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IRTY NIGGER!" Or simply,"Look,a Negro!"

I came into the world imbued with the will to find a meaning in things,my spirit
filled with the desire to attain to the source of the world,and then I found that I was an object
in the midst of other objects.
Sealed into that crushing objecthood, I turned beseechingly to others. Their attention
was a liberation,running over my body suddenly abraded into nonbeing,endowing me once
more with an agility that I had thought lost,and by taking me out of the world,restoring me
to it. But just as I reached the other side,I stumbled,and the movements,the attitudes,the
glances of the other fixed me there,in the sense in which a chemical solution is fixed by a dye.
I was indignant; I demanded an explanation. Nothing happened. I burst apart. Now the
fragments have been put together again by another self.
As long as the black man is among his own,he will have no occasion,except in minor
internal conflicts,to experience his being through others. There is of course the moment
of "being for others," of which Hegel speaks,but every ontology is made unattainable in a
colonized and civilized society. It would seem that this fact has not been given sufficient
attention by those who have discussed the question. In the Weltanschauung of a colonized
people there is an impurity,a flaw that outlaws any ontological explanation. Someone may
object that this is the case with every individual,but such an objection merely conceals a basic
problem. Ontology-once it is finally admitted as leaving existence by the wayside-does
not permit us to understand the being of the black man. For not only must the black man be
black; he must be black in relation to the white man. Some critics will take it on themselves
to remind us that this proposition has a converse. I say that this is false. The black man has no
ontological resistance in the eyes of the white man. Overnight the Negro has been given two
frames of reference within which he has had to place himself. His metaphysics, or, less
pretentiously, his customs and the sources on which they were based, were wiped out
because they were in conflict with a civilization that he did not know and that imposed itself
on him.
The black man among his own in the twentieth century does not know at what
moment his inferiority comes into being through the other. Of course I have talked about
the black p roblem with friends, or, more rarely,with American Negroes. Together we
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protested,we asserted the equality of all men in the world. In the Antilles there was also that
little gulf that exists among the almost-white,the mulatto,and the nigger. But I was satisfie d
with an intellectual understanding of these differences. It was not really dramatic. And
then . . . .
And then the occasion arose when I had to meet the white man's eyes. An unfamiliar
weight burdened me. The real world challenged my claims. In the white world the man of
color encounters difficulties in the development of his bodily schema. Consciousness of the
body is solely a negating activity. It is a third-person consciousness. The body is surrounded
by an atmosphere of certain uncertainty. I know that if I want to smoke,I shall have to reach
out my right hand and take the pack of cigarettes lying at the other end of the table. The
matches,however,are in the drawer on the left,and I shall have to lean back slightly. And
all these movements are made not out of habit but out of implicit knowledge. A slow com
position of my self as a body in the middle of a spatial and temporal world-such seems to
be the schema. It does not impose itself on me; it is, rather, a definitive structuring of
the self and of the world--definitive because it creates a real dialectic between my body
and the world.
For several years certain laboratories have been trying to produce a serum for "denegri
fication;" with all the earnestness in the world,laboratories have sterilized their test tubes,
checked their scales,and embarked on researches that might make it possible for the miser
able Negro to whiten himself and thus to throw off the burden of that corporeal malediction.
Below the corporeal schema I had sketched a historico-racial schema. The elements that I
used had been provided for me not by "residual sensations and perceptions primarily of a
tactile,vestibular,kinesthetic,and visual character,"1 but by the other,the white man,who
had woven me out of a thousand details,anecdotes,stories. I thought that what I had in hand
was to construct a physiological self,to balance space,to localize sensations,and here I was
called on for more.
"Look,a Negro!" It was an external stimulus that flicked over me as I passed by. I made
a tight smile.
"Look,a Negro!" It was true. It amused me.
"Look, a Negro!" The circle was drawing a bit tighter. I made no secret of my
amusement.
"Mama, see the Negro! I'm frightened!" Frightened! Frightened! Now they were
beginning to be afraid of me. I made up my mind to laugh myself to tears,but laughter had
become impossible.
I could no longer laugh,because I already knew that there were legends,stories,history,
and above all historicity, which I had learned about from Jaspers. Then,assailed at various
points,the corporeal schema crumbled,its place taken by a racial epidermal schema. In the
train it was no longer a question of being aware of my body in the third person but in a triple
person. In the train I was given not one but two,three places. I had already stopped being
amused. It was not that I was finding febrile coordinates in the world. I existed triply: I occu
pied space. I moved toward the other . . . and the evanescent other,hostile but not opaque,
transparent,not there,disappeared. Nausea. . . .
I was responsible at the same time for my body,for my race,for my ancestors. I subjected
myself to an objective examination,I discovered my blackness,my ethnic characteristics; and
I was battered down by tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetichism, racial
defects,slave-ships,and above all else,above all: "Sho' good eatin' . "
On that day,completely dislocated,unable to be abroad with the other,the white man,
who unmercifully imprisoned me,I took myself far off from my own presence,far indeed,
and made myself an object. What else could it be for me but an amputation,an excision,a
hemorrhage that spattered my whole body with black blood? But I did not want this revision,
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