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BY WAY OF CONCLUSION

The social revolution . . . cannot draw its poetry from the past, but only from the 
future. It cannot begin with itself before it has stripped itself of all its superstitions 
concerning the past. Earlier revolutions relied on memories out of world history 
in order to drug themselves against their own content. In order to fi nd their own 
content, the revolutions of the nineteenth century have to let the dead bury the 
dead. Before, the expression exceeded the content; now, the content exceeds 
the expression. 

—Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire

I can already see the faces of all those who will ask me to be precise 
on this or that point, to denounce this or that mode of conduct.

It is obvious—and I will never weary of repeating this—that 
the quest for disalienation by a doctor of medicine born in 
Guadeloupe can be understood only by recognizing motivations 
basically different from those of the Negro laborer building the 
port facilities in Abidjan. In the fi rst case, the alienation is of an 
almost intellectual character. Insofar as he conceives of European 
culture as a means of stripping himself of his race, he becomes 
alienated. In the second case, it is a question of a victim of a 
system based on the exploitation of a given race by another, on 
the contempt in which a given branch of humanity is held by a 
form of civilization that pretends to superiority.

I do not carry innocence to the point of believing that appeals 
to reason or to respect for human dignity can alter reality. For the 
Negro who works on a sugar plantation in Le Robert, there is only 
one solution: to fi ght. He will embark on this struggle, and he will 
pursue it, not as the result of a Marxist or idealistic analysis but 
quite simply because he cannot conceive of life otherwise than in 
the form of a battle against exploitation, misery, and hunger.
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It would never occur to me to ask these Negroes to change 
their conception of history. I am convinced, however, that 
without even knowing it they share my views, accustomed as 
they are to speaking and thinking in terms of the present, The 
few working-class people whom I had the chance to know in 
Paris never took it on themselves to pose the problem of the 
discovery of a Negro past. They knew they were black, but, 
they told me, that made no difference in anything. In which 
they were absolutely right.

In this connection, I should like to say something that I have 
found in many other writers: Intellectual alienation is a creation 
of middle-class society. What I call middle-class society is any 
society that becomes rigidifi ed in predetermined forms, forbidding 
all evolution, all gains, all progress, all discovery. I call middle-
class a closed society in which life has no taste, in which the 
air is tainted, in which ideas and men are corrupt. And I think 
that a man who takes a stand against this death is in a sense a 
revolutionary.

The discovery of the existence of a Negro civilization in the 
fi fteenth century confers no patent of humanity on me. Like it or 
not, the past can in no way guide me in the present moment.

The situation that I have examined, it is clear by now, is not 
a classic one. Scientifi c objectivity was barred to me, for the 
alienated, the neurotic, was my brother, my sister, my father. I 
have ceaselessly striven to show the Negro that in a sense he makes 
himself abnormal; to show the white man that he is at once the 
perpetrator and the victim of a delusion.

There are times when the black man is locked into his body. 
Now, “for a being who has acquired consciousness of himself and 
of his body, who has attained to the dialectic of subject and object, 
the body is no longer a cause of the structure of consciousness, 
it has become an object of consciousness.”1

The Negro, however sincere, is the slave of the past. None the 
less I am a man, and in this sense the Peloponnesian War is as 
much mine as the invention of the compass. Face to face with 

1. Maurice Merleau-Ponty, La Phénoménologie de la perception (Paris, Gallimard, 
1945), p. 277.
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the white man, the Negro has a past to legitimate, a vengeance to 
exact; face to face with the Negro, the contemporary white man 
feels the need to recall the times of cannibalism. A few years ago, 
the Lyon branch of the Union of Students From Overseas France 
asked me to reply to an article that made jazz music literally an 
irruption of cannibalism into the modern world. Knowing exactly 
what I was doing, I rejected the premises on which the request was 
based, and I suggested to the defender of European purity that he 
cure himself of a spasm that had nothing cultural in it. Some men 
want to fi ll the world with their presence. A German philosopher 
described this mechanism as the pathology of freedom. In the 
circumstances, I did not have to take up a position on behalf of 
Negro music against white music, but rather to help my brother to 
rid himself of an attitude in which there was nothing healthful.

The problem considered here is one of time. Those Negroes 
and white men will be disalienated who refuse to let themselves 
be sealed away in the materialized Tower of the Past. For many 
other Negroes, in other ways, disalienation will come into being 
through their refusal to accept the present as defi nitive.

I am a man, and what I have to recapture is the whole past 
of the world. I am not responsible solely for the revolt in Santo 
Domingo.

Every time a man has contributed to the victory of the dignity of 
the spirit, every time a man has said no to an attempt to subjugate 
his fellows, I have felt solidarity with his act.

In no way should I derive my basic purpose from the past of 
the peoples of color.

In no way should I dedicate myself to the revival of an unjustly 
unrecognized Negro civilization. I will not make myself the man 
of any past. I do not want to exalt the past at the expense of my 
present and of my future.

It is not because the Indo-Chinese has discovered a culture of 
his own that he is in revolt. It is because “quite simply” it was, 
in more than one way, becoming impossible for him to breathe. 
When one remembers the stories with which, in 1938, old regular 
sergeants described the land of piastres and rickshaws, of cut-rate 
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boys and women, one understands only too well the rage with 
which the men of the Viet-Minh go into battle.

An acquaintance with whom I served during the Second World 
War recently returned from Indo-China. He has enlightened me 
on many things. For instance, the serenity with which young 
Vietnamese of sixteen or seventeen faced fi ring squads. “On one 
occasion,” he told me, “we had to shoot from a kneeling position: 
The soldiers’ hands were shaking in the presence of those young 
‘fanatics.’” Summing up, he added: “The war that you and I were 
in was only a game compared to what is going on out there.”

Seen from Europe, these things are beyond understanding. 
There are those who talk of a so-called Asiatic attitude toward 
death. But these basement philosophers cannot convince anyone. 
This Asiatic serenity, not so long ago, was a quality to be seen in 
the “bandits” of Vercors and the “terrorists” of the Resistance.

The Vietnamese who die before the fi ring squads are not hoping 
that their sacrifi ce will bring about the reappearance of a past. 
It is for the sake of the present and of the future that they are 
willing to die.

If the question of practical solidarity with a given past ever 
arose for me, it did so only to the extent to which I was committed 
to myself and to my neighbor to fi ght for all my life and with all 
my strength so that never again would a people on the earth be 
subjugated. It was not the black world that laid down my course 
of conduct. My black skin is not the wrapping of specifi c values. 
It is a long time since the starry sky that took away Kant’s breath 
revealed the last of its secrets to us. And the moral law is not 
certain of itself.

As a man, I undertake to face the possibility of annihilation 
in order that two or three truths may cast their eternal brilliance 
over the world.

Sartre has shown that, in the line of an unauthentic position, the 
past “takes” in quantity, and, when solidly constructed, informs
the individual. He is the past in a changed value. But, too, I 
can recapture my past, validate it, or condemn it through my 
successive choices.
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The black man wants to be like the white man. For the black 
man there is only one destiny. And it is white. Long ago the black 
man admitted the unarguable superiority of the white man, and 
all his efforts are aimed at achieving a white existence.

Have I no other purpose on earth, then, but to avenge the Negro 
of the seventeenth century?

In this world, which is already trying to disappear, do I have 
to pose the problem of black truth?

Do I have to be limited to the justification of a facial 
conformation?

I as a man of color do not have the right to seek to know in 
what respect my race is superior or inferior to another race.

I as a man of color do not have the right to hope that in the 
white man there will be a crystallization of guilt toward the past 
of my race.

I as a man of color do not have the right to seek ways of 
stamping down the pride of my former master.

I have neither the right nor the duty to claim reparation for the 
domestication of my ancestors.

There is no Negro mission; there is no white burden.
I fi nd myself suddenly in a world in which things do evil; a 

world in which I am summoned into battle; a world in which it 
is always a question of annihilation or triumph.

I find myself—I, a man—in a world where words wrap 
themselves in silence; in a world where the other endlessly hardens 
himself.

No, I do not have the right to go and cry out my hatred at the 
white man. I do not have the duty to murmur my gratitude to 
the white man.

My life is caught in the lasso of existence. My freedom turns me 
back on myself. No, I do not have the right to be a Negro.

I do not have the duty to be this or that. . . . 
If the white man challenges my humanity, I will impose my 

whole weight as a man on his life and show him that I am not 
that “sho’ good eatin’” that he persists in imagining.



BY WAY OF CONCLUSION 179

I fi nd myself suddenly in the world and I recognize that I have 
one right alone: That of demanding human behavior from the 
other.

One duty alone: That of not renouncing my freedom through 
my choices.

I have no wish to be the victim of the Fraud of a black world.
My life should not be devoted to drawing up the balance sheet 

of Negro values.
There is no white world, there is no white ethic, any more than 

there is a white intelligence. 
There are in every part of the world men who search. 
I am not a prisoner of history. I should not seek there for the 

meaning of my destiny.
I should constantly remind myself that the real leap consists in 

introducing invention into existence.
In the world through which I travel, I am endlessly creating 

myself.
I am a part of Being to the degree that I go beyond it. 
And, through a private problem, we see the outline of the problem 

of Action. Placed in this world, in a situation, “embarked,” as 
Pascal would have it, am I going to gather weapons?

Am I going to ask the contemporary white man to answer for 
the slave-ships of the seventeenth century?

Am I going to try by every possible means to cause Guilt to be 
born in minds?

Moral anguish in the face of the massiveness of the Past? I am a 
Negro, and tons of chains, storms of blows, rivers of expectoration 
fl ow down my shoulders.

But I do not have the right to allow myself to bog down. I do 
not have the right to allow the slightest fragment to remain in 
my existence. I do not have the right to allow myself to be mired 
in what the past has determined.

I am not the slave of the Slavery that dehumanized my 
ancestors.

To many colored intellectuals European culture has a quality of 
exteriority. What is more, in human relationships, the Negro may 
feel himself a stranger to the Western world. Not wanting to live 
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the part of a poor relative, of an adopted son, of a bastard child, 
shall he feverishly seek to discover a Negro civilization?

Let us be clearly understood. I am convinced that it would be 
of the greatest interest to be able to have contact with a Negro 
literature or architecture of the third century before Christ. I 
should be very happy to know that a correspondence had 
fl ourished between some Negro philosopher and Plato. But I can 
absolutely not see how this fact would change anything in the 
lives of the eight-year-old children who labor in the cane fi elds 
of Martinique or Guadeloupe.

No attempt must be made to encase man, for it is his destiny 
to be set free.

The body of history does not determine a single one of my 
actions.

I am my own foundation.
And it is by going beyond the historical, instrumental hypothesis 

that I will initiate the cycle of my freedom.
The disaster of the man of color lies in the fact that he was 

enslaved.
The disaster and the inhumanity of the white man lie in the 

fact that somewhere he has killed man.
And even today they subsist, to organize this dehumanization 

rationally. But I as a man of color, to the extent that it becomes 
possible for me to exist absolutely, do not have the right to lock 
myself into a world of retroactive reparations.

I, the man of color, want only this:
That the tool never possess the man. That the enslavement of 

man by man cease forever. That is, of one by another. That it be 
possible for me to discover and to love man, wherever he may 
be.

The Negro is not. Any more than the white man.
Both must turn their backs on the inhuman voices which 

were those of their respective ancestors in order that authentic 
communication be possible. Before it can adopt a positive voice, 
freedom requires an effort at disalienation. At the beginning of 
his life a man is always clotted, he is drowned in contingency. The 
tragedy of the man is that he was once a child.
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It is through the effort to recapture the self and to scrutinize 
the self, it is through the lasting tension of their freedom that 
men will be able to create the ideal conditions of existence for a 
human world.

Superiority? Inferiority?
Why not the quite simple attempt to touch the other, to feel the 

other, to explain the other to myself?
Was my freedom not given to me then in order to build the 

world of the You?
At the conclusion of this study, I want the world to recognize, 

with me, the open door of every consciousness.

My fi nal prayer:
O my body, make of me always a man who questions!


