On National Culture
(A453)

Frantz Fanon

[...] In this chapter we shall analyse the problem, which is felt to be fundamental,
of the legitimacy of the claims of a nation. It must be recognized that the political
party which mobilizes the people hardly touches on this problem of legitimacy. The
political parties start from living reality and it is in the name of this reality, in the
name of the stark facts which weigh down the present and the future of men and
women, that they fix their line of action. The political party may well speak in
moving terms of the nation, but what it is concerned with is that the peo\ple who
are listening understand the need to rake part in the fight if, quite simply, they wish
to continue to exist. [...] ’

Inside the political parties, and most often in offshoots from these parties,
cultured individuals of the colonized race make their appearance. For these
individuals, the demand for a national culture and the afirmation of the existence
of such a culture represent a special battle-field. While the politicians situate their
action in actual present-day events, men of culture take their stand in the field of
history. Confronted with the native intellectual who decides to make an aggressive
response to the colonialist theory of pre-colonial barbarism, colonialism will react
only slightly, and sdll less because the ideas developed by the young colonized
intelligentsia are widely professed by specialists in the mother country. It is in fact
a commonplace to state thar for several decades large numbers of research workers
have, in the main, rehabilirated the African, Mexican and Peruvian civilizations.
The passion with which native intellectuals defend the existence of their national
culture may be a source of amazement; but those who condemn this exaggerated
passion are strangely apt to forget that their own psyche and their own selves are
conveniently sheltered behind a French or German culture which has given full proof
of its existence and which is uncontested.

I'am ready to concede that on the plane of factual being the past existence of an
Aztec civilization does not change anything very much in the diet of the Mexican

From Franez Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington, Penguin:
Harmondsworth, 1967, pp. 166-7, 168-71, 172-5, 178-83, 187-95.
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peasant of today. I admit that all the proofs of a wonderful Songhai civilization will
not change the fact that today the Songhais are under-fed and illiterate, thrown
between sky and water with empty heads and empty eyes. But it has been remarked
several times that this passionate search for a national culture which existed before
the colonial era finds its legitimate reason in the anxiety shared by native
intellectuals to shrink away from that Western culture in which they all risk being
swamped. Because they realize they are in danger of losing their lives and thus
becoming lost to their people, these men, hot-headed and with anger in their hearts,
relentlessly determine to renew contact once more with the oldest and most
pre-colonial springs of life of their people.

Let us go farther. Perhaps this passionate research and this anger are kept up or
at least directed by the secret hope of discovering beyond the misery of today,
beyond self-contempt, resignation and abjuration, some very beautiful and splendid
era whose existence rehabilitates us both in regard to ourselves and in regard to
others. I have said that I have decided to go farther. Perhaps unconsciously, the
native intellectuals, since they could not stand wonder-struck before the history of
today’s barbarity, decided to go back farther and to delve deeper down; and, let us
make no mistake, it was with the greatest delight that they discovered that there was
nothing to be ashamed of in the past, but rather dignity, glory and solemnity. The
claim to a national culture in the past does not only rehabilitate that nation and serve
as a justification for the hope of a future national culture. In the sphere of psycho-
affective equilibrium it is responsible for an important change in the native. Perhaps
we have not sufficiently demonstrated that colonialism is not simply content to
impose its rule upon the present and the future of a dominated country. Colonialism
is not satished merely with hiding a people in its grip and emptying the
native’s brain of all form and content. By a kind of perverted logic, it turns to the
past of the oppressed people, and distorts, disfigures and destroys it. This work of
devaluing pre-colonial history takes on a dialectical significance today.

When we consider the efforts made to carry out the cultural estrangement so
characteristic of the colonial epoch, we realize that nothing has been left to chance
and that the total result looked for by colonial domination was indeed to convince
the natives that colonialism came to lighten their darkness. The effect consciously
sought by colonialism was to drive into the natives’ heads the idea that if the sectlers
were to leave, they would at once fall back into barbarism, degradation and
bestiality.

On the unconscious plane, colonialism therefore did not seek to be considered by
the native as a gentle, loving mother who protects her child from a hostile
environment, but rather as a mother who unceasingly restrains her fundamentally
perverse offspring from managing to commit suicide and from giving free rein
to its evil instincts. The colonial mother protects her child from itself, from its ego,
and from its physiology, its biology and its own unhappiness which is its very
€ssence.

In such a situation the claims of the native intellectual are no luxury but a
necessity in any coherent programme. The native intellectual who takes up arms to
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racial discriminati ittle i
common in their principles and objectives with the heroic ?E:;h};az‘; :lf;y A{;td(flalg
people against the_ detestable Portuguese colonialism. Thus, during the segcond
congress of th‘e African Cultural Society the American Negroes decided to creat
American society for people of black cultures. e
Negro-ism l:!lerefore finds its first limitation in the phenomena which take account
of the formation of the historical character of men. Negro and African-Negro

Kenyatta. In the same way certai
marvellous hymn of Arab renais]:]an‘:cfabh;;atflz;et:t?l:fah i ha‘_i Tows Ehe
: n " ss to realize that their
geographical position and the economic ties of their region were stronger even than
r:he past that they wished to revive. Thus we find today the Arab states or anicall
!mked once more with societies which are Mediterranean in their culrure gThe fac);
is that these states are submitred to modern pressure and to new channells of trade
while the network of trade relations which was dominant during the great period

their conceptions, thar even 2 cultural meeting between these states is meaningless
Thus we see that the cultural problem as it sometimes exists in colonized countries.
runs the qsk of giving rise to serious ambiguities. The lack of culture of the Negroes
as .proclalmed by colonialism, and the inherent barbarity of the Arabs iu h;
logwliy to lead to the exaltation of cultural manifestations which are not simgl
nanonal_ but continental, and extremely racial. In Africa, the movement of menpo);'
culture is 8 movement towards the Negro-African culture or the Arab-Moslem
culture. It is not specifically towards a national culture. Culture is becoming more

:0 [‘::s]t:;:_ tﬁe' jmly means by which it may be made fruitful, homogeneous and

If we \.':'anteFl to trace in the works of native writers the different phases which
characterize this evolution we would find spread out before us a panorama on three
levels. In the ‘irst phase, the narive intellectual gives proof that he has assimilated
the cu]run? of the occupying power. His writings correspond point by point with
those of his opposite numbers in the mother country. His inspiration is European

Ix} the s_econc? phase we Ex_nd the native is disturbed; he decides to remember what
hi is. This penpd of creauve work approximately corresponds to that immersion
which we have just described. But since the native is not a part of his people, since

I R S e
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he only has exterior relations with his people, he is content to recall their life only.
Past happenings of the bygone days of his childhood will be brought up out of the
depths of his memory; old legends will be reinterpreted in the light of a borrowed
aestheticism and of a conception of the world which was discovered under other
skies. _

Sometimes this literature of just-before-the-battle is dominated by humour and by
allegory; but often too it is symptomatic of a period of distress and difficulty, where
death is experienced, and disgust too. We spew ourselves up; but already
underneath laughter can be heard.

Finally, in the third phase, which is called the fighting phase, the native, after
having tried to lose himself in the people and with the people, will on the contrary
shake the people. Instead of according the people’s lethargy an honoured place in
his esteem, he turns himself into an awakener of the people; hence comes a fighting
lirerature, a revolutionary literature, and a national literature. During this phase a
great many men and women who up till then would never have thought of
producing a literary work, now that they find themselves in exceptional
circumstances — in prison, with the Maquis or on the eve of their execution — feel
the need to speak to their nation, to compose the sentence which expresses the heart
of the people and to become the mouthpiece of a new reality in action.

The native intellectual nevertheless sooner or later will realize that you do not
show proof of your nation from its culture but that you substantiate its existence
in the fight which the people wage against the forces of occupation. No colonial
system draws its justification from the fact that the territories it dominates are
culturally non-existent. You will never make colonialism blush for shame by
spreading out little-known cultural treasures under its eves. At the very moment
when the native intellectual is anxiously trying to create a cultural work he fails o
realize that he is utilizing techniques and language which are borrowed from the
stranger in his country. He contents himself with stamping these instruments with
a hall-mark which he wishes to be national, but which is strangely reminiscent of
exoticism. The native intellectual who comes back to his people by way of cultural
achievements behaves in fact like a foreigner. Sometimes he has no hesitation in
using a dialect in order to show his will to be as near as possible to the people; but
the ideas that he expresses and the preoccupations he is taken up with have no
common yardstick to measure the real situation which the men and the women of
his country know. The culture that the intellectual leans towards is often no more
than a stock of particularisms. He wishes to attach himself to the people; but instead
he only catches hold of their outer garments. And these outer garments are merely
the reflection of a hidden life, teeming and perpetually in motion. That extremely

obvious objectivity which seems to characterize a people is in fact only the inert,
already forsaken result of frequent, and not always very coherent, adaptations of
a much more fundamental substance which itself is continually being renewed. The
man of culture, instead of setting out to find this substance, will let himself be
hypnotized by these mummified fragments which because they are staric are in fact
symbols of negation and outworn contrivances. Culture has never the translucidity
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44 Frantz Fanon

colonialism in Algeria are not by any means strangers to the national culture of
Algeria. The national Algerian culture is taking on form and content as the battles
are being fought out, in prisons, under the guillotine and in every French outpost
which is captured or destroyed.

We must not therefore be content with delving into the past of a people in order
to find coherent elements which will counteract colonialism’s attempts to falsify and
harm. We must work and fight with the same rhythm as the people to construct the
future and to prepare the ground where vigorous shoots are already springing up.
A national culture is not a folklore, nor an abstract populism that believes it can
discover the people’s true nature. It is not made up of the inert dregs of gratuitous
actions, that is to say actions which are less and less attached to the ever-present
reality of the people. A national culture is the whole body of efforts made by a
people in the sphere of thought to describe, justify and praise the action through
which that people has created itself and keeps itself in existence. A national culture
in under-developed countries should therefore take its place at the very heart of the
struggle for freedom which these countries are carrying on. Men of African cultures
who are still fighting in the name of African-Negro culture and who have called
many congresses in the name of the unity of that culture should today realize
that all their efforts amount to is to make comparisons between coins and
sarcophagi.

There is no common destiny to be shared between the national cultures of Senegal

~and Guinea; but there is 2 common destiny between the Senegalese and Guinean
nations which are both dominated by the same French colonialism. If it is wished
that the national culture of Senegal should come to resemble the national culture of
Guinea, it is not enough for the rulers of the two peoples to decide to consider their
problems — whether the problem of liberation is concerned, or the trade-union
questions, or economic difficulties — from similar view-points. And even here there
does not seem to be complete identity, for the rhythm of the people and that of their
rulers are not the same. There can be no two cultures which are completely identical.
To believe that it is possible to create a black culture is to forget that niggers are
disappearing, just as those people who brought them into being are seeing the break-
up of their economic and cultural supremacy.? There will never be such a thing as
black culture because there is not a single politician who feels he has a vocation to
bring black republics into being. The problem is to get to know the place that these
men mean to give their people, the kind of social relations that they decide to set
up and the conception that they have of the future of humanity. It is this that counts;
everything else is mystification, signifying nothing.

In 1959 the cultured Africans who met at Rome never stopped talking about
unity. But one of the people who was loudest in the praise of this cultural unity,
Jacques Rabemananjara, is today a minister in the Madagascan government, and as
such has decided, with his government, to oppose the Algerian people in the General
Assembly of the United Nations. Rabemananjara, if he had been true to himself,
ought to have resigned from the government and denounced those men who claim
to incarnate the will of the Madagascan people. The ninety thousand dead of
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Madagascar have not given Rabemananjara authority to oppose the aspirations of
the Algerian people in the General Assembly of the United Nations.

It is around the people’s struggles that African-Negro culture takes on substance,
and not around songs, poems or folklore. Senghor, who is also a member of the
Society of African Culture and who has worked with us on the question of African
culture, is not afraid for his part either to give the order to his delegation to support
French proposals on Algeria. Adherence to African-Negro culture and to the cultural
unity of Africa is arrived at in the first place by upholding unconditionally the
people’s struggle for freedom. No one can truly wish for the spread of African
culture if he does not give practical support to the creation of the conditions
necessary to the existence of that culture; in other words, to the liberation of the
whole continent.

[ say again that no speech-making and no proclamation concerning culture will
turn us from our fundamental tasks: the liberation of the national territory; a
continual struggle against colonialism in its new forms; and an obstinate refusal to
enter the charmed circle of mutual admiration at the summit.

Reciprocal Bases of National Culture and the
Fight for Freedom

Colonial domination, because it is total and tends to over-simplify, very soon
manages to disrupt in spectacular fashion the cultural life of a conquered people.
This cultural obliteration is made possible by the negation of national reality, by
new legal relations introduced by the occupying power, by the banishment of the
natives and their customs to outlying districts by colonial society, by expropriation,
and by the systematic enslaving of men and women.

Three years ago at our first congress I showed that, in the colonial situation,
dynamism is replaced fairly quickly by a substantification of the arttitudes of the
colonizing power. The area of culture is then marked off by fences and signposts.
These are in fact so many defence mechanisms of the most elementary type,
comparable for more than one good reason to the simple instinct for preservation.
The interest of this period for us is that the oppressor does not manage to convince
himself of the objective non-existence of the oppressed nation and its culture. Every
effort is made to bring the colonized person to admit the inferiority of his culture
which has been transformed into instinctive patterns of behaviour, to recognize the
unreality of his ‘nation’, and, in the last extreme, the confused and imperfect
character of his own biological strucrure. -

Vis-a-vis this state of affairs, the native’s reactions are not unanimous. While the
mass of the people maintain intact traditions which are complerely different from
those of the colonial situation, and the artisan style solidifies into a formalism which
is more and more stereotyped, the intellectual throws himself in frenzied fashion into
the frantic acquisition of the culture of the occupying power and takes every
opportunity of unfavourably criticizing his own national culture, or else takes refuge
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48 Frantz Fanon

together with the names of heroes and the types of weapons. The method of allusion
is more and more widely used. The formula ‘This all happened long ago’ is
substituted by that of “What we are going to speak of happened somewhere else, but
it might well have happened here today, and it might happen tomorrow’. The
example of Algeria is significant in this context. From 19523 on, the storytellers,
who were before that time stereotyped and tedious to listen to, completely
overturned their traditional methods of storytelling and the contents of their tales.
Their public, which was formerly scattered, became compact. The epic, with its
typified categories, reappeared; it became an authentic form of entertainment which
took on once more a cultural value. Colonialism made no mistake when from 1955
on it proceeded to arrest these storytellers systematically.

The contact of the people with the new movement gives rise to a new rhythm of
life and to forgotten muscular tensions, and develops the imagination. Every time
the storyteller relates a fresh episode to his public, he presides over a real invocation.
The existence of a new type of man is revealed to the public. The present is no longer
turned in upon itself but spread out for all to see. The storyteller once more gives
free rein to his imagination; he makes innovations and he creates a work of art. It
even happens that the characters, which are barely ready for such a transformation
— highway robbers or more or less anti-social vagabonds — are taken up and
remodelled. The emergence of the imagination and of the creative urge in the songs
and epic stories of a colonized country is worth following. The storyteller replies to
the expectant people by successive approximations, and makes his way, apparently
alone but in fact helped on by his public, towards the seeking out of new patterns,
that is to say national patterns. Comedy and farce disappear, or lose their attraction.
As for dramatization, it is no longer placed on the plane of the troubled intellectual
and his tormented conscience. By losing its characteristics of despair and revolr, the
drama becomes part of the common lot of the people and forms part of an action
in preparation or already in progress.

Where handicrafts are concerned, the forms of expression which formerly were
the dregs of art, surviving as if in a daze, now begin to reach out. Woodwork, for
example, which formerly turned out certain faces and attitudes by the million,
begins to be differentiated. The inexpressive or overwrought mask comes to life and
the arms tend to be raised from the body as if to sketch an action. Compositions
containing two, three or five figures appear. The traditional schools are led on to
creative efforts by the rising avalanche of amateurs or of critics. This new vigour
in this sector of cultural life very often passes unseen; and yet its contribution to the
national effort is of capital importance. By carving figures and faces which are full
of life, and by taking as his theme a group fixed on the same pedestal, the artist
invites participation in an organized movement.

If we study the repercussions of the awakening of national consciousness in the
domains of ceramics and pottery-making, the same observations may be drawn.
Formalism is abandoned in the craftsman’s work. Jugs, jars and trays are modified,
at first imperceptibly, then almost savagely. The colours, of which formerly there
were but few and which obeyed the traditional rules of harmony, increase in number
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and are influenced by the repercussion of the rising revolution. Certain ochres and
blues, which seemed forbidden to all eternity in a given cultural area, now assert
themselves without giving rise to scandal. In the same way the stylization of the
human face, which according to sociologists is typical of very clearly defined
regions, becomes suddenly completely relative. The specialist coming from the home
country and the ethnologist are quick to note these changes. On the whole such
changes are condemned in the name of a rigid code of artistic style and of a cultural
life which grows up at the heart of the colonial system. The colonialist specialists
do not recognize these new forms and rush to the help of the ‘traditions of the
indigenous society. It is the colonialists who become the defenders of the native,
style. We remember perfectly, and the example took on a certain measure of
importance since the real nature of colonialism was not involved, the reactions of
the white jazz specialists when after the Second World War new styles such as the
be-bop took definite shape. The fact is that in their eyes jazz should only be the
despairing, broken-down nostalgia of an old Negro who is trapped between five
glasses of whisky, the curse of his race, and the racial hatred of the white men. As
soon as the Negro comes to an understanding of himself, and understands the
rest of the world differently, when he gives birth to hope and forces back the
racist universe, it is clear that his trumpet sounds more clearly and his voice less
hoarsely. The new fashions in jazz are not simply born of economic competition.
We must without any doubt see in them one of the consequences of the defeat,
slow but sure, of the southern world of the United States. And it is not utopian to
suppose that in fifty years’ time the type of jazz howl hiccupped by a poor
misfortunate Negro will be upheld only by the whites who believe in it as an
expression of nigger-hood, and who are faithful to this arrested image of a tvpe of
relationship.

We might in the same way seek and find in dancing, singing and traditional rites
and ceremonies the same upward-springing trend, and make out the same changes
and the same impatience in this field. Well before the political or fighting phase of
the national movement an attentive spectaror can thus feel and see the manifestation
of new vigour and feel the approaching conflict. He will note unusual forms of
expression and themes which are fresh and imbued with a power which is no longer
that of invocation but rather of the assembling of the people, a summoning together
for a precise purpose. Everything works together to awaken the native’s sensibility
and to make unreal and inacceptable the contemplative artitude, or the acceptance
of defeat. The native rebuilds his perceptions because he renews the purpose and
dynamism of the craftsmen, of dancing and music and of literature and the oral
tradition. His world comes to lose its accursed character. The conditions necessary
for the inevitable conflict are broughr together.

We have noted the appearance of the movemenr in cultural forms and we have
seen that this movement and these new forms are linked to the state of marturiry of
the national consciousness. Now, this movement tends more and more to express
itself objectively, in institutions. From thence comes the need for a national
existence, whatever the cost.
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52 Frantz Fanon

then the building of 2 nation is of necessity accompanied by the discovery and
encouragement of universalizing values. Far from keeping aloof from other nations,
therefore, it is national liberation which leads the nation to play its part on the stage
of history. It is at the heart of national consciousness that international

consciousness lives and grows. And this two-fold emerging is ultimately the source
of all culture.

Notes
\,-

1. René Depestre, ‘Face 2 la nuit.

2. René Char, ‘Partage formel’.

3. At the last school prize-giving in Dakar, the president of the Senegalese Republic,
Léopold Senghor, decided to include the study of the idea of Negro-ism in the
curriculum. If this decision was due to an anxiety to study historical causes, no one can
criticize it. But if on the other hand it was taken in order to create black self-
consciousriess, it is simply a turning of his back upon history which has already taken
cognizance of the disappearance of the majority of Negroes.
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