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Introduction: Why Spirit Matters 
 

  In his article titled “The Midnight Ride of Kwame Nkrumah and Other Fables of 

Bandung,” Robert Vitalis argues that what scholars have continually referred to as a 

‘Bandung Spirit,’ a concept emerging out of the decolonial movements of the 20th 

century, is a purely imagined notion of third-world solidarity. He directly goes against 

prevailing scholarship which re-constructs the ‘myth’ of Bandung, arguing that this type 

of re-construction occludes the divisions that were present in the history of non-

alignment: “facts matter little when a good story is at stake.”1 For Vitalis, this good story 

of a ‘Bandung Spirit’ seems ineffectual when it comes to tackling the problem of global 

imperialism –– a movement which operates through characterizing the mass of the third-

world as sub-human and continues to deprive them of the most basic human necessities. 

To tackle this problem Vitalis’s study would suggest that we return to the facts and find a 

solution within the material, rather than mythical, history of third-world movement and 

solidarity.  

Taking a different approach, Sohail Daulatzai seeks to re-ignite the spirit of the 

Battle of Algiers as a model for third-world movements. Daulatzai describes the problem 

of re-emerging global imperialism best when he says that “the Battle Algiers is still being 

waged.”2 We are seeing the un-finished project of decolonization, where the non-white 

‘threat’ is reconfigured through the rhetorical matrix of the ‘war on terror.’ Under this 

guise, the U.S and other imperialist powers continue to launch a counter-insurgency that 

                                                       
1 Robert Vitalis, “The Midnight Ride of Kwame Nkrumah and Other Fables of Bandung (Ban-doong),” 

Humanity: An International Journal of Human Rights, Humanitarianism, and Development 4, no. 2 (2013): 

266. 
2 Sohail Daulatzai, Fifty Years of The Battle of Algiers: Past as Prologue, (Forerunners: University of 

Minnesota Press, 2016), xi. 
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consolidates regimes of “structural global inequality; wealth and resource exploitation of 

the non-Western world; continual foreign intervention into and destabilization of the 

Third World; and deeply entrenched asymmetries in diplomatic, political, and economic 

power between the West and the Global South.”3 This counter-insurgency of neo-

imperialist expansion requires us to imagine new forms of resistance, which Daulatzai 

wishes to revive through remembering the Battle of Algiers (both the film and the event).  

What forms of resistance from the third-world would be most effective in tackling 

this new wave of imperialism? Must we turn to back to universal materialism, of looking 

at the concrete ‘facts’ and not the spiritual (or mythical) dimensions of the third-world 

movement, as Vitalis does? A study that focuses on “facts” –– on the material and merely 

immanent dimensions of reality –– obfuscates the importance of how this story of a 

‘Bandung Spirit’ actually allowed for a more radical utopian demand, namely, a renewed 

understanding of the world which opened new pathways to solidarity and humane 

connections. I follow Christopher J. Lee’s assertion that “the more momentous result [of 

the 1955 Bandung conference] was the feeling of political possibility presented through 

this first occasion of ‘Third World’ solidarity, what was soon referred to as the Bandung 

Spirit.” 4 I contend that a notion of spirit –– understood as what is not merely material, or 

a feeling that surrounded people –– is central to understanding the counter-hegemonic 

force that resonated through the de-colonial movements of the 20th century, all the way 

from Algiers to Havana.  

                                                       
3 Daulatzai, Fifty Years of The Battle of Algiers, xv. 
4 Christopher J. Lee, Making a World after Empire: The Bandung Moment and Its Political Afterlives, 

(Athens: Ohio University Press, 2010), 15. 
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To make this case, I turn to Franz Fanon who, as Anuja Bose argues, is one of the 

foremost theorists of third-world political thought and solidarity.5 To think of Fanon in 

terms of solidarity means reading beyond a materialist orientation and instead listening to 

his call for the spirit of a new humanity. By spirit, I mean that which is irreducible to the 

formal features of government (institutions that organize a society coercively). Spirit 

indicates a feeling and a rhythm that is tied to certain ethical practices that inculcate 

qualities, habits, and sensibilities.  

Throughout the thesis, I argue that this third-world spirit is best characterized by 

an ethics that opens people to the present moment –– to others, objects, and events 

beyond the ‘grasp’ of an individual subject. I make this notion of spirit travel beyond its 

secular configuration, focusing in particular on its manifestations from within an Islamic 

tradition. Contrary to a materialist reading, I argue that the peasant mass of Algeria –– 

upon whom Fanon’s observations regarding the process of de-colonization are based –– 

created a counter-hegemonic force that was directly engaged in Islamic tradition and 

discourse. Rather than increasing sectarian division by virtue of asserting some ‘pure’ 

Islamic movement, a conception of Islamic tradition actually formed the basis for 

solidarity between disparate groups in Algeria. As Ato Sekyi-Otu states when describing 

the meeting of intellectuals and the mass in Fanon, Islam created “universal 

understandings of contestable claims.”6  

I use Islam as the foremost example of spirit and solidarity precisely because it is 

the most salient target in the ‘counter-insurgency’ that Daulatzai describes. The ‘war on 

                                                       
5 Anuja Bose, Frantz Fanon and the Politics of Solidarity: On the Practice of Third World 

Intercontinentalism, (PhD Dissertation, University of California in Los Angeles: 2017), 211.  
6 Ato Sekyi-Otu, Fanon’s Dialectic of Experience, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press: 1996), 

180. 
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terror’ reduces Islam to an ideology of total authoritarianism, or what is seen as most 

other to Western Democracy.7 What this thesis seeks to elucidate is that Islam –– used as 

an ideology and a practice of ethics –– was and can be the source for collective action 

that is truly democratic. By focusing on Islam I also hope to show that democratic 

practice can and must be identified outside of what has been understood as a (mythically) 

continuous European tradition dating back to Ancient Greece. Even if they fall outside of 

normative understandings of democratic practice, scholars must listen to the ways that 

subaltern actors organize collective action through traditions that do not emanate from 

Europe.   

To better understand how Islam became and could become this counter-

hegemonic force of collective action, I start the essay by exploring Foucault’s 

conceptualization of ‘political spirituality’ in the Iranian revolution. I focus in particular 

on how this concept shows how revolutionary actors were attuned to the presence of the 

revolution; they created an opening through a renewed understanding of spirituality 

outside of its renderings as a passive and ascetic practice. Spirituality retains its character 

as a ‘passive’ moment, but at the same time it is an active process of self-creation. In the 

same way, Fanon shows how listening as a ‘passive’ practice actually contains the active 

element of self-transformation. Ultimately, I conceive of Fanon’s project of creating a 

new humanity as tied to an ethical practice of listening –– or that which opens us to the 

possibilities of the present.  

                                                       
7 For a critique of this conception, see Joseph Massad, Islam in Liberalism, (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2015), 19: “the assumption of democratic identity by the “West” and of despotic identity as 

the West’s other, represented by the figure of “Islam,” is both an act of self-constitution and production as 

well as an imperial strategy that uses cultural assimilation and othering as tactics of economic and political 

domination.”  
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 By looking specifically at revolutionary events, in Iran and Algeria, I hope to 

revive understandings of the process of revolution –– and of political action more broadly 

–– that stands outside of dominant materialist models that would stress ‘concrete’ and 

‘material’ changes. What is truly revolutionary is the change in the individual and the 

community’s consciousness. What is important in this case is precisely a non-empirical 

spirit that could imagine other ways of organizing a community and viewing the world. 

Simply defeating the oppressor is not enough; an active commitment to a renewed vision 

of society and the individual is necessary.  

Perhaps this effort of imagining what is other to current circumstances is at the 

heart of the Battle of Algiers. As Daulatzai states, “The Battle of Algiers offers up the 

potential of insurgent possibility, a utopian demand in today’s climate where 

authoritarianism is the rule, history has seemingly ended, and politics have been 

emptied.”8  What is truly exceptional about politics understood in these terms is its art of 

creating a moment that is absolutely irreducible to the present material conditions of 

society. Politics conceived in this way is a utopian demand, not in the sense of being 

completely unattainable, but in the sense of a transcendent reality truly outside and other 

to the material possibilities of the present. Such a demand requires an understanding of 

something like a ‘spirit,’ something that opens us to utopian possibilities hidden within 

the mere present. 

 

  

                                                       
8 Daulatzai, Fifty Years of The Battle of Algiers, xx. 
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Creating an Opening through Spirituality 
 

Political spirituality, as Foucault saw it in the 1979 Iranian Revolution, is a 

palpable manifestation of the collective will that was built upon the utopian demand of a 

people. Foucault’s formulations on political spirituality are immensely useful to 

understanding how Islam can and did become a counter-hegemonic force for solidarity in 

both Iran and Algeria. What makes political spirituality distinct is its commitment to 

transcendence –– in the sense that it manifests in an irreducible element of “collective 

will” –– as well as its attunement to the immanent, which can be understood as something 

reached through an ethics and discourse that opens the self to the present.  

While Foucault develops his notion of political spirituality through observing the 

Iranian revolution, he takes it beyond the revolutionary context to a broader notion of 

politics after the enlightenment through his exposition on ‘spiritual exercises’ and ‘access 

to truth.’ Through an emphasis on spiritual exercises, spirituality is separated from its 

passive and ascetic element and is instead re-configured as a demand for the 

transformation of individuals to experience the present through the performative aspects 

of the body. 

 This attunement to the present is not devoid of politics. Political spirituality holds 

the possibility of breaking with what Behrooz Ghamari-Tabrizi would call the March of 

History –– or what Walter Benjamin would famously call the homogenous and empty 

time of History.9  Both are referring to a history with corresponding teleology and 

developmentalist discourse. Ghamari-Tabrizi borrows from Alain Badiou to describe this 

                                                       
9 “History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogeneous, empty time, but time filled by the 

presence of the now.” Walter Benjamin, Theses on the Philosophy of History, in Illuminations, translated 

by Harry Zohn (New York: Fontana/Collins, 1982), 263. 
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history as “a desire for the West” and the Enlightened subject.10 Political spirituality 

gives us an opportunity to break from homogenous history, precisely because it focuses 

on the experience of the revolution and its unfolding rather than the state’s post-

revolutionary consolidation. An attunement to the present demands that the subject (not a 

great man, but anyone) be involved in an ethical relationship with themselves, one that 

would allow them to foster an ethical relationship with the world they are a part of. This 

ethics of the self will necessarily open us to others, objects, and events.   

For Foucault, religion was the central ethical force in the Iranian revolution 

allowing its participants to experience history in the present. Religion, as envisioned by 

Foucault, transformed people’s disparate desires and concerns to a force of collective 

action: 

 
[Religion] transforms thousands of forms of discontent, hatred, misery, and despair into a 

force. It transforms them into a force because it is a form of expression, a mode of social 

relations, a supple and widely accepted elemental organization, a way of being together, a 

way of speaking and listening, something that allows one to be listened to by others.11  

 

Religion, particularly a certain practice of Shi’i Islam, gave the revolution a shared 

vocabulary and enabled its participants to re-envision their social relations; through this 

re-envisioning the revolution itself was able to express a collective will.12 Foucault’s 

readings on Shi’a Islam (particularly Louise Massignon’s four volume piece on the 

Persian mystic, Mansur al-Hallaj) privileged the ideal type of the ‘truth-seeking 

intellectual’ that sets his or her eyes on the experience of the revolution, on being one 

                                                       
10 Behrooz Ghamari-Tabrizi, Foucault in Iran: Islamic Revolution after the Enlightenment, (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2016), 3.  
11 Michel Foucault, “Foucault and His Critics, an Annotated Translation,” in Foucault and the Iranian 

Revolution Gender and the Seductions of Islamism, ed. Janet Afary and Kevin B. Anderson (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2005), 202. 
12 Ibid., 253. 
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with its movement and rhythm. This formulation is distinct from the ideal type of a 

‘truth-bearing’ intellectual, who would claim a complete subjectivity that already 

‘knows’ the course of the revolution and tries to steer its movement in a particular 

direction. Religion, and its prevailing discourse, became the way, the means through 

which the revolution expressed and made itself. It transcends the regular political 

calculations of a revolution led by “a vanguard, class, party, or political ideology,”13 

which would focus on the ossification of revolutionary actors into a particular subject 

position (whether communist, liberal, or Islamist). 

 In a similar vein, Foucault’s exposition on the role of religion did not mean 

containing its possibilities exclusively within religious discourse. He did not intend 

political spirituality to be within the exclusive possession of Muslim, or religious, people 

in general. Religion was a form of expression, and not the exclusive means through 

which people could organize themselves. We can see this quite clearly, as in his lectures 

in the College de France in 1982, where spirituality was discussed almost exclusively 

through Ancient Greek philosophy.14 Beyond the collective organization that it provided, 

religion became the means for people to change themselves; religion became the means 

for what Foucault terms the ‘hermeneutics of the subject.’ 

 This conception of religion as a manifestation of the hermeneutics of the subject 

differs from the normative conception of religion that centers on dogma and the mere 

creation of a passive subject. By relating religion to the hermeneutics of the self in the 

context of the Iranian revolution, Foucault relates the passive moment (the work of 

                                                       
13 Foucault, “Foucault and His Critics,” 251. 
14 Michel Foucault, The Hermeneutics of the Subject : Lectures at the Collège De France, 1981-1982, ed. 

Frédéric Gros, François Ewald, and Alessandro Fontana, (New York: Palgrave-Macmillan: 2005), 15. 
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interpreting the self) with the active element of politics. Paradoxically, we see that the 

passive moment is active by virtue of its focus on the transformation of the self. In other 

words, Foucault relates religion more to its attitude rather than to its dogma. Religion 

conceived as an attitude involves doctrine (which it lays out in a shared discourse) as the 

means and takes as its end the becoming of the subject. The continual act of re-making 

oneself is essential to political action that puts forward a utopian demand. Foucault 

describes this propensity of the self in its transformation as the soul of an uprising: 

 

Of course we have to change this regime and get rid of this man, we have to change this 

corrupt administration, we have to change this whole country, the political organization, 

the economic system, the foreign policy. But, above all, we have to change 

ourselves…there will only be a true revolution if this radical change in our experience 

takes place.15   

 

We see here that while the change in the individual’s experience seems to be primary, 

what occurs at the same time as the change in experience is a clear and collective political 

demand. The revolution demanded the departure of the institutions that oppress them, 

more particularly, the Shah as a sovereign that sought to control and mark his own people 

for death. But this fundamental change in an institution cannot occur unless it is paired 

with a change in the individual. A continued effort of transforming the self is what allows 

for a counter-hegemonic movement to flourish. 

In a separate text, Ghamari-Tabrizi makes this work of counter-hegemony clear 

through discussing Ali Shariati’s role as an ideologue of the Iranian revolution. Ghamari-

Tabrizi observes that Ali Shariati shares a similar sentiment with Foucault; he sees that 

liberation can only occur through a change in the self embedded within a hegemonic 

                                                       
15 Foucault, “Foucault and His Critics,” 255. 
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framework, one that ossifies the self and renders it unconscious. “Decapitating the head 

of this oppression machine” is secondary to displacing the inner justifications of 

oppression.16 Central to Shariati’s project is the mobilization of Islam as an ideology, 

understood as a critical rather than conformist force, that functions like a weapon against 

oppression especially through changing our subjective experience. Consequently, Shariati 

placed his project in-between two competing trends in Iranian politics, on the one hand, 

the clergy which has degraded Islam to an ideology of stagnation and un-critical 

passivity, and on the other hand, Marxist-Leninists that “had failed to appreciate 

indigenous cultural resources in the formation of a counter-hegemonic ideology of 

emancipation.”17 As a counter-hegemonic project, Shariati set his sights on mobilizing a 

notion of Alavi Shi’ism (the Shi’ism of Imam Ali) through which people could become 

aware “of their social location, class position, national condition, historical and 

civilizational direction.”18 In short, Shariati was concerned with raising the consciousness 

of the masses, to realize their position in society and their movement within that society. 

Here, a transcendent reality (a discourse and symbolic order above material reality) in the 

form of ideology, provided the basis for people to understand their present and, more 

specifically, to understand themselves within their lived conditions (what is immanent to 

them). Later, I will explore Fanon’s similar commitment, though not his explicit 

connection, to establishing the hegemony of the colonized through the ‘spontaneity’ of 

                                                       
16 Behrooz Ghamari-Tabrizi, Islam and Dissent in Postrevolutionary Iran: Abdolkarim Soroush, Religious 

Politics and Democratic Reform, (Palgrave Macmillan: 2008), 168.  
17 Ibid., 167. 
18 Ibid., 169. 
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the Algerian peasants. What was essential in the case of Algeria as well as Iran, was a 

counter-hegemonic force that awakened each person’s consciousness. 19 

 It is precisely this change in our experience that allows for “access to the truth.” 

In his lectures at the College de France in 1982, Foucault speaks on access to the truth 

rather than its possession. Our knowledge of the truth is never complete and finished. 

One cannot simply “grasp” the truth of being. Rather, it needs to be constantly re-

acquired through certain exercises on the self.  

In Foucault’s re-configuration of the enlightenment he stresses the role of spiritual 

exercises in accessing the truth of the present. Foucault was not concerned with the 

doctrinal reification of ‘Enlightenment.’ He was instead focused on ‘enlightenment’ as a 

philosophical attitude.20 In a word, ‘Enlightenment’ is a transcendental position that 

separates itself from the present; by contrast, as a philosophical attitude, ‘enlightenment’ 

is an immanent position that exists in the Now. Deleuze and Guattari point out the 

differences in the temporality of a philosophical attitude as opposed to a doctrine, an 

attitude relates philosophy “not to the eternal but to the Now…the object of philosophy is 

not to contemplate the eternal or reflect history but to diagnose our actual becomings.”21 

The truth of philosophy as a process of becoming is realized through spirituality. 

Foucault is not concerned with obtaining truth, but rather accessing it in the present: 

We will call “spirituality” then the set of these researches, practices, and experiences, 

which may be purifications, ascetic exercises, renunciations, conversions of looking, 

modifications of existence, etc., which are, not for knowledge but for the subject, for the 

subject’s very being, the price to be paid for access to the truth.22   

                                                       
19 For a study of reading Shariati in light of Fanon’s anti-colonial tradition, see: Arash Davari, "A Return to 

Which Self?: Ali Shari’ati and Frantz Fanon on the Political Ethics of Insurrectionary 

Violence," Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 34, no. 1 (2014): 86-105. See 

also: Ghamari-Tabrizi, Islam and Dissent, 175. 
20 Ghamari-Tabrizi, Foucault in Iran, 167. 
21 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, What is Philosophy? (London: Verso, 1984), 112-113. 
22 Foucault, The Hermeneutics of the Subject, 15. 
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Here knowledge of the truth is predicated on, first, the mode of its access –– spirituality 

conceived as ethics, and in particular, an ethic that allows for the modification of the 

subject’s very being. It does not follow the epistemological model laid out by the 

Enlightenment –– one that seeks to ‘grasp’ knowledge.23  Here access to truth doesn’t 

include the finality (or perhaps violence) of ‘grasping’ a concept. The truth is not 

something possessed but rather continually accessed in the present moment through an 

opening carried within the spiritual exercise. The passive moment of spirituality and the 

active element of accessing the present exist at the same time. The opening allows us to 

become the truth at every moment.  

As an immanent practice, the experience of spirituality also entails an 

attentiveness to the body –– to the phenomenological experience of the present. Indeed, 

Foucault inverts the relationship between the body and the soul, in a way where he saw 

spirituality as a desire to liberate the body from the soul.24  This is why spiritual practice 

holds such weight for Foucault, precisely because he is concerned with acts of spirituality 

rather than spiritual knowledge.25 In this inversion knowledge is being; spirituality is 

what one does and enacts rather than what one knows. It is the body questioning the mind 

(or soul).  

In this sense it is surprising that Foucault doesn’t cite Fanon as an influence given 

the latter’s identical inversion in “Black Skin, White Masks.” At the conclusion of the 

                                                       
23 The German word Kant uses for concept, ‘Begriff,’ is etymologically tied to the verb ‘begreiffen’ which 

translates as ‘to grasp’ in English. In English, ‘to comprehend,’ also has Latin roots meaning ‘to seize,’ and 

‘to grasp.’ 
24 Ghamari-Tabrizi, Foucault in Iran, 63. 
25 Ibid., 179. 
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text, Fanon writes: “O my body, make of me always a man who questions!”26 Foucault’s 

failure to attend to Fanon’s concepts points to a greater trend in continental philosophy. 

European philosophy fails to hear third-world theorists due to colonial difference.27 

With that said, there is a risk of discarding ‘spirit’ entirely through the inversion 

of body and soul. To do so, would take away from the unique position of political 

spirituality as that which is transcendent and immanent. It is possible to read Fanon as a 

strict materialist, but to do so would be to mis-attribute his work as one of pure 

immanence outside of spirituality. A closer reading of Fanon would actually lead us to 

see that his work conceptualizes a ‘spirit’ –– an opening that allows us to think beyond 

the material conditions of the present.  

Fanon’s Moment of Transcendence 
 

In an essay discussing Fanon’s ambivalence towards religion, Federico Settler 

notes the tendency of people writing on Fanon to focus almost exclusively on his 

contributions to a Marxist humanism.28 Such a characterization can point to how the 

literature surrounding Fanon’s work tend to focus more on an immanent orientation that 

regards transcendence as a dubious category. I argue that even as theorists characterize 

Fanon as a strictly material and immanent theorist, Fanon’s commitment towards 

transcendence still seeps throughout his work.  

                                                       
26 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks (London: Pluto Press, 1986), 181.  
27 For a critique of European Philosophers and their failure to engage with third-world theorists, see George 

Ciccariello-Maher, "The Internal Limits of the European Gaze: Intellectuals and the Colonial Difference," 

Radical Philosophy Review 9, no. 2 (2006): 158. 
28 Federico Settler, “Frantz Fanon's Ambivalence towards Religion,” Journal for the Study of Religion: JSR 

25, no. 2 (2012): 6. 
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In an effort to put Fanon’s work exclusively within a Marxist Humanist tradition, 

Pithouse borrows Hardt and Negri’s concept of immanence to illuminate Fanon’s 

commitment to concrete reality. In particular, Pithouse is interested with how Hardt and 

Negri utilize immanence to explain the difference between what they term the multitude 

and the People. Pithouse notes, “[Hardt and Negri] speak of the multitude in terms of a 

disordered collection of desiring subjectivities and the people in terms of an ordered 

collection of subjectivities disciplined in the name of some transcendent power [Such as: 

God, the Nation, or the West]…”29 In short, the multitude lead and the people are led. 

One is a set of actors, while the other are passive subjects. One walks on the plane of 

immanence, while the other rests on transcendence. Though Hardt and Negri are against a 

type of transcendence that would discipline actors and ossify humans to their present 

conditions of subjection and discipline, there is another understanding of transcendence 

that overcomes present oppression by working on the plane of immanence. In other 

words, it is an immanence (a way of working in the present and engaging with material 

reality) that leads to extra-ordinary moments of transcendence (of overcoming the 

facticity or given-ness of present conditions, or perhaps of creating an irreducible 

collective subject).  

It is through this kind of engagement with the immanent that Fanon centers his 

decolonial project: 

 

Fanon’s restless intelligence ranges of the plane of pure immanence. His philosophy is 

never distracted from an engagement with the material realities of the here and 

now…throughout the whole corpus of his work, he never once waivers from his 

                                                       
29 Richard Pithouse, “Frantz Fanon and the Persistence of Humanism,” The Brotherwise Dispatch, 2, 3,: 

http://brotherwisedispatch.blogspot.nl/2010/06/ frantz-fanon-and-persistence-of.html, 2010, accessed 

March 17th 2019 
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commitment to the immediate – to the phenomena that can be discerned in the here and 

now from the particular, embodied position.30 

 

Immanence is embodiment and engagement with the present through the varied 

phenomena of material reality. A Marxist humanism is based here on the bodily 

experience of producing for yourself, on the sensing aspects of human existence that 

bring about in man the freedom to freely use his or her creative powers. It is a return to 

the self without any recourse to a self beyond the physical realm.  

Fanon’s immanent orientation is especially apparent if we look to the tense pages 

of Fanon’s “On Violence,” the first chapter of 1961’s The Wretched of the Earth. The 

chapter describes the process of decolonization through an inevitable genesis in armed 

resistance. That process follows from a tabula rasa, a blank slate in which the colonized 

achieves freedom and becomes human through a complete change in the social fabric of 

the colonized society. It is “quite simply the substitution of one ‘species’ of mankind by 

another… The substitution is unconditional.”31  In a biblical turn of phrase, Fanon repeats 

quite simply throughout the essay that the minimum demand of the colonized is that “the 

last shall be the first.”32  In the Manichean world of the colonized city, the colonizer is 

the first, the Man and a higher species, while the colonized is the last, a wretched of the 

earth subordinate to the colonizer. Such a Manichean world exists in an “atmosphere of 

violence,”33 whether it is the violence of the colonizer on the colonized, or the factional 

violence that occurs between colonized people. This air of violence inevitably results in 

the decolonial process –– the total substitution of the colonizer by the colonized through 

                                                       
30 Pithouse, “Frantz Fanon and the Persistence of Humanism.” 
31 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox, (New York: Grove Press, 2004), 1. 
32 Ibid., 2. 
33 Ibid., 33. 
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violence. “The muscles of the colonized are always tensed…[t]his impulse to take the 

colonist’s place maintains a constant muscular tonus.”34  Herein, ideological maneuvers 

or a national spirit do not produce or signify decolonization. Decolonization is quite 

simply the body’s reaction to the immense violence of the colonial regime; it is a sudden 

outburst by the colonized against the colonizer’s aggression. Using Gramsci’s distinction 

of dominance and hegemony, Ranajit Guha argues that colonialism represents 

“dominance without hegemony.”35 Similarly, one can see that Fanon writes in a world 

that is governed through the dominance of the colonizer. It is a state in which the 

colonizer does not work to receive the consent of the colonized and rules entirely through 

state power and coercion. We can understand this strictly materialist reading of “On 

Violence” as an attempt to destroy the colonial regime through the dominance (rather 

than hegemony) of the colonized mass. Dominance places no importance on ‘spirit,’ and 

instead focuses on the material substitution of the ruling faction.  

But even in a purely materialist reading we see some notion of transcendence. It is 

through violence that the body (and the community of the colonized) can regain and 

sustain human rhythms.  The goal of decolonization is quite simply to create a new man; 

it is the work that shapes the humanity of the colonized. The complete substitution of the 

colonizer for the colonized, and the wretched for the new man, takes place through 

violence and armed resistance. But this violence is not only the means of enacting the 

substitution. Fanon sees violence as an end in itself, in the sense that it works to 

fundamentally alter the being of the colonized. It is the transformation from colonized to 
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revolutionary. Violence is the praxis that liberates the colonized from their non-human 

status. It is the praxis in which the colonized regains their humanity: “To work means to 

work for the death of the colonist…the colonized man liberates himself in and through 

violence. This praxis enlightens the militant because it shows him the means and the 

end.”36  It is the embodied process of violence –– immediate and without recourse to the 

traditions of the colonized–– which allows a revolutionary to take control of their 

material reality and regain human relations.  

Solely focusing on this chapter would amount to merely reading Fanon through an 

immanent and material lens. In this reading, a spiritual lens could only cause the 

colonized subject “to lose sight of the colonist.”37 Religion’s adherence to fatalism 

“relieves the oppressor of all responsibility since the cause of wrong-doing, poverty, and 

the inevitable can be attributed to God. The individual thus accepts the devastation 

decreed by God, grovels in front of the colonist, bows to the hand of fate, and mentally 

readjusts to acquire the serenity of stone.”38 Religion, in this light, pacifies the colonized 

and makes them accept the state of violence thrust upon them. They are like stones, 

locked within a colonized subjectivity, because they accept their ossification as the 

wretched of the earth. Religion, in other words, keeps the colonized from accessing their 

creative powers in the plane of work and immanence by making recourse to a 

transcendent reality.   
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Religion as Counter-Hegemonic Ideology 
 

In the spaces that Fanon occupied throughout his life, he would have had to 

negotiate with views of reality that were not merely material. How then did he negotiate 

with people’s spiritual orientations to the world? While Fanon was ambivalent about a 

spiritual orientation throughout his work, he still attuned himself to the significance of 

spirituality in cohering the colonized collective.  

Martinique (where Fanon was born) was home to a large population of Christians 

as well as some practitioners of indigenous religions. And during Fanon’s time as a 

psychiatrist in Algeria, he had to accept the salience of Islam in his patient’s lives. He 

reminds his staff in the hospital’s newspaper:  

 

Whatever the religious attitudes that one adopts, daily life is given rhythm by a certain 

number of sounds, and church bells represent an important element of this symphony. 

There is a poetry of the Angelus in France that the peasant attached to the earth lives in a 

very profound way. It is very probable that in Algeria, in the small urban areas, there also 

exists this sonorous melody39 
 

Here, his prior relationship with Christianity helped him gain an understanding of how 

Islam can shape the everyday rhythms of his patients. The sonorous melodies in Algeria 

were composed by the call to prayer; five times each day Algerians would be called to 

remember God in the midst of their everyday lives as colonized subjects. While Fanon 

was aware of the persistence of religion in the lives of the people that would form the 

basis of his writings on anti-colonial theory, many scholars of Fanon still argue that he 

largely saw religion as the mask for colonial domination and a source of sectarianism.40 I 
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argue against this materialist reading by showing how religion can provide a moment of 

transcendence through its counter-hegemonic project of solidarity.  

Of those many scholars, Wood in particular argues that while Fanon would makes 

some concessions and say that religion can and does form the everyday life of many 

colonized populations, he would never compromise and legitimate the political 

dimension of religion.41 By its political dimension, Wood means those religious 

discourses, practices, claims, and institutions that allow the colonized to be subjected by 

the colonial regime. This subjection through the political dimension of religion was “a 

key component of French decentralized despotism in North Africa…The colonized 

subject thus becomes subjected not only to the fused economic, legislative, executive and 

judicial powers of ‘native authorities’ under French indirect rule, but also affectively 

subjected.”42 This zone of affective subjugation is what one can see as religious passivity 

–– or rather, the ossification of the colonized subject within a paradigm of religious 

subjectivity. Having this subjectivity is to see God exclusively within a traditional 

authority (a chief, a priest, or the clergy), causing the colonized to accept the legitimacy 

of the colonial regime through the guise of religious truth. While Wood tackles the 

question of religion in the frame of anti-colonialism, he is ultimately un-sympathetic. He 

argues that Fanon was ultimately skeptical of using religion as an anti-colonial force 

because it could result in the undesirable alternatives of “sectarianism, theocracy, 
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tribalism, and/or millenarianism.”43  In other words, instead of the sacred acting to cohere 

colonized collectivities, as Federico Settler would put it,44 we instead see that a sacralized 

view would only increase division through various manifestations of authoritarian 

ideology.  

Wood continues his discussion of the pitfalls of religious consciousness by 

focusing on Fanon’s views of Islam in pre-revolutionary Iran and post-independence 

Algeria. By citing Fanon’s letter to Ali Shariati, Wood shows how Fanon was skeptical of 

basing the global anti-colonial struggle on Islam as it incites sectarianism and the 

“theocratic (and androcratic) implications that a complete compromise [of using religious 

discourse] might entail.”45 Wood likens the religious spirit to ultimately being a 

“withdrawal unto oneself (repli sur soi)” that encourages the sectarian dimensions of 

identity and cultural politics. He directly links Fanon’s response to Shariati with 

Foucault’s observations of “political spirituality” in the Iranian revolution, ultimately 

concluding that Fanon would respond to Foucault’s excitement as similarly misplaced 

and too focused on the self.  

Apart from its purported theocratic tendencies, Islam also seems to have 

underlying commitments to androcracy, a male dominated government or society. Wood 

attests that Fanon would have also critiqued the patriarchal dimensions of Islam, referring 

for instance to Fanon’s earlier work “Algeria Unveiled” as evidence of him having 

encouraged progressive (modern) elements in the Algerian revolution. In “Algeria 
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Unveiled”, Fanon emphasizes the ‘authentic birth’ of the Algerian woman militant, 

through her instrumentalization of the veil for the struggle of liberation.46 

 

There is thus a historic dynamism of the veil that is very concretely perceptible in the 

development of colonization in Algeria. In the beginning, the veil was a mechanism of 

resistance, but its value for the social group remained very strong. The veil was worn 

because tradition demanded a rigid separation of the sexes, but also because the occupier 

was bent on unveiling Algeria. In a second phase, the mutation occurred with the 

Revolution…the veil was abandoned in the course of revolutionary action. What had 

been used to block the psychological or political offensives of the occupier became a 

means, an instrument. The veil helped the Algerian woman to meet the new problems 

created by the struggle.47  

 

Read with an eye to the material realities of the revolution, the veil had to be abandoned 

for the progression and the authentic birth of Algeria as a decolonial society. The work of 

the revolution here corresponded to abandoning the veil (read as tradition) and re-

learning the body “in a totally revolutionary fashion.”48 The veil was merely a step –– 

and only to the extent that it stifled the occupiers attempts at unveiling –– in the ultimate 

goal of a liberated (modern) subject. This is a teleological interpretation of history, one 

that Ghamari-Tabrizi attempts to resist through reviving Foucault’s notion of political 

spirituality.  

Reading the revolution in teleological terms thoroughly erases the role of the veil 

as a spiritual exercise that opened the space for an immanent relation to the revolution. 

Does the tradition of Islam, which was an integral part of the lives of Algerians, have a 

role in this decolonial re-construction? Indeed, later on in the chapter’s appendix Fanon 

seems to re-articulate the importance of the veil beyond its instrumentalization in 
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resisting the colonizer, and instead within its role in cultivating the spirit of the 

revolution:  

 

The Algerian woman, in imposing such a restriction on herself, in choosing a form of 

existence limited in scope, was deepening her consciousness of struggle and preparing for 

combat…in reality the effervescence and the revolutionary spirit have been kept alive by 

the woman in the home. For revolutionary war is not a war of men. It is not a war waged 

with an active army and reserves.49  

 

Revolutionary war is a total war, not only in the sense that it requires woman’s total 

participation, but also in the sense that it is much more than a war of dominance. It is also 

a struggle for hegemony. Noaman Ali stresses the importance of subaltern groups 

mobilizing not just through a paradigm of dominance (as a merely materialist reading of 

“On Violence” would suggest). As he says, “subaltern classes and revolutionary parties 

must achieve hegemony before state power for genuine decolonization.”50Ali thus shifts 

our attention from a Marxist-Leninist paradigm that prioritizes the destruction of the 

dominant state to the ethical and ideological project of renewing civil society. As an 

expression of counter-hegemony, we see that civil society becomes a primary force in 

decolonization. Here, the question of spirit can take center stage.  The kernel of civil 

society is found from within the colonized mass, through recourse to a lived tradition. In 

the case of Algeria and Iran, Islam became the source of counter-hegemony. Contrary to 

popular understandings, the strict definition of tabula rasa is not a blank slate: it is a 

scraped tablet. Decolonization is not a question of a complete return or a complete break 

from the past; it is actually a question of using a past to re-create ourselves in the present. 
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What enables a genuine de-colonization to occur is the spontaneity birthed from these 

traditions and “pre-capitalist” social relations which continue to exist. Fanon is aware of 

the importance of religion in the daily rhythms of rural Algerians, but he did not 

explicitly name its importance. These rhythms and practices, based on Islamic tradition 

and discourse, were precisely what formed the spontaneous eruption of Algerian anti-

colonial resistance. 

Spontaneity as the Rhythm of a Collective Self 
 
 In an interview with Foucault on the Iranian revolution, Claire Briere, an Iran 

correspondent of Libération (a Leftist Paris newspaper), observes that “the movement 

began again with its own logic, its own rhythm, its own breathing…the movement 

followed a rhythm that might be compared with that of a man –– they walked like a 

single man –– whose breath gets tired, gets his breath back, resumes the attack, but really 

with a collective rhythm.”51 In the same way, the collective rhythm of the Algerian 

revolution was sustained through the persistence of an Islamic tradition that placed its 

importance not on the individual, but on God –– which is another way of saying what lies 

within, in between, and above the individual, or what we might call the spirit of the 

revolution.  

Contrary to a classical reading of Marxism, the spirit of the Algerian revolution 

was derived from the ‘spontaneity’ of the peasantry. The multitude of the revolution was 

formed by a class that was fairly isolated from a “revolutionary consciousness” 

characteristic of the urban proletariat. In a dominant strain of Marxism, it is understood 
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that peasants are conservative, retrograde, and generally against the idea of revolution 

and social change. Fanon seemingly shares this un-ease when he sees the indigenous 

community strengthen their inhibitions through myths “that are far more terrifying than 

the world of the settler.”52 The ‘pre-capitalist’ culture that these peasants live in 

presumably prevent them from acting out against the oppressor, as the veil of a religious 

and mystical consciousness operates to legitimate colonial domination.  

This was not the case in Algeria, where the revolution was started in the rural 

areas and where its spontaneity was based on the peasant’s Islamic tradition. Here, the 

‘pre-capitalist’ culture actually allowed the revolution to enact its counter-hegemonic 

force. Fouzi Slisli notes that what eventually brought the socialist Front de Liberation 

Nationale (FLN), the party that led the movement for independence in Algeria, to the 

forefront of the revolution was the encounter between these ‘deviant nationalists’ and the 

rural peasants.53  It was the nationalist’s encounter with Islamic tradition that sparked the 

movement for liberation. Slisli argues that Fanon does not mention Islam explicitly, 

instead opting for the word ‘spontaneity,’ which places Islam in a more generalizable 

category of indigenous tradition. Fanon describes the peasant/nationalist encounter in his 

chapter on “The Grandeur and Weakness of Spontaneity,” where he cites the splintering 

of the unofficial party faction and their retreat to the countryside.54 In their journey from 

the city to the country, “their ears hear the true voice of the country and their eyes see the 

great and infinite misery of the people…they realize at last that change does not mean 
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reform, that change does not mean improvement.”55 Here Fanon notes that in the 

colonized world, the urban population (a combination of the urban proletariat and 

intellectuals) is actually the segment of the population that is most resistant to change. In 

the cities “modernism is king,”56 and here people are petrified through the tradition of 

modernity. Indeed, one large reason why the national parties fail to gain the mass support 

of the peasants is their insistence on the regimentation of “the masses according to a pre-

determined schema.”57 Which is another way of saying the urban parties were engaged 

with a progressive politics that had a strict teleology.  

What the revolution needs is spontaneity, and not the ready-made trajectories 

offered by the colonizers (and their commitment to Enlightenment). Having left their 

illusions of compromise with the colonizers, the deviant nationalists “discover a coherent 

people who survive in a kind of petrified state, but keep intact their moral values and 

their attachment to the nation.”58 That is, what the deviant nationalists found was a people 

that realized the necessity for armed struggle, and in fact, had engaged in it for hundreds 

of years. What had existed in Algeria was an Islamic tradition that had engaged in anti-

colonial struggle for centuries. Slisli argues that this tradition was alive through the Sufi 

Brotherhoods of North Africa starting from resistance from Ottoman rule, and continuing 

with the entry of the French in Algeria up until the 1940s and 1950s. 59 It was the stories 

of the anti-colonial struggle, the grand tales of the heroes of the movement of liberation, 

that formed a large part of the ‘spontaneity’ of the peasant mass. “As for the people living 
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in their huts and their dreams, their hearts begin to beat to the new national rhythm and 

they softly sing unending hymns to the glory of the fighters.”60  Much in the same way 

that in Iran Shariati’s Alavi Shi’ism is predicated upon the stories of Imam Husayn, and 

his sacrifice against the oppression of the Ummayad caliphate, it was the stories of 

resistance in North Africa that kept the rural masses committed to “pose the problem of 

their liberation in terms of violence, of taking back the land from the foreigners, in terms 

of national struggle and armed revolt.”61  

It is a simple doctrine that echoes the refrain in “On Violence,” that the last shall 

be the first, that there must be a complete substitution of the wretched and Man. But for 

the last to be first, the individual needs to step aside to make room for the collective spirit 

of the revolution. “There is no program, no discourse, there are no resolutions, no 

factions.”62 The previous nationalist commitment to bringing the masses into a single 

schema no longer applies. The only discipline that matters is what keeps the revolution 

within the present moment, what gives it life and allows the revolution to breathe –– in 

other words, what keeps it attuned to the indeterminate possibilities of the present. While 

violence is the means through which the colonized counters colonial dominance, the 

hegemony of the colonized, what keeps the kernel of civil society and the spirit of the 

revolution intact is of far more importance to a genuine decolonization –– to collectively 

imagining the utopian possibilities of a new society. Fanon makes reference to this 

whenever he cites the unending generosity of the peasants, their commitment for the 

revolution and the continuation of the collective rhythm: 
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On their continuing road to self-discovery the people legislate and claim their 

sovereignty. Every component roused from its colonial slumber lives at boiling point. 

The villagers witness a permanent display of generosity and disarming kindness, and an 

unquestioned determination to die for the “cause.” All of this is reminiscent of a religious 

brotherhood, a church, or a mystical doctrine. No part of the indigenous population can 

remain indifferent to this new rhythm which drives the nation.63  

 

Through the discovery of this spontaneity the people find their sovereignty 

through a consciousness raising. ‘Spontaneity’ played the important role of re-structuring 

civil society into the hegemony of an emerging nation; this is the mark of genuine 

decolonization. Much in the same way that Alavi Shi’ism attuned the Iranian people to 

the present moment, here the spirit of ‘spontaneity’ made the participants of the Algerian 

revolution prioritize the experience and ‘rhythm’ of the revolution rather than its 

outcome. It is striking how Fanon likens the new national spirit to a religious brotherhood 

as he ties it beyond materiality and into the spirit that animates the revolution. If we take 

the Algerian peasant’s spontaneity to actually be an Islamic tradition, then Fanon is 

making more than a rhetorical gesture (ie. using notions of the sacred in his text for 

emphasis). Rather, he is observing directly the spirituality of the event. It is a spirit that 

has an immanent relation to the revolution’s participants –– one that provides them with a 

‘rhythm,’ a set of continuous practices (among them the donning of the veil, and the 

continual remembrance of the ‘glory’ of the Sufi fighters) that would allow them to 

access the experience of the revolution, as individuals who breathe in the presence of the 

revolution. Much like how spiritual exercises form the backbone of Foucault’s discussion 

of political spirituality, a similar praxis animates Fanon’s observations of the Algerian 

revolution. ‘Spontaneity’ (or an Islamic tradition) is what allowed the Algerians to turn 
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their frustrations, their constant muscular tension, into a force far beyond the violence 

that they inflict on the colonizer.  

The integral moment in the revolution lies with the discovery of this spirit that 

coheres with the de-colonial collective. It cleanses the society of “the narrow cycle of 

conflict and rivalry,”64 the traditional rivalries that once acted to drive the colonized mass 

apart. This moment of discarding old rivalries and creating a new national consciousness 

was the bedrock of the counter-hegemonic project. Quoting Ato Sekyi-Otu, Ali describes 

how hegemony operates to organize disparate groups together:  

 

Sekyi-Otu (1996, 180) says of Fanon, “The outcome of the ‘meeting’ [between 

intellectuals and the masses] is to be neither the reign of and undivided truth nor the 

disarray of particular wills and local knowledges, but the generation of a common 

vocabulary of disputation and concerted action: universal understandings of contestable 

claims.” Sekyi-Otu notes that hegemony in this Fanonist context belongs to the 

“emergent structure” of anticolonial and postcolonial struggle that cannot exclude any 

particular indigenous “social constitutency,” in contradistinction to hegemony belonging 

to “a paramount subject such as Gramsci’s ‘fundamental class’65  

 

Even though Islam played a central role in creating the spontaneity of the 

revolution, it would be wrong to ascribe to the ulama, or the Islamic religious scholars, 

the role of a “fundamental class” leading the revolution. What we saw instead was an 

organic collaborative effort between the rural Muslim population and the primarily 

socialist FLN. Both groups had a common vocabulary in Islamic discourse and tradition, 

and through it they stressed the dimension of participating and being a part of the 

revolution. Decolonization was not just a simple matter of driving out the colonist; it was 

also a matter of building a cohesive national consciousness built to withstand plurality 
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and retain a vision of concerted action. Decolonization is principally about engaging with 

the becoming of a nation, transcending the facticity of the colonial regime through an 

immanent engagement with violence, but also more importantly, of building an immanent 

relation for a new world with humane connections, one that filled people with the heart of 

generosity and kindness. The spirit derived from ‘spontaneity’ was initially successful. 

But ultimately, Fanon failed to recognize spontaneity clearly as a counter-hegemonic 

force. As Federico Settler notes, Fanon’s ambivalence towards religion ultimately made 

him fail to “recognize the significance of the sacred in cohering social collectivities.”66  

 For Fanon, the grandeur of spontaneity, the collective spirit that was drawn from 

Islam’s anti-colonial tradition, was not enough to cover its weakness. As the colonizer 

tightens his grip, “dollars and Belgian francs are poured into the Congo while in 

Madagascar anti-Hova atrocities are on the increase, and in Algeria, recruits, veritable 

hostages, are enrolled in the French army.”67 Spirit cannot overcome the material 

advantage of the colonizer, “the political education of the masses is now recognized as an 

historical necessity.”68 Fanon turns from the spontaneity of the peasant mass to a more 

regimented organization of a Marxist revolution. As he says in “On Violence,” “[t]he 

time for telling stories is over,” signaling that perhaps there is no place for spirit in the 

eve of decolonization. Reading from a Marxist-Leninist orientation would lead us to 

conclude that ultimately Fanon was not as interested in describing and encouraging spirit 

as he was on securing the dominance of the colonized over the colonizer. Far from it, one 

can say that even on the eve of the revolution the time for telling stories was not over. A 
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political spirituality still permeated the Algerian revolution. All one needs to do is listen 

to the collective rhythm of the new humanity that Fanon sought to inspire. 

Conclusion: Listening as the Spirit of the Third-World 
 
 As the Algerian revolution was waged, listening to the radio became the means 

through which people would access the spirit of the revolution. What was once a tool to 

magnify the voice of the colonizer became the means through which people could listen 

in and be a part of the revolution. “The Voice of Fighting Algeria was to be of capital 

importance in consolidating and unifying the people…the scattered acts fitted into a vast 

epic, and the Kabyles were no longer ‘the men of the mountains,’ but the brothers who 

with Ouamrane and Krim made things difficult for the enemy troops.”69  This act of 

listening remains imperative to preserve and renew the spirit of the revolution. 

 Listening to the spirit of the revolution was not only a matter of being informed 

about the revolution but of existing with it. Learning about the Voice, the French sought 

to decrease its influence through the use of jamming technologies. The broadcast could 

barely be heard from beginning to end.70 The static would spark an effort at 

reconstructing these stories; the people in the villages “would recount new things, tell of 

more and more glorious battles.”71 Listening to the stories required a state of passivity. 

As Walter Benjamin puts it, a “self-forgetful listener” is the necessary state to bring out 

the germinative powers of a story.72 But listening to the story does not end in passivity; 

listening actually contains the possibility of “re-telling” –– listening is a process of the 
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listener becoming the storyteller.73 As the Algerians were listening to the static-filled 

words of the Voice they also told their own stories of the revolution.74 This discourse on 

the revolution acted to manifest the “air” of the revolution. Observing the role of the 

radio and of the listening of the colonized, Fanon notes, “What we have witnessed is a 

radical transformation of the means of perception, of the very world of perception.”75 

This ethics of listening, rooted in a particular Islamic tradition, is what allowed people to 

access the truth and hence the present-ness of the revolution.  

 Listening to the stories on the radio provided the means for people to access “a 

common vocabulary of disputation and concerted action.”76 Re-constructing the stories 

however required the common vocabulary of an Islamic tradition. What followed was not 

a simple process of repeating the story but of connecting the story to the present 

circumstances of the community of listeners. Listening was the tool through which a 

community opened the space to re-imagine itself. In the same way, re-reading Fanon’s 

conclusion for the “Wretched of the Earth” allows us, today, to re-imagine what a new 

humanity could look like.  

In his final manifesto, Fanon presents listening as a tool to imagine what this new 

humanity could look like. Being resistant to a progressivist and reformist notion of 

politics –– where politics serves merely as a function of a perfectly known end-point –– 

is a necessary part of his project. In short, Fanon is against empty-time.77  “We can do 

anything today provided we do not ape Europe, provided we are not obsessed with 
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catching up with Europe.”78 ‘Catching up’ is a key element of progressive politics (read: 

Imperialist counter-insurgency). What is left is for non-white people to imitate both 

Europe’s institutions and its particular subjectivity. This sort of politics is only concerned 

with knowledge rooted in the specific place and time of a European tradition. “Outside” 

knowledge has no place here. This is why we are “witnessing the stasis of Europe:” it 

lacks tools of recognition, its senses are dull, and it does not have the capacity to be 

receptive to other forms of knowledge, to the existence of groups and individuals outside 

of itself. 79  At the most fundamental level, European humanism fails because it cannot 

serve as a basis for human connection and communication. In a phrase, Europe speaks 

but does not listen. Hence Fanon attributes to Europe the paradoxical position of “a 

permanent dialogue with itself.”80  

Progressive politics, by virtue of an answer that is already determined, can do 

nothing but voice its desire for a uniform (“static”) world. Fanon does not imitate 

progressive politics. He does not wish to bring the world to a specific place within a 

determined time frame. Instead, Fanon’s primary interest is in building the tools that 

would allow us to listen, to sense the world in ways that European humanism foreclosed. 

Fanon describes how a logic of “catching up” can keep people from seeing one another:  

 
No, we do not want to catch up with anyone. But what we want is to walk in the company 

of man, every man, night and day, for all times. It is not a question of stringing the 

caravan out where groups are spaced so far apart they cannot see the one in front, and 

men who no longer recognize each other, meet less and less and talk to each other less 

and less.81  
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The question to ask is how we see, meet, and listen to each other more. To counter the 

brutal history of European imperialism, we need to create knowledge that bridges the 

distance between ourselves. What we need is a spirit that creates an opening for 

something other. This harkens back to Fanon’s final prayer in “Black Skin, White 

Masks”: “O my body, make of me always a man who questions!”82 He inverts the 

European conception of knowledge creation (particularly, Descartes’ Cogito, ergo sum) 

that assumes a rational mind comes before the lived experience of the body. The 

inversion stresses that while the mind is inflexible and static in its knowledge, the body 

and its senses allow us to question and doubt the existing frameworks that distance us 

from a broader understanding of humanity.  A heightened focus on lived experience, on 

access to the present through the sensing aspects of existence, will provide us with the 

tools to imagine a new man. Rather than always striving for “concrete” and “material” 

changes, what is needed is silence, an opening within the self predicated on the practice 

of listening. 

  It is worth asking again, considering that his conclusion of “Wretched” consists in 

a striking manifesto, whether Fanon sees new humanism emerging from a shared practice 

of listening. By virtue of its form, a manifesto must be certain and rooted in a very 

particular call to action. We also cannot ignore the manifesto’s effect in magnifying the 

voice of its author. How then can this particularity be involved in a counter-hegemonic 

politics of bringing different interests towards collective action? “Man’s condition, his 

projects and collaboration with others on tasks that strengthen man’s totality, are new 

issues which require genuine inspiration.”83 In the context of this manifesto, the word 

                                                       
82 Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, 181.  
83 Fanon, Wretched, 236. 
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“inspiration” should be read in its physical sense, namely that of breathing in. 84 It is the 

opposite of expiration, of breathing out, which is a necessary part of speech. In contrast 

breathing in is an essential element of listening –– which is an essential element to the 

spirit Fanon tries to bring to life. Breathing in expands you, the act allows you to take in 

what is outside of you and use it to continue and remake yourself as an individual.  

Listening also points us to how we are always lacking, dependent beings. This 

directly tackles the narcissism of an expiring Europe. One can hear Fanon saying that not 

one individual (or community) can claim to be self-sufficient. By looking to this third-

world spirit that Fanon tries to imbue, perhaps then the essential question is this: can we 

listen to one another? What is essential for us is an understanding of political agency that 

goes beyond the individual, and into an understanding that the individual “I” cannot act 

without the existence or influence of others, realizing this is the pre-condition of 

collective and democratic action. In this conception, political agency must assume a 

dialogical posture. Politics must include listening or “breathing in” what is outside of 

yourself –– a moment of passivity contains the possibility of collective action. Fanon 

captures this well through describing the encounter of the intellectual and the wretched. 

What separates the two is the former’s adherence to individualism and his weakness in 

dialogue: 

 
For he [the colonized intellectual] is unable to make himself inessential 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 at 

risk of becoming a demagogue. He turns 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 

                                                       
84 In the original French text Fanon uses the word “invention.” To draw out how Fanon is engaged with 

spirit I use Philcox’s English translation which uses the word ‘inspiration’. Etymologically, the word comes 

from inspirare, Latin meaning ‘to breath.’ See: Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 236.  
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Algerian Peasant], 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.85 

  

The strength of the wretched lies in making himself inessential. When confronted with a 

purpose or idea, they are receptive and actually listen. They do not make the same 

mistake as the colonized intellectual who oscillates between two positions of absolute 

certainty –– claiming the truth and mimicking it fully. Instead, in their position as 

inessential, the wretched are able to reach a deeper understanding of the truth, of living 

with an opening –– a space to access the truth at the level of their very being. This is what 

it means to listen. We need to breath and access the truth in the present moment.  

We can sense that the temporality of listening is the present moment. This is 

consistent with Fanon’s call to not “catch-up” with Europe, which is a posture that 

always looks to the future. This orientation towards the present is also consistent with his 

caution against new humanism being a “a question of back to nature,”86 which is a 

posture that looks back at the past as an eternal reality. The present moment –– where 

lived experience resides –– is the time that we need to continually return to. We need to 

return to the breath that is both immanent to us and transcends our present conditions. 

What we need is not a fundamentalist politics that calls for an authoritarian return to the 

past, nor a progressive politics that continues a ‘war on terror’ and will eventually end in 

‘democracy.’ What we need to listen for is a politics of solidarity rooted in the utopian 

possibilities of the present moment.   

 

                                                       
85 Fanon, Wretched, 13. 
86 Ibid., 238. 


