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It is a well-worn critique of psychoanalysis that its empirical grounding is predominantly 

restricted to the experiences of well-off Westerners.  Implicit in this critique is the idea that if life 1

1 Bulhan, Hussein Abdilahi. "Fanon and Eurocentric Psychology." In Frantz Fanon and the Psychology of Oppression , 
64. New York: Plenum Press, 1985. 



experiences impact one’s psychic development then it should be beyond enunciation that one’s 

position in society has an impact on those life experiences and therefore on psychic 

development. That these life experiences can be fundamentally social and not merely in the 

phylogenetic sense of arising from intergenerational transmission, but as artifacts of broader 

societal structures, is the root of Frantz Fanon’s originality when he says:  It will be seen that the 

black man’s alienation is not an individual question. Beside phylogeny and ontogeny stands 

sociogeny.   In Black Skins White Masks,  Fanon makes his most in depth analysis of the 2

development of the colonized subject. He defines the colonized as: “a people in whose soul an 

inferiority complex has been created by the death and burial of its local cultural originality. ” 3

Therefore, as Fanon renders it, the colonial situation is made manifest at all levels from the statue 

of a European explorer in the public square, to the ego development of the child who walks past 

it. It is my intent, to develop and present a coherent model of the racialization of colonized 

subjects using Fanon's theories as presented in Black Skins White Masks  and The Wretched of the 

Earth.  In order to explicate Fanon’s thoughts on this subject, I will consider what various 

psychoanalytic perspectives can contribute to the theorization of this process. I will consider 

Klein’s theory of defensive splitting Lacan’s mirror stage, and Ferenczi’s theory of the reality 

sense and identification.  

Of course, Fanon is hardly the only Black writer to discuss this topic. For roughly the 

past 200 years, the overwhelming majority of African descended bodies have inhabited colonial 

situations of one type or another. Since what we are speaking about happens to a multitude of 

people dispersed through time, in considering how Fanon’s observations can be generalized I 

2 Fanon, Frantz. "Introduction." In Black Skin, White Masks , 4. London: Pluto, 2008. 
3ibid, 9.  



will consider the accounts of racialization, in a White supremacist colonial context, presented by 

two of the most articulate people to have ever experienced it: Dr. W.E.B. Du Bois and James 

Baldwin. Since racialization is both a private and a public event, cultural testimony of this type is 

highly relevant. In engaging these three realms, I hope to explicate Fanon's insights in the 

context of psychoanalytic theory.  

In "The Negro and Psychopathology," the sixth chapter of Black Skins White Masks, 

Fanon argues that, contrary to the prevailing notion which finds the root of the individual's 

orientation toward his society in familial relationships; irrespective of the normality of the 

child’s family relationships he will become neurotic on his first contact with the colonial order.  4

In acknowledging the role of the individual’s social position as a source of abnormalization, 

Fanon conceives of a psychoanalytic model which in observing colonized peoples (especially 

racialized colonized peoples) can escape a recursive and ultimately essentializing position: If 

family relations give rise to all social maladjustment then any identifiable group which is 

maladjusted must be inherently abnormal; whether this abnormality is considered as having its 

root in biology or "native" culture is a matter for the apologists to decide as they see fit. Fanon 

inverts this perspective by arguing that the child’s relations both to the social order as a whole, to 

others, and ultimately to itself, are warped by what occurs when the child comes into contact 

with the colonial order (in this context, the colonized is Black and the colonizer is White). Fanon 

concedes that it is possible for a child who has never had any direct contact with Whites to yet 

have been impacted by contact with the colonial order. He posits two modes of contact, mediate 

and immediate. Mediated contact occurs through mass media and other art, Fanon gives the 

4 Fanon, Frantz. "The Negro and Psychopathology." In Black Skin, White Masks , 111.  



example of comic books which are “put together by white men for little white men. ” Fanon 5

argues that comic books and other violent images function by creating a “collective catharsis,” 

which allows the young colonized and colonizing alike to invest the White heroes with their 

aggression. Immediate contact comes from the direct experience of racism, the Whites only sign, 

the back of the bus, the racial slur and, in latter day terminology, micro-aggressions. Fanon 

argues that the Black child develops just like the White child until first contact with the colonial 

order. He goes so far as to assert: “As long as he remains among his own people, the little black 

follows very nearly the same course as the little white .”  Which is to say that he projects his 6

aggression onto a hero symbol with whom he then identifies in seeking to introject it. At the 

same time, he projects his id onto a villain. Fanon observes that villains in mass media were 

primarily represented by people of color. Fanon introduces this racialized object cathexis in order 

to solve the problem of Blacks in Europe who show evidence of racial trauma prior to having 

ever experienced actual racial conflict and despite their otherwise complete identification with 

Whites, as he had observed in Black Antilleans. According to Fanon, the Black Antillean does 

not know that he is Black until he is directly confronted by the White in the form of immediate 

contact.  

The problem which this presents is: How can the colonized child, who is defined by his 

difference from the colonizer, whose position centers on his salient alterity, be unaware of his 

race prior to immediate interaction with Whites? The presumption of a “pre-racialized” period of 

innocence which is broken by a particular trauma seems flawed. Rather, it seems more likely that 

the conscious  trauma is merely the scene of the foregrounding of a repressed trauma. Though 

5  Fanon, Frantz. "The Negro and Psychopathology." In Black Skin, White Masks , 113.  
6 ibid, 115.  



Fanon does acknowledge a situation which is obviously abnormal, a person of African descent 

identifying with people of European descent against people of African descent; he seems to 

believe that this delusion is relatively harmless in and of itself, being deleterious only when it is 

shattered. This is not to say that he considers it healthy, as something which sets a child up to 

have his self-regard crushed by reality. After noting his desire that comic books designed for 

Black children should exist he acknowledges in an offhand remark: “For, until there is evidence 

to the contrary, I believe that if there is a traumatism it occurs during [the early school] years. ” 7

He does not speak specifically on how the child can imbibe racial coding concerning an 

“other”be he Senegalese or Native American without also already being aware of his difference 

from the colonizer. How can the child code for “White” as against Native Americans or the 

“African cannibal” but not against his Black self? I posit that in order for the child to notice that 

heroes are heroes because they are White and that villains are villains for being Black, or colored 

or in whatever manifestation non-White, without “noticing” that he is himself Black, the child 

must repress the image ideal which he represents to himself. In other words, before the child can 

be “othered” by direct contact with the colonial world, he must first other himself. I posit that 

writing as he was during a period of overt racism and literal colonialism, when the racial drama 

was an open and constant fact of life, it was natural for Fanon to place emphasis on the external 

manifestations of the racial drama. For Fanon the traumatic aspect of this drama occurs when the 

child is actually face to face with the colonizing subject who in the name of his very Whiteness 

must make the Black colonized subject to feel his Blackness. He who, according to Fanon, had 

heretofore failed to see himself as Black, is at long last denigrated, in the most literal sense of the 

7 Fanon, Frantz. "The Negro and Psychopathology." In Black Skin, White Masks , 115. 



word. I posit, that in order for this to occur, the child must have already repressed the reality of 

his Blackness, a reality which in the overwhelming majority of cases is physical and manifest in 

the world which surrounds him.  It cannot be supposed that the child is on all levels truly 8

unaware of his Blackness. If this were the case, the phrase “look a negro!” (to borrow from 

Fanon) would be unintelligible as directed at him, and every case of racializing trauma would 

require a period of education in comparative chromatics. This problematic will be addressed as 

part of this explication. 

Black Skins White Masks  is Fanon’s attempt to offer a comprehensive account of the 

subjective experience of the colonized, as a result it is a highly eclectic work, mixing personal 

testimony, literary critique, philosophy, and psychoanalytic theory. This eclecticism mirrors he 

myriad levels on which colonialism functions. Fanon’s engagement with psychoanalytic theory 

is not as deep as a cursory reading of his work might lead one to suppose. Even though he refers 

to himself as a psychoanalyst, he was not trained as an analyst but as a psychiatrist. In his 

capacity as chief of psychiatry at Bilda Hospital he employed dynamic treatment strategies 

informed by Ferenczi’s theories.  He alludes to Freud and other psychoanalysts but only as a 9

particular lense on the colonial situation. It is likely not overstating the case to say that there are 

numerous disciplinary lenses through which Fanon’s account can be read. David Macey, one of 

Fanon’s biographers, argues against any inherent privileging of psychoanalytic perspectives in 

Black Skins .  My engagement with psychoanalysis here is therefore necessary, as 10

8 Of course, race adheres to certain objective physical characteristics which are politically inscribed. 
9 Bulhan, Hussein Abdilahi. "Revolutionary Psychiatry of Fanon." In Frantz Fanon and the Psychology of Oppression , 
245. New York: Plenum Press, 1985. 
10 Macey, David. "The Recall of the Real: Frantz Fanon and Psychoanalysis."Constellations  6, no. 1 (1999): 97-108. 



psychoanalytic theory is rarely engaged on its own terms in relation to Fanon's comments on 

ego-development.  

Sociogenic factors, if understood as the social contribution to neuroses, make themselves 

known linguistically, artistically, interpersonally, and phenomenologically. For Fanon, it is when 

macro-conditions impact the subject at the level of ego development, that “abnormality” is 

created, in a subject which otherwise would have  developed "normally" .   Fanon has said, 11

though I am not sure how literally to take him, that the Antillean believes, prior to the immediate 

trauma, that he is White and that the Senegalese (or other scapegoat) is the Negro. Since Fanon 

invokes mediated contact as being a possible site of abnormalization, we can conclude that what 

Fanon calls abnormalization can occur in the absence of trauma. How does the child who must 

be able to experience race in order to specifically “invest” the White men who populate his 

media with his aggression and identify with them, deal with the fact that the objects of his 

identification are different from himself, in fact, that they are different from him in the way 

which is, from their shared point of view, most relevant? I posit that the key to this latent 

knowledge is a defensive splitting of the child’s self-imago. That the child who, having been 

reflected to himself in the mirror stage as “Black then learns that his culture’s symbolic matrix 12

situates Blackness negatively, represses, not the knowledge of his literal “Blackness,” but rather, 

that his “Black” is black with all that is held to imply. What seems to happen when the 

Black-colonized begins to develop social cathexis is that the normative aspects of his imago are 

split between the normative and embodied aspects. Thus, the child, knowing full well that he is 

not any of the horrible things which are attributed to the symbolic “Negro”, knowing full well 

11 Fanon, Frantz. "The Negro and Psychopathology." In Black Skin, White Masks , 111. 
12 Or as having the eventually well-known characteristics which make one a “Black.” 



that he is not “savage” “evil” or “stupid,” (assuming there are no other factors which would 

create a negative self-image)  defensively splits his imago which mercifully allows him to 

maintain a makeshift gestalt.  In “Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms” Melanie Klein observes 

that the subject who engages in defensive splitting achieves hallucinatory relief from persecutory 

circumstances by conjuring up an ideal, need fulfilling object and illusorily annihilating the 

persecutory “bad” object . Therefore, in splitting his own imago, the colonized is able to 13

maintain a sense of the “Ideal-I” which is actually ideal despite being, according to the lies 

which he is imbibing, evil’s spitting image. The embodied self with its coarse hair, dark skin, full 

nose and lips is psychically denied as having anything to do with the colonized’s actual self:  

If I order my life like that of a moral man, I simply am not a Negro. Whence the 
Martinican custom of saying of a worthless white man that he has “a nigger soul.” Color is 
nothing, I do not even notice it, I know only one thing, which is the purity of my conscience and 
the whiteness of my soul. “Me white like snow,” the other said.  14

 

In Black Skins White Masks,  Fanon's analysis seems rooted in his Antillean experience, as 

he assumes that his subject will not come into direct contact with the colonizing subject until 

relatively late in his development. The subject for whom White men only exist as symbolic 

abstractions, as heroes, can undoubtedly repress the full meaning of racialization longer than 

those whose primary contact with the colonial order is immediate. Martinique, though a French 

colony, and every bit as dominated by the metropole as any other, was effectively an indirectly 

ruled dot in the Atlantic ocean. By the time Fanon moves to Algeria in his magnum opus The 

Wretched of the Earth,   he has all but abandoned this model, or, at least, he does not mention it. 

By this time, his model colonial society is not Martinique but Algeria.  Rather than investing the 

13 Klein, Melanie. "Notes On Some Schizoid Mechanisms." International Journal of Psychoanalysis , no. 27 (2009): 99-110. 
14 Fanon, Frantz. "The Negro and Psychopathology." In Black Skin, White Masks , 149. 



White man with his aggression and then suffering the attendant ego collapse, Fanon’s Algerian 

subject seems to possess less eros  as far as the White man is concerned  and a far greater share of 

thanatos.   Put another way, there is greater ambivalence toward the colonizing subject and more 15

resentment of the colonizer as a class. The Algerian, specifically the urban Algerian under 

French rule lives in a “manichean” world. Life itself depends on him being given to understand 

that there are two types of people, colonizer and colonized, a situation not unlike that of a Black 

child in Jim Crow Mississippi or New York. The child who lives in a world dominated by the 

colonizer's physical presence cannot afford any illusions about where he stands.  According to 16

Fanon, first contact causes the subject to: "Recognize the unreality of certain attitudes he had 

adopted with reference to the subjective attitude of the White man. "  17

As has been said, Fanon was born and grew up on a predominately Black island under 

French control. His immediate contact with the White world came during WWII when instead of 

going to France, France came to him, in the form of Vichy forces who, having been stranded by 

an allied blockade, wrenched the government from the Martinicans and proceeded to act like 

“authentic racists” despoiling their fellow Frenchmen. After the war, Fanon studied in France 

and endured, for the first time, unmediated interaction with his "countrymen". He rendered this 

experience powerfully in “The Lived Experience of the Black” the chapter after “The Negro and 

15  “The colonized man is an envious man. And this the settler knows very well; when their glances meet he 
ascertains bitterly, always on the defensive, "They want to take our place."’- Fanon. "On National Culture." In 
The Wretched of the Earth, 40. New York: Grove Press, 1968. 
 
16Baldwin testifies:  “I was thirteen and was crossing Fifth Avenue on my way to the Forty-second Street 
library, and the cop in the middle of the street muttered as I passed him, "Why don't you niggers stay uptown 
where you belong?" When I was ten, and didn't look, certainly, any older, two policemen amused 
themselves with me by frisking me, making comic (and terrifying) speculations concerning my ancestry and 
probable sexual prowess, and for good measure, leaving me flat on my back in one of Harlem's empty lots.” 
17  Fanon, Frantz. "The Negro and Psychopathology." In Black Skin, White Masks , 115. 
 



Pathopsychology.” Fanon's experience, not having immediate interaction with the colonial 

subject until a relatively advanced age is markedly different from the Black American experience 

as well as the Algerian experience. Speaking broadly, it can be said that Fanon's experience is 

most similar to that of one growing up in a non settler colony.  18

James Baldwin grew up in a world where contact with Whites was unavoidable at about 

the same time that he was being socialized to develop a positive cathexis toward White heroes. 

Baldwin's subject, like Fanon's, seems unable to accept the fact of his own Blackness. When 

Baldwin refers to not having seen a mirror, I take him to mean that the subject has seen no 

representations of Blackness which he, or anyone else, would desire to introject. In this case, the 

gap between mediated and immediate contact is not so great in time as it was for Fanon’s 

Antillean subject.  Since there is no reason to believe that an Antillean child was exposed to 

media any earlier than the American child, we can assume that mediated positive cathexis occurs 

in both at the same age. For Fanon, however, since personal contact is essential to the 

development of a racialized consciousness, the Antillean is not forced to recognize his Blackness 

until he goes to France (assuming he ever goes). For a subject in Baldwin’s position, a Black 

child in an urban ghetto, Black in the midst of White, contact is regular. In particular for those 

who, like Baldwin in particular, went to schools with White children, the period of repression 

must have been especially short. The Black subject who grows up in segregated environs in a 

White society is by no means spared, however. Both inhabit a “manichean world” which is much 

18 Baldwin grew up in segregated Harlem and describes  the racializing experience thusly: In the case of the 
American Negro, from the moment you are born every stick and stone, every face, is white. Since you have not yet 
seen a mirror, you suppose you are, too. It comes as a great shock around the age of 5, 6, or 7 to discover that the 
flag to which you have pledged allegiance, along with everybody else, has not pledged allegiance to you. It comes as 
a great shock to see Gary Cooper killing off the Indians, and although you are rooting for Gary Cooper, that the 
Indians are you.- Baldwin, James. "The American Dream and The American Negro." The New York Times On the 
Web. March 7, 1965. Accessed February 19, 2015. 
 



more similar to that which Fanon sketches in The Wretched of the Earth,  therefore, though the 

drive to repress is most likely as strong for them as it is for the subject who grows up in an all 

Black environment, this effort is immediately rendered moot (or crippled if not eradicated)  by 

social reality. Put another way, the gap between psychic reality and social reality is much 

narrower for those who must adjust to the immediate realities of the colonial situation. While it is 

not my intent to adhere overly stringently to Freud’s psychosexual stages, they do seem to reflect 

a basic schematic for constructing what children are doing at various stages of development. This 

loose adaptation reflects both my own sense that it is not necessary to develop a universal sense 

of how children develop in order to discuss how they are racialized in their respective contexts, 

and Fanon’s own skepticism of the universality of Freud’s stages. Accepting sociogeny implies 

that there is a a highly mercurial character added to the classic psychoanalytic drama, outside of 

its archetypal players (mother, father, sister, brother) that of whatever the prevailing 

socio-politico-cultural scene is. With this in mind, I venture to offer the following account of 

racialization: 

 Like the colonizer, the colonized in the latency stage seeks to introject hero-objects as a 

successor to the parents while projecting his id onto villain-objects. For the colonized, this effort 

to reduce anxiety is decidedly more complex as the object-symbol which he is offered as a 

channel is defined by its difference from him, thwarting his effort to introject it; while the object 

which he is offered onto project the id is defined by its identity with him. We can say that at this 

point the reality principle interferes with the pleasure principle . But, so long as the colonized 19

can in a sense avoid accepting this aspect of reality this will not produce explicit anxiety. This is 

19 Ferenczi, Sandor. "Stages in the Development of the Sense of Reality."Contributions to Psychoanalysis , 1916, 
181-468. 
 



accomplished by splitting the imago into “good” and “bad”. That the child even unconsciously 

thinks he has the power to unilaterally alter this symbol seems to be a vestige of the sense of 

omnipotence. In any event, this anxiety reducing effort is undone when the child is forced into 

immediate contact with the colonizing subject, who, by the operation of the colonized’s own 

psyche has been invested with great symbolic authority. Having been confronted with this 

rejection, which I posit can occur even in the absence of direct contact simply through the 

development of the sense of reality, the child is forced back upon the original anxiety generating 

factors, except that now, society’s id has been thrown squarely in his face. Du Bois and Baldwin 

both offer testimony about the various ways which this trauma, this symbolic cataclysm can be 

responded to, presumably based on the child’s personal constitution or the other factors 

impacting his psychic development . The child can spend its life trying to force the 20

transferential transaction by introjecting Whiteness, an operation which requires him to 

convincingly project his id onto the “Negro” an operation which, on some level, the white must 

accept in order for it to relieve his anxiety; which of course the White (speaking generally) will 

never do completely, because the colonizer's identity is no less implicated in this drama and this 

identity is defined by difference, by a notion of "purity" which is most powerful when it 

excludes. Fanon observes that being in Europe corrects many incorrect assumptions about the 

subjective perspective of the White man. The tension which is broken by time spent in Europe 

seems to be that which persisted between the White as symbol and the concrete White insofar as 

20 But they should not keep these prizes, I said; some, all, I would wrest from them. Just how I would 
do it I could never decide: by reading law, by healing the sick, by telling the wonderful tales that 
swam in my head,—some way. With other black boys the strife was not so fiercely sunny: their youth 
shrunk into tasteless sycophancy, or into silent hatred of the pale world about them and mocking 
distrust of everything white; or wasted itself in a bitter cry, Why did God make me an outcast and a 
stranger in mine own house? The "shades of the prison-house" closed round about us all: walls strait 
and stubborn to the whitest, but relentlessly narrow, tall, and unscalable to sons of night who must 
plod darkly against the stone, or steadily, half hopelessly watch the streak of blue above.- Du Bois, 
W.E.B. The Souls of Black Folk . New York: Blue Heron, 1903. 5. 



symbolization is a flight from reality in pursuit of pleasure. Once this tension is broken and the id 

thrown back into his face, the colonized child can slip into sycophancy and militant 

assimilationism in an effort to reclaim his introjection while attacking his own Blackness, 

separating it from his perceived imago, with basically no success. Another option, is to abandon 

actionality and assume one’s role as society’s id, meeting and even exceeding stereotype. There 

is next hatred of the persecuting White. The intricacies of this reaction-formation would require 

another paper, suffice it to say that this hatred possibly starts as a mechanism for repressing the 

immense Eros which the Black subject is compelled to develop for the White subject, and the 

process by which it develops into "true" hatred probably relates to the escape from colonial 

neuroses, ultimately, I suppose, categorical hate would no more be an escape than categorical 

love, and certainly if the goal is some abstract sense of normality: “ in the psychological sphere 

the abnormal man is he who demands, who appeals, who begs. ”  21

Culture seems to be essential to the resistance of oppressed groups, as alluded to in 

Fanon’s definition of the colonized including in the effort to resist colonial neuroses. In The 

Wretched of the Earth,  Fanon places great emphasis on the “historicization” of the colonized and 

the reawakening of cultural originality as the rebirth of the national spirit in the hour of 

revolution; historicization being the destruction of the colonial dichotomy within which the 

colonizer acts and the colonized are acted upon. Of the New World African, the Algerian 

colonized and the European Jew, the first can be said to be the most removed from his cultural 

heritage. The Algerian colonized is still on his land The European Jew has thousands of years of 

written culture and religious ritual ready at hand. The African in the new world has the not 

21  Fanon, Frantz. "The Negro and Psychopathology." In Black Skin, White Masks , 110. 
 



insignificant survivals of memory and the cultural isolation borne of social isolation which, for 

all that has been built upon transplanted African culture in the New World, makes the last 

uniquely cut of from a competing imago. But the question of “cultural originality” must be 

distinguished from the question of cultural production. Cultural originality, for Fanon, does not 

mean merely cultural production by members of the colonized. In Black Skins White Masks 

Fanon derides the average Antillean poet as a “White man” a “victim of White civilization” 

whose work bears no “special watermark. ” In The Wretched of the Earth , the implications of 22

colonialism are made more clear: In “On National Culture” Fanon evocatively relates detailed 

observations about what happens when a colonized people are creatively reawakened in the face 

of revolutionary unrest.  The Black Arts Movement which accompanied the  American Black 23

Power Movement as well as the entire Blaxploitation genre of film, make this apparent. The 

ultimate and basic point of Fanon’s cultural analysis is that cultural originality cannot exist 

among those who are at peace with the colonial order, identification with the aggressor implies a 

loss of the capacity for self assertion.  Put another way, it is impossible for the imagination to say 

yes to itself in the face of overwhelming power and stifling cultural “authority.”. To poach a 

Black consciousness cliche, gaining “knowledge of self” seems a necessary but not sufficient 

22 Fanon, Frantz. "The Negro and Psychopathology." In Black Skin, White Masks  148. 
 
23 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 antisocial vagabonds—are taken up and remodeled. 
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, toward the seeking out of new 
patterns, that is to say national patterns.-  Fanon, Frantz, and Constance Farrington. "On National Culture." In 
The Wretched of the Earth, 251. New York: Grove Press, 1968. 
 



condition for escaping the sociogenic cycle of neuroses, thus showing the utility of having ready 

access to one’s history with which one can contest one’s place in the symbolic matrix. 

In conclusion,  the development of the colonized subject is, of necessity, central to any 

discussion of the human experience under oppression. Fanon’s work shows that the imaginary 

wall which separates psychic life and politics is porous to the point of being nonexistent. 

Appreciating this allows us to begin to model what oppression and exploitation do to the 

oppressed and exploited. Future research might further investigate the mechanisms by which one 

can escape this sociogenic mire. In The Wretched of the Earth,  Fanon shows how the sloughing 

off of violently enforced passivity is a necessary aspect of the revolutionary endeavor. A model 

for how this can occur in a non-revolutionary but anti-colonial context, on both the individual 

and mass level would be a fruitful direction. 
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