On Violence

National liberation, national reawakening, restoration of the na-
tion to the people or Commonwealth, whatever the name used,
whatever the latest expression, decolonization is always a violent
event. At whatever level we study it—individual encounters, a
change of name for a sports club, the guest list at a cocktail party,
members of a police force or the board of directors of a state or
private bank—decolonization is quite simply the substitution
of one “species” of mankind by another. The substitution is un-
conditional, absolute, total, and seamless. We could go on to
portray the rise of a new nation, the establishment of a new state,
its diplomatic relations and its economic and political orienta-
tion. But instead we have decided to describe the kind of tabula
rasa which from the outset defines any decolonization. What
is singularly important is that it starts from the very first day with
the basic claims of the colonized. In actual fact, proof of suc-
cess lies in a social fabric that has been changed inside out. This
change is extraordinarily important because it is desired, clam-
ored for, and demanded. The need for this change exists in a
raw, repressed, and reckless state in the lives and consciousness
of colonized men and women. But the eventuality of such a
change is also experienced as a terrifying future in the con-
sciousness of another “species” of men and women: the colons,
the colonists.
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Decolonization, which sets out to change the order of the
world, is clearly an agenda for total disorder. But it cannot be
accomplished by the wave of a magic wand, a natural cataclysm,
or a gentleman’s agreement. Decolonization, we know, is an
historical process: In other words, it can only be understood, it
can only find its significance and become self coherent insofar
as we can discern the history-making movement which gives it
form and substance. Decolonization is the encounter between
two congenitally antagonistic forces that in fact owe their singu-
larity to the kind of reification secreted and nurtured by the co-
lonial situation. Their first confrontation was colored by violence
and their cohabitation —or rather the exploitation of the colo-
nized by the colonizer—continued at the point of the bayonet
and under cannon fire. The colonist and the colonized are old
acquaintances. And consequently, the colonist is right when he
says he “knows” them. It is the colonist who fabricated and con-
tinues to fabricate the colonized subject. The colonist derives his
validity, i.e., his wealth, from the colonial system.

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

Decolonization, therefore, implies the urgent need to thor-
oughly challenge the colonial situation. Its definition can, if we
want to describe it accurately, be summed up in the well-known
words: “The last shall be first.” Decolonization is verification of
this. At a descriptive level, therefore, any decolonization is a
success.
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In its bare reality, decolonization reeks of red-hot cannonballs
and bloody knives. For the last can be the first only after a mur-
derous and decisive confrontation between the two protagonists.
This determination to have the last move up to the front, to have
them clamber up (too quickly, say some) the famous echelons
of an organized society, can only succeed by resorting to every
means, including, of course, violence.

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

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

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

The “native” sector is not complementary to the European
sector. The two confront each other, but not in the service of a
higher unity. Governed by a purely Aristotelian logic, they fol-
low the dictates of mutual exclusion: There is no conciliation
possible, one of them is superfluous. The colonist’s sector is a
sector built to last, all stone and steel. It’s a sector of lights and
paved roads, where the trash cans constantly overflow with strange
and wonderful garbage, undreamed-of leftovers. The colonist’s
feet can never be glimpsed, except perhaps in the sea, but then
you can neverget close enough. They are protected by solid shoes
in a sector where the streets are clean and smooth, without a
pothole, without a stone. The colonist’s sector is a sated, slug-
gish sector, its belly is permanently full of good things. The
colonist’s sector is a white folks’ sector, a sector of foreigners.

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

This compartmentalized world, this world divided in two, is
inhabited by different species. The singularity of the colonial
context lies in the fact that economic reality, inequality, and
enormous disparities in lifestyles never manage to mask the
human reality. Looking at the immediacies of the colonial con-
text, it is clear that what divides this world is first and foremost
what species, what race one belongs to. In the colonies the eco-
nomic infrastructure is also a superstructure. The cause is effect:
You are rich because you are white, you are white because you
are rich. This is why a Marxist analysis should always be slightly
stretched when it comes to addressing the colonial issue. It is
not just the concept of the precapitalist society, so effectively
studied by Marx, which needs to be reexamined here. The serf
is essentially different from the knight, but a reference to divine
right is needed to justify this difference in status. In the colonies
the foreigner imposed himself using his cannons and machines.
Despite the success of his pacification, in spite of his appropria-
tion, the colonist always remains a foreigner. It is not the facto-
ries, the estates, or the bank account which primarily characterize
the “ruling class.” The ruling species is first and foremost the
outsider from elsewhere, different from the indigenous popula-
tion, “the others.”

Theviolence which governed the ordering of the colonial world,
which tirelessly punctuated the destruction of the indigenous
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social fabric, and demolished unchecked the systems of refer-
ence of the country’s economy, lifestyles, and modes of dress,
this same violence will be vindicated and appropriated when,
taking history into their own hands, the colonized swarm into
the forbidden cities. To blow the colonial world to smithereens
is henceforth a clear image within the grasp and imagination of
every colonized subject. To dislocate the colonial world does not
mean that once the borders have been eliminated there will be
a right of way between the two sectors. To destroy the colonial
world means nothing less than demolishing the colonist’s sec-
tor, burying it deep within the earth or banishing it from the
territory.

Challenging the colonial world is not a rational confrontation
of viewpoints. It is not a discourse on the universal, but the im-
passioned claim by the colonized that their world is fundamen-
tally different. The colonial world is a Manichaean world. The
colonist is not content with physically limiting the space of the
colonized, i.e., with the help of his agents of law and order. As if
to illustrate the totalitarian nature of colonial exploitation, the
colonist turns the colonized into a kind of quintessence of evil.!
Colonized society is not merely portrayed as a society without
values. The colonist is not content with stating that the colonized
world has lost its values or worse never possessed any. The “na-
tive” is declared impervious to ethics, representing not only the
absence of values but also the negation of values. He is, dare we
say it, the enemy of values. In other words, absolute evil. A cor-
rosive element, destroying everything within his reach, a corrupt-
ing element, distorting everything which involves aesthetics or
morals, an agent of malevolent powers, an unconscious and in-
curable instrument of blind forces. And Monsieur Meyer could
say in all seriousness in the French National Assembly that we

1 We have demonstrated in Black Skin, White Masks the mechanism of
this Manichaean world.
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should not let the Republic be defiled by the penetration of the
Algerian people. Values are, in fact, irreversibly poisoned and
infected as soon as they come into contact with the colonized.
The customs of the colonized, their traditions, their myths, es-
pecially their myths, are the very mark of this indigence and
innate depravity. This is why we should place DDT, which de-
stroys parasites, carriers of disease, on the same level as Chris-
tianity, which roots out heresy, natural impulses, and evil. The
decline of yellow fever and the advances made by evangelizing
form part of the same balance sheet. But triumphant reports by
the missions in fact tell us how deep the seeds of alienation have
been sown among the colonized. I am talking of Christianity and
this should come as no surprise to anybody. The Church in the
colonies is a white man’s Church, a foreigners’ Church. It does
not call the colonized to the ways of God, but to the ways of the
white man, to the ways of the master, the ways of the oppressor.
And as we know, in this story many are called but few are chosen.

Sometimes this Manichaeanism reaches its logical conclusion
and dehumanizes the colonized subject. In plain talk, he is re-
duced to the state of an animal. And consequently, when the
colonist speaks of the colonized he uses zoological terms. Allu-
sion is made to the slithery movements of the yellow race, the
odors from the “native” quarters, to the hordes, the stink, the
swarming, the seething, and the gesticulations. In his endeavors
at description and finding the right word, the colonist refers
constantly to the bestiary. The European seldom has a problem
with figures of speech. But the colonized, who immediately grasp
the intention of the colonist and the exact case being made
against them, know instantly what he is thinking. This explosive
population growth, those hysterical masses, those blank faces,
those shapeless, obese bodies, this headless, tailless cohort, these
children who seem not to belong to anyone, this indolence
sprawling under the sun, this vegetating existence, all this is part
of the colonial vocabulary. General de Gaulle speaks of “yellow
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multitudes,” and Monsieur Mauriac of the black, brown, and
yellow hordes that will soon invade our shores. The colonized
know all that and roar with laughter every time they hear them-
selves called an animal by the other. For they know they are not
animals. And at the very moment when they discover their hu-
manity, they begin to sharpen their weapons to secure its victory.

As soon as the colonized begin to strain at the leash and to
pose a threat to the colonist, they are assigned a series of good
souls who in the “Symposiums on Culture” spell out the speci-
ficity and richness of Western values. But every time the issue
of Western values crops up, the colonized grow tense and their
muscles seize up. During the period of decolonization the colo-
nized are called upon to be reasonable. They are offered rock-
solid values, they are told in great detail that decolonization
should not mean regression, and that they must rely on values
which have proved to be reliable and worthwhile. Now it so
happens that when the colonized hear a speech on Western
culture they draw their machetes or at least check to see they are
close to hand. The supremacy of white values is stated with such
violence, the victorious confrontation of these values with the
lifestyle and beliefs of the colonized is so impregnated with ag-
gressiveness, that as a counter measure the colonized rightly
make a mockery of them whenever they are mentioned. In the
colonial context the colonist only quits undermining the colo-
nized once the latter have proclaimed loud and clear that white
values reign supreme. In the period of decolonization the colo-
nized masses thumb their noses at these very values, shower them
with insults and vomit them up.

Such an occurrence normally goes unseen because, during
decolonization, certain colonized intellectuals have established
a dialogue with the bourgeoisie of the colonizing country. Dur-
ing this period the indigenous population is seen as a blurred
mass. The few “native” personalities whom the colonialist bour-
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geois have chanced to encounter have had insufficient impact
to alter their current perception and nuance their thinking.
During the period of liberation, however, the colonialist bour-
geoisie frantically seeks contact with the colonized “elite.” It is
with this elite that the famous dialogue on values is established.
When the colonialist bourgeoisie realizes it is impossible to
maintain its domination over the colonies it decides to wage a
rearguard campaign in the fields of culture, values, and technol-
ogy, etc. But what we should never forget is that the immense
majority of colonized peoples are impervious to such issues. For
a colonized people, the most essential value, because it is the
most meaningful, is first and foremost the land: the land, which
must provide bread and, naturally, dignity. But this dignity has
nothing to do with “human” dignity. The colonized subject has
never heard of such an ideal. All he has ever seen on his land is
that he can be arrested, beaten, and starved with impunity; and
no sermonizer on morals, no priest has ever stepped in to bear
the blows in his place or share his bread. For the colonized, to
be a moralist quite plainly means silencing the arrogance of the
colonist, breaking his spiral of violence, in a word ejecting him
outright from the picture. The famous dictum which states that
all men are equal will find its illustration in the colonies only
when the colonized subject states he is equal to the colonist.
Taking it astep further, he is determined to fight to be more than
the colonist. In fact, he has already decided to take his place. As
we have seen, it is the collapse of an entire moral and material
universe. ‘T'he intellectual who, for his part, has adopted the
abstract, universal values of the colonizer is prepared to fight so
that colonist and colonized can live in peace in a new world. But
what he does not see, because precisely colonialism and all its
modes of thought have seeped into him, is that the colonist is
no longer interested in staying on and coexisting once the colo-
nial context has disappeared. It is no coincidence that, even
before any negotiation between the Algerian government and the
French government, the so-called “liberal” European minority
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has already made its position clear: it is clamoring for dual citi-
zenship, nothing less. By sticking to the abstract the colonist is
being forced to make a very substantial leap into the unknown.
Let us be honest, the colonist knows perfectly well that no jar-
gon is a substitute for reality.

The colonized subject thus discovers that his life, his breath-
ing and his heartbeats are the same as the colonist’s. He dis-
covers that the skin of a colonist is not worth more than the
“native’s.” In other words, his world receives a fundamental jolt.
The colonized’s revolutionary new assurance stems from this. If,
in fact, my life is worth as much as the colonist’s, his look can
no longer strike fear into me or nail me to the spot and his voice
can no longer petrify me. I am no longer uneasy in his presence.
In reality, to hell with him. Not only does his presence no longer
bother me, but I am already preparing to waylay him in such a
way that soon he will have no other solution but to flee.

The colonial context, as we have said, is characterized by the
dichotomy it inflicts on the world. Decolonization unifies this
world by a radical decision to remove its heterogeneity, by uni-
fying it on the grounds of nation and sometimes race. To quote
the biting words of Senegalese patriots on the maneuvers of their
president, Senghor: “We asked for the Africanization of the top
jobs and all Senghor does is Africanize the Europeans.” Mean-
ing that the colonized can see right away if decolonization is
taking place or not: The minimum demand is that the last be-
come the first.

But the colonized intellectual introduces a variation on this
demand and in fact, there seems to be no lack of motivation to
fill senior positions as administrators, technicians, and experts.
The colonized, however, equate this nepotism with acts of sabo-
tage and it is not unusual to hear them declare: “What s the point
of being independent then . .. ?”
 Wherever an authentic liberation struggle has been fought,
wherever the blood of the people has been shed and the armed
phase has lasted long enough to encourage the intellectuals to
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withdraw to their rank and file base, there is an effective eradi-
cation of the superstructure borrowed by these intellectuals from
the colonialist bourgeois circles. In its narcissistic monologue the
colonialist bourgeoisie, by way of its academics, had implanted
in the minds of the colonized that the essential values—mean-
ing Western values—remain eternal despite all errors attribut-
able to man. The colonized intellectual accepted the cogency
of these ideas and there in the back of his mind stood a sentinel
on duty guarding the Greco-Roman pedestal. But during the
struggle for liberation, when the colonized intellectual touches
base again with his people, this artificial sentinel is smashed to
smithereens. All the Mediterranean values, the triumph of the
individual, of enlightenment and Beauty turn into pale, lifeless
trinkets. All those discourses appear a jumble of dead words.
Those values which seemed to ennoble the soul prove worthless
because they have nothing in common with the real-life struggle
in which the people are engaged.

And firstamong them is individualism. The colonized intellec-
tual leamed from his masters that the individual must assert him-
self. The colonialist bourgeoisie hammered into the colonized
mind the notion of a sociely of individuals where each is locked
in his subjectivity, where wealth lies in thought. But the colonized
intellectual who is lucky enough to bunker down with the people
during the liberation struggle, will soon discover the falsity of this
theory. Involvement in the organization of the struggle will already
introduce him to a different vocabulary. “Brother,” “sister,” “com-
rade” are words outlawed by the colonialist bourgeoisie because
in their thinking my brother is my wallet and my comrade, my
scheming. In a kind of auto-da-fé, the colonized intellectual
witnesses the destruction of all his idols: egoism, arrogant recrimi-
nation, and the idiotic, childish need to have the last word. This
colonized intellectual, pulverized by colonialist culture, will
also discover the strength of the village assemblies, the power
of the people’s commissions and the extraordinary productive-
ness of neighborhood and section committee meetings. Personal
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interests are now the collective intercst because in reality every-
one will be discovercd by the French legionnaires and con-
sequently massacred or else everyone will be saved. In such a
context, the “every man for himself” concept, the atheist’s form
of salvation, is prohibited.

Self-criticism has becn much talked about recently, but few
realize that it was first of all an African institution. Whether it
be in the djemaas of North Africa or the palavers of West Africa,
tradition has it that disputes which break out in a village are
worked outin public. By this I mean collective self-criticism with
a touch of humor because everyone is relaxed, because in the
end we all want the samc thing. The intellectual sheds all that
calculating, all those strange silences, thosc ulterior motives, that
devious thinking and secrecy as he gradually plunges deeper
among the people. In this respectthen we can genuinely say that
the community has already triumphed and exudes its own light,
its own reason.

But when decolonization occurs in regions where the libera-
tion struggle has not yet made its impact sufficiently felt, here
are the same smart alecks, the sly, shrewd intellectuals whose
behavior and ways of thinking, picked up from their rubbing
shoulders with the colonialist bourgeoisie, have remained in-
tact. Spoiled children of yesterday’s colonialism and today’s
governing powers, they oversec the looting of the few national
resources. Ruthless in their scheming and legal pilfering they use
the poverty, now nationwide, to work their way to the top through
import-export holdings, limited companics, playing the stock
market, and nepotism. They insist on the nationalization of busi-
ness transactions, i.e., reserving contracts and business deals for
nationals. Their doctrine is to proclaim the absolute need for na-
tionalizing the theft of the nation. In this barren, national phase,
in this so-called period of austerity, their success at plundering
the nation swiftly sparks anger and violencc from the people. In
the present intemational and African context, the poverty-stricken
and independent population achieves a social consciousness at
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a rapidly accclerating pace. This, the petty individualists will soon
find out for themselves.

In order to assimilate the culture of the oppressor and venture
into his fold, the colonized subject has had to pawn some of his
own intellcctual possessions. For instance, one of the things he
has had to assimilate is the way the colonialist bourgeoisie thinks.
This is apparent in the colonized intellectual’s inaptitude to
engage in dialogue. For he is unable to make himself inessen-
tial when confronted with a purpose or idea. On the other hand,
when he operates among the people he is constantly awestruck.
He is literally disarmed by their good faith and integrity. He is
then constantly at risk of becoming a demagogue. He tums into
a kind of mimic man who nods his assent to every word by the
people, transformed by him into an arbiter of truth. But the fellah,
the unemployed and the starving do not lay claim to truth. They
do not say they represent the truth because they are the truth in
their very being.

During this period the intellectual behaves objectively like a
vulgar opportunist. His maneuvering, in fact, is still at work. The
people would never think of rejecting him or cutting the ground
from under his feet. What the people want is for everything to
be pooled together. The colonized intellectual’s insertion into
this human tide will find itself on hold because of his curious
obsession with detail. It is not that the people are opposed to
analysis. They appreciate clarification, understand the reason-
ing behind an argument, and like to see where they are going.
But at the start of his cohabitation with the people the colonized
intellectual gives priority to detail and tends to forget the very
purpose of the struggle— the defeat of colonialism. Swept along
by the many facets of the struggle, he tends to concentrate on
local tasks, undertaken zealously but almost always too pedan-
tically. He does not always see the overall picture. He intro-
duces the notion of disciplines, specialized areas and fields into
that awesome mixer and grinder called a people’s revolution.
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Committed to certain frontline issues he tends to lose sight of
the unity of the movement and in the event of failure at the local
level he succumbs to doubt, even despair. The people, on the
other hand, take a global stance from the very start. “Bread and
land: how do we go about getting bread and land?” And this stub-
born, apparently limited, narrow-minded aspect of the people is
finally the most rewarding and effective working model.

The question of truth must also be taken into consideration.
For the people, only fellow nationals are ever owed the truth.
No absolute truth, no discourse on the transparency of the soul
can erode this position. In answer to the lie of the colonial situ-
ation, the colonized subjectresponds with a lie. Behavior toward
fellow nationalists is open and honest, but strained and indeci-
pherable toward the coloniss. Truth is what hastens the dislo-
cation of the colonial regime, what fosters the emergence of the
nation. Truth is what protects the “natives” and undoes the for-
eigners. In the colonial context there is no truthful behavior. And
good is quite simply what hurts them most.

We have seen therefore that the Manichaeanism that first
governed colonial society is maintained intact during the period
of decolonization. In fact the colonist never ceases to be the
enemy, the antagonist, in plain words public enemy number 1.
The oppressor, ensconced in his sector, creates the spiral, the
spiral of domination, exploitation and looting. In the other sec-
tor, the colonized subject lies coiled and robbed, and fuels as
best he can the spiral which moves seamlessly from the shores
of the colony to the palaces and docks of the metropolis. In this
petrified zone, not a ripple on the surface, the palm trees sway
against the clouds, the waves of the sea lap against the shore, the
raw materials come and go, legitimating the colonist’s presence,
while more dead than alive the colonized subject crouches for
ever in the same old dream. The colonist makes history. His life
is an epic, an odyssey. He is invested with the very beginning:
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“We made this land.” He is the guarantor for its existence: “If we
leave, all will be lost, and this land will return to the Dark Ages.”
Opposite him, listless beings wasted away by fevers and consumed
by “ancestral customs” compose a virtually petrified background
to the innovative dynamism of colonial mercantilism.

The colonist makes history and he knows it. And because he
refers constantly to the history of his metropolis, he plainly indi-
cates that here he is the extension of this metropolis. The his-
tory he writes is therefore not the history of the country he is
despoiling, but the history of his own nation’s looting, raping,
and starving to death. The immobility to which the colonized
subject is condemned can be challenged only if he decides to
put an end to the history of colonization and the history of de-
spoliation in order to bring to life the history of the nation, the
history of decolonization.

A world compartmentalized, Manichaean and petrified, a
world of statues: the statue of the general who led the conquest,
the statue of the engineer who built the bridge. A world cock-
sure of itself, crushing with its stoniness the backbones of those
scarred by the whip. That is the colonial world. The colonial
subjectis a man penned in; apartheid is but one method of com-
partmentalizing the colonial world. The first thing the colonial
subject learns is to remain in his place and not overstep its limits.
Hence the dreams of the colonial subject are muscular dreams,
dreams of action, dreams of aggressive vitality. I dream I am
jumping, swimming, running, and climbing. I dream I burst out
laughing, I am leaping across a river and chased by a pack of cars
that never catches up with me. During colonization the colo-
nized subject frees himself night after night between nine in the
evening and six in the morning.

The colonized subject will first train this aggressiveness sedi-
mented in his muscles against his own people. This is the period
when black turns on black, and police officers and magistrates





