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Introduction

This study analyses the concept of alienation as it arises in Fanon’s work. The analysis is
predicated on the existential philosophical framework of Fanon’s understanding of the
recent, current colonial and post-colonial state of affairs — that of a state of alienation —
obtaining in colonized cultures, particularly in Africa. It is argued that central to the alienation
of Africans is their perceived cultural backwardness coupled with an inborn inferiority
imputed to them by their European counterparts. Attendant to this perception is the colour
difference(s) of African peoples in relation to European civilisations, with the former having a
darker skin pigmentation in comparison to the latter. Accordingly, the racial categories of
‘blackness’ and ‘whiteness’ emerge as social constructs relating to the supposed inferiority
and superiority of ‘blacks” and ‘whites’ respectively. Furthermore, this perceived inferiority
and cultural backwardness of Africans make them susceptible to colonization and economic
exploitation. The study refers to the situation of the colonization of Africans by a white Europe

as a condition of being-black in an anti-black world.

Furthermore, in this study, by ‘black’ or ‘black people’ is meant that group of people that the
European colonial project regards as ‘non-white’. Steve Biko (1978), the former leader of the
Black Consciousness Movement in South Africa in his definition of ‘blackness’ asserts that
“Being black is not a matter of pigmentation — being black is a reflection of a mental attitude”
(1978: 48). According to Biko’s definition, blacks are those who see themselves as politically,
socially and economically excluded by society on the grounds that they are not white. Within
the apartheid context in which Biko wrote, this meant to be oppressed and to be subservient
to a white person and being subjected to all the social exclusions that the word entailed.
When an individual aspires to be accepted as a white person and is rejected because of his or
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her skin colour, that person, according Biko, remains a ‘non-white’ (1978: 48) and, therefore,
black. Biko emphasizes blackness as primarily a state of mind, as opposed to it being a matter
of skin colour. But, it is clear that this state of mind arises from the fact of being racially black
in an anti-black social environment. Biko’s understanding of blackness is based on how one
conceives himself/herself within the social context of racial discrimination in which one finds

oneself.

Fanon, on the other hand, does not primarily construe blackness as a state of mind. For him,
being black is first and foremost a matter of pigmentation. He, thus, conceives of black
existence as a kind of wretchedness and depersonalization that black people, as a group, are
made to live in under structures of anti-black racism. This is because for him the suffering of
black people is experienced as a lived experience as opposed to it being an intellectual one. It
is a reality that generates responses such as the following: “/Dirty nigger’ or simply, ‘Look, a
Negro!’”” (Fanon 1967a: 82) among members of the colonizing race. So, although Biko and
Fanon’s emphasis on the term ‘black’ differ, what they share is the recognition that blackness
arises from the reality of being categorized as not being white, the so called ‘non-whites’. So
| use the term ‘black’ broadly to refer to those people that the colonial project classifies as

‘non-white’.

Notably, the term ‘post-colonial’ is used in this study in reference not only to the continuation
of colonial structures and systems of domination among the post-independence state(s) but
also to the maintenance of colonial logics of domination that undermine the integrity,
sovereignty and the independence of the previously colonised world. So, the term is used
here in the same way as the decolonial thinkers such as Ramon Grosfoguel (2007), Anibal

Quijano (2007) and Sabelo Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2003) to mention but a few, use the term. For
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instance, Ndlovu-Gatsheni speaks of the ‘post-colonial’ as a system of “coloniality [that]
articulates continuities of colonial mentalities, psychologies and worldviews into the so-called
‘postcolonial era’ and highlights the social hierarchical relationships of exploitation and
domination between Westerners and Africans that has its roots in centuries of European
colonial expansion but currently continuing through cultural, social and political power
relations” (2013: 8). So while the ‘post’ in ‘post-colonial’ may give an impression of
transcendence and the overcoming of the colonial order, its usage here as can be gleaned
from this passage, recognisises the continuing nature of the colonial logic of domination in a

neo-colonial form.

In dealing with the concept of alienation as it arises in Fanon, the study recognizes firstly, that
other, non-philosophical conceptions of the notion as it obtains in Fanon, do exist (Chapter
two). However, restricting the analysis to these ignores the philosophical underpinning of the
concept as it arises in Fanon. Thus, in making a case for the philosophical analysis of the
concept, the study locates Fanon within the Africana existential tradition and argues that for
Fanon, alienation manifests itself as colonial despair brought about by the race-based system
of colonialism. Ania Loomba (1998) describes colonialism as “the take-over of territory,
appropriation of material resources, exploitation of labour and interference with political and
cultural structures of another territory or nation” (1998: 6). From this description, it is evident
that, at the heart of colonial conquest is the desire and intention to subjugate, exploit and to
dominate over the conquered people and their territory. This situation gives rise to the feeling

of alienation among members of the oppressed group(s).

One of the major results of colonisation is the apportionment of civil liberties according to

skin colour such that the status an individual enjoys in society is in accordance with his or her
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skin colour in the racial hierarchy. In other words, the consequence is the racialization of social
privileges. Fanon understood not only this logic of colonialism very well but also that, the
inferiority of blacks was the result of a double process which at first, entailed the economic
logic of colonization and secondly, the racialization of inferiority or what he refers to as “the
epidermalization of that inferiority” (Fanon 1967a: 13). The result of such processes manifest
in the form of racial domination and inequality. Thus, being white would be associated with

wealth, and blackness with poverty. It is for this reason, therefore, that Fanon asserts,

When you examine at close quarters the colonial context, it is evident that what
parcels out the world is to begin with the fact of belonging to or not belonging to a
given race, a given species...the economic substructure is also a superstructure. The
cause is the consequence; you are rich because you are white, you are white

because you are rich (1967b: 31).

Thus, in the colonial encounter, the stage is set between two interests namely, that of the
colonizer and that of the colonized. The colonizer conceives of his/her dominant position as
just while the colonized conveives of it as unjust. What emerges from this encounter, to use
Fanon’s term, is a “psycho-existential complex” (1967a: 5) whereby whites assume social and
political dominance while blacks assume a position of subservience. This means that social
categories like ‘blackness’, ‘whiteness’, ‘coloniser’ and ‘colonised’ become social constructs
rather than a natural reality. In other words, these categories become the products of human
action or agency and during the process of colonisation take on particular meanings in line

with the interest of the dominant group.

Alfred Schutz’s (1962) definition of social reality explains the phenomenon of social construct

very well. In his work The Problem of Social Reality, Schutz defines social reality as “the sum-
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total of objects and occurrences within the social, cultural world as experienced by the
common-sense thinking of men living their daily lives among their fellow-men, connected
with them in manifold relations of interaction” (Schutz 1962: 53). From this definition, we can
deduce that social reality is not given but is, in fact, a constructed reality. In other words, it is
an attainment or an accomplishment for, it is an “occurrence” that is produced from human
interaction and action. Thus, racial categories in a race-based social system, become
constructs that are in line with the interests of the colonizing group, that is, the denotation of

certain races as inferior and others as superior. This is the racist logic of colonialism.

Racism and racial consciousness provide a basis upon which colonial society is organised. It
functions, discursively, as an organising principle according to which colonial divisions
between blacks and whites, ‘natives’! and Europeans, inferior and superior beings, are
established and maintained. As colonial categories, the two species (black and white) are not
complementary but opposed to one another. In Hegel’s dialectical philosophy there is to be
found a theory of historical movement in which history occurs through the principle of
negation or negativity which in that moment of negativity, ‘Spirit’ progresses towards a higher
unity or consciousness®. In racist societies, however, such as in the colonial countries,
apartheid or in the segregated United States of America, this is not the case. The two zones
(white and black) are opposed to one another and they are not in the service of a higher social

order: “Obedient to the rules of pure Aristotelian logic, they both follow the principle of

! The term ‘native’ is used throughout the thesis in the pejorative sense, as used by the European colonisers to
designate and to distinguish themselves from the indigenous peoples or the colonized cultures whom they
deemed to be inferior, backward and primitive.

2 Hegel’s dialectical method begins with there being an existing situation, a thesis. The thesis contains within
itself internal contradictions which create a response to it, its opposite. The response comes in the form of an
antithesis which creates conflict between the two. From this conflict, emerges a synthesis which is a higher
stage in the development of spirit. However, this new situation, the synthesis, soon discovers it’s own internal
contradictions and the process starts to repeat itself.
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reciprocal exclusivity. No conciliation is possible, for of the two terms, one is superfluous”

(Fanon 1967b: 30).

The ability to enforce discriminatory practices upon a population introduces another related
concept in Fanon and this concept is that of power. For, to discriminate against and thus
divide a whole group of people on the basis of racial difference, presupposes considerable
power over them. Thus, racist attitudes, combined with state power, produce devastating
consequences for the racially-prejudiced social group(s). Biko defines racism as
“[d]iscrimination by a group against another for the purposes of subjugation or maintaining
subjugation. In other words, one cannot be racist unless he has the power to subjugate” (Biko
1978: 25). These sentiments attest to the fact that at state level, racism is not merely about
colour prejudice or a state of consciousness but more fundamentally about power, that is,
the power to subjugate and wield control over another group. Not everyone, however, who
harbours racist attitudes possesses the power to discriminate against and oppress over
others. An individual racist may exhibit race-based hatred towards other race groups but need
not become a racial oppressor, probably because he/she lacks the means to do so. The
individual racist, therefore, is not our concern here. On the contrary, it is state racism and
power that Fanon is concerned with. Sivanandan argues that what matters with regards to
the actions of a racist, in a racist society is what the racist does with his prejudice towards
others whom he considers inferior. He notes that it “is the acting out of racial prejudice and
not racial prejudice itself that matters...Racism is about power and not prejudice” (Cited in
More 2008: 51). The idea of racism as power is also one that Andile Mngxitama (2009)

expounds.
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Mngxitama, a South African human rights activist and intellectual, notes that some of the key
elements of racism are firstly, that a [racial] group must believe itself to be superior and
secondly, it must have the power to enforce this belief. Lastly, it must be ready to use this
power to create and maintain the reality of its superiority (2009: 8). Mngxitama points out
that the inferiority of the black person was brought about through the military power of the
state (2009: 8). The idea that takes into account white hegemony as being at the core of the
West’s encounter with black people also finds expression in the work of Peter Ekeh (1997),
who observes that at the beginning of the period of contact between Europe and Africa, the
former had achieved economic as well as technological advancement that far surpassed the
latter. This advancement enabled the conquering of the latter, the black world. Thus, racial
discrimination combined with state power have been at the centre of Europe’s strategy in her

encounter with the black world.

Similarly, the South African philosopher, Percy More (2008) argues that if racism entails the
practice of discrimination, then racism also entails the power to enforce discrimination, that
is, to coerce and exclude certain groups from material privilege. The state of emergency under
apartheid South Africa, the ability to put the townships under siege through the army and the
police, the forced removals of blacks from the cities to the ‘homelands’ and land
dispossessions, all speak of the power and the coerciveness embedded in institutional racism.
Taken from the point of view of the colonial system as a whole, state racism “establishes and
maintains exclusionary relations of superiority and inferiority” (More 2008: 51). Thus, racism

is combined with force to keep the ‘natives’ in line.
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Fanon, too, restricts acts of racism to the colonizing race3. He points out that the European
settlers and ‘natives’ are old acquaintances. But their acquaintance is one that has been
singularly determined by Europe and with her interests in mind. Fanon acknowledges that it
was not only through sheer power but also through (colonial) ideology that Europe was able
to discursively create its desired Africa. In Black Skin White Masks, he writes that "what is
often called the black soul is a white man's artifact" (1967a: 14) and this is a point which Jock
McCulloch in his Black Soul White Artifact: Fanon’s clinical psychology and social theory (1983)
has also commented on. This point is reiterated in Fanon’s assertion that “it is the settler who
has brought the native into existence and who perpetuates his existence” (1967b: 28). Taking
these, as well as the economic rationale of colonialism into account, it becomes inevitable
that the relation that results between the settlers and the ‘natives’ would be an asymmetrical
one or one of white masters and black slaves. It is a relationship that has come about through
brute force and coercion. So, it is within this context, an environment of anti-blackness that

Fanon begins thinking about the alienation of the oppressed people.

Although this study treats the conpept of alienation philosophically and thus conceptually, it
was deemed befitting to discuss contexts in relation to which the concept can be better
understood. Hence, the inclusion of the last two chapters namely, alienation within the South
African context (chapter five) and the chapter on violence (chapter six). The rationale is that
to have a fuller understanding of Fanon as a thinker, theorist and philosopher, it is important
to understand the context(s) within which his ideas arise as well as the teleology of his

thought in relation to the condition of alienation. Notably, Fanon was not only an abstract

31t is important to note here that the mentioned authors were writing with colonialism as well as apartheid
conditions in mind. It is possible, in the post-colonial as well as post-apartheid contexts to conceive of some
blacks as being racists. For some black political and middle classes have become extremely wealthy and
powerful even though the black majority has remained relatively much poorer.
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thinker, but was also profoundly concerned with the material wellbeing particularly of the
oppressed, the damned of the earth. It is in this sense, therefore, that Fanon becomes a
philosopher of praxis and a practical thinker whose actions are premised on reflection on the
social condition(s) in space and time. So it is in this sense that the last two chapters can be

read. What follows below is a chapter outline of this study.

The first Chapter begins by locating Fanon within the tradition of Africana existential
philosophy. The general approach of “Africana philosophy of existence” is explained and it is
argued that Fanon’s work can usefully be framed in this context. While Fanon’s general
understanding of how colonised people are economically and socially marginalised is the
more dominant approach to his studies, it is argued, however, in the second Chapter that the
existential philosophical analysis is also prominent in his thought and thus needs greater
exposure. In Chapter three, the general understanding of human freedom underlying the
concept of alienation is then discussed with recourse to some central philosophical influences
on Fanon namely, Hegel, Marx, Sartre and Kierkegaard. It is argued that there can be no
dialectic of recognition in the Hegelian sense because of the element of racial prejudice at
work in the colonial situation. Furthermore, there is no necessary process of industrialisation
in the colonised cultures producing a revolutionary class as Marx thought would be a universal
phenomenon. The racial dimension in the oppression of black people leads to a new category,
‘colonial despair’. This then also furnishes a critical perspective on Sartre’s existential analysis

of human freedom.

This analysis is extended in chapter four, specifically the discussion of alienation between
Fanon and his philosophical interlocutors. Here, it is argued that while alienation can be

overcome in Hegel and in Marx, this is not the case of the colonised black person. Sartre’s
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realm of non-being is brought in to explain how this is so. However, while for Sartre the
material for his phenomenological analyses was European men and women, the application
of this to the colonised subject brings in a radically new dimension namely, total deprivation

of ‘being-for-itself’.

The analytic framework is then applied in Chapter five to the evidence of alienation in the
past and current South African situations and it is argued that whatever superficial changes
have occurred in the country, black South Africans largely remain in total deprivation of their
‘being-for-themselves’. Finally, in Chapter six, the thesis addresses the question of violence in
the process of overcoming alienation. This chapter speaks to the teleology of Fanon’s thought
in relation to alienation. It argues that the category ‘race’ or ‘colour’ is so definitive in
determining attitudes that there can be no authentic dialogue or negotiation among
conflicting groups and that struggles against the ‘white’ regime must necessarily take the
form of deliberate violence. The final Chapter seven, sums up the study and its ethical

implications.
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Chapterl

Fanon: Africana Philosopher of Existence

1.0 Introduction

This chapter locates Fanon’s thought within existential philosophy. It begins by noting that
there is — among the Enlightenment thinkers in the Western philosophical tradition — a
general tendency of regarding Europe as the centre of knowledge and reflective reason and
to confinement and collapse black intellectual production within the autobiographical frame.
By doing so, blacks are seen in general as producers of experience and as devoid of reason.
This view disregards the fact that black theorists have been around since the advent of
modern theorising (Gordon 2000: 27). Thus, it is against this practice of confining blacks within
the autobiographical frame that this chapter set out to frame Fanon, generally, as a
philosopher and more precisely, as a philosopher of existence in the tradition of Africana
existentialism. In doing so, the chapter seeks to dispel the myth of Africans as devoid of

reason.

Following Lewis Gordon, Anthony Bogues (2003) eloquently demonstrates in his book Black
Heretics, Black Prophets that black theorists, particularly those within the eighteenth century
slave narratives, have engaged with the issues of liberty, slavery and separatism at the
theoretical level. Despite this theoretical engagement, black literary production in the second
half of the 20t century has, nevertheless, become synonymous with the autobiographic

frame. Gordon views this trend that began from the late 1970s and which has endured right
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up to the present period, as occasioned by the discursive practices of some of the influential
thinkers of this period. These thinkers focused their energies, insofar as black writers are
concerned, on autobiographical reductionism of race, gender and class (Gordon 2000: 25).
Gordon sums this up candidly when he says that during this period: “Less concern focused on
what previous black writers were saying and more on which black writers were writing or

saying these things” (2000: 27).

Similarly, Bogues (2003) and More (2008) lament the way in which black literary production
has been collapsed and confined into the autobiographical moment. Bogues views this as
problematic in three respects. Firstly, it elides conceiving blacks as producers of knowledge.
Instead, it works to reinforce the misconception that black people are only producers of
experience. The concern for Bogues is that when written productions of black thinkers are
studied only within the literary, autobiographical frame, we can miss their political ideas and
purposes. The second concern relates to the narrowness of the autobiographical frame, which
has as its focus, the experiences of life. The concern here is that as this happens “the complex
relationships between the written testimony of the slave and the political language and
context in which the testimony are embedded are elided or reduced to a secondary position”
(Bogues 2003: 25). Lastly, the autobiographical frame fails to recognise important theoretical
developments and/or strands in the slave narratives, particularly those of the late eighteenth
century. Bogues identifies black abolitionism as an important strand of writing during this
period and views it as a significant moment of black radicalism on the world stage (2003: 26)*.
For Bogues, black theoretical production can be regarded as a way in which blacks

demonstrate their membership to the human community in an environment wherein reason

4 In addition to abolitionism, Lewis Gordon later identifies anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism as important
strands in black radicalism. See his Existentia Africana.
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is racialized. This is, arguably, something that might be elided by focusing on the narrow

biographical frame.

More, in his influential essay “Biko: Africana Existentialist Philosopher” (2008) cites
the Afro-Caribbean scholar, Paget Henry as lamenting the “near absence of an explicitly
cultivated philosophical tradition” (cited in More 2008: 45) particularly within the contexts of
South African and Afro-Caribbean philosophies, despite there being many internationally

known religious, social and political figures.

More (2008), like Gordon and Bogues, laments the tendency of locking black theorists into a
biographical frame and political activism. He associates the lack of a philosophical tradition as
largely embedded in the problem of intertextuality. This is particularly true when it is viewed
within the context of Western epistemic hegemony which Henry associates with the
“particularisation of reason” which serves to cement the argument that “Europe acquired
epistemic hegemony that made it co-extensive with the geography of reason” (2006: 2). What
this means within the context of knowledge production is that, for the black intellectual to be
able to make an intellectual contribution, she must go through Europe if she is to be heard at
all. So, in seeking to locate Fanon within Africana existential philosophy, we shall first, have

something to say not only about what Africana philosophy is but also what it entails.

1.1 Africana Philosophy

According to Gordon (2000), Africana philosophy is a branch of the much broader field of
Africana thought. He describes Africana thought as a study that “raises ironic self-reflective,
metatheoretical questions” (Gordon 2000: 3). Gordon further explains that Africana thought

“refers to an area of thought that focuses on theoretical questions raised by struggles over
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ideas in African cultures and in their hybrid and creolized forms in Europe, North America,
Central and South America, and the Caribbean” (2008: 1). Having explained what Africana
thought entails, Gordon then situates Africana philosophy within this broad and discursive
field and sees it as concerned with “critical engagements with ideas in Africana cultures and
their hybrid, mixed or creolised forms world-wide” (2008: 1). From this definition, we
establish that the principal concern of Africana philosophy is not empirical reality per se, but
abstraction from it. Africana philosophy is concerned with raising “theoretical questions”
arising from reflections on ideas which emanate from Africana cultures. Notably, this does
not mean that Africana philosophy is dismissive of objective reality. On the contrary, what it
means is that Africana philosophy operates at a meta-philosophical level which results in the
production of higher order knowledge which emanates from the lived experience itself. Such
an engagement shows Africana philosophy to be a reflective intellectual activity, with its
context being the lived experience of the black subject. Additionally, Gordon observes that
the context for the emergence of Africana philosophy was the imposition of the identity
‘black’ upon the inhabitants of the continent of Africa by Western powers and the conflation
of “most Africans with the racial term ‘black’ and [the] many [negative] connotations” (2008:

1) that “blackness” and “African” have assumed since the European conquest of Africa.

The African American scholar Lucius Outlaw (1996), writes in a similar vein and defines

Africana philosophy as,

[A] ‘gathering’ notion under which to situate the articulations (writings,
speeches, etc.) and traditions of the same, of African and peoples of African

descent collectively, as well as the sub-discipline—or field forming, tradition-
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defining, tradition-organizing—reconstructive efforts which are (to be) regarded

as philosophy (Outlaw 1996: 76).

Like Gordon, Outlaw understands Africana philosophy discursively as a term “under which
can be gathered a potentially large collection of traditions of practices, agendas and literature
of African and African descended peoples” (Outlaw 1996: 77). In this agenda-setting field,
however, what are important are those practices that fall under the rubric of philosophy. The
guestion that might arise from this definition is: How is the status of Africana Philosophy

secured? The following discussion will shed some light on this question.

In thinking about the philosophical status of Africana philosophy, it will be useful to first,
consider the meaning of the term ‘philosophy’. This is notwithstanding the fact that attempts
to define philosophy have, historically, proven to be a challenge. This fact notwithstanding,
the definition that is usually offered is that philosophy is ‘the love of wisdom’. This definition,
however, is itself not without some problems given the number of questions arising from it.
For example, what is “the love of wisdom” in connectedion to? one might ask. Is a wise
person, according to this definition, one who is adept in Astronomy, matters of love, Medicine
or a combination of these? It is notable, however, that despite the difficulty concerning this
definition, philosophers tend to agree that the “wisdom” in ‘philosophy’ is a special kind of
thoughtfulness, a reflection that goes to the very foundations of knowledge, life and being.
Thus, a philosopher is one who is not content with taking things “as given” or at face value,

as it were.

In the history of Western philosophical thought, one such an individual who showed
discontentment against taking life at face value was Socrates. Socrates questioned the kind
of life that he led within the Greek city state and encouraged others to follow suit. Socrates is
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mostly remembered for having expressed the view that an unexamined life is not worth
living’. Since Socrates, the principal preoccupation of philosophy has been the “examination”
of the meaning of life. This means that the kind of knowledge that philosophy produces is that
which seeks to elucidate or explain the meaning of life in the world. Thus, a philosopher would
step back and ask serious questions about being, others and the kind or nature of life in
society. He or she might ask questions such as the following, “What is there?”, “How can it be
known?”, “Is the society that | live in good and just?” These are some of the questions that a

philosopher might ask.

Subsequent philosophers have tended to adopt this Socratic line of inquiry. For instance, in
the Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays, Albert Camus defines philosophy in similar terms as
we have defined it thus far. This is attested to by his assertion that “Judging whether life is or
is not worth living amounts to answering the fundamental question of philosophy. All the rest
— whether or not the world has three dimensions, whether the mind has nine or twelve
categories — come afterwards. These are games...| have never seen anyone die for the
ontological argument...the meaning of life is the most urgent of questions” (1955: 3-4). From
this definition, we discern the corroboration of the view that philosophy is an attempt to
understand life’s most fundamental questions. In fact, many philosophers support this view
of philosophy. For instance, Merleau-Ponty writes that “philosophy is merely an elucidated
experience” (1958: 73). In his work The Philosophy of Right, Hegel explains philosophy thus:
“To comprehend what is is the task of philosophy, for what is is reason” (2008: 15). Similarly,
the noted Ghanaian philosopher, Kwasi Wiredu (1980), writes in Philosophy and an African
Culture that “It is the function, indeed the duty, of philosophy in any society to examine the

intellectual foundation of its culture” (1980: 20). As can be gleaned from the definitions
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offered by the above philosophers, despite the difficulties in proposing a universally
acceptable definition of philosophy, philosophers tend to agree that at its core philosophy is

concerned with reflections on the meaning of life as lived by human beings in the world.

Similarly, Africana philosophy, like the broader field of philosophy, makes use of a similar line
of inquiry. More precisely, it seeks to examine and to understand the meaning of life as lived
by African and African-descendent people; or to use Wiredu’s words, it seeks to inquire into

“the intellectual foundations” of Africana cultures.

Thus, taking into account the history and the tragedy of colonialism in relation to African and
African descendant people in particular, Africana philosophy raises pertinent questions about
life as lived by this group of people. Some of the key questions that come to the fore are:
“What does it mean to be a human being?” (Gordon 2008: 13); “Who or what am I?” These
are identity questions. From the point of view of the oppressed, identity questions lead to
teleological ones such as: “What can and should be done about my situation of colonization?”
Gordon makes this point clearer when he asserts that “in taking modern concerns such as
race, racism and colonialism seriously, [Africana philosophy] explores problems of identity
and social transformation, of the self and the social world, of consciousness and
intersubjectivity, of the body and communicability, of ethics and politics, of freedom and
bondage” (2008: 14). So, as Gordon observes, the fundamental problem of concern for this
intellectual tradition is an attempt to understand life as lived by black people by raising and
engaging with philosophical questions relating to their existence. Thus, like the broader field
of philosophy, the philosophical status of Africana philosophy is secured through reflection

and thinking about life in an abstract and meaningful way within the ambit of reason.
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At another level, it might be tempting to refer to Africana philosophy as, perhaps, ‘philosophy
born of struggle’. This would not be surprising, in that, life under oppression is lived as a
struggle against the extraordinary circumstances placed upon the oppressed. But it is also a
struggle to overcome the system that oppresses them. Thus, much of the philosophizing that
takes place within Africana philosophy concerns coming to terms with black human suffering
under conditions of oppression. But in describing Africana philosophy in this way, one is still
confronted with a certain problematic. For instance, in proposing that it is ‘philosophy born
of struggle’ one might ask the following questions: Whose struggle? What kind of struggle?
And for what purpose is the struggle waged? So, it is unclear whether this title addresses
these questions. On the other hand, the use of the term ‘Africana’ avoids such complications
in the sense that the people concerned are themselves Africans engaged in an effort to
understand themselves as human beings in the world. However, in addressing what Africana
philosophy is, one must also address the question of who its practitioners are? As we shall
see below, addressing this question has the added benefit of also addressing the very

guestion as to why this tradition ought to be called ‘Africana philosophy’.

The practitioners of this tradition of philosophy are Africana people. The term ‘Africana’
includes indigenous Africans as well as the African diaspora. Precisely because of their dark
pigmentation, the colonial system designates them as ‘black’ or ‘non-white’ to differentiate
them from the light-skinned cultures of Europe. It should not be surprising, therefore, that
these thinkers are African, black and as such, have been subjected to European colonial
processes as racial ‘others’ either directly or indirectly as descendants of colonized peoples.
Thus, in addressing the question of “who?” are the practitioners of Africana philosophy, one

is inadvertently made to face the inescapable reality that the people in question are first and
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foremost, Africana people engaged with questions that directly affect their being in the world.
So, there is, insofar as these thinkers are concerned, an intellectual and a personal interest in
their philosophical endeavours. Despite this, the skeptic may still, however, query the use of
the term ‘African’ as unfairly excluding other individuals using biology, geography and culture
as grounds for these exclusions, things that they cannot change. The practice, however, of
naming an intellectual tradition by the geography (and by implication, race) of its originators
and practitioners is not a unique or uncommon phenomenon. For, the philosophical traditions
of the world are usually known and named after the nationalities and/or continents of their
initiators. For this reason, it is not uncommon to speak, for example, of the English or German
traditions in philosophy. Similarly, Africana philosophy is referred to as such because of the
geographical region of the people that originated the tradition and who participate in it. It
becomes even more appropriate, therefore, to name the field in this way as opposed to

‘philosophy born of struggle’. For this very reason, Outlaw comments that

Use of the qualifier ‘Africana’ is consistent with the practice of grouping and
identifying intellectual traditions and practices by the national, geographic, cultural,
racial and/or ethnic name of the persons who initiated and were or are the primary
practitioners — and/or are the subjects and objects — of the practices and traditions

in question (1997: 267).

So, Outlaw corroborates the notion of identifying intellectual traditions in accordance with
the identities of their practitioners. Insofar as Africana philosophy is concerned, it is befitting
that this tradition be named in accordance with the identity and geography of its

practitioners. In reference to this