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Abstract 
This paper discusses the modalities of emancipation in contemporary 

theoretical discourses and shows that the persistent critique of the figure of the 

Two is problematic because it relies on a faulty assumption that a dualistic 

structure is necessarily metaphysical and therefore unfitting for the discourse 

of emancipation. My analysis draws on the works of Alain Badiou and Frantz 

Fanon in hopes of demonstrating the possibility of a non-metaphysical 

framing of resistance in terms of the Two. Both Badiou and Fanon affirm the 

prescriptive function of politics and insist that genuine change or 

decolonization must be of the order of production. For both, the prescriptive 

function of politics is structured in binary terms, except that its binarism is 

figured as a subjective Two rather than an objective Two. In this newly 

configured space of prescriptive politics, political struggle is able to 

redetermine the initial determination, thereby changing the representational 

regime governing the world. In the final analysis, to avoid the political 

ineffectiveness intrinsic to the action/reaction model of resistance, their 

solution is not to invent a third term but to think the beyond from within the 

Two, provided that this Two is radically reconceptualized as the subjective 

Two. 
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Introduction 

 
In his celebrated Eleventh Thesis on Feuerbach, Marx announced that “[t]he 

philosophers have only interpreted the world, in various ways; the point, however, 

is to change it” (145; emphasis in original). The difference between interpreting and 

changing the world cannot be reduced to that between philosophers lecturing to 

students in the seminar room about the structures of the world and militants 

engaging in the armed struggle against the oppressive measures of the state in the 

street. Their difference lies rather in the shift from epistemology to ontology, or 

more precisely, from epistemological perspectivism to an insight into the 

ontological insufficiency of the world. That is to say, philosophers who have merely 

interpreted the world in various ways adopt a detached attitude that would allow 

them to analyze the world from positions external to the object of analysis; however 

comprehensive their attempts might be, their interpretative frames will always fall 

short of apprehending the world in its entirety because each subjective position is 

inherently partial and therefore limited. The real problem, however, lies not in the 

impossibility of grasping in full the structure of the world, but in the underlying 

assumption of philosophers’ detached attitude: the object of analysis is seen as a 

completed system of signifiers or a totality of established relations dictating one’s 

placement in it. The world, in short, is the domain of determination wherein one is 

represented, for instance, as a student, a worker, a rebel, a foreign bride, an 

immigrant, an HIV-positive carrier and so on. Most importantly, the world—posited 

as a self-enclosed totality of signification—is a world that can be interpreted in 

various ways but not a world that can be altered by an intervention of any sort. 

On the other hand, changing the world would require philosophers to count 

themselves in—i.e., to include themselves in the very situation they analyze. Slavoj 

Žižek has argued that Marx’s famous pronouncement has often been reduced to a 

call to action, as if the gist of the Eleventh Thesis lay in a simple change of attitude, 

that is, from reflection to activity.1  In his view, the real movement, insofar as 

emancipation is concerned, is rather from external reflection to determinate 

reflection. The example of philosophers analyzing the world from positions external 

to the object of analysis exemplifies the standpoint of external reflection. 

Determinate reflection, by contrast, is achieved only when philosophers start seeing 

the alleged completion of reality as a retroactive construction, always already 

                                                        
1 See Žižek, “The Day After.” 
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presupposed by the positing subject. Since the positing subject is included in the 

object of analysis, her inclusion also implies that the world, ontologically speaking, 

is never a self-enclosed totality; the world is, as it were, a whole with a hole (Žižek, 

The Parallax View 17). There is no need to go to great length to explicate other 

theoretical implications of the distinction between external and determinate 

reflections. What is important for us here is the thesis that the world is immanently 

fractured. The implication of this ontological thesis concerning the constitutive lack 

in reality is crucial to the discourse of emancipation. When we start seeing the 

world through the lens of determinate reflection, we adopt what Žižek calls a 

“parallax view” with regard to reality, and given that the world is ontologically 

incomplete from the standpoint of this parallax view, this view affords us an insight 

into the space of freedom within history itself. In other words, the world in itself 

contains the condition of possibility of its own transformation. This marks a crucial 

development in thinking emancipation, for freedom no longer depends on some 

form of deus ex machina and is now inscribed strictly within reality itself. To 

change the world, consequently, means not launching ourselves into pseudo-

activism.2 In Žižek’s view, people fail to change the world not because they indulge 

themselves in theoretical reflection and forget the real struggle in the world—they 

do not fail because they are too theoretical; on the contrary, they fail because they 

are not theoretical enough. Therefore, Žižek maintains, we need more thought and 

theory (not less) if we truly want to change the world. And the first thing we should 

do is to step back and interpret the world once more, only that this time we should 

do it from the position of determinate reflection. Only then will the world’s dual 

dimension be brought into sharp relief, revealing itself as both deeply constraining 

and profoundly liberating, as the field of determination which, paradoxically, is not-

whole and contains the seed of its own redemption. 

Admittedly, this reading of Marx’s Eleventh Thesis is highly unorthodox. 

Nevertheless, the fact that it stages the dialectic of givenness and freedom in history 

gives it a measure of justification because this same dialectic is later picked up by 

Marx in “The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte.” In the opening of the latter 

piece, Marx wrote: “Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as 

they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but 

under circumstances directly found, given and transmitted from the past” (595). In 

this dialectic of givenness and freedom, Marx urges us to steer clear of the Scylla of 

                                                        
2 See Žižek, How to Read Lacan 26-27. 
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voluntarism and the Charybdis of pessimism: men do not change history through 

the display of sheer will; neither are they victims wholly conditioned by the forces 

of history. But if men can make their own history under circumstances not of their 

own choosing, we might wonder what the source of this optimism is. Our analysis 

of the Eleventh Thesis acquires relevance in this regard because it offers an 

ontological grounding for such a revolutionary optimism. From Marx we can then 

derive an elementary definition of emancipation: changing the world involves a 

spiral movement through which the subjects who are previously determined in 

given historical circumstances are able to re-determine the initial determination—

only then can people claim to have changed the world and mounted the stage of 

history. 

 

The Unbearable Heaviness of Being Two 
 

Today, we must proceed to a reversal of the 
question of the Two. . . . We shall rather 
consider that nothing is more difficult than the 
Two, nothing is more simultaneously 
subjected to chance and to faithful labor. 
Man’s highest duty is to jointly produce the 
Two and the thinking of the Two, the exercise 
of the Two 

—Alain Badiou 
Manifesto for Philosophy 

 
In the last few decades, we have witnessed various attempts from people of 

different theoretical persuasions to rethink this basic Marxian lesson, the existence 

of freedom in history, as a gesture of fidelity “to a certain spirit of Marxism,”3 if not 

to its more problematic doctrinal aspects. Contemporary theoretical perspectives 

tend to conceptualize this space of freedom in ontological terms, utilizing the tropes 

of undecidability and heterogeneity to problematize the assumed determinate 

relations in which each party involved is treated as a fully-formed, atomistic entity. 

The post-foundational political theorists (e.g., Derrida, Jean-Luc Nancy, Giorgio 

Agamben, among others), for example, have dismissed the oppositional types of 

political deployment which, in their view, still articulate themselves in the language 

                                                        
3 I am alluding to Jacques Derrida’s The Specters of Marx (1993), see 95, 108-15 passim. 
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of presence.4 One major contribution of the post-foundational political thought is 

that it alerts us to the constitutive alterity supplementing the metaphysics of 

presence, thereby shifting the focus from presence as a lost object to be retrieved to 

the conditions of (im)possibility in the “presencing” process. Despite this 

contribution to the development of critical sensibility, it should also be noted that 

the post-foundational political thought not only takes issue with the metaphysics of 

presence, it also calls attention, though not without sympathy, to the danger of 

homogenization in the exercise of collective will in politics. Thus, in an attempt to 

avoid figuring resistance as a frontal conflict between two opposing elements, this 

post-foundational approach evinces an ethical gesture of disengaging from the 

world structured by determinate differences which are often conceived in 

conjunction with such metaphysical categories as subject, consciousness, will, 

identity, etc. In the final analysis, remaining faithful to that “certain spirit of 

Marxism,” in the wake of the post-foundational political thought, requires us to 

rethink the meaning of emancipation: emancipation can no longer be conceived 

merely as freedom from external oppression or ideological manipulation; it has 

come to mean freedom from even those concepts, categories, or faculties 

contaminated by the metaphysics of presence, with no regard to the context of 

power, to the use they are put to, nor to the circumstances in which they are put to 

use. 

Oftentimes the post-foundational arguments against the politics of resistance 

that involves an escalating confrontation between two opposing forces—such as 

that between the colonizer and the colonized in the anticolonial struggle—are 

presented with a precautionary tone as if the philosopher were commenting on a 

foregone conclusion. The logic of the Two, according to this view, inevitably fails 

because it is caught in the initial structure of determination as its opposite or 

negation; as a result, any politics informed by the logic of the Two is bound to fail, 

so much so that it fails even in the moment of success, for its success can only 

result in the reversal of terms, not in the transformation of the overall framework. 

Change, in this limited sense, amounts to changing hands, not changing the world.  

Or else, various historical atrocities committed in the name of revolution in 

the last century (e.g., Stalin’s Soviet Union and Mao’s China) are recalled as 

cautionary tales testifying to the limit of the modern conception of emancipation 

                                                        
4 For an overview of this trend of thought, see Oliver Marchart, Post-foundational Political 

Thought (2007). 
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which still sets itself the goal of constructing a new man. With the benefit of 

hindsight, the twentieth century comes to be judged, in Alain Badiou’s words, as 

“an accursed century.” As he points out, “[t]he balance sheet of the century 

immediately raises the question of counting the dead. Why this will to count? 

Because, in this instance, ethical judgement can only locate its real in the 

devastating excess of the crime, in the counting—by the millions—of the 

victims. . . . The count is the real which is presupposed by the moral imperative” 

(The Century 2). Before the tribunal of the number, politics is subjected to the 

dictatorship of morality and is judged not for the ideas that mobilize a political 

movement but for the number of the dead committed in its name. After all, what can 

be more neutral and real than the number of the dead committed in the name of 

race, progress, or even revolution? From this point of view, there is really no 

difference between communism, fascism, and colonialism as they are brothers in 

crime, namely, the crime against humanity. When the crime against humanity is 

measured by the sheer number of the dead or by a morality affirming the sanctity of 

life—the two sides of the same humanitarian coin—then anticolonial resistance can 

be thrown in for good measure, for it is also built on the same sacrificial structure 

which has been brought to the moral foreground so as to obscure the emancipatory 

desire behind the struggle.  

Peter Hallward has traced the recent development in continental philosophy 

along the same line: 

 

Rather than explore the ways in which political determination might 

depend on a collective subject’s self-determination, recent philosophy 

and cultural theory have tended to privilege various forms of either 

indetermination . . . or hyper-determination. . . . Nietzsche’s whole 

project presumes that “there is no such thing as will” in the usual 

(voluntary, deliberate, purposeful . . .) sense of the word. Heidegger, 

over the course of his own lectures on Nietzsche, comes to condemn 

the will as a force of subjective domination and nihilistic closure, 

before urging his readers “willingly to renounce willing”. . . . After 

Nietzsche, Deleuze privileges transformative sequences that require 

the suspension, shattering or paralysis of voluntary action. After 

Heidegger, Derrida associates the will with self-presence and self-

coincidence, a forever futile effort to appropriate the inappropriable 

(the unpresentable, the equivocal, the undecidable, the differential, 

the deferred, the discordant, the transcendent, the other). After these 
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and others, Agamben summarizes much recent European thinking on 

political will when he effectively equates it with fascism pure and 

simple. (“Will of the People” 19) 

 

In Hallward’s panoramic assessment of the Continental thought of the last century, 

we notice that in the contemporary philosophical denunciation of what Howard 

Caygill calls “resistant subjectivities,”5  the modality of emancipation undergoes 

radical mutation, as the discussion now revolves around the recognition of finitude 

(e.g., negativity, heterogeneity) rather than the assertion of autonomy (e.g., the 

exercise of will, the construction of subjectivity, the creation of a new humanity).6 

In my view, the problem with the post-foundational approach is not so much that it 

calls into question the oppressive nature of various metaphysical categories as that 

it calls, at the same time, for a renunciation of political resistance structured in 

dualistic terms. This mode of practicing resistance is often considered outmoded, 

theoretically under-informed, or even misinformed, and therefore in need of some 

serious conceptual overhaul. However, the post-foundational scrutiny comes with 

an a priori assumption that in the antagonistic mode of political resistance, the 

struggling party made up of the oppressed people inevitably asserts itself as a self-

assured and fully-constituted entity which, when measured by the ethical yardstick 

of the post-foundational political thought, already smacks too much of metaphysics.  

There is something more going on here. Notice that there are really two different 

objects of critique: (1) the metaphysics of presence; (2) the politics of resistance 

that figures itself in terms of the Two. A theoretical sleight of hand seems to be at 

work in the post-foundational line of reasoning, for there seems to be an unspoken 

assumption of a correlative relationship between these two objects—as if the 

politics of resistance in the figure of the Two were necessarily underpinned by the 

metaphysics of presence and therefore would necessarily repeat, when it is enacted, 

the same world-historical disasters mentioned above. If the critique of the 

metaphysics of presence is justified (which indeed is), this justified critique in turn 

justifies the critique of the said politics of resistance. Whether the critique of the 

latter is legitimate or not is no longer an issue because, under the auspices of that a 

priori assumption, it has been established as a theoretical article of faith that the 

latter object (the antagonistic mode of resistance) necessarily implies the former 

                                                        
5 See On Resistance: A Philosophy of Defiance, chap. 3. 
6  In a similar fashion, Timothy Brennan dismisses this type of theoretical attitude toward 

politics as a strategy of “running and dodging.” See “Running and Dodging.” 
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(the metaphysics of presence); as a result, the justified critique of the former 

justifies the critique of the latter—hence, a theoretical sleight of hand. 

Due caution should be exercised in regard to an unreflective assertion of will 

and autonomy in the politics of resistance. However, an unqualified celebration of 

the force of interruption without a proper concern for the context of power risks 

turning the interruption of myth into the myth of interruption—that is, elevating the 

radical questioning of the myth (of identity, nationalism, or a prelapsarian past) into 

an end in itself, thereby reifying what is originally an enabling insight into a 

crippling myth. The purpose of this paper is to go beyond the either/or choice 

between the assertion of autonomy and the recognition of heteronomy in the 

discourse of emancipation. The aim is not to dispute those well-founded fears of the 

metaphysical influence on the politics of resistance informed by the logic of the 

Two. Rather, I would like to pose the question in a slightly different way. I ask: Is 

the possibility of genuine transformation foreclosed in advance in the case of any 

politics with a dualistic structure? Or can an emancipatory politics be thought in 

spite of, or rather because of, its dualistic structure. In the following sections, I draw 

on the works of Alain Badiou and Frantz Fanon and explore the liberatory potential 

of the logic of the Two. I argue that the figure of the Two is not exclusively reactive 

and when it is properly formulated, the figure of the Two can pave the way for a 

mature politics, leading eventually to a new political space “open to all, in which 

every kind of genius may grow” (Dying Colonialism 32). 

 

Determining the Determination: 

Badiou and the Dialectic of Torsion 
 

We are nothing, let us be all. 
—Eugène Edin Pottier 

Lyrics of The Internationale 

 
The idea of establishing a theoretical as well as political alliance between 

Badiou and Fanon might not seem plausible at first glance. Despite their shared 

political commitment to equality, Badiou and Fanon are often considered poles 

apart as they belong to two different traditions, one anti-humanist and the other 

humanist.7 Fanon’s humanist credentials are indisputable and impeccable, so much 

so that they have become, with an ironic twist of fate, an embarrassment in a 

                                                        
7 See Nigel Gibson, “Fanon’s Humanism.” 
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theoretical climate that defines itself through the repudiation of the Enlightenment 

narrative of man.8 Badiou, on the other hand, is often cited as an extreme example 

of anti-humanism, because he, in an attempt to affirm Galileo’s claim that the book 

of nature is written in the language of mathematics, has tried to capture being with 

the language of set theory. Nothing, however, can be further from the truth in this 

popular representation of Badiou. Not only does Badiou emphasize that set theory is 

not being per se but simply a discourse on being-qua-being (Being and Event 7), he 

is arguably also the only major French philosopher today still unabashedly avowing 

his fidelity to Sartrean humanism.9 Situating Badiou in the Sartrean context clears 

                                                        
8  As Paul Gilroy notes, “[t]he feature of Fanon’s work least palatable to the appetite of 

contemporary social and political theory seems to be his insistent, revolutionary humanism” 
(“Fanon and Améry” 23).  

Behind the contemporary suspicion of Fanon’s revolutionary humanism is the debate 
concerning the Enlightenment legacy. Arif Dirlik, for example, has argued that while it is true that 
many of our problems have their roots in the Enlightenment assumptions, it is also undeniable 
that the same Enlightenment ideas are the foundation of political modernity and have helped 
shape the discourse of resistance: “‘Forgotten’ in the process is that the same Enlightenment was 
also the source of new critique of oppression and exploitation in societies both in and outside 
Europe. It produced not just conservative and liberal arguments for the conquest of the world, but 
also anarchism, Marxism, feminism, secularism, and dare I say, postcolonialism. To deny the 
Enlightenment is to deny the historicity of the very critiques directed against it” (Postcolonial 
Aura xi). 

In his evaluation of Fanon’s humanism, Dipesh Chakrabarty, too, acknowledges the 
indispensability of engaging with the Enlightenment idea of the human, even in the very gesture 
of criticizing it: “Fanon’s struggle to hold on to the Enlightenment idea of the human—even when 
he knew that European imperialism had reduced that idea to the figure of the settler-colonial 
white man—is now itself a part of the global heritage of all postcolonial thinker. The struggle 
ensues because there is no easy way of dispensing with these universals in the condition of 
political modernity. Without them there would be no social science that addresses issues of 
modern social justice” (Provincializing Europe 5). 

9 See also “Can Change Be Thought” (2005) where Badiou situates himself in the intellectual 
landscape of the mid-twentieth-century and discusses his relations to Sartre and Althusser.  

In her thoughtful consideration of Badiou’s relation to the humanism/anti-humanism debate, 
Nina Power also asserts that when it comes to politics (one of Badiou’s four truth procedures), 
Badiou belongs to the tradition of “political humanism” (187). 

It should also be noted that although Badiou makes constant references to the dimension of the 
inhuman/antihuman, Badiou’s antihumanism should not be taken as a contrary to his commitment 
to political humanism. The human that is contrasted with the inhuman is the human defined in 
line with what he calls “democratic materialism.” In Badiou’s view, democratic materialism, 
whose motto is “there are only bodies and languages,” reduces the human to a finite existence 
confined to corporeal and symbolic systems (Logics of Worlds 1-9 passim). The inhuman refers to 
the subject’s capacity for truth—that is, the decision to incorporate oneself into the 
subjectivizable body that gives consistency to truth’s appearing in the world—and commands the 
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the ground for a productive Badiouian reading of the Fanonian politics of 

decolonization as well as for a Fanonian rendition of the Badiouian politics as a 

truth procedure. 

Apropos of the politics of resistance, we observe a rather curious phenomenon 

in contemporary radical political discourse, especially regarding the category of the 

subject. On the one hand, the subject is seen as an indispensable category in the 

struggle for liberation; on the other, it is often considered as a category 

underpinning the metaphysics of oppression. As far as the politics of resistance is 

concerned, there seems to be an insoluble contradiction between theory and 

practice. Although the subject, from a theoretical point of view, constitutes a 

conceptual embarrassment, it nonetheless retains its political valence in the practice 

of resistance. Then why this discrepancy? Are we left with no alternative than to 

choose between these two extremes—a theoretical insight, on the one hand, that 

prematurely announces the death of the subject; a practical need, on the other, that 

still clings to the category of the subject despite all its unsavory connotations? Is it 

possible to conceive of a politics of resistance that preserves the category of the 

subject which will enable its participants to rally around a common goal and attain 

dignity in the fight against injustice, all the while keeping this category non-

metaphysical? 

In my view, Fanon and Badiou allow us to formulate a non-metaphysical 

conception of the subject, which is made possible by two key aspects in their 

thinking. First, both affirm the prescriptive function of politics and insist that 

genuine change or decolonization must be of the order of production. Moreover, 

their prescriptive politics is structured in binary terms, except that its binarism is 

figured as a subjective Two rather than an objective Two. Take, for example, 

anticolonial resistance: an account of subjective binarism allows us to conceptualize 

a prescriptive politics of resistance that does not simply pit the colonized’s 

defensive force against the colonizer’s offensive violence and refuses to remain 

entrapped in an action-reaction dynamic. In this newly configured space of 

prescriptive politics, anticolonial struggle—initially determined by the objective 

condition (i.e., the colonial situation) as its reaction—is able, through the operation 

                                                                                                                                        
human to exceed the constraints of bodies and languages. Ultimately, the inhuman for Badiou is 
not the opposite of the human; it signals rather the becoming-true of humanity: “Philosophically 
named, an emancipatory politics comes within an antihumanism of the same. And it is from this 
anti-humanism, through which the same is supported only by the void of all difference in which to 
ground Man, that humanity issues” (Conditions 175). 



 
 
 

Chien-heng Wu  19 
 

 

of what Badiou calls “torsion” to redetermine the initial determination, thereby 

changing the representational regime governing the world.10 The subject, on this 

view, is not an autonomous agent initiating a chain of actions free from objective 

determination; rather, the subject designates an acquired capacity, manifesting itself 

in the process of transcending the givenness of historicity. The subject, to borrow an 

effective formulation from Sartre, is that which “succeeds in making what he has 

been made” (Basic Writings 308). 

Although the figure of the Two is worth saving for its political values, it has 

to be reconceptualized. Insofar as the Two is conceived within the terms of the 

governing law of an era, the force of division can only be reactive. For example, in 

classical Marxism, dualism takes the form of an antagonistic struggle between the 

proletariat and the bourgeoisie. This division, however, is an objective one because 

dualism here is informed by Marxism as the science of capital. According to this 

scientific discourse, the political antagonism between the proletariat and the 

bourgeoisie is reflective of the real (or objective) contradiction of capitalism’s 

economic exploitation. As Badiou maintains, “[t]he political [in classical Marxism] 

was only thinkable insofar as the movement of History was structured by an 

essential Two, founded in the real of economics and exploitation. The political 

‘concentrated the economy,’ which means it organized the strategy of the Two 

around the power of the State” (Manifesto 90). In other words, classical Marxism 

posits the proletariat and the bourgeoisie as two classes defined entirely by their 

relations to the means of production.  

Badiou has referred to this type of contradiction as “the binary poverty of the 

contradiction” (Theory of the Subject 8) which, however fiercely opposed to one 

another, inevitably falls short of a real politics. In his view, the objective 

contradiction defines no real politics because the proletariat is inscribed within the 

capitalist configuration as the other term of the contradiction; that is, its otherness is 

objectively placed by the situation rather than subjectively produced to intervene in 

                                                        
10 There is a close conceptual linkage between torsion, forcing, and point Badiou develops at 

different stages of his thinking. Notwithstanding all the technical details and consequences this 
may imply, I opt for a more mashed-up presentation of Badiou’s thought as a whole. That is to 
say, although Badiou shifts from dialectics (torsion in Theory of the Subject) to set-theory (forcing 
in Being and Event) and then to category theory (point in Logic of Worlds), the basic tenor 
remains consistent throughout: an attempt to think the possibility of an emancipatory politics 
beyond received identities, especially those of opposition or external duality, all the while 
affirming the Two as an immanent process and the material operator of a political truth procedure 
that intervenes and changes the world. 
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the situation. In such a configuration, the political capacity of the proletariat is 

fundamentally limited as it articulates itself merely as a placed response to the 

overall determination of the bourgeois world.  

Badiou distinguishes the objective Two from the subjective Two. The 

elementary difference between these two forms of dualism lies in the fact that while 

the objective Two is a status or placement, the subjective Two is a production: “the 

real Two is an evental production, a political production, and not an objective or 

‘scientific’ presupposition” (Manifesto 90-91; emphasis in original, translation 

modified). To think the Two as an evental production means that the proletariat and 

the bourgeoisie cannot be reduced to two socio-economic classes transitive to their 

respective means of production. For these two classes to be what they are, it is 

necessary to posit a structural third, the world of capitalism, as the foundation for 

their existence. Yet the evental production of the Two does not erect itself on a 

scientific presupposition—i.e., it does not posit a third nor subordinate the political 

to the economic—for its aim is not to pit one term against another but to develop 

itself on the basis of an egalitarian maxim in the bourgeois world in which this 

maxim has been denied. Consequently, Badiou maintains, “[t]he proletariat, 

subjectively constituted, is not the accomplishment of the internal concept of the 

bourgeoisie” (Theory of the Subject 18) and “[i]f the Two is foreign to any objective 

foundation of the political . . . it is because these procedures aim at indiscerning 

existential or popular subsets, and not at hurling them ‘against’ what dominates 

their situation” (Manifesto 95; emphasis in original).  

In order to think the subjective Two, Marxism cannot be understood as the 

science of capital, yet it is not to be abandoned either because there is still 

something worth preserving in classical Marxism. As Badiou points out, “[w]hat is 

being sought after today is a thinking of the political which, while dealing with 

strife, having the structural Two in its field of intervention, does not have this Two 

as an objective essence” (Manifesto 90). Badiou recognizes that the opposition 

between the proletariat and the bourgeoisie as the material operators of the struggle 

still retains the force in the field of intervention. Thus, the essential question put by 

Badiou is as follows: how do we retain the baby (i.e., the intervening force of the 

Two) while throwing out the bathwater (i.e., the doctrine that the economic 

determines the political)? 

In Badiou’s view, Marxism, stripped of its economism, can only be 

understood in one sense—that is, as an organized body of knowledge affirming the 

communist hypothesis which is “identified with rational political struggle for an 

egalitarian organization of society” (Rebirth of History 8). If Marxism is not to be 
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mistaken for the science of capital and is instead conceived of as a body of 

knowledge concerning “rational political struggle for an egalitarian organization of 

society,” the result will be that the initial division between the two competing forces 

(the proletariat vs. the bourgeoisie), historically figured as a fixed and unalterable 

division, will not survive intact; this initial division is but an insurrectional force 

which, in order to affirm the communist hypothesis (“the egalitarian organization of 

society”), will have to outgrow the situation (i.e., the capitalist world) from which it 

conflictually emerges. Thus, from the point of view of the subjective production, 

the proletariat as a category undergoes drastic mutation in signification. If the 

proletariat previously designates a socio-economic class according to Marxism as 

the science of capital, it now refers not to a socio-economic class, but to a political 

procedure that gathers together indiscernible figures not counted by the situation, 

thereby forming a generic subset in the situation of nineteenth-century Europe.  

In recent years, Badiou has attempted to develop a theory of appearing which, 

unlike ontology, is measured by the object’s existential degree of intensity 

according to the dominant regime of representation of a world (or “the 

transcendental” in his terminology). In his phenomenology, Badiou names this type 

of indiscernible figures “the inexistent.” To inexist, he explains, is to have the self-

identity “measured, in a given world, by the minimal degree,” that is, to have the 

self-identity in a world with an existential intensity close or equal to zero (Second 

Manifesto 60). Traditionally, the proletariat, the colonized, women, the aboriginals, 

the sans-papier are the inexistents of their respective worlds. Although these figures 

of the inexistent exist in either the domestic or sociological sense, they do not exist 

in a proper political sense—there is really nothing we can say about their political 

existence at the level of representation and their complaints and protests are 

dismissed as mere noises. It is at this precise point that the inexistent touches on the 

being of the situation: they are, as it were, the being of the situation made there (in 

the domain of appearing) because the only “property” shared by these figures of the 

inexistent is being as such, which is at the same shared by all members of a 

situation. 

In the case of the proletariat, “there is no doubting the social and economic 

being of the proletariat. Rather, what was doubtful . . . is its political existence. . . . 

From the point of view of their political appearing, they are nothing” (Second 

Manifesto 61). Since the proletariat is no longer considered as a class of 

particularity locked in an antagonistic struggle against another class of particularity, 

the meaning of resistance changes accordingly. If the subjective Two, conceived on 

the basis of genericity, “aim[s] at indiscerning existential or popular subsets, and 
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not at hurling them ‘against’ what dominates their situation” (Manifesto 95), 

resistance then cannot be thought merely in action/reaction terms, a logic that 

ultimately affirms the primacy of the first term. To put things in perspective, Badiou 

cites a famous line from The Internationale, “we are nothing, let us be all”: 

 
Those proclaiming “we are nothing” are not in the process of 

affirming their nothingness. They are simply affirming that they are 

nothing in the world as it is, as far as appearing politically is 

involved. From the point of view of their political appearing, they are 

nothing. Becoming “all” presupposes, then, a change of world, which 

is to say, a change of transcendental. (61) 

 
What informs the transition from “nothing” to “all” is therefore not the logic of 

metaphorical substitution. To be “all” does not mean to take the place of the 

bourgeoisie and elevate the proletariat into the dominant class; it is rather to bring 

about “a change of transcendental,” namely, a change of the representational regime 

of a world.11 

In Theory of the Subject, Badiou indicates that this transition from “nothing” 

to “all” entails a spiral trajectory which he has conceptualized in terms of the 

dialectic of torsion. “The true contrary of the proletariat,” Badiou explains, “is not 

the bourgeoisie”: 

 
The famous contradiction of bourgeoisie/proletariat is a limited, 

structural scheme that loses track of the torsion of the Whole of 

which the proletariat qua subject traces the force. To say proletariat 

and bourgeoisie is to remain within the bounds of the Hegelian 

artifice: something and something else. Why? Because the project of 

the proletariat, its internal being, is not to contradict the bourgeoisie, 

or to cut its feet from under it. The project is communism, and 

nothing else. That is, the abolition of any place in which something 

like a proletariat can be installed. The political project of the 

proletariat is the disappearance of the space of the placement of 

                                                        
11 The same can also be said of the rallying cry of decolonization, “the last shall be the first,” in 

the opening chapter of The Wretched of the Earth. Despite the rhetorical emphasis on substitution, 
the ultimate goal is a world without colonialism, a world in which both the colonizer and the 
colonized will disappear. 
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classes. It is the loss, for the historical something, of every index of 

class. (7; emphasis added) 
 

The importance of Badiou’s analysis of the proletariat and its revolutionary project 

in this passage is the idea of placement. Placement is a form of objectivity which 

means roughly the subjection to external determinations or constraints. When the 

proletariat is seen as a placed category in the capacity of an antagonistic other 

against the bourgeoisie, the proletariat is relegated to a socio-economic category 

without subjectivity. That is to say, the placement in which the proletariat is pitted 

against the bourgeoisie has one essential presupposition: the existence of the 

capitalist relations of production. This explains Badiou’s claims that the bourgeoisie 

is not the true contrary to the proletariat; that the project of the proletariat revolution 

is not to usurp the place of the bourgeoisie but to destroy the capitalist world that 

makes possible the placement of these two antagonistic classes in the first place. 

Thus considered, Badiou’s formulation does not posit the proletariat as an 

intrinsically revolutionary force; rather, the proletariat becomes a revolutionary 

subject only in the very same process of overcoming the objective placement of the 

capitalist world. 

 

This “Fanon” Which Is Not One: 

Which Fanon and Whose Fanon? 
 

The “post-colonial Fanon” is in many ways, 
an inverted image of the “revolutionary 
Fanon” of the 1960s. Third Worldist readings 
largely ignored the Fanon of Peau noire, 
mascques blancs; post-colonial readings 
concentrate almost exclusively on that text 
and studiously avoid the question of violence. 
The Third Worldist Fanon was an apocalyptic 
creature; the post-colonial Fanon worries 
about identity politics, and often about his 
own sexual identity, but he is no longer angry. 

—David Macey 
Frantz Fanon: A Biography 

 
The distinction between the objective and subjective Two also informs 

Fanon’s politics of decolonization. Before proceeding to the discussion of dualism 

in Fanon’s politics, we must first decide on which Fanon we are speaking of. There 

are in fact many different Fanonisms, two of which, in the context of the present 
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discussion, deserve our attention: the postcolonial Fanon and the anticolonial 

Fanon.12  

Postcolonial critics prefer a sanitized Fanon, someone who is no longer angry, 

who offers the prayer “O my body, always make me a man who questions!” (Black 

Skin 206); this questioning Fanon is also someone who is unsure of his identity after 

the shattering encounter with the white man’s gaze;13  this Fanon, moreover, is 

keenly aware of the experience of fragmentation and therefore can help illuminate 

the complex process of identity formation—an issue that has become the major 

preoccupation of the postcolonial studies. On the other hand, people often find 

themselves embarrassed in the face of another Fanon, someone who unabashedly 

proclaims his full immersion in a self-same identity: “I am not a potentiality of 

something; I am fully what I am” (114);14  this same group of people are left 

flabbergasted by the logic of Manichaeanism in Fanon’s rhetoric and they turn their 

back on this Fanon because he is too emotional and too naive to offer any valuable 

lesson. Observing the academic reception of Fanon in major Western universities, 

one critic has noted a tendency “to ignore everything directly or indirectly related to 

the life experience, hypotheses, and objectives toward a better and more equitable 

future of social justice and liberty as they were lived and expounded by Fanon 

himself” (José da Mota-Lopes 46). Those scholars forget the context in which 

Fanon wrote and the audience to whom he addressed and the result is to create a 

Fanon removed from his own environment, someone more troubled by our liberal-

democratic concerns over identity and recognition than by a world caught in the 

force field of colonial modernity and cold-war geopolitics.  

In this regard, Žižek is perhaps right to suggest that we are now living in “an 

age of decaffeinated belief” (“Passion”). So rampant is this phenomenon to have 

objects rid of their harmful properties—e.g., coffee without caffeine, cream without 

fat, war without casualties, and revolution without revolution—that people now 

want to have a Fanon without anger, a Fanon who is a poststructuralist avant la 

lettre (Bhabha).15 Even É tienne Balibar, despite his full acknowledgement of the 

                                                        
12 For the critical reception of Fanon’s works, see Henry Louis Gates, “Critical Fanonism” 

(1991); Homi Bhabha, “Remembering Fanon” (1994); Gibson, “Thoughts about Doing Fanonism 
in the 1990s” (1999); more recently Reiland Rabaka, Forms of Fanonism (2011). 

13 “Dirty nigger! . . . Look! A Negro!” (Black Skin 89) 
14 For a balanced account of Fanon’s relation to the négritude movement, particular to its major 

proponents, see Robert Bernasconi, “The Assumption of Négritude” (2002). 
15 Bhabha’s influential reading initiates a form of Fanonism focusing on colonial instability and 

ambivalence where he locates the idea of freedom: “In shifting the focus of cultural racism from 
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right to revolt, is nonetheless convinced that Fanon exemplifies a kind of 

subjectivism run amok, a form of political voluntarism which is philosophically 

impoverished, yet commonly practiced in Third World anticolonial struggles: “Here 

the subject is no longer force as organized power or force, but force as an ‘absolute 

praxis’ that itself, immediately, effects the spiritual liberation of the colonised at the 

same time that it turns the accumulated capacity for terror against the coloniser” 

(122). In Balibar’s view, the phenomenon of political subjectivism in Fanon is a 

mere conversion of objective violence (i.e., the institutional violence of 

colonialism) into subjective violence, thus remaining deeply conservative as a mere 

response to objective violence. Balibar is certainly justified to be wary of the 

exhaustion of violence as an end in itself, an “absolute praxis” without an organized 

form and hence merely insurrectional and not political. But he does not seem to take 

note of the full extent of Fanon’s politics of resistance and ends up representing 

Fanon in a rather one-sided fashion as does Hannah Arendt.16 

Despite the popular representation of Fanon’s anticolonial project as 

Manichaean and unable to avoid the political ineffectiveness intrinsic to the 

action/reaction model of resistance, the dualism of the Fanonian politics never 

exhausts itself in its reaction to the colonial offensive. There are many twists and 

turns in the unfolding of Fanon’s politics. For example, Fanon is well aware that 

“there is always resentment in reaction” (Black Skin 195) and unless the colonized 

move beyond reaction and victimization, there will be no hope for genuine 

decolonization. He is also mindful of the strength and weakness of national 

consciousness: nationalism, he warns, will lead to a dead end if it is not transformed 

into social justice after the nation’s formal independence (Wretched 144). 

Nevertheless, he understands the importance of developing a national culture in the 

struggle against colonialism, yet the national culture he has in mind is not a reified 

                                                                                                                                        
the politics of nationalism to politics of narcissism, Fanon opens up a margin of interrogation that 
causes a subversive slippage of identity and authority” (“Remembering Fanon” 194). 

16 In her essay “On Violence,” Arendt accuses Fanon of “glorif[ying] violence for violence’s 
sake” (65). For a comparative analysis of Arendt and Fanon on the question of violence, see Joan 
Cocks, Passion and Paradox (2002), chap. 2. For an excellent analysis of the function of violence 
in Fanon’s theory of decolonization, see chap. 5 of Gibson’s Fanon: The Postcolonial 
Imagination (2003). For an historical account of how Fanon’s discourse of revolutionary violence 
came to replace Gandhi’s discourse of non-violence in the revolutionary movements in Africa 
during the period between the late 1950s and the early 1960s, see Robert Young, “Fanon and the 
Turn to Armed Struggle in Africa” (2005). 
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past to be reclaimed or recovered; the national culture is a dynamic culture, one that 

develops and mutates at every turn of the revolutionary process.17 

The examples above demonstrate the complexity of Fanon’s politics and the 

impossibility of streamlining it into one neat package. We should bear in mind that 

Fanon’s thinking of resistance proceeds dialectically; this dialectical process brings 

about not only radical change in material circumstances but also the transmutation 

of collective passion, evolving from anger and resentment at the initial stage, to a 

collective faith in the rationality of revolt (i.e., an optimism in revolutionary praxis), 

and finally to a new political arrangement based on the idea of love, “in which 

every kind of genius may grow.” 

Notwithstanding the insufficiency of the action/reaction model, the 

antagonistic mode of resistance is never crudely dismissed in Fanon’s thinking of 

decolonization but itself undergoes various permutations. The crucial distinction 

between the initial insurrectional stage and the later political stage bears repeating: 

whereas the former is filled with negative, albeit justified,18 emotions of anger and 

resentment, the latter channels these political affects into an organized action in 

hopes of raising the political consciousness for collective emancipation. And yet it 

is just as crucial not to make this distinction too rigorous as if there were a radical 

break in Fanon’s thinking. Joan Cocks, in her annotation of the passage that 

follows, elucidates this dialectical aspect in Fanon’s thinking—suggesting that in 

Fanon’s treatment of nationalism and violence, he employs a “self-revising method 

of argument” in which the subsequent revisions do not invalidate previous 

                                                        
17 In “Algeria Unveiled” (1959), Fanon provides an excellent account of how this immanent 

dialectic unfolds. The veil that used to be the sign of tradition is put to revolutionary use by the 
female militants. As Fanon observes, during the struggle the alternation of the stripping and the 
donning of the veil is no longer dictated by the tradition or by the colonial reason that sees the veil 
as a symbol of constraint and barbarity; it is dictated rather by the living movement of the 
revolution in which tactics and strategies shift with the changing dynamics of the objective 
condition: “It is the necessities of combat that give rise in Algerian society to new attitudes, to 
new modes of action, to new ways” (Dying Colonialism 64). And in the very process of changing 
the world, the Algerian women also reinvent themselves by redefining the relation of their bodies 
to the world.  

18 In the context of resistance, a divisive structure certainly lends itself to an escalating tension 
of destruction. However, there is also what Rancière has called “the humanizing power” in the 
staging of division (33). Jean Améry, a Holocaust survivor, reflected on the humanizing virtue of 
violent resistance: “What I later read in Frantz Fanon’s Les damné de la terre, in a theoretical 
analysis of the behavior of colonized peoples, I anticipated back then when I gave concrete social 
form to my dignity by punching a human face” (At the Mind’s Limits 91). 
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assertions but rather bring to light the fluctuating dynamics of the struggle and the 

corresponding variations at tactico-strategic, compositional, and affective levels: 

 
[Fanon’s] entire treatment of nationalism is more aptly seen as a 

canvas painted in certain colors and then brushed over with others. 

This self-revising method of argument does not reflect either 

ambivalence toward violence or confusion about nationalism on 

Fanon’s part. It reflects instead the dynamic quality of the struggle 

for national liberation….Thus, in response to changes that 

nationalism itself helps produce in its milieu, and without ever being 

self-contradictory, Fanon moves from celebrating to criticizing to 

repudiating national consciousness, culture, and politics. Thus, too, 

he raises the curtain on colonialism as a two-person drama between 

the native and the settler and then gradually brings onto the stage 

peasants, town dwellers, a parasitical native bourgeoisie, Senegalese 

and Sudanese, black Africans and Arabs, and even sympathetic 

Europeans. This multiplication of characters does not at all signal a 

mistake in his original casting but mimics the actual process by 

which decolonization replenishes a world colonialism has “cut into 

two.” (63-64; emphasis added) 

 
Thus, contrary to the popular representation of Fanon that either casts him in the 

role of a crypto-poststructuralist or in the role of an impassioned champion of 

violence, we need to insist on reading these two Fanons as dialectically intertwined 

to such an extent that political emancipation would be inconceivable in the absence 

of the insurrectional phase of anticolonial nationalism; similarly, anticolonial 

nationalism would amount to reactionary and reactive venting of violence were it 

not for the multiplication of characters and the organization of the movement into a 

consistent articulation of national consciousness.  

Thus, to fully appreciate the force of Fanon’s thinking of decolonization, we 

need to adopt a perspective that allows us to think the impasse of anticolonial 

nationalism from the perspective of anticolonial nationalism and not against 

anticolonial nationalism. That is to say, we need to enter the debate from the point 

of view of what Badiou calls “maximal interiority” and think an era or a movement 
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from the point of view of its own subjectivity (The Century 5). 19  From this 

perspective, the impasse of the action/reaction model is not to be transcended and 

left behind. The impasse is rather to be insisted upon to such an extent that 

resistance, which is initially only reactive, spirals back to the system that posits 

resistance as one of its terms, and applies the force of resistance back to the system 

itself (rather than to another term posited by the system) so as to change the whole 

fabric of social relations defined in accordance to the system’s regime of 

representation.  

The spiraling back of the force onto the system forms the passage of torsion 

we have mentioned above.20 The movement of torsion is to be distinguished from 

that of simple repetition as the former sets in motion a movement “combining the 

notion of the circle and that of the leap” (Badiou, Theory of the Subject 123). And 

thanks to this spiral movement, the force can apply itself to the system “from which 

it conflictually emerges” (11). Besides, the spiral movement of torsion also allows 

us to reconceptualize a notion of force other than the one put forth by the politics of 

deconstruction. Torsion differs from the deconstructive trope of negativity in that 

the latter is concerned primarily with upsetting the fixity of determination whereas 

the former goes a step further by reapplying the force back to determination, 

thereby redetermining the initial determination. The operation of torsion, in this 

regard, can summarily be phrased as the determination of determination.21  

The value of Badiou’s theory of torsion lies as much in its attentiveness to the 

constraining forces of objective determination as in its optimism in relation to the 

                                                        
19  In “Notes from the Underground, Fanon, Africa, and the Poetics of the Real,” Miguel 

Mellino makes a similar connection between Badiou and Fanon, urging the reader to understand 
the revolutionary subjectivity in Fanon from the point of view of maximal interiority, that is, the 
point of view of “the passion for the real” as the main affective drive behind the twentieth 
century’s grandiose political experiments (68-69). 

20 Benita Parry has also noted the structure of torsion in Fanon’s theory of decolonization: 
Fanon’s decolonization “projects a development inseparable from a community’s engagement in 
combative social action, during which a native contest initially enunciated in the invader’s 
language culminates in a rejection of colonialism’s signifying system” (28). 

21 The South-African anti-apartheid activist Steve Biko offers another example. In defining the 
black consciousness, Biko writes: “Merely by describing yourself as black you have started on a 
road towards emancipation, you have committed yourself to fight against all forces that seek to 
use your blackness as a stamp that marks you out as a subservient being” (48). Blackness is both a 
determination of an identity (“a stamp that marks you out as a subservient being”) but also the 
difference capable of undoing power differentials in the established relation (“Merely by 
describing yourself as black you have started on a road towards emancipation”). 



 
 
 

Chien-heng Wu  29 
 

 

subjective transformation of the objective determination. As Bruno Bosteels 

explains, the difficulty of thinking transformation: 

 
Consists in thinking at the same time the event in the situation, 

without falling into pure immanence, and the event outside the 

situation, without invoking an absolute transcendence. This comes 

down to following a kind of spiral trajectory through the oppositions 

of inside and outside, of immanence and transcendence, of 

constructivism and mysticism—all the while avoiding the radical 

answer, which today has become somewhat of a commonplace and 

which consists in reducing this relation of internal exclusion to a 

purely structural given. (192) 

 
In this passage, Bosteels recapitulates a dilemma we have briefly mentioned in the 

introduction: the dilemma of thinking freedom as both within the situation and 

outside the situation, without falling prey either to a position of pure immanence 

(givenness) or that of pure transcendence (subjectivism). Badiou’s idea of torsion is 

able to avoid the twin temptation Bosteels identifies and does so precisely on 

account of its spiral trajectory; with its force emerging immanently from within the 

situation yet giving rise to a production transcending the situation, the dialectic of 

torsion contributes to a thinking of emancipation that affirms the subjective capacity 

for change without losing sight of the givenness of the world. 

With the notion of torsion, we are now in a better position to give a 

conceptual frame to Fanon’s claim that the psychology of colonization dictates that 

“[i]n an initial phase, it is the action, the plans of the occupier that determine the 

centers of resistance around which a people’s will to survive becomes organized” 

(Dying Colonialism 47). The psychology of colonization prescribes that the contour 

of resistance is initially determined by the oppressor. As Fanon notes, 

decolonization, in its initial phase, “is the encounter between two congenitally 

antagonistic forces that in fact owe their singularity to the kind of reification 

secreted and nurtured by the colonial situation” (2). 

It is important to bear in mind that the initial phrase only gives an account of 

the historical determination of the site from which anticolonial struggle develops 

and from which the force of decolonization conflictually emerges; it is not yet an 

account of what a politics of emancipation would eventually lead to. Convinced that 

the colonial world is divided into two and that between the colonizer and the 

colonized there is no room for rational discussion, Fanon nonetheless points out that 
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this division, in the long run, cannot be objectively determined according to race, 

ethnicity, the colonial context of power, or even the international context of cold 

war geopolitics. Despite his initial acknowledgement that the two antagonistic 

forces (the colonizer vs. the colonized) “owe their singularity to the kind of 

reification secreted and natured by the colonial situation,” Fanon asserts that these 

two antagonistic forces are by no means inert and static. Decolonization, if it is to 

remain true to its name, demands an active conception of force that would disrupt 

the colonial situation that first gives birth to the antagonistic forces. This point is 

emphatically stressed by Fanon when he reconsidered the dynamic and ever-

changing composition of the colonizer and the colonized during the struggle. If in 

the initial phase, “there are two camps: white and black” (Black Skin xii), this initial 

objective and unequivocal determination of the Two collapses as the revolutionary 

process got under way, during which “[t]he outlines and paradoxes of the world 

stood out in sudden sharpness” (Dying Colonialism 158). 

With the struggle for national independence in full swing, Fanon realized that 

the colonizers were not composed entirely of Europeans, nor were the colonized 

exclusively Africans: “The people who in the early days of the struggle had adopted 

the primitive Manichaeanism of the colonizer . . . realize en route that some blacks 

can be whiter than the whites” (Wretched 93). Likewise, he noted, the European 

minority in Algeria were not “an undifferentiated whole” belonging to the side of 

the colonizers; many of them had joined resistance and “behaved like an authentic 

militant” even when under duress (Dying Colonialism 158; 151). It becomes 

evident that the criterion for the division of forces has shifted from the one dictated 

by the colonial situation to the one based on one’s action. This introduces a new 

conception of fraternity which is reflected in the policy of the F.L.N. (Front de 

Libération Nationale; National Liberation Front): if the liberation struggle is open to 

all and immediately universalizable, then there is no need to make conspicuous the 

“European” participation, for their action is not different from that of the Algerians; 

to single them out would make them “show Europeans” and render participation 

discriminatory (151-52). 

By way of conclusion, Fanon is not ready to jettison the insurrectional force 

promised by the dualistic structure because this insurrectional force is where 

revolutionary momentum is to be found. Rather than denouncing the 

oversimplification of the initial division, he underscores the importance of the 

dialectical transition from the objective placement to the subjective production of 

the Two. In the next section, we will continue exploring the dialectic of objectivity 

and subjectivity in Fanon’s politics, with a renewed focus on the transmutation of 
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the collective passion from the mere reactive venting of anger and frustration (often 

via spontaneous violence) to a collective optimism in revolutionary praxis through 

an organized form of resistance. 

 

Revolutionary Optimism: Fanon’s Dialectic of Objectivity and 

Subjectivity 
 

Objective always means “humanly objective” 
which can be held to correspond exactly to 
“historically subjective”: in other words, 
objective would mean “universal subjective.” 

—Antonio Gramsci 
“Problems of Marxism” 

 

“For the colonized subject,” Fanon argues, “objectivity is always directed 

against him” (Wretched 37). When the national bourgeoisie and the colonized 

intellectuals decided to sit down with the colonizers and negotiated the terms of 

liberation on the table, Fanon says, it is already a sign of betrayal (23-28). In the 

context of the Algerian national liberation struggle, compromise and negotiation 

evince an attitude that these people do not really want to be free—what they really 

wish for is a paradoxical liberation without liberation. The moment the national 

bourgeoisie and the colonized intellectuals believed that decolonization could be 

achieved through rational discussion, “they are losers from the start” (25). It is 

because the terms of negotiations are already framed in the colonizers’ language 

and within this already established frame of signification, there is really nothing to 

hope for other than mild amelioration of the living conditions or an illusory pseudo-

formal independence—with the new born nation heavily in debt and its leaders 

“serv[ing] as a conveyor belt for capitalism” (100). In this precise sense, the 

colonized are the victims of objectivity; even in their desire for liberation, their 

preoccupation with objectivity spells the ruin of this desire. 

For Fanon, decolonization is a matter of subjective endeavor, a struggle 

against objectivity. However, the possibility of breaking free from the prison house 

of objectivity depends upon a profound sense of optimism in people’s capacity for 

self-determination. Where then can we locate the source of this optimism? We have 

previously touched on the question of revolutionary optimism with Žižek’s notion 

of the parallax view that sees the world as immanently fractured. From the 

standpoint of the parallax view, history is a field of determination but also contains 

the seed of its own transformation. Although Fanon has no elaborate theory of 
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ontology to ground the possibility of freedom, he shares the revolutionary sentiment 

behind Žižek’s positing subject and locates the source of optimism in the collective 

action of the people. Fanon refuses to locate optimism in some external source; he 

dismisses the idea that decolonization can be achieved when the nation’s 

independence is handed to the colonized by the external authority; nor does he settle 

for a view of emancipation grounded in the mechanical movement of the dialectic, 

as is evident in his criticism of Sartre for objectifying négritude into a term in the 

dialectic (Black Skin 111-114; see also Sartre, “Black Orpheus” 48-49). “Optimism 

in Africa,” Fanon contends, “is the direct product of the revolutionary action of the 

African masses. . . . there is not an objective optimism that is more or less 

mechanically inevitable, but that optimism must be the sentiment that accompanies 

the revolutionary commitment and the combat” (Toward the African Revolution 

171, 173). 

“Society,” Fanon maintains, “does not escape human influence. Man is what 

brings society into being. The prognosis is in the hands of those who are prepared to 

shake the worm-eaten foundations of the edifice” (Black Skin xv). Revolutionary 

optimism in shaking the rotten foundation of the colonial edifice through the will of 

the people, however, should not to be taken for blind voluntarism. For Fanon, the 

transmission of knowledge and the organization of the movement are of paramount 

importance.22  In his view, the revolutionary action is as much manual as it is 

intellectual;23 he refuses to reduce the masses to some elementary brute force to be 

deployed or manipulated by the elites or the party, which also suggests a rejection 

of the top-down organization in which the leader or the vanguard party tells people 

what to do. “Leader,” Fanon reminds us, “comes from the English verb ‘to lead,’ 

meaning ‘to drive’ in French. The driver of people no longer exists today. People 

are no longer a herd and do not need to be driven. If the leader drives me I want him 

to know that at the same time I am driving him” (127). When all is said and done, 

the political education of the masses “is meant to make adults out of them, not to 

make them infantile” (124). What can be derived here is a fundamental axiom of 

Fanon’s politics: people are capable of thought; they are capable of identifying 

problems, organizing themselves, and deciding for themselves. Revolutionary 

optimism, from this perspective, cannot be reduced to the sheer display of force and 

                                                        
22 On the question of organization in Fanon’s politics, see Gibson, “A Wholly Other Time” 

(2013). 
23 For example, “work is not a physical exercise or the working of certain muscles, but that one 

works more with one’s brain and one’s heart than with muscles and sweat” (Wretched 133). 
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will, for it is as much about people’s capacity for action as their capacity for 

thought. 

Revolutionary optimism, furthermore, requires that we take into consideration 

two contradictory demands, seeing people both as a product of their historical 

environment and also as a subjective force capable of reshaping that same 

environment. Thus, when Fanon declares that “I am my own foundation” (Black 

Skin 205), he is referring to a kind of self-legitimating autonomy similar to that of 

the Badiouian subject. By saying that “I am my own foundation,” Fanon is not 

denying that man is also a product of his objective environment; he acknowledges 

the facticity into which one is born and of which one has no choice: “The 

misfortune of man is that he was once a child” (206). But Fanon never sees the past, 

the status quo, or the historical circumstances as the unsurpassable horizon of the 

human existence and he never stops affirming the possibility of redetermining the 

determination: “I am not a prisoner of History. . . . I must constantly remind myself 

that the real leap consists of introducing invention into life” (204; emphasis in 

original). 

For this reason, Fanon’s revolutionary optimism is an optimism in full 

awareness of the transindividual constraint of human existence, of men as existing 

in a world where their lives and modes of behavior are conditioned by material 

resources available at a given historical moment, by the knotting of different 

ideological and symbolic forces, and by the complex network of relations and the 

multiplicity of their interactions—all of which larger than the individual, larger 

because they are outside the individuals, between the individuals, and beyond the 

individuals. And yet, despite all these, revolutionary optimism stubbornly insists on 

the subjective capacity to carve out a space of freedom in circumstances inherited 

from the past and conditioned by historical forces. Revolutionary optimism, in other 

words, articulates the subject into existence within history where there is no subject.  

The Fanonian subject in this sense is not given in advance; it is rather to be 

conceived as a project in a strictly Sartrean sense. Sartre, in a beautiful passage, 

outlines his dialectical conception of a project: 

 
For us man is characterized above all by his going beyond a situation, 

and by what he succeeds in making of what he has been made . . . . 

Starting with the project, we define a double simultaneous 

relationship. In relation to the given, the praxis is negativity; but what 

is always involved is the negation of a negation. In relation to the 

object aimed at, praxis is positivity, but this positivity opens onto the 
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“non-existent,” to what has not yet been. A flight and a leap ahead, at 

once a refusal and a realization, the project retains and unveils the 

surpassed reality which is refused by the very movement which 

surpassed it. (Basic Writings 308) 

 
“The double simultaneous relationship” Sartre speaks of resonates with Fanon’s 

characterization of man as both negation and affirmation (Black Skin 195, 197).24 It 

should further be noted that the “man” in question is never the man of liberal 

individualism (an isolated monad) nor is it the man of totalitarian collectivism (a 

dispensable cog in the state machine). The new man for Fanon is coextensive with 

the subjective process of emancipation and therefore cannot be reduced either to an 

autonomous or an anonymous individual. 

Just as the force of objectivity is inevitably transindividual so is the force of 

subjectivity that eventually leads to the creation of a new humanism. If this point is 

not stressed sufficiently enough in Black Skin, White Mask (1952), it was fully 

established by the time Fanon wrote The Wretched of the Earth (1961). The 

transindividual dimension works on three levels:  

1. At the immediate level when an individual decides to incorporate 

him/herself into the movement of the struggle, he/she is introduced to a 

different vocabulary, a vocabulary of fraternity which, prior to the 

individual’s participation, has been systematically suppressed by the 

colonizers: “‘Brother,’ ‘sister,’ ‘comrade’ are words outlawed by the 

colonialist bourgeoisie because in their thinking my brother is my wallet 

and my comrade, my scheming” (Wretched 11). 

2. At the level of anticolonial resistance, the transindividual 

dimension takes place in a relation of support in which national 

consciousness constitutes a network of relations that enables the individual 

to assert him/herself as a sovereign national subject who in turn gives 

                                                        
24  See Black Skin, 195-97. Jean Améry also reflects on this Sartrean moment in Fanon’s 

decision to become Algerian: 
 

He was neither white nor Arabic, neither a full-blown Frenchman nor Algerian: 
thus he was able to choose, choose himself in Sartre’s sense. The prison of his 
black skin had been shattered. He left it and chose the freedom of battle. He 
identified fully with the Arabs who were fighting for their national independence 
and personal dignity, going so far as speaking of ‘us Algerians’ in Les Damnées. 
From then on he was no longer just the black man, but first and foremost “le 
Colonisé,” the colonised. (“Birth of Man” 14) 
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substance to the nation as his/her decision to participate is that which 

carries the nation forward: “When the nation in its totality is set in motion, 

the new man is not an posteriori creation of this nation, but coexists with it, 

matures with it, and triumphs with it” (233). 

3. At the level of transnational and transhistorical solidarity, the 

individual guided by the project of humanity’s collective emancipation 

connects him/herself to a collective endeavor in which each specific 

enactment of resistance embodies a piece of confirmation of humanity’s 

collective emancipation: “The process of liberation of man, independently 

of the concrete situations in which he finds himself, includes and concerns 

the whole of humanity” (Toward the African Revolution 144). The 

transindividual aspect is experienced at this level as solidarity which is in 

each case conjunctural rather than genealogical and which registers a form 

of being-in-common based on the shared struggle for equality rather than 

on a shared attribute. 

These three levels are intricately bound up with each other, folding the dimension 

of internationalism into the fullest expression of national consciousness. This 

paradoxical coincidence of the international and the national demonstrates once 

again the dialectical nature of Fanon’s thinking. Although Fanon has argued that 

decolonization cannot afford to bypass the national stage, he nonetheless 

distinguishes national consciousness from sterile nationalism: “National 

consciousness, which is not nationalism, is alone capable of giving us an 

international dimension” (Wretched 179). On this view, rather than opposing the 

national to the international, Fanon sees them as topologically connected as in a 

Möbius-like structure. 

By underscoring the subjective and transindividual dimensions in the struggle 

for equality, the category of the Algerian, like that of the proletariat for Badiou, 

becomes an open set for all those committed to humanity’s collective emancipation. 

Algeria—like the words négritude which is “bigger than Africa” or Dien Bien Phu 

which is larger than Vietnam—exceeds the denotative function of this proper name 

and comes to stand for the concentration of the revolutionary experience of the 

struggle for emancipation.25  This experience of genericity is also shown in the 

memorable ending of Stanley Kubrick’s Spartacus (1960). As Quentin Meillassoux 

                                                        
25 See Manthia Diawara’s discussion of négritude in “Pan-Africanism and Pedagogy” (1996). 

On Fanon’s reference to Dien Bien Phu, see Wretched 30-31. 
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points out, when all rebelling slaves declare themselves as Spartacus (“I am 

Spartacus”), the proper name Spartacus is no longer attached to an actual empirical 

person—that is, the name Spartacus loses its properness and becomes generic (7). 

The name, subjectively constituted, comes to symbolize the totality of experiences 

of a revolutionary body composed of a growing number of slaves in ancient Rome 

who declared their fidelity to the axiom of equality. As an active element of this 

fighting body, each member could therefore claim the identity of Spartacus. To 

invoke the name of Spartacus—either in the immediate present or the distant future 

(e.g., the Black Spartacus of the Haitian Revolution)—means to transmit the totality 

of experiences equal to this name. But this experience must not be confused with 

the notion of experience in liberal individualism, as some prediscursive experience 

accessible only to an individual.26 Experience here is probably best construed in the 

original active sense given to the German word Erfahrung—to be distinguished 

from the lived experience or Erlebnis in Black Skin—as the experience made up of 

inquiries and movements. This is then an experience earned or acquired in the 

active process of collective struggle rather than the experiential datum inherent in 

the individual. And there is always some transindividual dimension in this 

experience, a subjective dimension of sharing indispensable for the experience of 

emancipation. As Badiou puts it, “[m]y comrade is one who, like myself, is only a 

subject by belonging to a process of truth that authorizes him to say ‘we’” (The 

Century 102). 

 

Conclusion: Toward a New Humanism 
 

[N]o race possesses the monopoly of beauty, 
of intelligence, of force, and there is a place 
for all at the rendezvous of victory 

—Aimé Césaire 
Notebook of a Return to the Native Land 

 
“To believe one can create a black culture,” Fanon writes, “is to forget oddly 

enough that ‘Negroes’ are in the process of disappearing, since those who created 

them are witnessing the demise of their economic and cultural supremacy” 

(Wretched 169). With the demise of the world of colonialism, both the colonizer 

and the colonized disappear: “After the struggle is over, there is not only the demise 

                                                        
26 For an effective criticism of this idea of experience, see Joan Scott’s seminal article “The 

Evidence of Experience” (1991). 



 
 
 

Chien-heng Wu  37 
 

 

of colonialism, but also the demise of the colonized” (178). What decolonization 

ushers in is not a reversal of positions but an era of a new humanism, which aims 

not only at humanizing the colonized but also at “discover[ing] the man behind the 

colonizer” who also happens to be the victim of his own violence (Dying 

Colonialism 32). 

If Fanon is still relevant to us today it is because Fanon shows us that “the will 

to transform these [colonial] relations needn’t be bound by an obligation to fight on 

their [the colonizers’s] terms, or by their means” (Hallward, “Fanon and Political 

Will” 223). It is only when the people are able to think and organize by themselves 

rather than react to the colonial offensive that they can claim to have arrived at the 

political stage where the initial insurrectional phrase made up of anger, resentment, 

and jealousy gives way to a redemptive politics, a politics that is capable of 

prescribing a new possible, “an [new] Algeria open to all, in which every kind of 

genius may grow” (32). However, this does not entail the invention of a third 

term—for example, the non-player for Ashis Nandy—to bypass the structure of 

binarism. 27  Fanon’s solution, as well as Badiou’s, is to think the beyond from 

within the Two, provided that this Two is radically reconceptualized, and it is only 

when the objective placement is able to be subjectively surpassed that the oppressed 

can hope to transform the situation in toto, not just reversing the positions while 

keeping the structure intact. 

 

Postscript: Politics and Love28 
 

[T]his stage of the Two is not a being of the 
Two, which would suppose three. This stage 
of the Two is a work, a process. It only exists 
as a track through the situation, under the 
supposition that there are Two. The Two is 
the hypothetical operation, the operation of an 
aleatory inquiry, of such a work or such a 
track. 

—Alain Badiou 
“What Is Love?” 

 

                                                        
27 Ashis Nandy, The Intimate Enemy, xiv-xv. 
28 I owe this point to a reviewer who points out love’s intrinsic access to the Two and poses the 

question of its relation to politics. Although this issue remains outside the scope of this paper, I 
will try to suggest a few threads along this line in the form of a postscript. 
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“Love,” Badiou once remarked, “is an inquiry of the world from the point of 

view of the Two” (“What Is Love” 276). Badiou emphasizes that the production of 

the Two in love does not entertain a relation of two Ones; its relation is rather a 

relation of disjunction that approximates the experience of the generic. As he puts 

it, “love is the guarantor of the universal, since it alone elucidates the disjunction as 

the simple law of a situation” (280). Basing his discussion of love on Lacan’s 

formulae of sexuation, Badiou further contends that it is through the female position 

that we gain access to the truth of disjunction, which he otherwise names the 

humanity function H (x). 

If love is that which fractures the One and founds the Two and if the female 

position elucidates the humanity function that guarantees the access to the 

universal, a question then immediately imposes itself: what is the relation between 

love and politics? In this paper, I have attempted to demonstrate how the political 

truth procedure deals with the figure of the Two, addresses the question of the 

universal, and investigates the Two according to the infinity of the situation. While 

there is little doubt that politics in Badiou is immediately universalizable, it is to the 

amorous procedure that Badiou most often assigns the figure of Two. In this view, 

the relation between politics and love, indeed, is an inquiry worth pursuing.  

In fact Badiou himself has hinted at the possible intersection between love and 

politics. The most suggestive articulation is found in “Politics as Truth Procedure” 

where Badiou claims that “politics is love’s numerical inverse. In other words, love 

begins where politics ends” (Metapolitics 151). Taking this statement as the point of 

departure, the inquiry into the relationship between love and politics will require us 

to look at their respective numericalities. According to Badiou, in the numericality 

of politics, the first three terms are the infinite (of the situation, of the state of the 

situation, and of the political prescription), and the end of politics is the One, not 

the One that unifies but that of generic equality.29 The numericality of love, on the 

other hand, proceeds from the One to the Two and ends with the infinite.30 Thus, 

from a numerical point of view, we arrive at the following two schemas: 

                                                        
29 E.g., “The numericality is written as follows: σ, ε, π(ε) , π(π( ε)) ⇒1. What singularizes the 

political procedure is the fact that it proceeds from the infinite to the 1. It makes the 1 of equality 
arise as the universal truth of the collective by carrying out a prescriptive operation upon the 
infinity of the State; an operation whereby it constructs its own autonomy, or distance, and is able 
to effectuate its maxim from within that distance” (Badiou, Metapolitics 151). 

30 E.g., “There is here a numerical schema proper to the amorous procedure. This schema states 
that the Two fractures the One and tests the infinity of the situation. One, Two, infinity: such is 
the numericity of the amorous procedure. It structures the becoming of a generic truth. . . . Love is 
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1. Politics: the infinite  3 (three terms of the infinite: the situation, 

the state of the situation, and the post-evental political prescription)  1 

(the generic equality or sameness) 

2. Love: 1 (the unifying One)  2 (the Two of the disjunction that 

fractures One)  the infinite (the female position that knows that the 

infinite is the truth of the situation) 

When we look at the numericality of politics, the Two is actually not featured in it, 

which leads us to speculate whether the condition of the possibility for politics to 

emerge hinges on love’s humanity function (or the generic), for without the Two of 

the disjunction the post-evental subjective production would become impossible: 

“By ‘humanity,’ I understand that which provides the support for generic 

procedures, or truth-procedures. Humanity is what sustains the infinite singularity 

of truths that inscribe themselves in these types. Humanity is the historical body of 

truths” (“What Is Love?” 268). 

This speculation is justified on the ground that love begins with an encounter 

of an event and the declaration of love evokes the void of being (272). If the 

evocation of the void of being is the condition upon which any truth procedure can 

be thought or considered subjectively, this suggests that love, in addition to being 

one of the four truth procedures, is also that which knots together the four 

procedures, rendering them an experience of thought, an affirmation of humanity 

(279). This formulation adds a twist to Badiou’s claim that, from the standpoint of 

numericality, love begins where politics ends; it should now be acknowledged that 

the disjunction of the Two founded by love is also the point from which politics 

begins. Thus, we obtain another numerical schema: 2 (the Two of the disjunction) 

 the infinite (the infinite here refers both to the female position in an amorous 

procedure and the first term, the infinite of the situation, of a political procedure. 

Considered in this light, what love discloses—that is, the truth of the disjunction—

closely resembles the passage from the external reflection to the determinate 

reflection (see Introduction). Another way of putting it is to say that love also traces 

the movement of the dialectic of torsion. As Badiou puts it, “the forçage is in the 

situation where love is proceeding” (277). 

On a final note, if love’s numerical becoming is intertwined with politics’ 

numerical becoming, how would this essential relation bear on Fanon’s thinking of 

                                                                                                                                        
nothing other than a trying sequence of investigations on the disjunction and the Two, such that in 
the retroactivity of the encounter it verifies that it has always been one of the laws of the 
situation” (Badiou, “What Is Love?” 272). 
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decolonization? I have previously indicated that the dialectical process in Fanon can 

be thought in terms of the transmutation of collective passion, evolving from anger 

and resentment at the initial phase, to a collective faith in the rationality of revolt, 

and finally to a new political arrangement based on the idea of love, “in which 

every kind of genius may grow” (Dying Colonialism 32). At the end of the day, 

Fanon envisions a society where there are only Algerians and none are excluded 

from being such: 

 
In the new society that is being built, there are only Algerians. From 

the outset, therefore, every individual living in Algeria is an Algerian. 

In tomorrow’s independent Algeria it will be up to every Algerian to 

assume Algerian citizenship or to reject it in favor of another. (Dying 

Colonialism 152; emphasis in original) 

 
The principle announced here is that of simple generic belonging: those who are 

here belong here. This principle, furthermore, evinces the female position that sees 

Algeria not as a closed set based on a determinate nationality but an open set that 

“guarantees the One of humanity,”31 a set in which the name Algeria serves as a 

predicate devoid of any predicative function. Kenneth Reinhard has suggested that 

love is “the decision to create a new open set” (67): 

 
If the situation, the state of affairs, the status quo of a particular 

world, presents itself as if it were unified, love is what ‘fractures’ that 

imaginary unity, brings out the universal truth of disjunction in a 

particular situation. The world that love opens, the new 

neighborhood, within the political and beyond the familial, is the only 

place where the two may be encountered as such. Badiou suggests 

that to love the neighbor is to create a new open space, a new 

universality in a particular place. (68-69) 

 
If the society Fanon imagines is the one “in which every kind of genius may grow” 

and if this new society is given the name Algeria, what we witness here is probably 

the most concrete expression of love’s humanity function, namely, “a new 

universality in a particular place.” 

 

                                                        
31 “What Is Love?” 270. 
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