute identification with the hopes of the mass of the people, who contest
not only the foreign culture but also the foreign domination as a whole. Otherwise, the
“return to the source” is nothing more than an attempt to find short-term benefits—
knowingly or unknowingly a kind of political opportunism. (p. 63)

The “return to the source” may be said to translate into contemporary critical the-
ory as the much touted “cultural revolution” that many have often argued proceeds
and must continue throughout the national liberation struggle (see Gramsci, 1985,
2000; Lenin, 1975, 1987; Marcuse, 1964, 1968, 1972a; Nelson and Grossberg,
1988; Nkrumah, 1973a, 1973b; Nyerere, 1966, 1968, 1973). Culture, when ap-
proached from a dialectical perspective, can be reactionary or revolutionary, tradi-
tional or transformative, decadent or dynamic, and the “return,” in light of this fact,
must at the least be critical if it is to transcend and transgress futile attempts, as
Serequeberhan (1994) sternly stated, “to dig out a purely African past and return to
a dead tradition” (p. 107). The “return,” therefore, is only partially pointed at his-
torical recovery, socio-political transformation, and revolutionary reorganization.
There is another, often over-looked aspect of Cabral’s concept of “return to the
source” that simultaneously and dialectically strongly stresses revolutionary cultural
restoration and revolutionary cultural transformation. 

Indeed, Cabral argued, it was prudent for Africans to develop critical dialogues
and “real” relationships with precolonial and traditional African histories and cul-
tures, but he also cautioned them to keep in mind the ways in which colonialism
and Eurocentrism, and the struggles against colonialism and for re-Africanization,
impacted and affected modern African histories and cultures, consequently creating
whole new notions of “Africa,” African cultures and traditions. What is more, and
what is not always readily apparent, is that the dialectical process of revolutionary
decolonization and revolutionary re-Africanization calls into question the very def-
inition of what it means—ontologically, existentially, and phenomenologically
speaking—to be “African”— that is, “African” in a world dominated by European
imperialism or, to put it another way, it calls into question what is means to be
“black” in a white supremacist colonial capitalist world. The dialectical process of
revolutionary decolonization and revolutionary re-Africanization at its core, then,
redefines “Africanity,” or “blackness,” if you will. It finds sustenance in Fanon’s
(1968) faithful words in The Wretched of the Earth, where he declared: “Decoloniza-
tion is the veritable creation of new men,” of a “new humanity,” and the “‘thing’
which has been colonized becomes man,” by which he means becomes human, be-
comes African by providing revolutionary answers to the question(s) of liberation
and the question(s) of identity, “during the same process by which it frees itself”
(pp. 36–37). 

There is a deep, critical self-reflexive dimension to Cabral’s concept of “return to
the source,” one which, similar to Fanon’s theory of revolutionary decolonization,
openly acknowledges that the colonized transforms, not simply the colonizers, but
themselves through the dialectical process of revolutionary decolonization and rev-
olutionary re-Africanization. Their theory and praxis, situated in a specific historical
moment, emerges from the lived-experiences of their actually endured struggles,
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which in one way connects them to the past but, in another way, connects them to
the postcolonial future. Here Horkheimer’s (1972) words, once again, come into play:
“The Critical Theorist’s vocation is the struggle to which his thought belongs.
Thought is not something independent, to be separated from this struggle” (p. 245).
The “return to the source,” then, should not under any circumstances be a return to
tradition in its stasis or freeze-framed form, but, as Fanon (1968) has firmly stated,
critical theorists—he uses terms such as “the native intellectual,” “the native writer,”
and “the man of culture”—who wish to think and act in the best interest of the (in-
ter)national liberation struggle “ought to use the past [read: indigenous traditions,
narratives, histories, heritages, views and values] with the intention of opening the
future, as an invitation to action and a basis for hope” (p. 232).

The “return,” simply said, is not to the past, but to “the source”— or, as I am wont
to say, sources (plural). The source(s) of a people’s identity and dignity are, accord-
ing to Cabral (1973), contained in their history and culture: “A struggle, which
while being the organized political expression of a culture is also and necessarily a
proof not only of identity but also of dignity” (p. 68, emphasis in original). A peo-
ple’s history and culture (and we may add language [see Fanon, 1967, pp. 17–40])
contain and carry their thought-, belief-, and value-systems and traditions; these sys-
tems and traditions are—under “normal” circumstances—ever-evolving, always
contradicting, countering and overturning, as well as building on and going beyond,
the ideologies and theories, and the views and values of the past. Which is why, fur-
ther, the “return” is not and should not be to the past or any “dead” traditions, but
to those things (spiritual and material) from our past (e.g., ideologies, theories,
views, and values) which will enable us to construct a present and future that is (or
would be) consistently conducive to the highest, healthiest, and most humane
modes of human existence and experience.35

Cabral’s (1979) concept of “return to the source” is doubly-distinguished in its
contributions to Africana critical theory in that it enables us to critique two domi-
nant tendencies in Africana liberation theory and praxis. The first tendency is that
of the vulgar and narrow-minded nationalists who seek, or so it seems, to expunge
every aspect of European culture, collapsing it almost completely with European
colonization, without coming to the critical realization that: “A people who free
themselves from foreign domination will not be culturally free unless, without un-
derestimating the importance of positive contributions from the oppressor’s culture
and other cultures, they return to the upwards paths of their own culture” (p. 143).
To “return” to the “upwards paths of [Africans’] own culture” would mean side-step-
ping the narrow-minded nationalists’ knee-jerk reaction to everything European or
non-African, and it would also mean making a critical and, even more, a dialectical
distinction between white supremacy and Eurocentrism, on the one hand, and Eu-
rope and other cultures’ authentic contributions to human culture and civilization
that have, or could potentially, benefit the whole of humanity, on the other hand. 

The second tendency that Cabral’s concept of “return to the source” strongly con-
demns are those, usually Europeanized, petit bourgeois, alienated African’s living in
colonial metropoles, who seem to uncritically praise Africa’s precolonial histories
and cultures without coming to terms with the fact that: 

Without any doubt, underestimation of the cultural values of African peoples, based
upon racist feelings and the intention of perpetuating exploitation by the foreigner, has
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done much harm to Africa. But in the face of the vital need for progress, the following
factors or behavior would be no less harmful to her: unselective praise; systematic exal-
tation of virtues without condemning defects; blind acceptance of the values of the cul-
ture without considering what is actually or potentially negative, reactionary or regres-
sive; confusion between what is the expression of an objective and historical material
reality and what appears to be a spiritual creation of the result of a special nature; ab-
surd connection of artistic creations, whether valid or not, to supposed racial character-
istics; and, finally, non-scientific or ascientific critical appreciation of the cultural phe-
nomenon. (p. 150)

Cabral advocated a “critical analysis of African cultures” and, in so doing, he de-
veloped a distinct dialectical approach that Africa’s wide-ranging histories, cultures,
and struggles. This is extremely important to emphasize because too often Africa has
been, and continues to be, engaged as though its histories, cultures, and peoples are
either completely homogeneous or completely heterogeneous; as if it were impos-
sible for the diverse and dynamic cultures of Africa to simultaneously possess com-
monalities and distinct differences. Cabral’s cultural philosophy, also, includes a
unique comparative dimension that recommends placing what Africans consider
the “best” of their culture into critical dialogue with the contributions and advances
of other, non-African cultures. This, he argued, was important in order to get a real
sense of what Africa has contributed to world culture and civilization and to dis-
cover what world culture and civilization has contributed to, and currently offers
Africa. In his own words:

The important thing is not to waste time in more or less hair-splitting debates on the
specificity or non-specificity of African cultural values, but to look upon these values as
a conquest by a part of mankind for the common heritage of all mankind, achieved in
one or several phases of its evolution. The important thing is to proceed to critical analy-
sis of African cultures in the light of the liberation movement and the demands of
progress—in the light of this new stage in the history of Africa. We may be aware of its
value in the framework of universal civilization, but to compare its value with that of
other cultures, not in order to decide its superiority or its inferiority, but to determine,
within the general framework of the struggle for progress, what contribution African cul-
ture has made and must make and contributions it can or must receive.

The liberation movement must, as we have said, base its action on thorough knowl-
edge of the culture of the people and be able to assess the elements of this culture at
their true worth, as well as the different levels it reaches in each social category. It must
likewise be able to distinguish within the totality of the people’s cultural values the es-
sential and secondary, the positive and negative, the progressive and reactionary, the
strengths and weaknesses. This is necessary by virtue of the demands of the struggle and
in order to be able to center its action on the essential without forgetting the secondary,
to instigate development of positive and progressive elements and to fight, with subtlety
but strictness, negative and reactionary elements; finally so that it can make effective use
of strengths and remove weaknesses, or transform them into strengths. (p. 150)

History and culture, as we see here, play a special part in national liberation, and
Cabral argued that careful and critical analysis of the specificities of African cultures
and ethnicities is equally, if not more important, in national liberation struggles
than broad-based theories touting everything from a distinct “black soul” and
African personality to a collective African mind and African communalism. Not
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only were many of these theories, from Cabral’s point of view, historically, cultur-
ally and sociologically inaccurate, but they were also extremely detrimental since
they often glossed over important differences and precluded historical materialist
and dialectical materialist interpretations of culture in the development of particu-
lar African societies—precolonial, colonial, or neocolonial. Moreover, from his
African historical materialist perspective, the catch-all concepts and umbrella theo-
ries about Africa had a tendency to consistently downplay the many ways in which
ethnicity, class, and religion often influenced participation, or non-participation, in
decolonization and re-Africanization efforts. 

However, Cabral also did not believe that endless hours should be spent search-
ing for minute details in efforts to distinguish one African cultural or ethnic group
from another. What was, and what remains, most important is that Africans’ criti-
cally analyze and assess their own histories, cultures, and struggles, and—this
should be strongly stressed—develop a deeper comparative dimension in terms of
placing their cultures into critical dialogue, not only with each other, but with other,
non-African cultures, especially those involved in anti-racist, anti-colonialist and
anti-imperialist struggles. Above it was demonstrated that a strong humanist strain
runs through Cabral’s contributions to critical theory, and here we may observe,
again, his principled stand against imperialism and for revolutionary humanism.
Even more, here we can see that in promoting a critical comparative dimension to
the national liberation struggle, Cabral connected Cape Verde and Guinea-Bissau’s
national culture with global culture, their national history with world history, and,
most significantly, their national struggle with international struggles.

His conceptions of national history and national culture indelibly informed his
notion of the national liberation struggle. For instance, one would be hard-pressed
to provide an answer to Cabral’s (1979, p. 75) cryptic question: “Against whom are
our people struggling?”—or, à la Cabral, Serequeberhan’s (1994, p. 32) more recent
query: “[W]hat are the people of Africa trying to free themselves from and what are
they trying to establish?”—unless she or he possessed a critical cognizance of the
roots or “sources” of the particular history and culture in question; ever-willing and
able to critically inquire into what and how specific historical, cultural, social and po-
litical predicaments and impediments have been, and are being, transversed and
transpired. In my view, Fanon (1968) captured this conundrum best when he stated: 

A national culture is not a folklore, nor an abstract populism that believes it can dis-
cover the people’s true nature. It is not made up of inert dregs of gratuitous actions, that
is to say actions which are less and less attached to the ever-present reality of the peo-
ple. A national culture is the whole body of efforts made by a people in the sphere of
thought to describe, justify, and praise the action through which that people has cre-
ated itself and keeps itself in existence. A national culture in underdeveloped countries
should therefore take its place at the very heart of the struggle for freedom which these
countries are carrying on. . . . No one can truly wish for the spread of African culture if
he [or she] does not give practical support to the creation of the conditions necessary
to the existence of that culture; in other words, to the liberation of the whole continent.
(pp. 233, 235)

Fanon’s concept of national culture connects with Cabral’s critical theory insofar
as both of their thought suggests a reliance on (or “return” to) those elements
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which the subjugated population have employed, and may continue to employ, to
“describe, justify, and praise the action[s] through which that people has created it-
self and keeps itself in existence.” This means nothing less than the oppressed un-
dergoing a process of “transvaluation of values” (Marcuse, 1989) from the existing
imperialist social set-up and a “revolution in values” (Marcuse, 1973b) that totally
contradicts and overturns imperial values, which are obstructions to the veritable
creation of new human beings who envision and seek to bring into being a new
humanity and a new society (see Fanon, 1968, p. 36). Cabral’s critical return, un-
derstood as a “cultural revolution,” at its core calls for—to borrow Marcuse’s
phrase—a “transvaluation of values.” That is to say, Cabral’s critical “return to the
source,” which unequivocally advocates cultural revolution, is a rejection of “tra-
ditional,” “conventional,” “established,” or “accepted” imperialist values and, what
is more, retrogressive precolonial or traditional African values. His “return to the
source,” in this sense, is more of a kind of historical and cultural critical con-
sciousness-raising, a form of radical political education, social (re)organization,
and revolutionary praxis that requests that or, rather, challenges the wretched of the
earth to remain cognizant at all times of “our own situation” and “be aware of our
things” (Cabral, 1979, pp. 56–57). “We must respect those things of value,” con-
tended Cabral, “which are useful for the future of our land, for the advancement of
our people” (p. 57). 

A “transvaluation of values,” first, requires that we “be aware of our things.”
Meaning, we should possess an intimate knowledge of our past and present colo-
nial and anti-colonial history and culture. Second, it necessitates that we “respect
those things of value, which are useful for the future of our land, for the advance-
ment of our people.” That is, “those things of value” which will enable us to create
a new, post-imperial society; a society without poverty and privilege; a society free
from domination and exploitation; a society that utilizes science and technology as
instruments of liberation as opposed to tools of domination; a society whose ulti-
mate aim is the constant creation of those “new human beings” Fanon (1968) wrote
so passionately about in The Wretched of the Earth (p. 36). Such a society, further, de-
mands what Marcuse (1989) termed a “transvaluation of values” and, even more, it
presupposes a new type of human being who: 

rejects the performance principles governing the established societies; a type of man
who has rid himself of the aggressiveness and brutality that are inherent in the or-
ganization of established society, and in their hypocritical, puritan morality; a type of
man who is biologically incapable of fighting wars and creating suffering; a type of
man who has a good conscience of joy and pleasure and who works collectively and
individually for a social and natural environment in which such an existence becomes
possible. (p. 282)

The new human beings with new values possess a new worldview, which is the
determinate negation of the presently established imperialist worldview and value-
system. The connection between one’s worldview and value-system should be
stressed because it is precisely these things which, to a certain extent, determine a
person’s thought and behavior. An individual’s worldview and value-system be-
comes their “second nature” and as such provide beliefs, norms, and aspirations
which motivate them, either consciously or unconsciously, to think and act for or
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against the imperialist world-system (see Marcuse, 1964, 1965c, 1966, 1969a,
1970a, 1972a; Wamba-Dia-Wamba, 1991). 

Cabral’s contributions to critical theory offers contemporary critical theorists al-
ternatives, not only to imperialism, but to the Eurocentrism of much of what passes
currently as “critical theory.” And, further, it does so without disavowing the crucial
contributions that European and other non-African traditions of philosophy and
critical theory provide for the Africana tradition of critical theory. Ultimately, then,
for Cabral the “return to the source” is not only about the dialectical process of rev-
olutionary decolonization and revolutionary re-Africanization, but also about revo-
lutionary humanism and the promise of a liberated future where the “new human-
ity” that Fanon envisioned, and the “transvaluation of values” that Marcuse
described above, is a concrete, actually existing reality.

CRITICAL CONCERNS AND CONCLUDING 
COMMENTS ON THE USES AND ABUSES OF CABRAL’S

CONTRIBUTIONS TO AFRICANA CRITICAL THEORY

As was stated above, Cabral presents Africana critical theory with several significant
challenges, and throughout the course of this chapter I have accented and empha-
sized the ways in which his lifework necessitates a fundamental rethinking of criti-
cal theory in general and, more specifically, the discourse and development of
Africana critical theory. As forementioned, Cabral’s thought serves as a cue and calls
for a concrete philosophy, an Africana philosophy of praxis: a historically-nuanced,
culturally-grounded, and politically-charged form of critical social theory that
speaks to the special needs of continental and diasporan Africans. Eschewing the
scholasticism and abstract system-building of the bulk of European and European
American trained philosophers of African descent, Cabral constantly developed ac-
cessible critical theories of the changing conditions of contemporary society; the
prospects of Pan-African democratic socialist revolution; revolutionary decoloniza-
tion; revolutionary re-Africanization; revolutionary nationalism; and, revolutionary
humanism. He was ever concerned to utilize theory (philosophy) as a weapon
against imperialism, and to unite it with the emancipatory aspirations and efforts of
his specific struggling people, and racially colonized humanity as a whole. Cabral,
also, always admonished intellectual-activists to be critically cognizant of our par-
ticular circumstances and situations, but, as revolutionary humanists, to remain
open to learning what we can from the lived-experiences and experiments (e.g., so-
cial, political, and cultural experiments) of others. In his own words:

The experience of others is highly significant for someone undergoing any experience.
The reality of others is highly significant for one’s reality. Many folk do not understand
this, and grasp their reality with the passion that they are going to invent everything: “I
do not want to do the same as others have done, nothing that others have done.” This
is a sign of ignorance. If we want to do something in reality, we must see who has al-
ready done the same, who has done something similar, and who has done something
opposite, so that we can learn something from their experience. It is not to copy com-
pletely, because every reality has its own questions and its own answers for these ques-
tions . . . there are many things which belong to many realities jointly. It is essential that
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the experience of others benefit us. We must be able to derive from everyone’s experi-
ence what we can adapt to our conditions, to avoid unnecessary efforts and sacrifices.
This is very important. (Cabral, 1979, pp. 49–50)

In good dialectical fashion Cabral suggested that we start with our own circum-
stances and situations, but maintain an epistemic and experiential openness, and be
willing and able, to appropriate and adapt the advances or breakthroughs of others
as they pertain to our circumstances and situations, as these advances and break-
throughs could in many instances aid us in avoiding “unnecessary efforts and sacri-
fices.” He firmly warns us “not to copy completely,” because our lived-reality, that
is, our concrete conditions and unique historical happenings, are distinct from
those of any people in any other age. We are to always remember that “every reality
has its own questions and its own answers for these questions.” Here, this caveat
should also be connected to Cabral’s earlier discussion of the plurality of African
histories, cultures, and struggles. Indeed, Cabral and his comrades provided solu-
tions to many problems, crucial answers to several critical questions, but contem-
porary critical theorists must keep cognizant of the fact that Cabral and his com-
rades provided solutions to the particular problems they were faced with in their
specific historical moment, as they were confronting the conundrums of an ex-
tremely particular, if not peculiar, form of racial colonialism: Portuguese colonial-
ism. Cabral (1972) critically contended:

We, peoples of Africa, who are fighting against Portuguese colonialism, have suffered
under very special conditions, because for the past forty years we have been under the
domination of a fascist regime. . . . Portugal is an economically backward country, in
which about 50 percent of the population is illiterate, a country which you will find at
the bottom of all the statistical tables of Europe. . . . Portugal is a country in no position
at all to dominate any other country. (p. 78)

This means, then, that it is equally important for contemporary critical theorists,
Africana or otherwise, to critically bear in mind that however attractive Cabral’s
thought, no matter how fervently we believe it to speak to the special issues we are
confronted with in the twenty-first century, his contributions to critical theory can-
not provide us with the concrete and nuanced historical understandings necessary
to develop revolutionary movements, that is, national and international liberation
struggles aimed at altering the new and novel social and political problems of the
present. There simply is no substitute for contemporary critical theorists practicing
conceptual generation; no problem-solving proxy for their development of new the-
ory geared toward, not only gauging but changing contemporary societies, bringing
into being a new humanity, new societies and, perhaps even, a new world culture
and civilization grounded in and growing out of various transethnic traditions of
revolutionary decolonization, revolutionary humanism, critical multiculturalism,
democratic socialism, racial justice, gender justice, women’s liberation, freedom of
sexual orientation, and religious tolerance, among others. 

However, even in light of all the critical observations above, I continue to believe
that Cabral’s theoretic-strategic framework is extremely useful for those critical the-
orists concerned with, not merely colonialism, neocolonialism and postcolonial-
ism, but also racism, critical race theory, revolutionary nationalism, revolutionary
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humanism, re-Africanization and the critique of capitalism and class struggles in
contemporary society. His theoretic-strategic framework, indeed, does offer criti-
cal concepts and innovative analytical categories; it does, in fact, provide a wide-
range of principles and prospects that make intelligible the constantly changing
character of contemporary colonialism, capitalism, and racism. Further, it seems
to prophetically prefigure and point to new, untapped types of revolutionary
movement, and even goes so far to suggest several distinct directions for future
radical political struggle.

Cabral’s theoretic-strategic framework is distinctive in that it audaciously chal-
lenges contemporary theorists to actually, ontologically speaking, be simultaneously
“critical” and “theorists,” “intellectuals” and “activists.” It explicitly asks that “critical
theorists” embrace the dialectical task of transforming themselves and their soci-
eties, which, once again, are situated in specific historical moments, with concrete
conditions, and particular social and political problems. Corroborating Cabral and,
in a sense, updating his thesis that “every reality has its own questions and its own
answers for these questions,” the Ghanaian philosopher, Kwame Gyekye (1995),
has stated: “Philosophers belonging to a given culture or era or tradition select those
concepts or clusters of concepts that, for one reason or another, matter most and
that therefore are brought to the fore in their analysis” (p. 7). These “concepts and
clusters of concepts” are employed insofar as specific philosophers understand them
to offer the most compelling and comprehensive means to alter contemporary so-
cieties and, even more, contemporary “souls,” following the fundamental thrust of
Du Bois’s contributions to critical theory. Gyekye (1997) comments further:

[I]f one were to examine the cultural and historical setting of the intellectual focus, con-
cerns, and direction of the individual thinker, one would be convinced, beyond doubt,
that philosophy is a conceptual response to the basic human problems that arise in any
given society in a given epoch. Such an examination would reveal that philosophers
grapple at the conceptual level with problems and issues of their times, even though this
does not mean that the relevance of their ideas, insights, arguments, and conclusions is
to be tethered to those times; for, more often than not, the relevance of their insights
and arguments—or at least some of them—transcends the confines of their own times
and cultures and, thus, can be embraced by other cultures or societies or different gen-
erational epochs. In others words, a philosophical doctrine may be historical, that is,
generated originally in response to some historical events or circumstances, without our
having to look on it as historicistic, without our having to confine its significance sim-
ply to those times of history when it was actually produced . . . the fact that the philoso-
phers who produced the ideas and arguments were giving conceptual response and at-
tention to the experiences of their times needs to be stressed and constantly borne in
mind: it was the problems of the time that constituted the points of departure for their
reflective analyses. (p. 19)

Cabral impels Africana critical theory to consider the concrete conditions of
philosophical settings, reminding us that it may be extremely useful to acknowledge
and engage the fact that, and the manner in which, philosophy is inextricable from
notions of, most especially, “tradition,” but also “history” and “heritage” as well.
Another Ghanaian philosopher, Kwasi Wiredu (1991), has asserted that “[t]he phi-
losophy of a people is always a tradition,” and that a tradition “presupposes a cer-
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tain minimum of organic relationships among (at least some of) its elements” (p.
92). He goes on to observe: “If a tradition of modern philosophy is to develop and
flourish in Africa, there will have to be philosophical interaction and cross-fertiliza-
tion among contemporary African workers in philosophy” (p. 92). 

In as much as it is reputedly a “return” to the history and culture of African peo-
ples, Cabral’s critical return to the source(s) suggests in no uncertain terms that
Africana critical theory of contemporary society concern itself with the deconstruc-
tion of European-derived continental and diasporan African philosophical discourse,
and the reconstruction of a decolonized and re-Africanized critical theory and praxis
tradition. The deconstruction of European-based continental and diasporan African
philosophy presupposes that modern workers in Africana philosophy, and Africana
Studies in general, have the conceptual and analytical skills and tools to undertake
such an endeavor. Further, this endeavor, being nothing less than what has been
aforementioned and outlined in the preceding paragraphs as Africana critical theory,
must always and at its core—as a critical self-conscious and critical self-reflective ef-
fort—be willing and able to critique and correct its own subjective settings, concrete
conditions, and insidiously inherited Eurocentric philosophical influences, as well as
other imperialist intellectual influences, which in many, if not in most instances keeps
it from doing what Gyekye (1997), among others, understands the fundamental tasks
of philosophy to be: (1) provide people with “a fundamental system of beliefs to live
by;” (2) determine “the nature of human values and how these values can be realized
concretely in human societies;” (3) speculate about “the whole range of human ex-
perience” by providing “conceptual interpretations and analysis of that experience,
necessarily doing so not only by responding to the basic issues and problems gener-
ated by that experience but also by suggesting new or alternative ways of thought and
action;” and, (4) offer “conceptual responses to the problems posed in any given
epoch for a given society or culture” (pp. 15, 23, 24, 27). 

To speak of an Africana critical theory in the contemporary moment means noth-
ing less than speaking of, and actively engaging in, the critique, appreciation, ap-
propriation, and disruption—if need be—of hitherto “traditional” or, even more,
abstract academic and Eurocentric, European-influenced forms of continental and
diasporan African philosophy and conceptual generation. As Cabral’s critical theory
suggests, the engagement of any form or field of knowledge should always and ever
be, not for scholasticism, abstract system-building, or simply nostalgia’s sake, but in
the interest of real, live, suffering and struggling women, men, and children; in a
word, not knowledge for knowledge’s sake, but knowledge for life and liberation’s sake.
Again, Gyekye offers Africana philosophers advice: “philosophical knowledge and
insight should benefit the society as a whole, not [merely] the philosophers per-
sonally” (p. 18). As philosophers of African descent continue to rescue and redis-
cover, as well as critically engage and (re)interpret various philosophical systems
and traditions, we must be vigilant, remaining consistently conscious of the fact that
no matter which form or field of philosophy we feel compelled to engage, it is our
solemn duty, as “philosophers,” even more, as critical theorists of contemporary so-
ciety, to do so—in the spirit of Du Bois, James, Cesaire, Senghor, Fanon, and
Cabral—seeking solutions to the enigmatic issues of our epoch; always and ever,
willing and able to criticize and offer alternatives and correctives to contemporary
crises and conundrums.
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NOTES

1. Serequeberhan extends and explicates the thesis that Cabral “represents the zenith” of
twentieth century continental African anti-colonial political philosophy in The Hermeneutics
of African Philosophy (1994), and specifically chapter 4, “The Liberation Struggle: Existence
and Historicity,” (pp. 87–116). Cabral is also a major presence in his volume entitled, Our
Heritage (2000), and specifically chapter 6, “The Heritage of the Idea: Violence, Countervio-
lence, and the Negated,” (pp. 59–72). For an engagement of Serequeberhan’s work that is at
once critical and appreciative, consult Robert Bernasconi, “African Philosophy’s Challenge to
Continental Philosophy” (1997). For further discussion of continental African philosophy,
see Appiah (1992), Bodunrin (1985), Coetzee and Roux (1998), English and Kalumba
(1996), Eze (1997a, 1997b), Floistad (1981), D. Fraser (1974), Gbadegesin (1991a), Gyekye
(1988, 1997), Hallen and Sodipo (1981, 1986), Horton (1993), Hountondji (1996), Imbo
(1998), Kwame (1995), Masolo (1994), Momoh (1989), Mosley (1995a), Mudimbe (1988,
1994), Obenga (1995), Okere (1971, 1991), Ruch (1984) Serequeberhan (1991, 1994),
Wiredu, (1980, 1996), and R.A. Wright (1984).

2. As I am here only concerned with Cabral insofar as his intellectual life and political
legacy are understood to connect and contribute to the development an Africana theory crit-
ical of contemporary culture and society, I shall forego a detailed discussion of his biography.
Readers seeking further biographical treatments of Cabral, besides the main sources listed in
the text, are also asked to consult: Chabal (1980, 1983), Chaliand (1973b), Dadoo (1973),
Davidson (1969, 1981), Goldfield (1973), Lopes (1987), Segal (1973), and Taiwo (1999a). 

3. On this point, see Du Bois’s classic statement in his 1928 essay, “Cultural Equality,”
where he relates that “civilization is by the definition of the term, civilization for all
mankind,” and it “is the rightful heritage of all and cannot be monopolized and confined to
one group” (1996a, p. 397). He also states that “nobody is going to withhold applause if you
make your contribution to the world” (p. 397), which is, of course, what he had been argu-
ing and urging continental and diasporan Africans to do since his 1897 piece, “The Conser-
vation of Races” (pp. 38–47). In Du Bois’s view, “[a] group organization to increase and for-
ward culture is legitimate and will bring its rewards in universal recognition and applause.
But this has never been the Nordic [read: European] program” (p. 397). Quite the contrary,
“[t]heir program,” Du Bois thundered,

is the subjection and rulership of the world for the benefit of the Nordics [again, read: Europeans].
They have overrun the earth and brought not simply modern civilization and technique, but with
it exploitation, slavery and degradation to the majority of men. They have broken down native fam-
ily life, desecrated homes of weaker peoples and spread their bastards over every corner of land and
sea. They have been responsible for more intermixture of races than any other people, ancient or
modern, and they have inflicted this miscegenation on helpless, unwilling slaves by force, fraud and
insult; and this is the folk that today has the impudence to turn on the darker races when they de-
mand a share of civilization, and cry: “You shall not marry our daughters!” The blunt, crude reply
is: Who in the hell asked to marry your daughters? If this race problem must be reduced to a mat-
ter of sex, what we demand is the right to protect the decency of our own daughters. But the insis-
tent demand of the Darker World is far wider and deeper than this. The black and brown and yel-
low men demand the right to be men. They demand the right to have the artificial barriers placed
in their path torn down and destroyed; they demand a voice in their own government; the organi-
zation of industry for the benefit of colored workers and not merely for white owners and masters;
they demand education on the broadest and highest lines and they demand as human beings so-
cial contact with other human beings on a basis of perfect equality. (p. 397)

In his firm insistence on the right to self-determination by all peoples, Du Bois—consid-
ered by many, including Cabral (1973, p. 91), the “father of Pan-Africanism”—concludes that
if indeed “the darker races,” and “the colored workers” especially, are to be held “in their
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place” by “white owners and masters,” then this will be done only by “brute force” (Du Bois,
1996a, p. 400). However, Du Bois, as dialectician and doyen of decolonization discourse par
excellence, forwarded a caveat to the ruling race/gender/class:

The temptation to hold these colored people back is tremendous, because it is not merely a matter
of academic wish or of wanton prejudice, but it is the kernel of the organization of modern life. You
have got the colored people working for you all through the world. You have got your investments
so made that they depend upon colored labor in Asia, Africa, in the southern states of the United
States, and in the islands of the sea. Your income and your power depends upon that organization
being kept intact. If it is overthrown, if these black laborers get higher wages, if they begin to un-
derstand what life may be, if they increase in knowledge, self-assertion and power, it means the over-
throw of the whole system of exploitation which is at the bottom of modern white civilization. . . .
You can sweep us off the face of the earth. You can starve us to death or make us wish we had starved
in the face of your insults. But, remember, you are standing before the whole world, with hundreds
of darker millions watching. No matter what happens to us, these colored people of the world are
not going to take forever the kind of treatment they have been taking. They got beyond that. They
have come to the place where they know what civilization is, and if you are going to keep them in
their place, you are going to do it by brute force. (pp. 399–400).

Before James, Cesaire or Senghor, Fanon or Cabral, it was Du Bois who undauntedly chal-
lenged and devoted his life-work to changing the imperial world-system. Whether one wishes
to speak of Pan-Africanism, Negritude, the discourse of decolonization, or contemporary
Africana schools of thought and tradition-construction projects, Du Bois, as argued in the first
chapter of this study, provides modern workers in continental and diasporan African schools
of thought with a paradigm by which they may base and build a critical theory of contem-
porary society which seeks to criticize and ultimately alter the present manifold forms of im-
perialism; for example, racism, sexism, capitalism, and colonialism (see Rabaka 2007a,
2008a).

4. On the concept of “reification,” consult Georg Lukacs, “Reification and the Conscious-
ness of the Proletariat,” in his classic text History and Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialec-
tics (1968). For further discussion of the concept of “reification,” see Bewes (2002), Gabel
(1975), Rockmore (1988, 1992), and Shafai (1996).

5. As Cabral addressed the United Nations (hereafter cited as UN) General Assembly on
several occasions (see Cabral 1972, pp. 24–49, 50–55, 1973, pp. 15–38), he was well aware
of its “Declaration on the Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples,”
General Assembly resolution 1514 (XV) of 14 December 1960, which states, in part:

1. The subjection of peoples to alien subjugation, domination and exploitation constitutes
a denial of fundamental human rights, is contrary to the Charter of the United Nations
and is an impediment to the promotion of world peace and co-operation.

2. All peoples have the right to self-determination; by virtue of that right they freely deter-
mine their political status and freely pursue their economic, social and cultural devel-
opment.

3. Inadequacy of political, economic, social, or educational preparedness should never
serve as a pretext for delaying independence.

4. All armed action or repressive measures of all kinds directed against dependent peoples
shall cease in order to enable them to exercise peacefully and freely their right to com-
plete independence, and the integrity of their national territory shall be respected.

5. Immediate steps shall be taken, in Trust and Non-Self-Governing Territories or all other
territories which have not yet attained independence, to transfer all powers to the peo-
ples of those territories, without any conditions or reservations, in accordance with their
freely expressed will and desire, without any distinction as to race, creed or color, in or-
der to enable them to enjoy complete independence and freedom.
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6. Any attempt aimed at the partial or total disruption of the national unity and the terri-
torial integrity of a country is incompatible with the purposes and principles of the
Charter of the United Nations.

7. All States shall observe faithfully and strictly the provisions of the Charter of the United
Nations, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the present Declaration on the
basis of equality, non-interference in the internal affairs of all States, and respect for the
sovereign rights of all peoples and their territorial integrity. (see, “Declaration on the
Granting of Independence to Colonial Countries and Peoples,” General Assembly reso-
lution 1514 (XV) of 14 December 1960 in United Nations [1988, pp. 48–49])

6. I borrowed the phrase “philosophy of praxis” from the Italian Marxist philosopher, An-
tonio Gramsci (1971), see esp., “The Philosophy of Praxis” (pp. 321–472).

7. In “Toward a Critical Theory of Postcolonial African Identities,” Eze (1997b) has made
an interesting observation in this regard. He argues, as I do, that it is not in the best interest
of colonized peoples to apply the prefix “post” to “colonial” until we understand and expe-
rience life- and language-worlds, and thought- and belief-systems that are not, in any way, in-
directly administered by “European [and this includes the United States of America] imperial
powers” (p. 341). In Eze’s words: “I refer to the ‘(post)colonial’ with the ‘post’ in brackets.
The brackets are to be opened, but only as far as the lived actuality of the peoples and the
lands formerly occupied by European imperial powers can suggest, or confirm, in some
meaningful ways, the sense of that word, the ‘post’ of the (post)colonial . . . if we recognize
that the ‘post’ in (post)colonial is not completely ‘post’ because of some pervasive and con-
tinued European and American dominations of our mind, culture, and economy, we must
also be willing to recognize, as alive the ‘verbeuse phraseologie anti-colonialiste’.” (p. 342).
In short, there is no need yet of speaking of the “postcolonial,” as we are deeply experiencing
and enduring the “neocolonialism” that Du Bois, Fanon, Nkrumah, Cabral, and Ngugi,
among others, have written so bitterly, though beautifully, about and, perhaps more impor-
tantly, against. Eze closes his essay, stating: “Colonialism, then, is safe and sound and pros-
pering in its neo-varieties, and in many places” (p. 342, emphasis in original). Contemporary
critical theorists, and especially contemporary Africana critical theorists, have an historical,
cultural, social and political responsibility not merely to combat capitalism, as it was with the
past masters and Eurocentric Marxists, but to oppose any and all forms of imperialism; cur-
rently, for instance, this includes racism, sexism, capitalism, colonialism, homophobia,
and/or heterosexism, among other areas and issues. 

8. Recall, in “Africana Philosophy,” Outlaw (1996a) explicitly stated: “‘Africana philoso-
phy’ is meant to include, as well, the work of those persons who are neither African nor of
African descent but who recognize the legitimacy and importance of issues and endeavors
that constitute the philosophizing of persons African or African-descended and who con-
tribute to discussions of their efforts, persons whose work justifies their being called ‘African-
ists’” (p. 76). That being understood, it is important to emphasize that Africana philosophy
and Africana critical theory are not, in my view, exclusively affairs of persons of African ori-
gin and descent, but affairs of insurgent intellectual-activists who are concerned about and
interested in eradicating human suffering and social misery, specifically as it pertains to con-
tinental and diasporan African life-worlds and life-struggles. 

9. For a more detailed discussion of the debate on racial vs. moral reasoning, see Babbitt
and Campbell (1999), and especially Lawrence Blum, “Moral Asymmetries of Racism,” Mar-
ilyn Friedman, “Racism: Paradigms and Moral Appraisal (A Response to Blum),” Laurence M.
Thomas, “Split-Level Equality: Mixing Love and Equality,” Susan Babbitt, “Moral Risk and
Darkwaters,” Goldberg (1990), L. Harris (1999b), and especially Kwame Anthony Appiah,
“Why There Are No Races,” Gerald Torres, “Critical Race Theory: The Decline of the Univer-
salist Ideal and the Hope of Plural Justice,” David Theo Goldberg, “Racism and Rationality,”
McGary (1999), L.M. Thomas (1989, 1993), and Zack (1995, 1997, 1998).
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10. For further discussion, consult Cowan (2003), C.S. Johnson (2003), Wood (2000),
and Yancy (2001). Also of interest are Gooding-Williams (1991), Gordon (1997b), and Mc-
Gary (1999).

11. On Cornel West’s “coalition politics,” beyond Race Matters (1993), see West and Lerner
(1995). 

12. On “new” and/or “post-independence” forms of colonialism, see Nkrumah (1965).
And, on Nkrumah’s influence on Cabral, see “Homage to Kwame Nkrumah,” in Cabral
(1979, pp. 114–119). 

13. For a discussion of the negation and attempted obliteration of African culture(s), see
W. E. B. Du Bois, The Negro (1915), Africa, Its Geography, People and Products (1930a), Africa,
Its Place in Modern History (1930b), and The World and Africa (1965); Chancellor Williams,
The Destruction of Black Civilization (1974); John Henrik Clarke, Africans at the Crossroads:
Notes for an African World Revolution (1991); Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa
(1972); Joseph E. Harris, Africans and Their History (1987), and Global Dimensions of the
African Diaspora (1993); Chinweizu, The West and the Rest of Us (1975); bell hooks, Ain’t I a
Woman (1981); Lawrence Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness (1977); John
Blassingame, The Slave Community (1979); Vincent Harding, There Is a River (1983); and Ster-
ling Stuckey, Slave Culture (1987). 

14. For further discussion, see Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (1964), “Liberation
from the Affluent Society” (1989) and “A Revolution in Values” (1973b).

15. I use the term “being/becoming” in the sense that Tsenay Serequeberhan does in The
Hermeneutics of African Philosophy (1994) where he states: “‘historical being-there’ (i.e., a spe-
cific person or a historical community of persons) always becomes what it is by projecting it-
self out of its effective past, its lived inheritance. Its ‘destiny’ is thus always what comes out of
itself, its ‘has been,’ out of the prospects of its history and the possibilities of its generation. 
. . . It is in a constant process of self-interpretation and ongoing re-interpretation that a his-
tory, a people (and an individual within the confines of a people and a generation), consti-
tutes itself and projects its future/destiny—the yet-to-be of its lived presence” (pp. 25–26).
The being and/or becoming, literally the livelihood of a people is rooted in that people’s his-
tory and culture, and the interpretation or ability to interpret their history and culture. As
colonialism blocks the engagement and evolution of the history and culture of the said peo-
ple, it also obstructs, and often closes off completely, the authentic autonomous desires and
destiny of that people. According to Serequeberhan: “It will not do to transpose European
conceptions onto the African situation since this would not allow the diverse peoples of
Africa their own self-standing self-determination. Any and all pre-established frameworks will
not reflect the autonomous and historical self-institution that is necessary if Africa is to be
free” (p. 35). African peoples, continental and diasporan, must “be” and “become” on their
own terms, just as Asian, European and Native American peoples must “be” and “become”
on their own terms. We should recall here, once again, Africana critical theory’s emphasis on
revolutionary humanism, which always and ever extends above and beyond Africana life-
worlds and life-struggles, and sincerely seeks to aid and abet any and all human beings and
human groups involved in authentic anti-imperialist struggles. 

16. Homophobia and/or heterosexism “withstanding” because it is not all together clear
whether Cabral would take a progressive stance on issues which pertain to contemporary sex-
ual(ity) politics. In light of the fact that he did not speak or write explicitly on, or about, ho-
mophobia and/or heterosexism, I have opted not to be presumptuous and/or force a con-
temporary “controversial,” and let it be said “Western,” social and political issue onto a
classical Africana critical theorist. Cabral, as we shall see, stands on his own terms, and he left
a legacy that we can either embrace or, at our own peril, reject. Insofar as I understand Cabral
to be, at his deepest level, a revolutionary humanist, I believe that he would, if he were alive
today, take a positive and progressive stand on homosexual rights, because these issues are at
bottom human rights issues. He abhorred any and every violation of human rights, and it is
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in this sense that I have drawn my conclusions. For a series of discussions and dialogues on
the contemporary homosexual experience, see Abelove, Barale and Halpern (1993), Haggerty
and McGarry (2007) and Lovaas, Elia and Yep (2006), and for an anthology devoted exclu-
sively to lesbian and gay politics, see Blasius and Phelan (1997).

17. For my conception of a materialist analysis that is (or seeks to be) couched beyond the
confines of the often “one-dimensional,” economy-obsessed Marxist thought, I am deeply in-
debted to Cornel West (1988b, 1993b, 1999). 

18. Horkheimer’s critical theory, particularly his early articulation, has been extremely in-
fluential here. His unique synthesis of philosophy (or theory) with social science connects his
conception of, and contributions to critical theory to those of Cabral in a very special way.
Their contributions to critical theory seem to have several conceptual parallels, many of
which will be discussed in the subsequent sections of this chapter. For more on Horkheimer’s
important work, see Benhabib, Bonss, and McCole (1993), Horkheimer (1974a, 1974b,
1978, 1993), Stirk (1992), and Tar (1977). 

19. At the core of constructivist arguments, specifically with regard to race, Leonard Harris
(1999b), in his introduction to his edited volume, Racism: Key Concepts in Critical Theory, has
compiled and confirmed the following:

A “constructivist”—
(a) “believes that facts about the human world are absolutely dependent on contingent

cultural or social ideas”; 
(b) “does not believe that groups exist independent of cultural or social ideas (races are not

considered natural, caused by human biologies, intrinsic to human anthropological
nature, or based on inherent psychological traits, but are in some way a function of
consciousness or cannot be said to exist without conceptual categorization)”;

(c) “can believe that races are constructed casual agents (unnatural, without any basis in
biologies, strictly contingent on self-descriptions, culturally specific, a feature of mal-
leable social psychologies, defined by social relations of ethnic or national character,
etc., and thereby cause events to occur or are strongly correlated to particular sorts of
events)”;

(d) “believes that the use of racial categories is never justified because they refer to objec-
tive realities; but, justified—only if they serve some special social or psychological
role.” (p. 19)

Harris’s introduction is also extremely informative and apropos insofar as it aids in the un-
raveling of objectivist from constructivist racial arguments, and vice versa. He carefully lays
out the differences between each area of racial discursive formation and then, by the end of
the anthology, in his essay, “What, Then, Is Racism?,” explicates several of the deficiencies and
difficulties involved in past and present “racial thinking” (constructivist and objectivist). A
few of the more noteworthy books and anthologies on race that have figured into my analy-
sis here include: Babbitt and Campbell (1999), Goldberg (1990, 1993), Hannaford (1996),
Zack (1995, 1997, 1998), and Zack, Shrage, and Sartwell (1998).

20. On “economic determinism” in the Marxist tradition, see Herbert Marcuse, “The Foun-
dations of Historical Materialism,” in Studies in Critical Philosophy (1973a, pp. 1–48), Callari,
Cullenberg, and Biewener (1995), Magnus and Cullenberg (1995), and West (1988b, 1991).

21. I have in mind here, Antonio Gramsci’s various writings on ideology and culture, as
well as his distinct conception of a “philosophy of praxis.” For further discussion, see Gram-
sci (1971, 1977, 1978, 1985, 2000). With regard to Georg Lukacs, one need look no further
than his Western Marxist classic, History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics
(1971). As Cabral (1979) asserted: “We must at all times see the part and the whole” (p. 47).
Lukacs, with the original 1923 publication of History and Class Consciousness, a year before
Amilcar Cabral (1924–1973) was born, thundered: “It is not the primacy in economic mo-
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tives in historical explanation that constitutes the decisive difference between Marxism and
bourgeois thought, but the point of view of totality. The category of totality, the all-pervasive
supremacy of the whole over the parts is the essence of the method which Marx took over
from Hegel and brilliantly transformed into the foundations of a wholly new science”
(Lukacs, 1971, p. 27; see also Heller, 1983; Feenberg, 1981; Kadarkay, 1991, 1995; Lukacs,
1973; Marcus and Tarr, 1989; Parkinson, 1970). Cabral’s critical theory, building on and go-
ing beyond Fanon’s critical theory, seeks a comprehensive—what Lukacs would term 
“totalizing”—view of how even the most absurd and inharmonious aspects of the colonial
world need to be interpreted and critically understood in light of the fact that the colonial
world is several parts, or “compartments,” as Fanon (1968, p. 37) would have it, that make
up the whole. As Edward Said (1999), in “Traveling Theory Reconsidered,” speculated:
“Fanon seems to have read Lukacs’s book [History and Class Consciousness] and taken from its
reification chapter an understanding of how even in the most confusing and heterogeneous
of situations, a rigorous analysis of one central problematic could be relied on to yield the
most extensive understanding of the whole” (p. 207). Further, considering that Jock McCul-
loh, in his In The Twilight of Revolution: The Political Theory of Amilcar Cabral (1983b), and Tse-
nay Serequeberhan, in The Hermeneutics of African Philosophy (1994), have both observed lev-
els of continuity, as well as discontinuity, in the discourses of Fanon and Cabral, it seems
highly probable that Cabral, first, by critically engaging Fanon, who according to the specu-
lations of Said (1999) translated the theory of totality and reification into the colonial world
and the discourse on decolonization and, second, by acknowledging the fact that Fanon ap-
pears to have exerted a certain amount of influence on Cabral and his critical theory, may
have surreptitiously been influenced by Lukacs’ theory of totality and concept of reification.
On “totality” as a leitmotif in “Western Marxist” discourse, see Martin Jay, Marxism and Total-
ity (1984). It should be noted, however, that Jay does not include a solitary non-
European/non-white Marxist in his work; nary a word concerning the life-work, theories and
praxes of persons such as: W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R. James, George Padmore, Cyril Briggs, W.A.
Domingo, Richard B. Moore, Otto Huiswood, Eloise Moore, Bonita Williams, A. Phillip Ran-
dolph, Chandler Owen, Hubert Harrison, Harry Haywood, Rev. George Washington Wood-
bey, Claudia Jones, Mao Tse-Tung, Ho Chi Minh, Kwame Nkrumah, Sekou Toure, Julius Ny-
erere, Richard Wright, Frantz Fanon, Eric Williams, Che Guevara, Fidel Castro, Amilcar
Cabral, Salvador Allende, Walter Rodney, Maurice Bishop, Enrique Dussel, or Jose Carlos
Mariategui, etc. Again, it should be strongly stressed, one of the major distinguishing factors
of Africana critical theory is its revolutionary humanism and epistemic openness with regard
to the theories and praxes of non-African radicals and revolutionaries.

22. The work of Patricia Hill Collins, among others, has been extremely influential on my
thinking with regard to the necessity of including “gender” insights and issues in any au-
thentic (especially Africana) critical social theory. Her introductory essay, “The Politics of Crit-
ical Social Theory,” from her book Fighting Words: Black Women and the Search for Justice
(1998, pp. ix–xxiii), has provided me with a paradigm and an example of what and how crit-
ical social theory ought to go about interpreting our life-worlds and thought- and belief-sys-
tems (ideologies) with the intention of permanently, positively, and progressively altering
them. Other texts that have been influential insofar as my current position on the inclusion
of “gender” insights and issues in Africana critical social theory are: A.Y. Davis (1981, 1989,
1998a), and hooks (1981, 1984, 1989, 1990, 1991). Works that figure prominently in my
conception of an authentic Africana critical social theory that attempts to explicitly interpret
and alter race, gender, class, and sexuality issues are, Lorde (1984, 1988, 1996, 2004), A.Y.
Davis (1998a), J.A. James (1996, 1997, 1999), Johnson and Henderson (2005), and Mercer
(1994).

23. For a detailed discussion of the folk philosophies, thought-formations, and social con-
structions that have, to a certain extent, congealed to create our current dialectics of domina-
tion and liberation and barbarity and civilization; which have collided and as a result have
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had and continue to have cataclysmic effects of our life- (and language-) worlds, consult
Goldberg (1993), C.W. Mills (1997), and Pateman (1988). 

24. Again, according to Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin (1998), to “deracinate” means, liter-
ally, “to pluck or tear up by the roots; to eradicate or exterminate” (p. 68). Africana critical
theory, then, seeks to “eradicate or exterminate” the faulty thinking of certain social con-
structions that lead to social problems, and it engages the social problems themselves simul-
taneously as it projects and provides alternative “visions of a liberated future” (see L. Neal,
1989). In this regard, Africana critical theory connects, and hopefully will contribute to the
critical discourse on neo- and/or post-colonialism. For a discussion, see Ashcroft, Griffiths,
and Tiffin (1989, 1995), Eze (1997b), Loomba (1998), Said (1979, 1989, 1993), and Thieme
(1996).

25. For further discussion of Marxist concepts of “class,” “class formation,” and “class
struggle,” see Gibson-Graham, Resnick and Wolff (2001), Houtman (2003), Kirk (1996),
and, of course, E.O. Wright (1978, 1979, 1985, 1989, 1992, 1994, 1997, 2005).

26. The Marxist discourse on the “Asiatic mode of production” is, to say the least, diverse
and, quite often, heatedly debated. The major works are: Bailey and Llobera (1981), Dunn
(1982), Ferenc (1979), Krader (1975), O’Leary (1989), Sawer (1977), and Schram (1969).

27. Chabal relates that Cabral (1983a) was, among other things, a humanist, and one of
the “key aspects of his personality was his deep commitment to humanist ideals and his di-
rect concern for human beings, especially the oppressed and down-trodden” (p. 168). Ac-
cording to Chabal: “Cabral’s approach to politics in general and to revolution and socialism
in particular is . . . better understood in the light of . . . more direct personal concerns than
by way of his more abstract theoretical pronouncements. It becomes easier to see why his po-
litical work as a party leader and teacher emphasized the need for personal morals and de-
cency by all and not merely political vigor and dedication on the part of the party cadre. Most
of his speeches to party members stress their duty to act in accordance with principles of hon-
esty and morality. Cabral had an almost puritanical notion of what these responsibilities im-
plied. . . . Party members must not only seek to improve the living conditions of the popula-
tion, they must also display the qualities of goodness and honesty which the revolution
demanded. Cabral’s view of the new society, therefore, derived largely from his view of the re-
quirements of human virtue. Socialism was desirable because, and insofar as, it genuinely
sought to create a better society, not simply a more prosperous one” (p. 179). 

28. On this point, I should like to reiterate that Lewis Gordon (1997a), in the introduc-
tion to Existence in Black: An Anthology of Black Existential Philosophy, has asserted that:
“Africana philosophy’s history of Christian, Marxist, Feminist, Pragmatist, Analytical, and
Phenomenological thought has . . . been a matter of what specific dimensions each had to of-
fer the existential realities of theorizing blackness. For Marxism, for instance, it was not so
much its notions of ‘science’ over all other forms of socialist theory, nor its promise of a world
to win, that may have struck a resonating chord in the hearts of black Marxists. It was, instead,
Marx and Engels famous encomium of the proletarians’ having nothing to lose but their
chains. Such a call has obvious affinity for a people who have been so strongly identified with
chattel slavery” (p. 4). Cabral, Fanon, Du Bois, James, and the theorists of Negritude, among
other Africana intectual-activists, have each critically engaged Marxist (socialist and/or com-
munist) theory, among other traditions and schools of thought, precisely insofar as they un-
derstand them to offer viable alternatives to the human suffering and misery of their respec-
tive times and circumstances. Cesaire (1972) may very well have said it best when he stated
that the necessity of “our liberation placed [and continues to place] us on the left” (p. 78).
He further asserted, it need be recalled: “Marx is all right, but we need to complete Marx” (p.
70). 

29. In this sense Cabral’s critical theory bares startling and striking similarities to Cornel
West’s “prophetic pragmatism.” See West, The American Evasion of Philosophy (1989), and es-
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pecially chapter 6, “Prophetic Pragmatism: Cultural Critique and Political Engagement” (pp.
211–242), where he states that “prophetic pragmatism”: (1) “closely resembles the radical
democratic elements of Marxist theory, yet its flexibility shuns any dogmatic, a priori, or
monistic pronouncements” (p. 214); (2) “promotes genealogical materialist modes of analy-
sis” (p. 223); and, (3) is distinctive in the sense that its “hallmarks . . . are a universal con-
sciousness that promotes an all-embracing democratic and libertarian moral vision, a histor-
ical consciousness that acknowledges human finitude and conditionedness, and a critical
consciousness which encourages relentless critique and self-criticism for the aims of social
change and personal humility” (p. 232). Although West comes to, or draws, the bulk of his
conclusions from his engagement of Western European and European American (masculin-
ist) philosophical traditions, it should be observed that he is on point on many issues, but,
perhaps because he remains so closely wedded to white, Eurocentric, and masculinist philo-
sophical traditions his work often suffers from many of the very difficulties and deficiencies
that he has been wont to criticize his white/Western male colleagues’ thought and texts for.
West knows full well that it would be extremely absurd, and go far amiss, to purport that one
was writing “a masterful text” of contemporary social theory and radical politics without con-
sidering “racial and gender subjugation” (p. 223). However, he does not appear to compre-
hend that observing and/or acknowledging the necessity of critically engaging racial and gen-
der oppression (and I would add, other forms of subjugation, say, economic and heterosexist
oppression, etc.) in contemporary critical social theory, does not necessarily mean that one
has or is actually engaging racial and gender oppression. West, it seems to me, would have to
actually engage the oppositional knowledge(s) and social theories of race and gender op-
pressed peoples in order to really understand and offer alternatives to the current social set-
ting(s) that would, as he admonishes others, really and truly grapple with racial and gender
oppression in positive and progressive ways. For examples of (radical) politics and (critical)
social theory that does consider racial and gender (among other forms of) domination, op-
pression and exploitation, see A.Y. Davis (1981, 1989, 1998a), P.H. Collins (1998, 2000,
2005, 2006), hooks (1984,1991, 1995, 2000a, 2004a, 2004b), J.A. James (1996, 1997,
1999), and Rabaka (2007a, 2008a). 

30. I use the term “underdeveloped” here in the sense that Walter Rodney (1972) does in
How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, and especially in the section entitled, “What Is Underde-
velopment?,” when he wrote: “The question as to who, and what, is responsible for African
underdevelopment can be answered at two levels. First, the answer is that the operation of the
imperialist system bears major responsibility for African economic retardation by draining
African wealth and by making it impossible to develop more rapidly the resources of the con-
tinent. Second, one has to deal with those who manipulate the system and those who are ei-
ther agents or unwitting accomplices of the said system. The capitalists of Western Europe
were the ones who actively extended their exploitation from inside Europe to cover the whole
of Africa. In recent times, they were joined, and to some extent replaced, by capitalists from
the United States; and for many years now even the workers of those metropolitan countries
have benefited from the exploitation and underdevelopment of Africa. None of these remarks
are intended to remove the ultimate responsibility for development from the shoulders of
Africans. Not only are there African accomplices inside the imperial system, but every African
has a responsibility to understand the system and work for its overthrow” (pp. 27–28). Rod-
ney’s work has been enormously influential on my conception of black radical politics and
critical social theory. For more on Rodney, please see Rodney (1963, 1965, 1967, 1970, 1972,
1976, 1981, 1990). The noted Caribbean political scientist Rupert Lewis (1998) has provided
one of the best critical commentaries on Rodney’s life and legacy.

31. In Marxism, 1844–1990: Origins, Betrayal, Rebirth, Roger Gottlieb provides an extremely
accessible yet critical interpretation of the original theories developed by Karl Marx that be-
came, after his death, and in the hands of Fredriech Engels, Karl Kautsky, and Eduard Bern-
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stein, among others, an orthodox doctrine that was to be strictly adhered to (pp. 59–71). This
work is important in the sense that it lays out a one hundred and fifty year trajectory of (West-
ern European) Marxist thought in clear and cogent language. For more technical and histori-
cized readings of the so-called “Western Marxist” tradition (which include the Frankfurt
School critical theorists), and which shed more light on the positive and progressive possi-
bilities of Marxist thought, see New Left Review (1977), Jay (1984), and Howard (1988). On
Marx’s and Marxist influence on diasporan African intellectual-activists, see C.J. Robinson
(2000). And, for a contemporary critique of the Marxist project that bids Marxism farewell,
argues that “Marxism is over,” and announces that “we” (read: the European and Euro-Amer-
ican Lefts) are “on our own,” see Ronald Aronson, After Marxism (1995). Aronson’s work elo-
quently explicates the overall positives and negatives of the Marxist project and does not
merely question whether this or that aspect of Marxist theory is viable, but often goes against
the grain of neo-Marxist literature by not providing another big, social blueprint that, at some
remote date, is suppose to cure all social ills. Granted, Aronson’s work bears striking similar-
ities to Marcuse’s One Dimensional Man (1964), with its bleak and at times pessimistic tone,
it nonetheless does end, unlike One Dimensional Man, on an affirmative note; invoking not
only the later “utopian” Marcuse, but also Ernst Bloch, and particularly his work, The Princi-
ple of Hope (1986).

32. Cabral is noted for using agronomical language in his discourse on national liberation.
Humus, according to Webster’s Dictionary, is a brown or black substance resulting from the par-
tial decay of plant and animal matter, it is the organic and, often, most potent part of the soil. 

33. With regard to the self-determination of all peoples, see endnote #5 above, and UN
General Assembly resolutions: 523 (VI) of 12 January 1952, 626 (VII) of 21 December 1952,
1314 (XIII) of 12 December 1958, and 1803 (XVII) of 14 December 1962.

34. On this point, Ernest Wamba-Dia-Wamba (1991), in “Philosophy in Africa: Chal-
lenges of the African Philosopher,” asserted: “Either philosophy unites with the popular
masses, who make the authentically national history, and is thus liberating; or it is separated
from them—idealizes itself—and loses its creative foundation and thus becomes oppressive.
In today’s Africa, to think is increasingly to think for or against imperialism. Indifference, neu-
trality, and even ignorance only strengthen imperialism. Any discourse on objectivism, or
cognitive non-involvement as the condition of truth and science, is nothing but an imperial-
ist form of persuasion” (p. 244, emphasis in original). As Cabral admonishes the African
masses, and Wamba-Dia-Wamba African philosophers, to define their positions either for or
against imperialism, I would like—considering our contemporary condition(s)—to forward a
similar suggestion to contemporary Africana (and other) critical theorists. Our work must be
historically rooted, socially relevant and morally responsible, and we must make every effort
to relate our (concrete) philosophies and/or (critical) theories to: (1) radical political praxes
that provide a foundation for and help to foster (2) revolutionary democratic socialist trans-
formation that would ultimately lead to (3) the radical/revolutionary and rational redistrib-
ution of human and material resources—that is, the radical/revolutionary and rational redis-
tribution of cultural capital, social wealth, and political power.

35. I am well aware that this statement, at first glance, may appear to many as fairly
“utopian.” However, I say to the anti-utopianists and democratic socialist skeptics precisely
what Herbert Marcuse (1969b) did: “I will not be deterred by one of the most vicious ide-
ologies of today, namely, the ideology which derogates, denounces and ridicules the most
decisive concepts and images of a free society as merely ‘utopian’ and ‘only’ speculative. It
may well be that precisely in those aspects of socialism which are today ridiculed as utopian,
lies the decisive difference, the contrast between an authentic socialist society and the es-
tablished societies, even the most advanced industrial societies” (p. 20). A certain amount
of utopianism, therefore, has its place, but I contend that this type of thinking is most ef-
fective only after a (hopefully “critical”) theorist has, in extremely accessible language, ex-
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plicated “what is.” That is to say that the theorist has engaged and interpreted the world, or
a specific circumstance or situation, as it actually exists, in its concreteness. A critical theo-
rist describes and criticizes “what is,” and—perhaps herein lies the distinction of “critical”
theorists and “critical” theory—projects and provides alternatives, potentialities and possi-
bilities as to how and the ways in which we (collectively) can produce “what ought to be.”
It is in this light that I agree with Marcuse (1968, p. xx) when he asserted that, “freedom is
only possible as the realization of what today is called utopia” (also, see Marcuse, 1970a,
pp. 62–82). I take Marcuse to mean that just as human beings, history, and culture are al-
ways and ever evolving, so too should our concept(s) of what it means to be free, our con-
cept(s) of freedom. With the present state of technology, science, communications, etc., we
have the ways and the means through which we can bring into being forms of freedom
(modes of human/e existence and experience) unfathomed and unimagined by any other
people, in any other age or epoch. As critical theorists, it is our task, indeed, it is our solemn
duty, to promote liberating, as opposed to dominating, uses of human and material re-
sources, as well as science and technology.
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I was most interested in ways in which philosophy could serve as a basis for devel-
oping a critique of society and how that critique of society could figure into the de-
velopment of practical strategies for the radical transformation of society. . . . I
never saw philosophy as separate from a social critique or from social activism.

—Angela Y. Davis, African American Philosophers: 17 Conversations, p. 21 

[T]he writings of thinkers who were engaged in very concrete struggle in their com-
munities tend to be overlooked as philosophical or theoretical. . . . But there’s a
whole other part of philosophy and theory that is not professionalized and that,
for me, is the exciting part.

—Joy A. James, African American Philosophers: 17 Conversations, pp. 255–256

Practice without thought is blind; thought without practice is empty. . . . Social rev-
olution must therefore have, standing firmly behind it, an intellectual revolution,
a revolution in which our thinking and philosophy are directed towards the re-
demption of our society. Our philosophy must find its weapons in the environ-
ment and living conditions of the African people. It is from those conditions that
the intellectual content of our philosophy must be created.

—Kwame Nkrumah, Consciencism: 
Philosophy and Ideology for Decolonization, p. 78

If it is true that a revolution can fail, even though it be nurtured on perfectly con-
ceived theories, nobody has yet successfully practiced Revolution without a revolu-
tionary theory.

—Amilcar Cabral, Unity and Struggle: 
Speeches and Writings of Amilcar Cabral, p. 123
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RECONSTRUCTING AND REPOLITICIZING CRITICAL SOCIAL
THEORY: SYNTHESIZING CRITICAL RACE THEORY, BLACK MARXISM,

BLACK FEMINISM, WOMANISM, REVOLUTIONARY
DECOLONIZATION, AND REVOLUTIONARY RE-AFRICANIZATION 

We may conclude in light of the foregoing chapters that the relationship between
theory and praxis has always been a core concern within the classical Africana tra-
dition of critical theory, and remains relevant for contemporary Africana critical the-
orists. In terms of Du Bois’s inauguration and contributions to classical Africana crit-
ical theory, we have witnessed that it not only promoted and provides a paradigm
for an ongoing transdisciplinary synthesis of philosophy with history, sociology,
psychology, political science and economics, among other disciplines, but that from
its inception Africana critical theory distinguished itself from Eurocentric and Marx-
ist class conflict-focused critical theory by strongly stressing the importance of race,
racism, and white supremacy; gender, sexism, and patriarchy; colonialism, racial
colonialism, and capitalist colonialism, as well as its unique race-centered and
racism-conscious critique of capitalism and promotion of radical and, at times, rev-
olutionary democratic socialism. For example, though Du Bois’s early work un-
doubtedly falls within the realm of black bourgeois intellectualism, his middle pe-
riod and later work ultimately gave way to what can only properly be called
praxis-promoting theory, or theory with practical intent, which he conceived to be the
critical theoretical arm of radical, and later, revolutionary social and political strug-
gles and movements. With regard to Fanon’s contributions to Africana critical the-
ory, he consistently linked theory to revolutionary decolonization, calling on the
wretched of the earth to shake free from the physical and psychological shackles that
have long bound them and arrested their development. For Cabral, theory is em-
ployed as a weapon in the war against imperialism. It is not the exclusive domain of
petit bourgeois intellectuals, colonial administrators, or anti-colonial party or
movement leaders, but can be utilized and put into action by anyone who is willing
to think critically about the colonial world and its connections to capitalism,
racism, and sexism.

Even with the intense emphasis on the production of praxis-promoting theory,
theory with practical intent, and theory grounding in and growing out of radical and
revolutionary continental and diasporan movements, very few contemporary
Africana intellectual-activists, with very few exceptions, have explored the practical
dimensions of Africana Studies in general, and Africana theory in specific (Aldridge
and Young, 2000; Aldridge and James, 2007; Asante and Karenga, 2006; Bobo and
Michel, 2000; Bobo, Hudley and Michel, 2004; Gordon and Gordon, 2006a, 2006b;
Hudson-Weems, 2007; Marable, 2000, 2005). Consequently, the Africana tradition
of critical theory has suffered as serious deficit and scarcely any Africana Studies
scholars, including Africana philosophers, have consciously contributed to the dis-
course and development of an Africana critical theory of contemporary culture and
society. While several contemporary Africana Studies scholars have produced de-
tailed and often comprehensive works in cultural criticism, social theory, philoso-
phy, liberation theology and literary theory, their contributions to “concrete philos-
ophy,” “philosophy of praxis,” “theory with practical intent,” and radical politics are
more than modest in view of the innovativeness and enormity of the classical con-
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tributions to the Africana tradition of critical theory. The classical contributions have
been chronicled and often apolitically analyzed, usually from disciplinary perspec-
tives other than those of Africana Studies, throughout the twentieth century, but
their radical and, even more, their revolutionary promise has sadly remained unre-
alized, and this is all the more bewildering considering the resurgence of issues at
the dawn of the twenty-first century which plagued continental and diasporan
Africans, as well as humanity as a whole, in the twentieth century. This book offers
the first extended examination of the Africana tradition of critical theory and
demonstrates why this tradition remains relevant to, not simply Africana Studies
and Africana intellectual-activists, but to struggling continental and diasporan
Africans, “the black masses,” if you will, who are the authentic architects, tireless
teachers, and the singular subjects of Africana Studies. This book, also, has implica-
tions for non-African cultural critics, social theorists, postcolonial theorists, critical
race theorists, revolutionary nationalists, and revolutionary humanists, among oth-
ers, who understand the increasing importance of critical comparative cultural stud-
ies, revolutionary multiculturalism, and transethnic insurgent intellectual-activism. 

The Africana tradition of critical theory has several serious challenges before it;
challenges which if not adequately addressed could potentially signal setbacks in its
continued conceptual generation and much-needed discursive development or,
worst, setbacks that ultimately symbolize Africana critical theory’s intellectual epi-
taph. One of the many major challenges Africana critical theory must immediately
engage involves developing a deeper dialogue with the discourse(s) of Africana
Women’s Studies, which includes both black feminist and womanist theory (Dove,
1998a; Guy-Sheftall, 1995, Hudson-Weems, 1995, 2004; James and Sharpley-Whit-
ing, 2000; Nnaemeka, 1998; Sharpley-Whiting, 2002). Another major conceptual
hurdle that Africana critical theory must urgently address is simultaneously deep-
ening and developing its relationship with black radical politics in general, and the
discourse of black Marxism in particular. 

There is a tendency in Africana Studies where black feminists seem to dialogue
more deeply and more frequently with white feminists than with the womanists
diligently working in their own field—womanists who have been and currently con-
tinue to work on a wide-range of often-identical issues employing transdisciplinary
research methods and cross-cultural critical perspectives that are much more com-
patible with black feminism than those of the majority of white feminists (Allan,
1995; K.G. Cannon, 1988, 1995; P.H. Collins, 1995; Dove, 1998a, 1998b; Floyd-
Thomas, 2006a, 2006b; Houston and Idriss, 2002; Hudson-Weems, 1995, 1997,
1998a, 1998b, 1998c, 2000, 2001a, 2001b, 2004, 2007; L. Phillips, 2006; Riggs,
1994; Townes, 1993a, 1993b, 1995, 2006; S. Williams, 1990). This is due, in part,
to the controversy surrounding nomenclature, not simply in Africana Women’s
Studies, but in Africana Studies in general (Aldridge and Young, 2000; Asante and
Karenga, 2006; Gordon and Gordon, 2006a, 2006b; Hudson-Weems, 2007). Many
women of African descent are fine with being labeled “black feminists,” while oth-
ers prefer to “self-name,” “self-describe,” and “self-define” themselves and their
work as “womanists” and “womanism,” respectively. Though continuing to call her-
self a black feminist, Patricia Hill Collins (2000) has argued that “[r]ather than de-
veloping definitions and arguing over naming practices—for example, whether this
thought [or, thought-tradition] should be called black feminism, womanism, 
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Afrocentric feminism, Africana womanism, and the like—a more useful approach
lies in revisiting the reasons why black feminist thought exists at all” (p. 22). Ac-
cording to Collins, black feminist thought exists as a consequence of the “dialecti-
cal relationship linking African American women’s oppression and activism.” She
continues, “[a]s long as black women’s subordination within intersecting oppres-
sions of race, class, gender, sexuality, and nation persists, black feminism as an ac-
tivist response to that oppression will remain needed” (p. 22). This means, then,
that no matter how women of African descent define, describe, and identify them-
selves and their classical and contemporary thought-tradition(s), what is of para-
mount importance is that Africana critical theorists recognize and utilize their theo-
ries and praxes, along with the work of others (e.g., authentic anti-racist white
feminists, as well as Native American, Chicana/Latina, and Asian radical/revolu-
tionary feminists and womanists), in their efforts to critically engage the interlock-
ing, intersecting, and overlapping nature of race, gender, class, and sexuality op-
pression in continental and diasporan African life-worlds and life-struggles (see
also, P.H. Collins, 1986a, 1986b, 1998, 2003, 2005, 2006). 

We witness a similar situation when we come to the work of the black Marxists.
They, too, it seems to me, exhibit a propensity to dialogue more deeply and more
frequently with white Marxists and the Eurocentric Marxist tradition in general than
they tend to dialogue with and critically develop the black radical tradition, which,
if truth be told, pre-dates the Eurocentric Marxist tradition, and offers a wealth of
critical social and critical racial theories that speak more directly to the special issues
confronting continental and diasporan Africans (Bogues, 2003; C.W. Mills, 1987,
2003). This is not in any way to say that the black Marxists and the black feminists
should not critically dialogue with white Marxists and white feminists, but only to
remind them that their dialogues with the Eurocentric theorists working in their re-
spective areas of interest usually either exhibit an intense intellectual inferiority
complex, or are stuck in a deconstructive mode where there is merciless criticism of
every aspect of Marxism or feminism that may even seem to be Eurocentric or pa-
triarchal without, and this is the real problem, contributing to efforts aimed at re-
constructing the black radical tradition—which has always included radical black
women, many of whom pre-date the black feminism versus womanism debate—
and creating new critical theories of race, gender and (neo)colonialism, as well as
incorporating conventional critical theory’s critique of capitalism and bourgeois cul-
ture.1 In other words, there is a predisposition on the part of many black Marxists
and black feminists to contribute to the critique and deconstruction of Eurocentric
and patriarchal theory, but no real conscious efforts aimed at the critical recon-
struction of the black radical tradition, of which black feminism and black Marxism
are merely two of myriad trends, and, even more, there seems to be very little em-
phasis on conceptual generation: that is, the creation of new critical theory that not
only transgresses Eurocentric and patriarchal theory, but transcends the black radi-
cal tradition, simultaneously strongly stressing the black radical tradition’s need to
constantly and self-reflexively identify and rid itself of its obsolete aspects, and its
need to maintain an epistemic openness, not only to new theories emerging from
Africana Studies, but new theoretical developments in the discourses of Marxism,
feminism, and humanism, among others areas, as well (Rabaka, 2007a, 2008a). 
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Here, then, let us critically examine some of the major movements in contempo-
rary critical social theory and, particularly, cutting-edge work on the radical social-
ist-feminist scene. This will aid us in our endeavor to distinguish the Africana tradi-
tion of critical theory from the insights and advances of those working in the
Frankfurt School tradition of critical theory. Moreover, by engaging the work of
those theorists operating from a simultaneously Marxist and feminist perspective we
will be able to further identify and deepen our understanding of the issues that con-
ceptually confront and pose pivotal conceptual pitfalls for the future development
of Africana critical theory, and specifically its ongoing efforts to emphasize the im-
portance of race and racism, as well as other issues, with regard to any theory that
claims to be a theory “critical” of the established (dis)order’s ideologies, domina-
tion, oppression, and exploitation. A brief but critical examination of Frankfurt
School-based feminism will, therefore, provide us with an opportunity to take a se-
rious look at one of the most provocative theoretical productions in recent radical
thought history: Nancy Fraser’s (1989) articulation of a “feminist critical theory” of
contemporary society.

THE SUBTLETIES OF WHITE SUPREMACY: 
THE RACE(IST) POLITICS OF MARXIST CRITICAL 
THEORY AND EUROCENTRIC FEMINIST THEORY

In “What’s Critical About Critical Theory?: The Case of Habermas and Gender,” the
noted feminist and critical theorist Nancy Fraser (1991) asserts that “a critical social
theory of capitalist societies needs gender-sensitive categories,” which is to say that
critical theory should move away from the “usual androcentric understanding” and
ordering of things commonplace in orthodox Marxian theory (p. 371). It should,
contrary to the critical theories of many members of the Frankfurt School (and their
discursive descendants), seriously engage the particularities of, and differences be-
tween, female and male domination and discrimination. For instance, as Jürgen
Habermas says “virtually nothing about gender” in Theory of Communicative Action,
his much-touted magnum opus, Fraser finds his critical theory seriously deficient
(p. 358). By conducting a “gender-sensitive reading” of his social theory, Fraser re-
veals that “there are some major lacunae in Habermas’s otherwise powerful and so-
phisticated model of the relations between public and private institutions in classi-
cal capitalism” (p. 370). For Fraser, when Habermas writes of the worker-citizen-
soldier in his critique of the public and private spheres under capitalism, he lays
bear some of the major weaknesses of his—and, in my opinion, many of the other
members of the Frankfurt School’s—critical theory: his failure to come to critical
terms with “the gender subtext of the relations and arrangements he describes,” and
the fact that “feminine and masculine identity run like pink and blue threads
through the areas of paid work, state administration and citizenship as well as
through the domain of familial and sexual relations. This is to say that gender iden-
tity is lived out in all arenas of life” (pp. 367, 370).2

In agreement with Fraser, I believe that “gender-sensitive readings” of, and radical
changes in, “the very concepts of citizenship, childrearing and unpaid work,” as well
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as “changes in the relationships among the domestic, official-economic, state and
political-public spheres” are necessary (p. 371). However, my conception of critical
theory also takes into consideration the racial subtext(s) and argues for race-sensitive
readings of power relations in the modern and “postmodern” moments. I am very
excited about the prospects of developing “feminist,” “gender sensitive” and/or, as I
prefer, critical women’s liberation theory. Which, in other words, is to say that I am
deeply devoted to developing critical social theory and cultural analysis that ac-
knowledges, in Fraser’s words, that: “We are, therefore, struggling for women’s au-
tonomy in the following special sense: a measure of collective control over the
means of interpretation and communication sufficient to permit us to participate
on par with men in all types of social interaction, including political deliberation
and decision-making” (p. 378). 

What bothers me about Fraser’s articulation of a feminist critical theory, however,
is the limited scope of her social-theoretical framework. While she correctly takes
Habermas—and, in many senses, the whole of the Frankfurt School tradition of crit-
ical theory—to task for the “gender-blindness” or, what I am wont to call, the gen-
der insensitivity of his social-theoretical framework, like Habermas, Fraser fails to the-
orize some of the ways in which racism adds a different, perhaps deeper dimension
to domination and discrimination in contemporary culture and society. Put another
way, I am highly perplexed by the racial myopia, that is, the racial blindness of a so-
phisticated feminist social theorist such as Fraser who, perhaps utilizing the Frank-
furt School critical-theoretical framework and philosophically following many of its
male members, treats race, racism, anti-racist struggle and critical race theory as in-
cidental and, more to the point, tertiary to the critique of sexism (and particularly
patriarchy) and capitalism.3

Many theorists have explored sexism, and many theorists have explored racism,
and a multitude of theorists (especially Marxists!) have critiqued capitalism. But,
racism and sexism and capitalism (and colonialism, I might add), treated in a criti-
cal conjunctive manner—perhaps of the sort advocated by the “black lesbian femi-
nist socialist mother of two, including one boy,” Audre Lorde (1984, p. 114), and
the kind of analysis that the black feminist sociologist Deborah King (1995) writes
of in her classic essay, “Multiple Jeopardy, Multiple Consciousness: The Context of
Black Feminist Ideology”—calls for a critical engagement of the Africana tradition
of critical theory and its distinct contributions to radical politics and critical social
theory. 

What do we find when we turn to the Africana tradition of critical theory? 
In this often-overlooked critical thought-tradition we are undoubtedly, and per-

haps unexpectedly for some, exposed to an arsenal of criticisms, a wide-range of the-
oretical weapons, which challenge and seek to provide solutions to several of the
major social and political problems of the nineteenth, twentieth and, I should like
to be one of the first to add, twenty-first centuries. This assertion is all the more ev-
ident when we critically engage Du Bois’s contributions to critical theory. Though
his thought covers a wide-range of intellectual terrain and ducks and dips into and
out of various academic disciplines (history, sociology, philosophy, political science,
economics, religion, education, and literature, among others), Du Bois, it can be
said at this point with little or no fan-fare, laid a foundation and provides a critical
theoretical framework for the systematic study of the four key forms of domination
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and discrimination that have shaped the modern world for several centuries: racism,
sexism, colonialism, and capitalism. All of his work, whether we turn to his novels,
volumes of poetry, plays, autobiographies, cultural criticisms, histories, social stud-
ies, political treatises or economic analyses, emanate from the critique of the four
aforementioned forms of oppression. Further, when Du Bois’s thought is placed
into critical dialogue with the work of other classical contributors to Africana criti-
cal theory, such as those examined in this study, and contemporary contributors to
Africana critical theory—such as, Angela Davis (1981, 1989, 1998a), Lucius Outlaw
(1996a, 2005), Cornel West (1982, 1988a, 1989, 1991, 1993a, 1999, 2004), bell
hooks (1984, 1995, 2000a), Audre Lorde (1984, 1996, 2004), Manning Marable
(1983, 1985a, 1987, 1993, 1996), Patricia Hill Collins (1998, 2000, 2005), Cedric
Robinson (2000, 2001), Lewis Gordon (1995b, 1997b, 2000a, 2006a, 2008), and
Joy James (1996a, 1997, 1999), among others—a distinguishable Africana tradition
of critical theory emerges as not simply a deconstructive critique of Eurocentric
Marxist and feminist critical theory, but also a reconstructive challenge to all con-
temporary or “new” critical theorists.

Returning to Fraser and feminist critical theory, again, I feel compelled to reiter-
ate that I utterly agree with her project when and where she argues that the worker-
citizen-soldier in classical and contemporary Marxian traditions (of which Frankfurt
School critical theory is a provocative and extremely important twentieth century
strand) is not androgynous or gender neutral but, in fact, dreadfully gendered, and
malevolently masculinist and male-centered at that. Fraser’s radical socialist-femi-
nist theory resonates deeply with my articulation of an Africana critical theory of
contemporary society when she accents some of the ways in which basic Marxian
categories, such as “worker,” “wage,” “consumer,” and “citizen,”—in her own words:

are not, in fact, strictly economic concepts. Rather, they have an implicit gender subtext
and thus are “gender-economic” concepts. Likewise, the relevant concept of citizenship
is not strictly a political concept; it has an implicit gender subtext and so, rather, is a
“gender-political” concept. Thus, this analysis reveals the inadequacy of those critical
theories that treat gender as incidental to politics and political economy. It highlights
the need for a critical-theoretical categorical framework in which gender, politics and
political economy are internally integrated. (Fraser, 1991, p. 371)

For Fraser, there are few, if any, gender-neutral concepts in Marxian theory. In fact,
much of Marxism, as she avers above, is rather gender-specific and often only speaks
to male struggles against economic exploitation; which is to say that Marxism, as it
was originally conceived and propagated from Karl Marx through to Herbert Mar-
cuse and the Western or Hegelian Marxist tradition, is one long theorization of
working-class men’s experience of, and class struggles against, the evils of capitalism
(P. Anderson, 1976; Gottlieb, 1992; Kolakowski, 1978a, 1978b, 1978c; Jay, 1984).
The trick, though, and one that has not gone unnoticed by Marxist feminists and so-
cialist feminists, is that for a very long time many Marxists (and, many female Marx-
ists notwithstanding) did not realize or critically take into consideration the simple
fact that when they wrote or spoke of “workers,” “wages,” “citizens,” and the like,
their ideas and arguments were premised on a false gender neutrality that more of-
ten than not signified males and their gender-specific sociopolitical wishes and
whims (see M. Barrett, 1980; Boxer and Quartaert, 1978; Braun, 1987; M.J. Buhle,
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1981; Di Stephano, 1991, 2008; Eisenstein, 1979; A. Ferguson, 1986, 1998; K.E. Fer-
guson, 1980; Guettel, 1974; Hansen and Philipson, 1990; Hennessey and Ingra-
ham, 1997; Holmstrom, 2002; Meulenbelt, 1984; Roberts and Mizuta, 1993; Row-
botham, 1973, 1979; Sargent, 1981; Slaughter and Kern, 1981). In a patriarchal
society, it is “normal,” utterly “universal” for theorizing men to exclude the plight
of women from their so-called “radical social theory,” “theories of social change,”
and/or their dialectical discourses on domination and liberation (see Benhabib and
Cornell, 1987; Essed, Goldberg and Kobayashi, 2005). For male theorists to identify
themselves and their discourses as patriarchal, male-supremacist or masculinist, or
to make mention of gender at all, is—from their vantage point—superfluous be-
cause of the super-structural and supra-structural dynamics of patriarchy and the
ways it plays itself out in the said society. Fraser is, indeed, on point when she sug-
gests that what is needed is a closer, more critical “gender-sensitive reading” of clas-
sical and contemporary radical thought and praxis in order to develop a critical the-
ory of contemporary society. 

Africana critical theory of contemporary society, however, parts company with
Fraser’s feminist critical theory when it calls for “a critical-theoretical categorical
framework in which gender, politics and political economy are internally inte-
grated” without so much as mentioning, let alone seriously engaging, the socio-his-
torical fact that race and racism as well have shaped the modern world and, there-
fore, should be included in any authentic critical theory of contemporary society.
Contemporary society, as several self-described “feminists” and “womanists” of
African descent have argued, is simultaneously sexist, racist, and economically 
exploitive—one need not think long about the various vicissitudes of contemporary
capitalism and colonialism. The task, then, of contemporary critical theory is to seek
solutions to these four fundamental social and political problems, among others as
they arise. 

In the classical Marxist tradition, and in most of the contemporary Marxist tradi-
tion, when Marxists theorize the plight of the “worker,” they are not only writing
about gender-specific workers, male workers, but also racially-specific workers, white
workers. The terms that the Marxists use are neither gender nor race neutral terms.
For instance, just as males are normative in a patriarchal society, so too are whites
in a socio-historically white supremacist society. Again, it is superfluous to make
mention of such matters as race and gender in a white and male supremacist soci-
ety, because the white male worldview is always and ever thought and taught to be
“neutral” and “universal.” To put it plainly: In a white and male supremacist society,
all are indoctrinated with the dominant ideology, which is inherently a hegemonic
white male worldview. Moreover, the appeal of purportedly gender and race neutral
terms—such as, worker, consumer, and citizen—is that they often silently signify
white males without actually overtly saying so. What this means, then, is that there
are actually invisible pre-reflexive parenthetical adjectives clandestinely attached to
these supposedly gender and race neutral terms: (white male) worker, (white male)
consumer, and (white male) citizen.4

Hence, had Fraser turned to the Africana tradition of critical theory, and especially
the work of Angela Davis (1981, 1989, 1998a), Audre Lorde (1984, 1988, 1996,
2004), bell hooks (1981, 1984, 1991, 1995, 2000a, 2004a, 2004b), and Patricia
Hill Collins (1998, 2000, 2005, 2006), she would have found not only a critical and
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analytical engagement of capitalism and sexism, but also some of the most sus-
tained and sophisticated theorizations of race and racism, and the ways in which
racism, sexism and capitalism overlap, interlock and intersect, in recent human his-
tory. She would, further, have been able to observe not simply the gendered sub-
text(s) of the Marxian tradition, but also its racial (and, oft times, racist) subtext(s),
ultimately positing, as I intend to, the need for Marxists to critically note that their
basic concepts and categories are race and gender specific (and supremacist), as well
as political and economic. In other words, I am arguing, following the Eritrean
philosopher, Tsenay Serequeberhan (1994), that “political ‘neutrality’ in philoso-
phy, as in most other things, is at best a ‘harmless’ naiveté, and at worst a pernicious
subterfuge for hidden agendas” (p. 4). It is not enough, from the Africana critical
theoretical perspective, for Fraser to highlight gender’s import for radical political
and economic analysis without, in the spirit of the Africana tradition of critical the-
ory, stretching it to encompass the study of race, racism, critical race theory, and con-
temporary anti-racist struggle. Finally, in the Africana tradition of critical theory, had
Fraser turned to it, she would have also found an anti-colonial theory and discourse
on revolutionary decolonization that could have possibly helped her extend and ex-
pand her concepts of the “inner colonization of the life-world,” which she borrowed
from Habermas, and “decolonization,” which she—similar to almost the entire
Frankfurt School tradition of critical theory—limits to life-worlds and lived-experi-
ences in capitalist countries (Fraser, 1989, pp. 129-143, 161–187).5

Capitalism, it should be stated outright, does marginalize, exploit, and oppress
women in ways markedly different from men, and especially in patriarchal capitalist
societies. However, and equally important, capitalism also perpetuates and exacer-
bates racial domination and discrimination. This is a socio-historical fact that many
Marxist feminists and socialist feminists have long neglected, and also a fact to which
the Africana tradition of critical theory, and especially Africana women’s liberation
theorists, have devoted a great deal of time and intellectual energy. Though there is
much more in Fraser’s theory and the feminist critiques of Frankfurt School critical
theory that I find philosophically fascinating, for the purposes of the discussion at
hand I have accentuated those aspects of Fraser’s arguments that help to highlight the
distinctive features of Africana critical theory of contemporary society. 

(RE)CONSTRUCTING THE AFRICANA TRADITION OF CRITICAL
THEORY: PLACING A GREATER EMPHASIS ON, AND

INCORPORATING THE INSIGHTS OF, AFRICANA WOMEN’S STUDIES

It is not my intention here to (re)interpret and (re)inscribe the Africana male criti-
cal theorists examined in the previous chapters as super anti-sexist social theorists.
They, quite candidly, were not. However, some of their work does provide contem-
porary critical theorists, Africana and otherwise, with paradigms that might be ex-
tremely useful in the reconstruction and, even more, the creation of new critical the-
ories that speak to the special needs and new problems of the twenty-first century.
What I am advocating here, then, is a critical and dialectical, simultaneously wom-
anist and black feminist approach to the contributions to the Africana tradition of
critical theory explored in this study.6
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I am well aware of the ways that an anti-sexist male perspective in a male su-
premacist society is not as suspect as an anti-sexist female perspective—though I
would respectfully concede that an anti-sexist male perspective is suspect to a certain
degree and that gender progressive males are marginalized and ostracized in such a
social world, though they have never been marginalized and ostracized to the extent
to which (anti-sexist) women have historically been in the said social world. How-
ever, and in all intellectual honesty, an anti-sexist male (with the most minute
amount of academic credentials and/or institutional affiliation) can quickly be-
come, in the minds of the ruling race/gender/class and their media machines in a
male supremacist social world, an authoritative anti-sexist “voice of reason.” This, of
course, is similar in many senses to the ways that white “race traitors” and white
anti-racists are exalted as the definitive voices of anti-racist reason and radical anti-
racist political practice in white supremacist society. Africana critical theory must de-
cidedly destabilize and resist efforts to position it as a racialist or anti-racist, Marxist
or Pan-Africanist, black feminist or womanist, continental or diasporan, or black na-
tionalist or revolutionary humanist discourse, because—as stated above—it must
continuously critically and dialectically deepen and develop the basic concepts and
categories of its socio-theoretical framework and synthesize disparate discourses
into its own original anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-capitalist, anti-colonialist, and sexual
orientation-sensitive critical theory of contemporary society. 

To read Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk and Darkwater, or Fanon’s Black Skin,
White Masks and The Wretched of the Earth, it is to read not merely studies in race
and racism, but also studies in class and caste. To read Du Bois’s Black Reconstruction
and Color and Democracy, or C. L. R. James’s The Black Jacobins and A History of Pan-
African Revolt, it is not simply to read studies in race, caste and class, but also stud-
ies in Pan-Africanism and anti-colonialism. And, finally, when Du Bois’s “The
Damnation of Women,” Angela Davis’s Women, Race, and Class and Women, Culture,
and Politics, or bell hooks’s Ain’t I A Woman and Feminist Theory are read, what one
is reading are not merely studies in race and class theory, but also critical analyses
of gender domination and discrimination, and especially as these overlapping, in-
terlocking, and intersecting systems of oppression and exploitation effect the life-
worlds and lived-experiences of black women. It is the multidimensionality and
transdisciplinary nature of the Africana tradition of critical theory that makes it dif-
ficult for opportunistic interpreters to appropriate and (re)articulate this radical
thought-tradition in a monodimensional and monodisciplinary manner. Moreover,
it is this same multidimensionality and transdisciplinarity of the contributions to
the Africana tradition of critical theory explored in the present study that provides
paradigmatic examples of some of the ways contemporary male anti-sexist social
theorists can simultaneously avoid being appropriated as “the” authoritative and
most rational voices of gender justice, and connect critiques of serious sexism with
those of racism and classism. 

If male anti-sexist social theorists openly and honestly dialogue with, document
and disseminate the community and campus work of female anti-sexist social the-
orists, then, it will be very difficult for male supremacist media machines to project
the gender progressive male voice as the definitive voice of gender justice. Critically
engaging women’s liberation theory and praxis by actively participating in the said
theory and praxis, male anti-sexist social theorists can and should expand the range

294 Chapter 7



and use(s) of women’s liberation theory and other anti-sexist social theory to in-
clude the work of both women and men who sought and are seeking gender justice.
Male anti-sexist social theorists must simultaneously (re)claim and (re)construct
male anti-sexist, gender justice, and women’s liberation theory and praxis traditions,
and share the knowledge they discover and create with gender justice-seeking
women and men. In fact, one of the special tasks of anti-sexist men is to encourage
our brother-friends to critically examine the ways in which they embrace patriarchy
and perpetuate and exacerbate sexism and female domination and discrimination.
Male anti-sexist social theorists and activists are long overdue in articulating to sex-
ist men the violent psychological and physical consequences of male supremacist
thought and behavior, and how, as quiet as it is kept, this thought and behavior not
only robs women of their human and civil rights, but also often causes serious life-
threatening conflicts and contradictions among men.7

What I am calling for here is for anti-sexist men to unflinchingly encourage sex-
ist men to self-consciously confront and correct their sexist socialization and sexist
thought and behavior. Anti-sexist men must embrace the revolutionary responsi-
bility of providing new paradigms for modern masculinity. We must repentantly
show the world, and especially women, our sister-friends, that patriarchal, phallo-
centric, militaristic and misogynistic masculinity are not definitive practices or
modes of masculinity but deformations and destructions of masculinity. Mas-
culinity, henceforth and forevermore, must be predicated on moral practice. What
it means to be a “man” must begin to be bound up with males’ embrace of the eth-
ical obligation to end female domination and discrimination and their promotion
of women’s decolonization, women’s liberation, and radical anti-sexist socio-
political reorganization. 

Africana male anti-sexist social theorists and radical political activists must be
bold enough and brave enough to take our cue from our anti-sexist forefathers, men
(“father figures”) like Charles Lenox Remond, Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. Du Bois,
and Frantz Fanon, among others, who—as I have endeavored to illustrate through-
out this study—possessed problematic but nonetheless progressive stances on gen-
der justice and, specifically, Africana women’s decolonization and liberation. How-
ever, and even more than turning to the anti-sexist thought and practice traditions
of our forefathers, anti-sexist men of African descent must learn the many lessons
our freedom fighting foremothers’ legacies of liberation thought and practice have
to teach. This impulse to learn radical life-saving and life-enhancing lessons from
our foremothers must also extend to the thought, texts and practices of anti-sexist
Africana women in our present age. A common characteristic of both black feminist
and womanist discourse is the notion that theory and practice must simultaneously
speak to the special needs of women of African descent and the emancipatory aspi-
rations of all continental and diasporan Africans, which, of course, includes men of
African descent. This means, then, that (most) modern black feminists and wom-
anists do not adhere to the constraints of Eurocentric constructions of gender
and/or sex roles. The only “role” women and men of African descent have is that of
black revolutionaries: radical anti-racist, anti-sexist, and anti-imperialist rebels and
renegades. Here, then, lies one of the greatest and, I should say, gravest challenges
to the development of critical theory in general, and the Africana tradition of criti-
cal theory in specific.
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WAGING WAR WITH THE WEAPON OF AFRICANA CRITICAL 
THEORY: INTELLECTUAL HISTORICAL AMNESIA, THEORETICAL 

INHERITANCE, AND ONGOING EPISTEMIC OPENNESS

As an ongoing social praxis-promoting theory and intellectual archaeology project,
African critical theory stands very little chance of realization if one of the major
problematics of Africana Studies is not critically and consciously overcome—and
that is, its seeming hostility toward or, at the least, reluctance to produce new the-
ory to guide new praxis. All too often in Africana Studies and, ironically, even in
Africana philosophy, theory is opposed to praxis, to radical politics, to the life-
worlds, lived-experiences and life-struggles of continental and diasporan Africans,
as though it is something intrinsically outside of Africana revolutionary praxis,
and, even more, as though critical thought is somehow absent when and where
black revolutionaries and black radical praxis are present. A similar observation
could be made of the obverse: All too often black radical praxis is exalted as an end
in itself and, very rarely, is it critically and reflexively examined for its contribution
to black radical politics and Africana critical theory. It is astonishing that Africana
Studies, which prides itself on its intellectual-activist inception and growth out of
radical grassroots movements (e.g., the Black Power, Black Arts, Black Women’s Lib-
eration, Black Liberation Theology, Black Anti-War, among other, movements),
seems to regularly reject or lamely label “Eurocentric” new theories produced by
Africana Studies scholars who critically dialogue with a wide-range of anti-racist,
anti-sexist, anti-capitalist, anti-colonialist, and sexual orientation-sensitive theory
produced by non-Africana Studies scholars, be it critical race theory, feminist the-
ory, Marxist theory, postcolonial theory or queer theory, among others. Narrow-
minded notions such as these not only display the epistemic exclusiveness and intel-
lectual insularity that Africana critical theory on principle challenges and wants
nothing whatsoever to do with, but it also demonstrates that this one-dimensional
conception of Africana Studies is not in any way revolutionary and, actually, is ret-
rogressive, since it seeks to deform and collapse the traditionally transdisciplinary
discipline of Africana Studies into a monstrously mangled monodisciplinary disci-
pline which studies continental and diasporan Africans from some supposed pris-
tine and perfect “African” or “black” racial, ethno-cultural and, this should be em-
phasized, essentialist perspective.

It is all the more interesting that these tendencies to downplay the relationship
between, or dislodge the unity of, theory and praxis by many contemporary black
academics (as opposed to Africana intellectual-activists) should be so strong in a field,
Africana Studies, which, if truth be told, evolved out of grassroots efforts to con-
sciously connect theory to praxis, and praxis to theory; a field which from its inau-
guration was amazingly transdisciplinary, transnational, transethnic, transgender,
and transgenerational, simultaneously seeking to transgress and transcend the
boundaries of both white supremacy and narrow-minded black nationalism; a field
which currently has unprecedented access to intellectual and political resources, per-
haps, unfathomed by the architects and founders of the field (see Anderson and
Stewart, 2007; Blassingame, 1973; Croutchett, 1971; P.T.K. Daniels, 1981; Ford,
1973; P.A. Hall, 1999; Hare, 1972; Harris, Hine and McKay, 1990; Kershaw, 2003;
Kilson, 1973, 2000a; Marable, 2000, 2005; Nelson, 2001; Rojas, 2007; Rooks, 2006;
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J.B. Stewart, 1996b, 2004; J. Turner, 1984). This seeming aversion to new theory and
new praxis is, indeed, yet another bewildering, if not cruel, irony in contemporary
Africana Studies. The often forgotten fact that theory was never alien to, or outside
of—indeed, it was integral to, and inextricable from—every great black radical and
black revolutionary movement in the modern moment, and especially throughout
the twentieth century, has never been concretely comprehended, deeply internal-
ized, or fully appreciated by contemporary Africana Studies scholars and students.
Historically “theory” in Africana Studies, as is so often the contemporary case, has
long been associated with the esoterica, obscurantism, and dilettantism of black ac-
ademic elites or ebony-ivory tower intellectualism, the twentieth and twenty-first
century “Talented Tenth,” if you will, or, worst, it has been clumsily connected to Eu-
rocentric intellectualism, and specifically European and European American philos-
ophy and science. However, theory in Africana Studies has very rarely been inter-
preted as we witnessed Cabral advocated it should be, as a “weapon,” as a guide to
revolutionary praxis, indeed, as an essential instrument in efforts aimed at initiating
or continuing the protracted dialectical process of revolutionary decolonization and
revolutionary re-Africanization.8

Those contemporary Africana Studies scholars who spurn theory and conceptual
generation in favor of praxis and concrete activities, not only do a great disservice to
the original Africana Studies conception of the unity of theory and praxis, but they
inevitably ultimately avoid the key complicated issues, complex dilemmas, and cru-
cial questions that must be resolved if Africana Studies and, even more, continental
and diasporan Africans are to really progress, as opposed to regress, and rescue, re-
claim and rehabilitate their histories and cultures, as well as continue to make their
unique contributions to human culture and civilization. Viewed from an Africana
critical theoretical perspective, then, theory is nothing other than the cognitive di-
mension of revolution which, in other words, means that Africana critical theory is
nothing other than serious and systematic, critical and dialectical thinking about the
goals, methods, strategies and tactics of continental and diasporan African revolutionary self
and social transformation; what has been referred to as the dialectical process of revolu-
tionary decolonization and revolutionary re-Africanization. A wide-range of insurgent in-
tellectual and radical political activities can and do contribute to Africana critical
theory, but always emphasis is placed on connecting theory to praxis and praxis to
theory, as it was when Africana Studies was established. In the Africana tradition of
critical theory, ideas and action, words and deeds, theory and praxis are understood
to be inextricable, each deeply implicating and dialectically guiding and informing
the other, not separated, or one thought to be more important than the other. In
fact, Africana critical theory maintains that the traditional white supremacist social
scientific one-sided embrace of either theory or praxis reduces both of them to un-
critical, undialectical, and extremely empty bourgeois abstractions, and this is espe-
cially the case when and where past, present, and future continental and diasporan
African revolutions are concerned. 

More specifically, it is important to observe here that many black radicals and
Africana Studies scholars’ obsession with immediate practical solutions, with quick
concrete choices, with “hurrying up and getting things done” (an idea which, Cor-
nel West asserted in The American Evasion of Philosophy [1989], may actually owe a
lot more to American pragmatism and anti-intellectualism than revolutionary black
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nationalism and Pan-Africanism), is actually in line with the way the white su-
premacist, patriarchal, capitalist-colonial world views black radical politics and rev-
olutionary social movements. Black anti-intellectualism and the over-emphasis on,
often antiquated, black radical praxis, no matter how soul-satisfying, mind-boggling
and militant, may indeed temporarily challenge and transgress white supremacy, pa-
triarchy, capitalism and colonialism, but it historically has not permanently solved
these pressing problems. Therefore, Africana critical theory argues that anti-theory ac-
tion-oriented black radical politics often unwittingly aids imperialism because it does not
provide its practitioners with the weapon(s) of theory, which they will need to chart the
changes of, and wage war against, the new forms of racism, sexism, capitalism, and colo-
nialism. In the final analysis, then, the anti-theory thesis or, at the least, the over-em-
phasis on praxis thesis put forward by many black radicals is actually an a sign of
their own intense internalization of Eurocentrism and imperialism, and specifically
the diabolical dialectic of white intellectual superiority and black intellectual inferiority.
What the anti-theory black radicals fail to understand is that the rationale for, and
the role of, Africana critical theory is to aid in efforts to create the critical con-
sciousness, the weapons of black revolutionary theory and black revolutionary
praxis through which the white supremacist, patriarchal, and capitalist-colonial
world is permanently negated and transcended and, even more, the long-hoped for
revolutionary anti-racist, critical multicultural, democratic socialist, sexual orienta-
tion-sensitive, and liberated women’s world is finally established. A further failure
of the anti-theory approach to black radical politics and revolutionary social move-
ments is that it seeks to side-step the historical fact that most continental and dias-
poran Africans have, in one way or another, been racially colonized and that some
sort of reflexive theory, dialectical thought, and/or critical thinking is needed to raise
an awareness and create a critical consciousness of, not simply their continued racial
colonization, oppression and exploitation, but classical and contemporary efforts
aimed at revolutionary decolonization and revolutionary re-Africanization.

At the same time, it must be honestly admitted that much more than “theory” in
the traditional sense is needed to incite and influence black radical praxis and revo-
lutionary social movements in the modern moment. Again, theory is indispensable
to any liberation project but, as we have witnessed with the anti-theorists who over-
emphasize what seems to border on anarchic political action, theory is not and
should never be made to appear to be an end in itself. Africana critical theory si-
multaneously intellectually and politically historicizes and epistemically opens up
entirely new conceptions and approaches to praxis and revolution, all the while in-
troducing new conceptions and approaches to critical theory, unprecedentedly em-
phasizing its unique and integral role in the dialectical process of revolutionary de-
colonization and revolutionary re-Africanization. From the Africana critical
theoretical perspective, all human beings are theorists in light of the fact that all hu-
man beings think, have the capacity to create, and are essentially social beings who
readily participate in, and contribute to, ongoing shared human projects and the con-
struction of shared human products which constitute the world-historical process of
creating new human cultures and civilizations. As this is the case, and to the extent
that all human beings have ideas, beliefs, feelings, and aesthetics as they participate
in their respective evolving socio-political and cultural orders, and, further, to the
extent that all human beings exert some influence on their respective environments,
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then, all human beings are potentially, if not actually, theorists, though admittedly
not “critical” theorists. An additional assertion could be made concerning all hu-
man beings as bearers of consciousness, though admittedly not bearers of “critical”
consciousness.

Of course, many other critical questions remain: What about the nature and level
of consciousness? In what ways do the overlapping, interlocking, and intersecting
combined effects of racism, sexism, capitalism, and colonialism impact and affect
the creation of critical consciousness amongst continental and diasporan Africans?
What forms of consciousness-raising are most promising in the present? Africana
critical theory endeavors to resolve the longstanding dichotomy between “the intel-
lectuals” and “the masses,” “the experts” and “the laypersons,” and “the leaders”
and “the followers.” It openly challenges Du Bois’s original “Talented Tenth” theory
and encourages its practitioners to turn to his theory of the “Guiding Hundredth.”
Where his Talented Tenth thesis has been criticized for being bourgeois, elitist, and
unconcerned with the black masses, Du Bois’s doctrine of the Guiding Hundredth
was almost the complete opposite: revolutionary, collectively led by radical workers
and activist-intellectuals, and utterly concerned with the black masses. His addi-
tional emphasis on human rights and civil rights ultimately gave way to a discussion
of character and service. It was no longer enough for the Talented Tenth to be tal-
ented, quipped Du Bois, they also had to be willing and able to struggle, sacrifice,
and serve in the best interests of the black masses and humanity as a whole. Du Bois
(1996c), then, charged the new Talented Tenth, his Guiding Hundredth, with the
task of providing “self-sacrificing,” “unselfish, farseeing” leadership through its
“honesty of character and purity of motive” (p. 173). He brazenly criticized his 1903
articulation of the Talented Tenth thesis, observing that it “put in control and power,
a group of selfish, self-indulgent, well-to-do men, whose basic interest in solving the
Negro Problem was [purely] personal” (p. 162).9

Africana critical theory compels its practitioners to critically comprehend that the
distinctions made between black intellectual elites and the black masses, the “Tal-
ented Tenth” and the allegedly “Untalented Ninetieth,” if you will, are not simply
counter-revolutionary, but also a trend that is central to the social and political di-
vision of labor in white supremacist patriarchal bourgeois society. Therefore,
Africana critical theory argues that “theory,” in the revolutionary sense, should not
be disconnected from praxis, but should always be linked to the ongoing process of
revolutionary decolonization and revolutionary re-Africanization. There, quite sim-
ply, is no room in the Africana tradition of critical theory for black exceptionalism,
black intellectual elitism or black vanguardism, à la Du Bois’s initial articulation of
the Talented Tenth. Africana intellectual-activists must, indeed, continue to practice
conceptual generation, but with a deeper and more critical dialogue with the black
masses who, in the final analysis, are the true creators and wielders of the weapon
of Africana critical theory.

The Africana tradition of critical theory has been often overlooked in annuals of
Africana intellectual history, and when on rare occasions it has been engaged it has
been seen as the exclusive domain of a very small cohort of big word-wielding and
super-sophisticated theorists; many of whom maintain that their work represents an
historically-necessary stage in the development of black radical politics and critical
social theory. Africana critical theory acknowledges that “theory” in Africana Studies
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has often been manipulated for elitist and extremely opportunistic purposes which,
consequently, explains why so many contemporary Africana Studies scholars and
black radicals seem to have a revulsion against or, at the least, an aversion to new
theory and new praxis, and often uncritically advocate “returning” to classical black
radical political theories and revolutionary praxes. Employing Cabral as one of its
primary points of departure, Africana critical theory, indeed, does advocate “return-
ing to the sources” of classical black radical politics and revolutionary praxis, but it
importantly distinguishes itself from the theses of the anti-theory or anti-new the-
ory advocates through its emphasis on ongoing epistemic openness and synthesis of
classical theory with contemporary theory, Africana and otherwise, in the interest of
creating critical theories and revolutionary praxes that address the new and novel is-
sues of the twenty-first century. Africana critical theory argues that it will never be
enough for black academics to write sophisticated philosophical treatise and elabo-
rate analyses of racism, sexism, capitalism, and colonialism; though, it does ac-
knowledge that work such as this is undoubtedly indispensable and a significant
contribution to the Africana tradition of critical theory. What is more crucial in the
long run for Africana critical theory is the popularization and diffusion of the
weapon of theory, which is an indispensable aid in, not only critically understand-
ing, but consciously transgressing, transcending and—I dare say—transfiguring
white supremacy, patriarchy, capitalism, colonialism, and heterosexism, among
other aspects of modern imperialism, in the interest of bringing into being a new,
post-imperialist humanity, society, and world. I shall end the way I humbly began,
softly saying, singing this solemn, sacred prayer: Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrika. . . .

NOTES

1. As we witnessed in chapter 4 of the present study, Lucius Outlaw (1996a) has provided,
perhaps, the best programmatic exposition of the over-emphasis on deconstructing Eurocen-
trism and the under-emphasis on the reconstruction of Africana thought-traditions in his clas-
sic essay, “African ‘Philosophy’?: Deconstructive and Reconstructive Challenges” (pp. 51–74).
It would be virtually impossible to overstate the influence of this essay, as well as Outlaw’s
equally important essay, “Africana Philosophy,” on my general argument in this section and
throughout the remainder of this conclusion (pp. 75–96). Professor Outlaw, as is well-
known, served on my doctoral dissertation committee and was, in many ways, a sort of philo-
sophical “midwife,” if you will, who assisted in my conception of Africana critical theory. His
thought and texts continue to contribute to my conceptions of black radical politics and crit-
ical social theory. It is my humble hope that my work will be seen as an extension and ex-
pansion of his conception of “critical theory in the interests of black folk,” which he was de-
veloping long before I was born (Outlaw, 2005). I, once again, say asante sana (thank you a
thousand times) to Professor Outlaw for his kind counsel and continued encouragement. He
is, without one single doubt, a rare and beautiful human being, and one of the most princi-
pled and provocative philosophers critically theorizing at present. 

2. With regard to Frankfurt School critical theory, Erich Fromm and Herbert Marcuse in-
corporated aspects of what could loosely be termed “feminist theory” into their articulations
of a critical theory of contemporary society. However, neither theorist was consistent nor ever
fully developed a feminist and/or anti-sexist dimension of their respective theories of social
change. Though Fromm’s inchoate socialist-feminist thinking by far surpasses that of Marcuse
prior to the 1960s, it is important to observe Marcuse’s efforts in the last decade of his life to
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take a “feminist turn,” if you will, and to merge Marxism with feminism, among other ele-
ments of 1960’s radical social thought and political practice. See, for example, Fromm’s “The
Theory of Mother Right and its Relevance for Social Psychology,” “Sex and Character,” “Man-
Woman,” and “The Significance of Mother Right for Today,” and Marcuse’s “Dear Angela,”
Counterrevolution and Revolt, and “Marxism and Feminism” (Fromm, 1947, 1955, 1970a; Mar-
cuse, 1971, 1972a, 1974). For critical commentary on these thinkers’ pro-feminist thought,
see Funk (1982), Kellner (1984, 1989, 1992), and P. Mills (1987). And, for further feminist
critiques of classical and contemporary Frankfurt School-based critical theory, see Benhabib
(1986, 1992), Fraser (1989, 1991), Heberle (2006), and Meehan (1995). More than any
other major Frankfurt School critical theorist—Theodor Adorno, Walter Benjamin, Max
Horkheimer, and Jürgen Habermas—my conception of critical theory has been indelibly in-
fluenced by Herbert Marcuse, whose critical theory increasingly incorporated and openly ex-
hibited the influence of Africana liberation theory (Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, Frantz
Fanon and the Black Panthers), Latin American liberation theory (Che Guevara and Fidel
Castro), and women’s liberation theory (Rosa Luxemburg and Angela Davis) (see Marcuse,
1969a, pp. 7, 46–47, 79–91, 1970a, pp. 82–108, 1972a). Though Marcuse never dialogued
with Africana, Latin American, and women’s liberation theory with the depth and detail
which he did European and European American (male) theory, and considering the fact that
his approach to the life-worlds and lived-experiences of non-Europeans/non-whites was thor-
oughly shot-through with the accoutrements of Eurocentrism—Marcuse (1972a, pp. 9, 29)
employed labels and language such as, “backward capitalist countries” and “barbarian civi-
lization[s]”—there may, yet and still, be much in his social thought that could be of use to
Africana and other non-European/non-white critical theorists (see Marcuse, 1964, 1965c,
1969a, 1970a, 1970b, 1972a, 1972b, 1973, 1978a, 1997a, 2001, 2004, 2007a, 2007b). In
fact, and in all intellectual honesty, my own deep respect for, and interest in, Marcuse and
Marcusean critical theory has been indelibly influenced by the critically acclaimed African
American feminist philosopher and radical political activist Angela Davis (2005b), who was
one of his students in the late 1960s and who recently remarked at a conference held in
honor of the centennial of his birth:

It seems to me that the overarching themes of Marcuse’s thought are as relevant today on the cusp
of the twenty-first century as they were when his scholarship and political interventions were most
widely celebrated. . . . I am not suggesting that Marcuse should be revived as the preeminent theo-
rist of the twenty-first century. He, more than anyone, insisted on the deeply historical character of
theory. It would certainly militate against the spirit of his ideas to argue that his work contains the
solution to the many dilemmas facing us as scholars, organizers, advocates, artists, and, I would
add, as marginalized communities, whose members are increasingly treated as detritus and rele-
gated to prisons, which, in turn, generate astronomical profits for a growing global prison industry.
An uncritical and nostalgic version of Marcuse, which, for example, fails to acknowledge the limits
of an aesthetic theory that maintains a rigid distinction between high and low art, one that is not
willing to engage seriously with popular culture and all its contradictions, would not be helpful to
those who are seeking to forge radical political vocabularies today. But if we abandon our Marcuse
nostalgia and attempt to incorporate his ideas into a historical memory that draws upon the useful
aspects of the past in order to put them to work in the present, we will be able to hold on to Mar-
cuse’s legacies as we explore terrains that he himself could never have imagined. (pp. xi, xiii–xiv) 

3. Once again the work of Lucius Outlaw (2005) weighs in. Here and throughout the re-
mainder of this section his work in philosophy of race and critical race theory are juxtaposed
with Fraser’s feminist philosophy and feminist critical theory. In particular, Outlaw’s essays,
“Toward a Critical Theory of Race,” “Critical Theory in a Period of Radical Transformation,”
and “Critical Social Thought in the Interests of Black Folk,” have been employed as decon-
structive and reconstructive paradigms. Where I find Fraser’s conception of critical theory
weak in terms of grasping and grappling with race and racism, I believe that one of the 
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major weaknesses of Outlaw’s conception of critical theory is that it, in most instances, either
does not adequately acknowledge gender, sexism, or patriarchy, or it inadequately engages
them when and where it does. My conception of critical theory, Africana critical theory, seeks
to salvage and synthesize the most radical, if not revolutionary, aspects of Fraser and Outlaw’s
conceptions of critical theory, along with a wide-range of new critical theory, to create and
contribute a simultaneously anti-racist, anti-sexist, anti-capitalist, anti-colonialist, and sexual
orientation-sensitive critical theory of contemporary society (see Rabaka, 2003b, 2004,
2006a, 2007a, 2008a, 2008b). 

4. In terms of my argument here, the influence of the Caribbean philosopher, Charles
Mills (1997, 1998, 2003a), simply cannot be overstated, and specifically his book Blackness
Visible: Essays on Philosophy and Race (1998) where he innovatively asserted:

Suppose we place race at the center rather than in the wings of theory. The idea is to follow the ex-
ample of those feminist of the 1970s once characterized as radical (as against liberal or Marxist),
who, inspired by the U.S. black liberation movement, decided to put gender at the center of their
theorizing and appropriated the term patriarchy to describe a system of male domination. So rather
than starting with some other theory and then smuggling in gender, one begins with the fact of gen-
der subordination. . . . The important point—as “race men” [and “race women”] have always ap-
preciated—is that a racial perspective on society can provide insights to be found in neither a white
liberalism nor a white Marxism [nor a white feminism], and when suitably modified and recon-
structed, such a perspective need not imply biological generalizations about whites or commit the
obvious moral error of holding people responsible for something (genealogy, phenotype) they can-
not help. (pp. 98, 104, emphasis in original)

Deeply indebted to Mills’s work, Africana critical theory advocates a conjunctive approach to
critical theory; an approach which places race and gender and class and sexuality at the center
of, not only critical analyses of contemporary society, but of the creation and reconstruction
of the radical theories and revolutionary praxes aimed at transforming contemporary society.
Africana critical theory, therefore, does not argue that race and racism are the most pressing
social and political problems confronting the critical theorists of the twenty-first century, and
it does not claim that class should be replaced with race or gender as the central problematic
of critical theory. However, it does audaciously assert that critical theory stands in need of rad-
ical reconstruction, and that critical race theory, philosophy of race, sociology of race, femi-
nism, womanism, and postcolonialism, among other theoretical perspectives, should be crit-
ically utilized to supplement conventional critical theory’s critiques of capitalist class struggle
and political economy. The main idea here is to correct the methodological omissions and
strengthen the epistemic weaknesses of classical and contemporary critical theory, not pre-
scribe yet another intellectually insular and myopic methodology. 

5. I think it most fitting to conclude here by noting that since she published “What’s Crit-
ical About Critical Theory?: The Case of Habermas and Gender” (which was originally pub-
lished in 1985), Fraser (1998) has critically engaged the discourse of critical race theory, es-
pecially in her breath-takingly brilliant essay, “Another Pragmatism: Alain Locke, Critical
‘Race’ Theory, and the Politics of Culture.” Therefore, I want to make it clear that my criticisms
of her conception of critical theory are specific to this particular essay and are not in anyway
indicative of my, otherwise, profound intellectual admiration for and affinity to her work.
Truth be told, she, too, has made her own unique contribution to my conception of Africana
critical theory. Here, then, I have only raised my concerns about how her omission of critical
race theory and the Africana tradition of critical theory weakened her otherwise extremely
erudite and astute articulation of a new critical theory of contemporary society.

6. Here, it should be observed, that Africana critical theory openly draws from bell hooks
(1981), Patricia Hill Collins (1998, 2000), Deborah Gray White (1999), Joy James (1996a,
1997, 1999), and Kimberly Springer (2005), among others’, critically acclaimed studies that
document and clearly demonstrate Africana women’s contributions to black radicalism. This
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book not only employs their work as critical paradigms and points of departure but it seeks
to humbly offer new, male-feminist and male-womanist, among other, interpretations of
Africana men’s contributions to black radicalism. The male theorists discussed in this vol-
ume—Du Bois probably representing an extremely problematic exception (see Rabaka,
2003b, 2003d, 2004, 2007a)—were neither “male-feminist” nor “male-womanist,” and cer-
tainly not in the sense that these terms are being employed in contemporary Africana Stud-
ies, and Africana Women’s Studies in specific, but their ideas and actions may yet and still
make a special contribution to new critical theory, to a reconstructed black radicalism, just as
the work of the womanists and black feminists mentioned above has, indeed, contributed to
the deconstruction and reconstruction of the black radical tradition (see also Awkward, 2000;
Byrd and Guy-Sheftall, 2001; Carbado, 1999; Lemons, 1997). 

7. My argument here and throughout this section has benefited from a wide-range of work
in women’s, men’s, and gender studies, as well as male-feminism and male-womanism. For
example: Adams and Savran (2002), Awkward (1995), Brod (1987), Brod and Kaufman
(1994), Buchbinder (1994), Byrd and Guy-Sheftall, (2001), Carbado (1999), H. Christian
(1994), P.H. Collins (2000, 2005), Cornwall and Lindisfarne (1994), Digby (1998), Dench
(1996), Gardiner (2002), Gilmore (1990), Goldrick-Jones (2002), hooks (2004a, 2004b),
Jardine and Smith (1987), Kiberd (1985), Kimmel (1987, 1995, 1996, 2004a, 2004b, 2006),
Kimmel and Aronson (2004), Kimmel, Hearn and Connell (2005), Kimmel and Mosmiller
(1992), May, Strikwerda and Hopkins (1996), Murphy (2004), M.A. Neal (2005), Porter
(1992), Schacht and Ewing (1998), Seidler (1991), Spender (1981), Stoltenberg (1993), and
Whitehead and Barrett (2001). 

8. The black radical feminist philosopher, Joy James (1998), perceptively pointed to the
historical relationship between theory and praxis in Africana Studies and black freedom
movements in answering the question, “So, what is African American philosophy?” Her re-
sponse, in part, was:

Well . . . there is no monolithic African American thought. There have been ways in which our the-
ory and philosophy have served in our liberation project and there have been ways in which it’s res-
onated with particular aspects of culture, American culture and Black American or African American
culture. I see it though now splintering in a lot of ways. Transcending the Talented Tenth: Black Lead-
ers and American Intellectuals takes a look at this construction of the Black intellectual, which has
been debated quite a bit in recent years. So, there is a lot of this questioning of—and I’m not sure
if people would use this term “philosophers” anymore as they would intellectuals—who we are as
Black intellectuals, what are our responsibilities, what are our intellectual abilities. I think that there
is an incredible amount of insecurity running through a lot this discourse right now that reflects the
levels of performance and the lack of substance. There seems to be almost an ungroundedness in
political thought and the ability to critique structure. And in this ungroundedness, there is a false
performance. There is a type of vanity, the projection of the self as this Black intellectual self and a
Black critical thinker, even though apparently the Emperor and Empress have lost some of their gar-
ments. This splintering of African American critical thought (I do think there is a difference between
philosophy and theory) has to do a lot with our low expectations and even lower levels of political
courage. (pp. 252–253; see also J.A. James, 1997)

James not only speaks to the intense interconnectedness of theory and praxis in Africana
Studies, but she also critiques the intellectual inferiority, intellectual timidity, pseudo-
substance, propensity to perform, and lack of radical political courage on the part of many, if
not most, contemporary black academics. Like Lucius Outlaw, she self-reflexively critiques
nomenclature, such as “philosopher,” that might be misinterpreted, or place what could be
perceived as even greater distance between black intellectuals and the black masses. Outlaw
(1998) hit the issue on its head when he said, “once you get into the business of talking about
Black, African American or Africana philosophy, you are already working against certain elit-
ist and otherwise restrictive notions of philosophy. For philosophizing had been defined 
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literally as reserved for a certain elite class of civilized people—white people—and among
them the most civilized and capable of strenuous rational activity” (p. 315). Following James
and Outlaw’s lead, my articulation of Africana critical theory seeks to “return to the sources”
of the Africana tradition of critical theory and black radical praxis by steering clear of hierar-
chical thought and verbose language which could potentially alienate the black masses from
black intellectuals, or black intellectuals from the black masses. In fact, Africana critical the-
ory goes a step further and endeavors to destabilize the artificial and, therefore, arbitrary di-
chotomy between the “black intellectuals” and the “black masses” by reminding contempo-
rary Africana Studies scholars and students, which includes Africana philosophers, that it was
always, and that it remains, humble, struggling continental and diasporan Africans, the “black
masses,” if you must, who are the authentic architects, tireless teachers, and the singular sub-
jects of Africana Studies. 

9. For further critical discussion of Du Bois’s “Talented Tenth” and “Guiding Hundredth”
theories, please see my “The Du Bois-Washington Debate: Social Leadership, Intellectual
Legacy, and the Lingering Problematics of African American Politics,” in Du Bois’s Dialectics:
Black Radical Politics and the Reconstruction of Critical Social Theory, where I contend:

When he took the podium to deliver the “Talented Tenth Memorial Address,” on August 12, 1948,
Du Bois, then an octogenarian, critically returned to his early leadership thought, and physically re-
turned to the site where he began his academic career, Wilberforce University. At Wilberforce, he
would simultaneously eulogize the old, war-worn Talented Tenth thesis and conceptually christen
the more democratic “doctrine of the Guiding Hundredth.” Before an audience, who heretofore
would have been ideal candidates for his erstwhile Talented Tenth cadre of race leaders, Du Bois crit-
icized his elite leadership model, permanently disassociating himself and his discourse from the
Talented Tenth. In his address, Du Bois advocated the radical democratization and international-
ization of black leadership and the black liberation struggle. Though he had intimated it previously,
or so he thought, he now wanted to strongly stress that black leaders and the black liberation strug-
gle must be preoccupied with more than merely the “race question” and achieving racial justice.
With the work that many consider his magnum opus, Black Reconstruction (1935), Du Bois began an
intense study of the political economy of race and racism, employing Marxist methodology and
coupling it with the ever-evolving philosophy of race (and critical race theory) he had been devel-
oping for over half a century. From the start of his Marxist studies, orthodox (or, rather, white) Marx-
ists attacked his interpretation and application of Marxism to black America and later Pan-Africa,
charging him with “revisionism” and dubbing Du Bois (as they did C. L. R. James),—as Anthony
Bogues has so perceptively put it—a “black heretic.” He was not dismayed, and after more than a
decade of deeply dialoguing with Marxism and incorporating it into his political philosophy and
social program(s), Du Bois, utilizing the Marxian dialectical method, deconstructed and recon-
structed his leadership and liberation thought. (Rabaka, 2008a, pp. 104–105)

Du Bois’s discourse on the Guiding Hundredth distinctly demonstrates many of the lessons
he had learned from, not only black America’s betrayal at the hands of his Talented Tenth,
but also the lessons he learned from half a century of participating in the Pan-African move-
ment; toppling Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Machine; bitterly battling Marcus Garvey
and his Back to Africa movement; witnessing two World Wars; observing the rise of Russian
communism; and, intensely studying Marxism for over a quarter of a century. One of the
many reasons Du Bois was consistently attacked by white Marxists during the latter years of
his intellectual and political life was because his “revisionism” moved beyond Karl Marx and
Marxists’ most privileged agents of revolution: the white working class, or the “proletariat,” in
Marxian vernacular. Du Bois charged, not merely the white working class and labor unions
with white supremacy, but he also asserted that most white Marxists’ and their party politics
suffered from white supremacy. As a result, he argued, white Marxists could not be counted
as “comrades” (to borrow once again from Marxian vernacular) in African American and Pan-
African liberation struggles. 
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In radically and anti-racistly calling into question traditional Marxian concepts of the pro-
letariat as the privileged agent of revolution and the predestined revolutionary subjects, Du
Bois endeavored to demonstrate that the Marxian model simply could not be grafted onto a
white supremacist capitalist society with multi-racial workers. Race and racism, central social
issues that Marxists have historically neglected, and of which Du Bois is considered to have
pioneered the critical and systematic study, makes Marxism, as Cornel West (1993a) once put
it, “indispensable” as a methodological orientation critical of capitalism and class struggle,
but “ultimately inadequate” in grasping the distinctive features of anti-black racism and
global white supremacy (p. 259). Du Bois, therefore, contributed a critical theory of race to
Marxian discourse, laying a foundation for many of the first race-class concepts and opening
it to anti-racist categories of critical analysis, and, in so doing, he simultaneously broadened
the base of both Marxism and the Africana tradition of critical theory. The Guiding Hun-
dredth, following in the footsteps of the widely-read, well-traveled, and world-historical
eighty year-old W. E. B. Du Bois, was awesomely envisioned by its conceptual creator and dis-
cursive doyen, Du Bois himself, as simultaneously and multidimensionally: internationalist,
revolutionary humanist, critical multiculturalist, pacifist, Pan-Africanist, democratic socialist,
anti-colonialist, anti-capitalist, anti-racist, and, though he does not adequately emphasize it
in this specific address, anti-sexist. Even more than his theory of the Talented Tenth or his
concept of double-consciousness, it is clear that Du Bois intended his “doctrine of the Guid-
ing Hundredth” to be both a concrete contribution to African American and Pan-African lead-
ership and liberation thought, and, however subtly, a late-life conceptual creation by which
his intellectual trajectory could be properly charted and critically characterized.
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