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the North as well as in the South. The analyses of this faithful reader of Frantz 
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book resounds with the embattled, southern predicament from which its 
precious shards of wisdom originate. . . . Mbembe sketches the entangled 
genealogies of racism and black thought on their worldly travels from the 
barracoons and the slave ships, through countless insurgencies, into the 
vexed mechanisms of decolonization and then beyond them, into our own 
bleak and desperate circumstances.”� —Paul Gilroy

​“Achille Mbembe has placed the discourse of ‘Africa’ squarely in the cen-
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student of postmodernist theory should read this book.”

—Henry Louis Gates Jr.
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contemporary phase of global capital. A tour de force that will renew de-
bates on capital, race, and freedom in today’s world.”
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demonstration of the reinvigorating potential of both critical thought and 
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heid, and the historical narrative through which each has unfolded. What 
Mbembe has done is to tie them all together in a bundle, under the rubric 
of black reason, that now serves as the genealogy of much of contempo-
rary black experience and the history that has shaped black people’s view 
of themselves.”� —Gabriel O. Apata, Theory, Culture, and Society
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INTRODUCTION
THE ORDEAL  
OF THE WORLD

If you want to make use of a book, simply picking it up will not suffice. My 
original aim was to write a book that not a hint of mystery shrouded. In 
the end, I found myself with a short essay of sketched hachures, of paral-
lel chapters, of more or less discontinuous lines, of raw and rapid gestures, 
and even slight movements of withdrawal followed by abrupt reversals.

It is true that the roughness of the topic did not afford a violin note. 
It was enough to suggest the presence of bone, a skull, or a skeleton in-
side the element. This bone, this skull, and this skeleton all have names: re-
population of the Earth, exit from democracy, society of enmity, relation 
without desire, voice of blood, and terror and counterterror as our time’s 
medication and poison (chapters 1 and 2). The best way to access these 
different skeletons was to produce a form, not a spineless one but a tense 
and energy-charged one. In any case, this text is one on whose surface the 
reader can glide freely, without control points or visas, sojourning as long 
as desired, moving about at will, returning and leaving at any moment and 
through any door. The reader may set off in any direction and maintain—in 
relation to each of its words and to each of its affirmations—an equal criti-
cal distance and, if need be, a hint of skepticism.

Every gesture of writing is intended to engage a force, or even a dif-
férend—what I here call an element. In the present case, we are dealing 
with a raw element and a dense force. This is a force of separation rather 
than one that is bond-intensifying—a force of scission and real isolation 
that is exclusively turned upon itself and that, while pretending to ensure 
the world’s government, seeks exemption from it. What follows is a reflec-
tion on today’s planetary-scale renewal of the relation of enmity and its 
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multiple reconfigurations. Its pivotal point is the Platonic concept of phar-
makon—the idea of a medication that acts at once as remedy and as poison. 
Frantz Fanon’s political and psychiatric work forms part of the basis for my 
showing how, in the wake of decolonization, war (in the figure of conquest 
and occupation, of terror and counterinsurgency) has become the sacra-
ment of our times, at this, the turn of the twenty-first century.

This transformation has liberated movements of passion that are in-
creasingly pushing liberal democracies to don the garb of the exception, to 
perform unconditioned acts in faraway places, and to seek to exercise dic-
tatorship over themselves and against their enemies. Among other things, 
I ponder the consequences of this inversion and the novel terms within 
which the question of the relations between violence and law, norm and 
exception, the state of war, the state of security, and the state of freedom 
are now posed. Backdropped by the world’s narrowing and the Earth’s re-
population, as well as new cycles of population movements, this essay en-
deavors not merely to open new paths for a critique of atavistic national-
isms. Indirectly it also reflects on the possible foundations of a mutually 
shared genealogy and thus of a politics of the living beyond humanism.

This book indeed deals with the sort of arrangement with the world—or 
even of its use—that, at this beginning of the century, consists in count-
ing whatever is not oneself for nothing. This process has a genealogy and 
a name—the race for separation and de-linking, a race being run against 
the backdrop of a simple anxiety of annihilation. Nowadays a good many 
individuals are beset with dread, afraid of having been invaded and being 
on the verge of disappearing. Entire peoples labor under the apprehension 
that the resources for continuing to assume their identities are spent. They 
maintain that an outside no longer exists such that to protect themselves 
against threats and danger the enclosures must be multiplied. Wanting not 
to remember anything any longer, least of all their own crimes and mis-
deeds, they dream up bad objects that return to haunt them and that they 
then seek violently to rid themselves of.

Constantly contriving the evil genies by which they are possessed and 
that, in a spectacular turnaround, now surround them, they have begun 
to raise questions. These questions are similar to those that non-Western 
societies were asking only recently, caught as they were in the snare of the 
far more destructive forces of colonization and imperialism.1 Questions 
such as: Can the Other, in light of all that is happening, still be regarded 
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as my fellow creature? When the extremes are broached, as is the case for 
us here and now, precisely what does my and the other’s humanity consist 
in? The Other’s burden having become too overwhelming, would it not 
be better for my life to stop being linked to its presence, as much as its to 
mine? Why must I, despite all opposition, nonetheless look after the other, 
stand as close as possible to his life if, in return, his only aim is my ruin? 
If, ultimately, humanity exists only through being in and of the world, can 
we found a relation with others based on the reciprocal recognition of our 
common vulnerability and finitude?

Today, manifestly little interest is shown in making the circle more in-
clusive. Rather, the idea is to make borders as the primitive form of keep-
ing at bay enemies, intruders, and strangers—all those who are not one 
of us. In a world characterized more than ever by an unequal redistribu-
tion of capacities for mobility, and in which the only chance of survival, for 
many, is to move and to keep on moving, the brutality of borders is now a 
fundamental given of our time. Borders are no longer sites to be crossed 
but lines that separate. Within these more or less miniaturized and milita-
rized spaces, everything is supposed to remain still. Many are those who, 
encountering them, now meet their ends or, when not simple victims of 
shipwrecks or electrocution, are deported.

Today we see the principle of equality being undone by the laws of au-
tochthony and common origin, as well as by divisions within citizenship, 
which is to say the latter’s declension into “pure” citizenship (that of the 
native born) and borrowed citizenship (one that, less secure from the start, 
is now not safe from forfeiture). Confronted with the perilous situations so 
characteristic of the age, the question, at least in appearance, is no longer 
to know how to reconcile the exercise of life and freedom with the knowl-
edge of truth and solicitude for those different from oneself. From now on, 
it is to know how, in a sort of primitive outpouring, to actualize the will to 
power by means that are half-cruel, half-virtuous.

Consequently, war is determined as end and necessity not only in 
democracy but also in politics and in culture. War has become both 
remedy and poison—our pharmakon. Its transformation into the phar-
makon of our time has, in turn, let loose gruesome passions that are in-
creasingly pushing our societies to exit democracy and, as was the case 
under colonization, to transform into societies of enmity. Under contem-
porary conditions, the societies of the North are not left unscathed by this 
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planetary renewal of colonial relations and their multiple reconfigurations, 
all of which is only amplified through the war on terror and the global-scale 
creation of a “state of exception.”

Now who today could really discuss war as the pharmakon of our time 
without calling on Frantz Fanon, in whose shadow this essay has been writ-
ten? Colonial war—since this is essentially what Fanon speaks about—is 
ultimately, if not the matrix of the nomos of the Earth in the last instance, 
then at least a privileged means of its institutionalization. As wars of con-
quest and occupation, and, in many aspects, of extermination, colonial 
wars were simultaneously wars of siege as much as foreign wars and racial 
wars. But how can we forget all the aspects they also shared in common 
with civil wars, wars of defense, and did not even wars of liberation de-
mand so-called counterinsurgency wars? In truth, this interlocking of 
wars, as causes and consequences of one another, is why they give rise to 
so much terror and atrocity. It is also why, among those who have suffered 
them or participated in them, they sometimes provoke a belief in an illu-
sory all-powerfulness, or sometimes even a terror and the vanishing, pure 
and simple, of the feeling of existing.

Similar to the majority of contemporary wars—including the war on 
terror and diverse forms of occupation—colonial wars were wars of extrac-
tion and predation. On the sides of the winners and the losers alike, they 
invariably led to the ruin of something unfigurable, almost nameless, en-
tirely difficult to pronounce—how can one recognize in the enemy’s face 
that one seeks to blow away, but whose wounds one could equally treat, 
another face that renders them in their full humanity, and thus as simi-
lar to oneself (chapter 3)? The forces of passion these wars released have 
increased tenfold humans’ faculty to divide themselves. They compelled 
some people to confess more openly than in the past their most repressed 
desires and to communicate more directly than before with their most ob-
scure myths. In others, they opened the chance to exit their abyssal sleep 
and experience—perhaps for the first and only time—the power of being 
of surrounding worlds and, incidentally, the chance to suffer their own vul-
nerability and incompleteness. In others still, they afforded the experience 
of being touched and affected by this brutal exposure to the unknown suf-
fering of others as well as a chance to abruptly exit the circle of indiffer-
ence in which they had once walled themselves off and to answer the call 
of these innumerable bodies of pain.
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Confronted with colonial power and war, Fanon understood that the 
only subject is a living one (chapter 3). As living, the subject is immediately 
open onto the world. Fanon grasped his own life only by understanding the 
life of other living and nonliving beings, for only then did he himself exist 
as a living form, and only then could he rectify the asymmetry of relations 
and introduce into them a dimension of reciprocity and care for humanity. 
On the other hand, Fanon regarded the gesture of care as a practice of re-
symbolization, the stake of which is the possibility of reciprocity and mu-
tuality (an authentic encounter with others). His advice to colonized per-
sons who refused castration was to turn their backs on Europe; in other 
words, he suggested that one begin with oneself and stand tall outside the 
categories that brought one to bow and scrape. The difficulty involved not 
only one’s being assigned a race but one’s internalizing of the terms of this 
assignation, that is, one’s coming to the point of desiring and becoming the 
accomplice of castration. For everything, or nearly everything, encouraged 
colonized peoples to inhabit as their skin and their truth the fiction that the 
Other had produced in their regard.

To oppressed individuals who sought to rid themselves of race’s burden, 
Fanon thus proposed a long course of therapy. This therapy began in and 
through language and perception, via the knowledge of the fundamental 
reality according to which becoming a human being in the world means 
accepting one’s being exposed to the other. It continued with a colossal 
working on oneself, with new experiences of the body, of movement, of 
being-together—and even of communion, as the shared commonality that 
is most alive and vulnerable in humanity—and, possibly also, new experi-
ences of the practice of violence. This violence was to be directed against 
the colonial system. This system’s particularity lay in its manufacturing a 
panoply of suffering that, in response, solicited neither the accepting of re-
sponsibility nor solicitude nor sympathy and, often, not even pity. To the 
contrary, it did everything to deaden people’s capacity to suffer because 
the natives were suffering, everything to dull their ability to be affected by 
this suffering. Further still, colonial violence worked to capture the force of 
desire of the subjugated and channel it into unproductive investments. By 
claiming to be acting on behalf of the interests of the natives, and thus in 
their stead, the colonial machinery sought not merely to block their desire 
to live. It aimed to affect and diminish their capacities to consider them-
selves moral agents.
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Fanon’s clinical and political practice stood resolutely opposed to this 
colonial order. Better than others, he put his finger on one of the great 
contradictions inherited from the modern era, one that his time struggled 
to resolve. The vast movement of repopulation of the world inaugurated 
at the edge of modern times ended in a massive “taking of lands” (coloni-
zation) on a scale and using technologies never before seen in the history 
of humanity. Far from leading to democracy’s spread across the planet, the 
race for new lands opened onto a new law (nomos) of the Earth, the main 
characteristic of which was to establish war and race as history’s two privi-
leged sacraments. The sacramentalization of war and race in the blast fur-
nace of colonialism made it at once modernity’s antidote and poison, its 
twofold pharmakon.

In these conditions, thought Fanon, decolonization as a constituting po-
litical event could hardly forgo the use of violence. In any case, as a primi-
tive active force, violence preexisted the advent of decolonization, which 
consisted in setting in motion an animated body able to completely and 
unreservedly deal with that which, being anterior and external to it, pre-
vented it from arriving at its concept. But pure and unlimited violence, 
however creative it was set on being, could never be safeguarded from 
potential blindness. If caught in a sterile repetition, it could degenerate at 
any moment and its energy be placed in the service of destruction for de-
struction’s sake.

For its part, the primary function of the medical gesture was not the 
absolute eradication of illness or the suppression of death and the advent 
of immortality. The ill human was the human with no family, no love, no 
human relations, and no communion with a community. It was the person 
deprived of the possibility of an authentic encounter with other humans, 
others with whom there were a priori no shared bonds of descent or of 
origin (chapter 3). This world of people without bonds (or of people who 
aspire only to take their leave of others) is still with us, albeit in ever shift-
ing configurations. It inhabits the twists and turns of renewed Judeophobia 
and its mimetic counterpart, Islamophobia. It inhabits the desire for apart-
heid and endogamy that harry our epoch and engulf us in the hallucinatory 
dream of a “community without strangers.”

Almost everywhere the law of blood, the law of the talion, and the duty 
to one’s race—the two supplements of atavistic nationalism—are resur-
facing. The hitherto more or less hidden violence of democracies is rising 
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to the surface, producing a lethal circle that grips the imagination and is 
increasingly difficult to escape. Nearly everywhere the political order is re-
constituting itself as a form of organization for death. Little by little, a terror 
that is molecular in essence and allegedly defensive is seeking legitimation 
by blurring the relations between violence, murder, and the law, faith, com-
mandment, and obedience, the norm and the exception, and even free-
dom, tracking, and security. No longer is the concern to eliminate, via the 
law and justice, murder from the books of life in common. Every occasion 
is now one in which the supreme stake is to be risked. Neither the human-
of-terror nor the terrorized human—both of them new substitutes for the 
citizen—foreswear murder. On the contrary, when they do not purely and 
simply believe in death (given or received), they take it as the ultimate 
guarantee of a history tempered in iron and steel—the history of Being.

Fanon’s concerns from start to finish, in his thinking as well as in his 
practice, bore on the irreducibility of the human link, the inseparability of 
humans and other living creatures, as well as the vulnerability of human-
kind and especially of the ill-human-of-war, and further, the care required 
to write the living into time. The chapters that follow deal with these in-
terrogations, diagonally and through altering figures. As Fanon evinced a 
particular solicitude toward Africa and permanently linked his fate to the 
continent’s own, the African world has naturally come to occupy the fore-
front of the reflection herein (chapters 5 and 6).

There are most certainly names that refer little to things but instead pass 
above or alongside them. Their function is one of disfiguration and distor-
tion. This is why the thing, in its truth, tends to resist both the name and all 
translation. This is not because the thing sports a mask but because its force 
of proliferation renders every qualifier superfluous forthwith. For Fanon, 
such was the case for Africa and its mask, the Negro. Did the thing “Africa” 
simply operate as a catchall entity, woolly and devoid of historical weight 
or depth, on the subject of which anyone could say almost anything with-
out its leading to any consequence? Or did it have its own force, and thus 
constitute a project able, by virtue of its own reserves of life, to reach its 
own concept and write itself into this new planetary age?

Fanon attended closely to people’s experience of surfaces and depths, 
of lights and reflections, and of shadows. He endeavored to report on the 
worlds of living beings, without foundering in repetition. As regard final 
meanings, he knew that they were to be sought in the structural as much 
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as in the obscure side of life. Whence the extraordinary attention that he 
gave to language, speech, music, theater, dance, ceremonials, settings, and 
all sorts of technical objects and psychic structures. That said, this essay is 
not at all about singing back the dead but rather aims to evoke in fragmen-
tary fashion a great thinker of transfiguration.

In so doing, I found nothing more appropriate than a figural style of 
writing that oscillates between the vertiginous, dissolution, and dispersal. 
This style is one composed of crisscrossed loops, the edges and lines of 
which meet back up with their vanishing point each time. The reader will 
have understood—language’s function in such writing is to return to life 
what had been abandoned to the powers of death. It is to reopen access 
to the deposits of the future, beginning with the future of those in whom, 
not so long ago, it was hard to say which part pertained to the human and 
which to the animal, object, thing, or commodity (chapter 6).
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