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THE FACT OF BLACKNESS

Translated by Charles Lam Markmann

“ D IRTY NIGGER!” Or simply, “Look, a Negro!”

I came into the world imbued with the will to find a meaning in things,
my spirit filled with the desire to attain to the source of the world, and then I
found that T was an object in the midst of other objects.

Sealed into that crushing objecthood, I turned beseechingly to others. Their
attention was a liberation, running over my body suddenly abraded into nonbeing,
endowing me once more with an agility that I'had thought lost, and by taking me
out of the world, restoring me to it. But just as I reached the other side, I stum-
bled, and the movements, the attitudes, the glances of the other fixed me there,
in the sense in which a chemical solution is fixed by a dye. I was indignant; I
demanded an explanation. Nothing happened. T burst apart. Now the fragments
have been put together again by another self.

As long as the black man is among his own, he will have no occasion, except
in minor internal conflicts, to experience his being through others. There is of
course the moment of “being for others,” of which Hegel speaks, but every
ontology is made unattainable in a colonized and civilized society. It would
seemn that this fact has not been given sufficient attention by those who have
discussed the question. In the Weltanschauung of a colonized people there is an
impurity, a flaw that outlaws any ontological explanation. Someone may object
that this is the case with every individual, but such an objection merely conceals
a basic problem. Ontology — once it is finally admitted as leaving existence by the
wayside — does not permit us to understand the being of the black man. For not
only must the black man be black; he must be black in relation to the white
man. Some critics will take it on themselves to remind us that this proposi-
tion has a converse. I say that this is false. The black man has no ontological
resistance in the eyes of the white man. Overnight the Negro has been given
two frames of reference within which he has had to place himself. His metaphysics,
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or, less pretentiously, his customs and the sources on which they were based, were
wiped out because they were in conflict with a civilization that he did not know
and that imposed itself on him.

The black man among his own in the twentieth century does not know at
what moment his inferiority comes into being through the other. Of course I have
talked about the black problem with friends, or, more rarely, with American
Negroes. Together we protested, we asserted the equality of all men in the world.
In the Antilles there was also that little gulf that exists among the almost-white,
the mulatto, and the nigger. But [ was satisfied with an intellectual understanding
of these differences. It was not really dramatic. And then . . .

And then the occasion arose when I had to meet the white man’s eyes. An
unfamiliar weight burdened me. The real world challenged my elaims. In the white
world the man of color encounters difficulties in the development of his bodily
schema. Consciousness of the body is solely a negating activity. It is a third-person
consciousness. The body is surrounded by an atmosphere of certain uncertainty.
know that if I want to smoke, I shall have to reach out my right arm and take the
pack of cigarettes lying at the other end of the table. The matches, however, are
in the drawer on the left, and I shall have to lean back slightly. And all these
movements are made not out of habit but out of implicit knowledge. A slow
composition of my self as a body in the middle of a spatial and temporal world —
such seems to be the schema. It does not impose itself on me; it is, rather, a defin-
itive structuring of the self and of the world — definitive because it creates a real
dialectic between my body and the world.

For several years certain laboratories have been trying to produce a serum for
“denegrification”; with all the earnestness in the world, laboratories have sterilized
their test tubes, checked their scales, and embarked on researches that might make
it possible for the miserable Negro to whiten himself and thus to throw off the
burden of that corporeal malediction. Below the corporeal scheme I had sketched
a historico-racial schema. The elements that I used had been provided for me not
by “residual sensations and perceptions primarily of a tactile, vestibular, kin-
esthetic, and visual character,” but by the other, the white man, who had woven
me out of a thousand details, anecdotes, stories. I thought that what I had in hand
was to construct a physiological self, to balance space, to localize sensations, and
here I was called on for more.

“Look, a Negro!” It was an external stimulus that flicked over me as I passed
by. I made a tight smile.

“Look, a Negro!” It was true. It amused me.

“Look, a Negro!” The circle was drawing a bit tighter. I made no secret of
my amusement.

“Mama, see the Negro! I'm frightened!” Frightened! Frightened!” Now they
were beginning to be afraid of me. I made up my mind to laugh myself to tears,
but laughter had become impossible.

I could no longer laugh, because I already knew that there were legends,
stories, history, and above all historicity, which I had learned about from Jaspers.
Then, assailed at various points, the corporeal schema crumbled, its place taken
by a racial epidermal schema. In the train it was no longer a question of
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being aware of my bodv in the third person but in a triple person. In the train
I was given not one but two, threc places. I had already stopped being amused.
It was not that I was tinding febrile coordinates in the world. I existed triply: 1
occupied space. I moved toward the other . . . and the evanescent other, hostile
but not opaque, transparent, not there, disappeared. Nausea. . . .

I was responsible at the same time for my body, for my race, for my ances-
tors. I discovered my blackness, my ethnic characteristics; and I was battered down
by tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetichism, racial defects, slave-
ships, and above all else, above all: “Sho’ good eatin’.”

On that day, completely dislocated, unable to be abroad with the other, the
white man, who unmercifully imprisoned me, 1 took myself far off from my own
presence, far indeed, and made myself an object. What else could it be for me
but an amputation, an excision, a hemorrhage that spattered my whole body with
black blood? But I did not want this revision, this thematization. All I wanted was
to be a man among other men. 1 wanted to come lithe and young into a world
that was ours and to help to build it together.

But I rejected all immunization of the emotions. I wanted to be a man, nothing
but a man. Some identified me with ancestors of mine who had been enslaved or
lynched: I decided to accept this. it was on the universal level of the intellect that
I understood this inner kinship — I was the grandson of slaves in exactly the same
way in which President Lebrun was the grandson of tax-paying, hard-working
peasants, In the main, the panic soon vanished.

In America, Negroes are segregated. In South America, Negroes are whipped
in the streets, and Negro strikers are cut down by machine-guns. In West Africa,
the Negro is an animal. And there beside me, my neighbor in the university, who
was born in Algeria, told me: “As long as the Arab is treated like a man, no
solution is possible.”

“Understand, my dear boy, color prejudice is something I find utterly foreign.
.. . But of course, come in, sir, there is no color prejudice among us. . . . Quite,
the Negro is a man like ourselves. . . . It is not because he is black that he is less
intelligent than we are. . . . I had a Senegalese buddy in the army who was really
clever. . ..

Where am I to be classified? Or if you prefer, tucked away?

“A Martinican, a native of ‘our’ old colonies.”

Where shall T hide?

“Look at the nigger! . .. Mama, a Negro! ... Hell, he’s getting mad. . . .
Take no notice, sir, he does not know that you are as civilized as we. . . .”

My body was given back to me sprawled out, distorted, recolored, clad in
mourning in that white winter day. The Negro is an animal, the Negro is bad,
the Negro is mean, the Negro is ugly; look, a nigger, it’s cold, the nigger is shiv-
ering, the nigger is shivering because he is cold, the little boy is trembling because
he is afraid of the nigger, the nigger is shivering with cold, that cold that goes
through your bones, the handsome little boy is trembling because he thinks that
the nigger is quivering with rage, the little white boy throws himself into his
mother’s arms: Mama, the nigger’s going to eat me up.

All round me the white man, above the sky tears at its navel, the earth rasps
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under my feet, and there is a white song, a white song. All this whiteness that
burns me. . . .

I sit down at the fire and I become aware of my uniform. 1 had not seen it.
It is indeed ugly. I stop there, for who can tell me what beauty is?

Where shall T find shelter from now on? I felt an easily identifiable flood
mounting out of the countless facets of my being. 1 was about to be angry. The
fire was long since out, and once more the nigger was trembling.

“Look how handsome that Negro is! .. .”

“Kiss the handsome Negro’s ass, madame!”

Shame flooded her face. At last I was set free from my rumination. At the
same time I accomplished two things: I identified my enemies and I made a scene.
A grand slam. Now one would be able to laugh.

The field of battle having been marked out, I entered the lists.

What? While I was forgetting, forgiving, and wanting only to love, my message
was flung back in my fact like a slap. The white world, the only honorable one,
barred me from all participation. A man was expected to behave like a man. I was
expected to behave like a black man — or at least like a nigger. I shouted a greeting
to the world and the world slashed away my joy. I was told to stay within bounds,
to go back where I belonged.

They would see, then! I had warned them, anyway. Slavery? It was no longer
even mentioned, that unpleasant memory. My supposed inferiority? A hoax that
it was better to laugh at. I forgot it all, but only on condition that the world not
protect itself against me any longer. I had incisors to test. I was sure they were
strong. And besides . . .

What! When it was I who had every reason to hate, to despise, 1 was rejected?
When I should have been begged, implored, I was denied the slightest recogni-
tion? I resolved, since it was impossible for me to get away from an inborn complex
to assert myself as a BLACK MAN. Since the other hesitated to recognize me,
there remained only one solution: to make myself known.

In Anti-Semite and Jew (p. 95), Sartre says: “They [the Jews] have allowed them-
selves to be poisoned by the stereotype that others have of them, and they live in
fear that their acts will correspond to this stereotype. . . . We may say that their
conduct is perpetually overdetermined from the inside.”

All the same, the Jew can be unknown in his Jewishness. He is not wholly
what he is. One hopes, one waits. His actions, his behavior are the final deter-
minant. He is a white man, and, apart from some rather debatable characteristics,
he can sometimes go unnoticed. He belongs to the race of those who since the
beginning of time have never known cannibalism. What an idea, to eat one’s father!
Simple enough, one has only not to be a nigger. Granted, the Jews are harassed
— what am [ thinking of? They are hunted down, exterminated, cremated. But
these are little family quarrels. The Jew is disliked from the moment he is tracked
down. But in my case everything takes on a new guise. I am given no chance. 1
am overdetermined from without. I am the slave not of the “idea” that others have
of me but of my own appearance.

I move slowly in the world, accustomed now to seek no longer for upheaval.

I progress by crawling. And already 1 am being dissected under white eyes, the
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only real eyes. | am fised. Having adjusted their microtomes, they objectively cut
away slices of my reality. I am laid bare. I feel, I sec in those white faces that it
is not a new man who has come in, but a new kind of man, a new genus. Why
it’s a Negro!

I slip into corners, and my long antennae pick up the catch-phrases strewn
over the surface of things — nigger underwear smells of nigger — nigger teeth are
white — nigger feet are big — the nigger’s barrel chest — I slip into corners, 1
remain silent, 1 strive for anonymity, for invisibility. Look, 1 will accept the lot,
as long as no one notices me!

“Oh, I want you to meet my black friend. . . . Aimé Césaire, a black man and
a university graduate. . . . Marian Anderson, the finest of Negro singers. . . . Dr.
Cobb, who invented white blood, is a Negro. . .. Here, say hello to my friend

»

from Martinique (be careful, he’s extremely sensitive). . . .

Shame, Shame and self-contempt. Nausea. When people like me, they tell me
it is in spite of my color. When they dislike me, they point out that it is not
because of my color. Either way, I am locked into the infernal circle.

I turn away from these inspectors of the Ark before the Flood and I attach myself
to my brothers, Negroes like myself. To my horror, they too reject me. They are
almost white. And besides they are about to marry white women. They will have
children faintly tinged with brown. Who knows, perhaps little by little. . . .

I had been dreaming.

“l want you to understand, sir, I am one of the best friends the Negro has in
Lyon.”

The evidence was there, unalterable. My blackness was there, dark and un-
arguable. And it tormented me, pursued me, disturbed me, angered me.

Negroes are savages, brutes, illiterates. But in my own case [ knew that these
statements were false. There was a myth of the Negro that had to be destroyed
at all costs. The time had long since passed when a Negro priest was an occasion
for wonder. We had physicians, professors, statesmen. Yes, but something out of
the ordinary still clung to such cases. “We have a Senegalese history teacher. He
is quite bright. . . . Our doctor is colored. He is very gentle.”

It was always the Negro teacher, the Negro doctor; brittle as I was becoming,
I shivered at the slightest pretext. I knew, for instance, that if the physician made
a mistake it would be the end of him and of all those who came after him. What
could one expect, after all, from a Negro physician? As long as everything went
well, he was praised to the skies, but look out, no nonsense, under any condi-
tions! The black physician can never be sure how close he is to disgrace. I tell
you, I was walled in: No exception was made for my refined manners, or my
knowledge of literature, or my understanding of the quantum theory.

I requested, I demanded explanations. Gently, in the tone that one uses with
a child, they introduced me to the existence of a certain view that was held by
certain people, but, I was always told, “We must hope that it will very soon disap-
pear.” What was it? Color prejudice.

It [colour prejudice] is nothing more than the unreasoning hatred of
one race for another, the contempt of the stronger and richer peoples

I
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for those whom they consider inferior to themselves, and the bitter
resentment of those who are kept in subjection and are so frequently
insulted. As colour is the most obvious outward manifestation of race
it has been made the criterion by which men are judged, irrespective
of their social or educational attainments. The light-skinned races have
come to despise all those of a darker colour, and the dark-skinned
peoples will no longer accept without protest the inferior position to

which they have been relegated.2

I had read it rightly. It was hate; I was hated, despised, detested, not by the
neighbor across the street or my cousin on my mother’s side, but by an entire
race. | was up against something unreasoned. The psychoanalysts say that nothing
is more traumatizing for the young child than his encounters with what is rational.
I would personally say that for a man whose only weapon is reason there is nothing
more neurotic than contact with unreason.

[ felt knife blades open within me. I resolved to defend myself. As a good
tactician, I intended to rationalize the world and to show the white man that he
was mistaken. )

In the Jew, Jean-Paul Sartre says, there is

a sort of impassioned imperialism of reason: for he wishes not only to
convince others that he is right; his goal is to persuade them that there
is an absolute and unconditioned value to rationalism. He feels himself
to be a missionary of the universal; against the universality of the
Catholic religion, from which he is excluded, he asserts the “catholicity”
of the rational, an instrument by which to attain to the truth and estab-
lish a spiritual bond among men.?

And, the author adds, though there may be Jews who have made intuition the
basic category of their philosophy, their intuition

has no resemblance to the Pascalian subtlety of spirit, and it is this
latter — based on a thousand imperceptible perceptions — which to the
Jew seems his worst enemy. As for Bergson, his philosophy offers
the curious appearance of an anti-intellectualist doctrine constructed
entirely by the most rational and most critical of intelligences. It is
through argument that he establishes the existence of pure duration,
of philosophic intuition; and that very intuition which discovers
duration or life, is itself universal, since anyone may practice it, and it
leads towards the universal, since its objects can be named and
conceived.*

With enthusiasm I set to cataloguing and probing my surroundings. As times
changed, one had seen the Catholic religion at first justify and then condemn slavery
and prejudices. But by referring everything to the idea of the dignity of man, one
had ripped prejudice to shreds. After much reluctance, the scientists had conceded
that the Negro was a human being; in vivo and in vitro the Negro had been proved
analogous to the white man: the same morphology, the same histology. Reason
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was confident of victory on every level. T put all the parts back together. But 1
had to change my tune.

That victory played cat and mouse; it made a fool of me. As the other put
it, when I was present, it was not; when it was there, I was no longer. In the
abstract there was agreement: The Negro is a human being. That is to say, amended
the less firmly convinced, that like us he has his heart on the left side. But on
certain points the white man remained intractable. Under no conditions did he
wish any intimacy between the races, for it is a truism that “crossings between
widely different races can lower the physical and mental level. . . . Until we have
a more definite knowledge of the effect of race-crossings we shall certainly do best
to avoid crossings between widely different races.”’

For my own part, I would certainly know how to react. And in one sense, if
I were asked for a definition of myself, I would say that 1 am one who waits; I
investigate my surroundings, 1 interpret everything in terms of what I discover, I
become sensitive.

In the first chapter of the history that the others have compiled for me, the
foundation of cannibalism has been made eminently plain in order that I may not
lose sight of it. My chromosomes were supposed to have a few thicker or thinner
genes representing cannibalism. In addition to the sex-linked, the scholars had now
discovered the racial-linked.® What a shameful science!

But I understand this “psychological mechanism.” For it is a matter of common
knowledge that the mechanism is only psychological. Two centuries ago I was lost
to humanity, I was a slave forever. And then came men who said that it all had
gone on far too long. My tenaciousness did the rest; I was saved from the civi-
lizing deluge. I have gone forward.

Too late. Everything is anticipated, thought out, demonstrated, made the most
of. My trembling hands take hold of nothing; the vein has been mined out. Too
late! But once again I want to understand.

Since the time when someone first mourned the fact that he had arrived too
late and everything had been said, a nostalgia for the past has seemed to persist.
Is this that lost original paradise of which Otto Rank speaks? How many such men,
apparently rooted to the womb of the world, have devoted their lives to studying
the Delphic oracles or exhausted themselves in attempts to plot the wanderings
of Ulysses! The pan-spiritualists seek to prove the existence of a soul in animals
by using this argument: A dog lies down on the grave of his master and
starves to death there. We had to wait for Janet to demonstrate that the afore-
said dog, in contrast to man, simply lacked the capacity to liquidate the past. We
speak of the glory of Greece, Artaud says; but, he adds, if modern man can no
longer understand the Choephoroi of Aeschylus, it is Aeschylus who is to blame. Jt
is tradition to which the anti-Semites turn in order to ground the validity of their
“point of view.” It is tradition, it is that long historical past, it is that blood rela-
tion between Pascal and Descartes, that is invoked when the Jew is told, “There
is no possibility of your finding a place in society.” Not long ago, one of those
good Frenchmen said in a train where I was sitting: “Just let the real French virtues
keep going and the race is safe. Now more than ever, national union must be
made a reality. Let’s have an end of internal strife! Let’s face up to the foreigners
(here he turned toward my corner) no matter who they are.”
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It must be said in his defense that he stank of cheap wine; if he had been
capable of it, he would have told me that my emancipated-slave blood could not
possibly be stirred by the name of Villon or Taine.

An outrage!

The Jew and [: Since I was not satisfied to be racialized, by a lucky turn of
fate I was humanized. I joined the Jew, my brother in misery.

An outrage!

At first thought it may seem strange that the anti-Semite’s outlook should be
related to that of the Negro-phobe. It was my philosophy professor, a native of
the Antilles, who recalled the fact to me one day: “Whenever you hear anyone
abuse the Jews, pay attention, because he is talking about you.” And I found that
he was universally right — by which 1 meant that T was answerable in my body
and in my heart for what was done to my brother. Later I realized that he meant,
quite simply, an anti-Semite is inevitably anti-Negro.

[ ...]From time to time one would like to stop. To state reality is a wearing
task. But, when one has taken it into one’s head to try to express existence, one
runs the risk of finding only the nonexistent. What is certain is that, at the very
moment when I was trying to grasp my own being, Sartre, who remained
The Other, gave me a name and thus shattered my last illusion. While I was saying
to him:

“My negritude is neither a tower nor a cathedral,

it thrusts into the red flesh of the sun,

it thrusts into the burning flesh of the sky,

it hollows through the dense dismay of its own pillar of patience . . .”

while I was shouting that, in the paroxysm of my being and my fury, he was
reminding me that my blackness was only a minor term. In all truth, in all truth
I tell you, my shoulders slipped out of the framework of the world, my feet could
no longer feel the touch of the ground. Without a Negro past, without a Negro
future, it was impossible for me to live my Negrohood. Not yet white, no longer
wholly black, I was damned. Jean-Paul Sartre had forgotten that the Negro suffers
in his body quite differently from the white man.” Between the white man and
me the connection was irrevocably one of transcendence.®

But the constancy of my love had been forgotten. 1 defined myself as an absolute
intensity of beginning. So [ took up my negritude, and with tears in my eyes I
put its machinery together again. What had been broken to pieces was rebuilt,
reconstructed by the intuitive lianas of my hands.

My cry grew more violent: I am a Negro, I am a Negro, I am a Negro. . . .

And there was my poor brother — living out his neurosis to the extreme and

finding himself paralyzed:

THE NEGRO: I can’t, ma’am.

LIZZIE: Why not?
THE NEGRO: I can’t shoot white folks.
LIZZIE: Really! That would bother them, wouldn’t it?

THE NEGRO: They’re white folks, ma’am.
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LIZZIE: So what? Maybe they got a right to bleed you like a pig
just because they’re white?
THE NEGRO: But they’re white folks.

A feeling of inferiority? No, a feeling of nonexistence. Sin is Negro as virtue
is white. All those white men in a group, guns in their hands, cannot be wrong.
I am guilty. I do not know of what, but I know that 1 am no good.

THE NEGRO: That’s how it goes, ma’am. That’s how it always goes
with white folks.

LIZZIE: You too? You feel guilty?

THE NEGRO: Yes, ma’am.’

It is Bigger Thomas — he is afraid, he is terribly afraid. He is afraid, but of
what is he afraid? Of himself. No one knows yet who he is, but he knows that
fear will fill the world when the world fAinds out. And when the world knows,
the world always expects something of the Negro. He is afraid lest the world
know, he is afraid of the fear that the world would feel] if the world knew. Like
that old woman on her knees who begged me to tie her to her bed:

“I just know, Doctor: Any minute that thing will take hold of me.”

“What thing?”

“The wanting to kill myself. Tie me down, I'm afraid.”

In the end, Bigger Thomas acts. To put an end to his tension, he acts, he
responds to the world’s anticipation.'?

So it is with the character in If He Hollers Let Him Go — who does precisely
what he did not want to do. That big blonde who was always in his way, weak,
sensual, offered, open, fearing (desiring) rape, became his mistress in the end.

The Negro is a toy in the white man’s hands; so, in order to shatter the hellish
cycle, he explodes. I cannot go to a film without seeing myself. I wait for me. In
the interval, just before the film starts, I wait for me. The people in the theater
are watching me, examining me, waiting for me. A Negro groom is going to
appear. My heart makes my head swim.

The crippled veteran of the Pacific war says to my brother, “Resign yourself
to your color the way I got used to my stump; we’re both victims.”'?

Nevertheless with all my strength I refuse to accept that'amputation. I feel in
myself a soul as immense as the world, truly a soul as deep as the deepest of
rivers, my chest has the power to expand without limit. I am a master and [ am
advised to adopt the humility of the cripple. Yesterday, awakening to the world,
I saw the sky turn upon itself utterly and wholly. 1 wanted to rise, but the disem-
boweled silence fell back upon me, its wings paralyzed. Without responsibility,
straddling Nothingness and Infinity, I began to weep.



