CHAPTER 11
FRANTZ FANON
FASHION AND DECOLONIZATION

ON A PLANETARY SCALE
Serkan Delice

Introduction

Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) was a psychiatrist and philosopher whose critique of the
material and psychological devastation of racism and colonialism laid the groundwork
for postcolonial theory and had a long-lasting impact on Black and African Studies.
His vision of decolonization as a radical shift to a new humanity has motivated and
guided several liberation movements, both past and present. Decolonization, for Fanon,
encompasses more than overthrowing colonialism: it is also a ‘programme of complete
disorder’ tantamount to nothing less than the creation of ‘another species’ of humanity,
one defined by reciprocal recognition and dialectical movement rather than racial
classifications and hierarchies (Fanon, 2001: 27). The impetus for decolonization would
be the transformative action of all communities worldwide in their fight against the
forces of colonialism and imperialism. Indeed, it was Fanon’s advocacy for all the world’s
outcasts dispossessed by racism and capitalism that made him the ‘political godfather’ to
the Black Panthers in the United States (Zeilig, 2015: 245).

What Fanon offers critical students of fashion in the twenty-first century is this
planetary project of decolonization, a project that seeks to reinvigorate the connections
of ‘the cerebral mass of all humanity’ and reconstruct the world in common (Fanon,
2001: 253). The contemporary fashion system, including the overproduction and
excessive consumption of fashion, serves and facilitates increasingly extractive forms of
capital accumulation all over the world, to the detriment of all. The deleterious effects of
this system are already planetary, as evidenced by the massive dumping of clothing waste
in East Africa and South America, most of which ends up in landfills (Cobbing et al.,
2022; Abelvik-Lawson, 2023), and mass displacements leading to surplus populations
of garment workers whose labour capital racializes and feeds on (Delice, 2019; Gaugele,
2019; Loscialpo, 2023). To confront such neocolonial dispossession, it is imperative to
build a new anti-racist and anti-capitalist alliance beyond both the nation-state and
identity-centred politics.

This chapter investigates how Fanon’s planetary decolonization project can mobilize
fashion practice and theory into a praxis of global struggle against the systemic racial
inequalities of the neocolonial, capitalist fashion system. Praxis, distinct from mere
practice, refers to engaged and purposeful action with transformative and liberatory
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potential (Stevenson, 2022). Fanon sees it as a collective endeavour that cultivates a
‘voracious taste for the concrete, enabling people to directly grasp and oppose the
material conditions of oppression and so invent new ways of being and forms of politics
(Fanon, 2001: 74).

In the following, I first take a brief look at Fanonss life to establish why he placed
his trust in the “Third World’ as the driving force of decolonization and how his Third
World remains relevant to understanding contemporary fashion’s global precariat.
Second, I explore the need for an anti-racist praxis of fashion based on reciprocity and
transformation, two cornerstones of Fanon’s critical analysis of the lived experience
of race. Such praxis challenges fashion’s hegemonic whiteness and racialized system
of production, as well as its enclosure by national identity politics, making it more
conducive to collective action beyond national borders. An anti-racist fashion praxis,
however, cannot bring about reparatory change without addressing the feelings of
alienation perpetuated by colonial legacies. Therefore, and third, I recognize such
alienation as a psychosocial phenomenon, drawing on Fanon’s interrogation of capitalism
and the collective unconscious. I conclude by highlighting how a praxis of anti-racist
struggle reinvents fashion as the liberating possibility of becoming ‘somewhere else and
something else’ (Fanon, 2021: 193). Fashion, when redefined as such, feeds back into the
dialectics of planetary decolonization, creating the transnational solidarity and action
our world sorely needs at this point in its history.

From Fanon’s Third World to fashion’s global precariat

Fanon’s book Black Skin, White Masks (2021 [1952]) was the first ‘clinical study’ of
racism as a psychosocial phenomenon within the political economy of colonialism and
capitalism (Fanon, 2021: xii). His lived experience as a Black man from Martinique,
a French colony at the time of his birth and a French overseas department after 1946,
informed the book, as did his time serving in the French army during the Second World
War, and his subsequent study of psychiatry in France. Fanon saw how the army he had
hoped would liberate the world from fascism was itself built on a racial hierarchy of
disposability, with white Europeans at the top, West Indians somewhere in the middle
and North Africans at the bottom (2021: 83; Macey, 2012: 91-2). Later, his observations
of North African patients in France showed Fanon that they were not suffering from
imaginary illnesses — or what most psychiatrists at the time believed to be the ‘North
African syndrome;, a racializing diagnosis based on European colonial stereotypes - but
from the psychosomatic symptoms caused by the alienating climate of hostility (Fanon,
1967: 15; Caute, 1970: 38-9). Through this recognition of the inextricability of the
political and the psychological, Fanon was able to integrate the often disparate strands of
existential phenomenology, psychoanalysis, Marxist thought and Négritude, all of which
he scrutinized through the lens of colonialism and decolonization.

A Dying Colonialism (1967 [1959]) and various articles written between 1952 and
1960, some posthumously published in Toward the African Revolution (1967 [1964]),

160

Thinking Through Fashion.indb 160 14-11-2024 23:56:54



Frantz Fanon

were moulded by Fanon’s experience as the head of the psychiatric ward at the Blida-
Joinville Hospital in French-controlled Algeria. His subsequent involvement with the
Front de libération nationale (FLN), Algeria’s principal nationalist movement during its
War of Independence, further shaped these works (Caute, 1970: 99). Fanon witnessed
first-hand the severity of ‘systematised dehumanisation’ where torture was a fundamental
necessity’ of the colonialist configuration, not an anomaly (1967: 53-66). By May 1957,
he emerged as the FLN’s indefatigable public spokesman for the Algerian Revolution
(Macey, 2012: 306).

Fanon died of leukaemia in 1961. On the same day that news of his death reached
Paris, the publisher’s stock of The Wretched of the Earth (2001 [1961]), the last book
written by him, was seized by the French police because it was deemed a threat to
national security (ibid., 6). While Algeria serves as Fanon’s guide for African unity and
revolution, the book, however, focuses on the Third World, or ‘the general background
of underdeveloped countries) as the agent of decolonization (Fanon, 2001: 164). Fanon’s
use of the term “Third World™ is not disparaging in the least. While there is some
indication that his vision of the Third World comprised all the underdeveloped nations
that remained non-aligned with the Cold War’s Western and Eastern Blocs, Fanon never
defines the Third World as a distinct geographical entity. His Third World includes the
underclass cast out by racism and colonialism, such as the poorest peasantry and the
chronically unemployed lumpenproletariat who could not benefit in any way from
the colonial status quo. Their lack of belonging and class consciousness paradoxically
enables this underclass to challenge and transcend colonialism’s racial identity
constructions, allowing them to become ‘one of the most spontaneous and the most
radically revolutionary forces of a colonised people’ (2001: 103). Encompassing all the
world’s outcasts, the Third World, then, has a vantage point from which to begin a new
history of humanity through decolonization. This endeavour should be pursued for the
good of the entire world, ‘for Europe, for ourselves and for humanity’ (2001: 255).

The dissolution of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War have diminished
the significance of the term “Third World. Yet the fashion industry’s capitalization on
a surplus population of mostly low-paid, unprotected and deskilled informal workers
strongly echoes Fanon’s conception of the Third World. Whether seen in the dispossession
of garment workers from Faisalabad to Leicester due to the uncontrolled growth of fast
fashion retailers (Sullivan, 2022; Almila and Delice, 2023), or in the heightened precarity
of labour among fashion influencers through datafication and quantification (Rocamora,
2022), capital’s relentless incursions have extended Fanon’s Third World globally.
Fashion’s outcasts include not only the global underclass of exploited fashion workers but
also the Global Majority who suffer most from fashion-induced environmental damage
and whose cultural resources and living labour are persistently appropriated by capital.
Thus, while engendering conflicts and resistances globally, fashion also brings to light
the dynamic interplay of opposing forces, making it a fertile ground for the dialectics
of planetary decolonization. The next section discusses the necessity for an anti-racist
praxis so that fashion can be redefined, equally distributed and collectively mobilized as
a means of liberation worldwide.
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Towards an anti-racist fashion praxis

Fashion studies, over the last thirty years, has critically interrogated how Eurocentric,
colonial structures of knowledge and power shape the history, production, politics and
pedagogy of fashion. Jennifer Craik critiqued Western fashion systems for exoticizing
and othering non-Western dress practices, as well as for labelling those practices as
‘costume;, thereby excluding them from the supposedly dynamic domain of fashion
and consigning them to the perceived static realm of ‘traditional’ (1993: 4). Sandra
Niessen stressed the need for a global fashion to critically engage with ‘the dialectical
process of fashion in which anti-fashion is produced and reintegrated (fashionalised)’
(2003: 263). To move past the rigid dichotomy of ‘fashion studies of the West’ versus
‘ethnographies of costume for the rest, Jean Allman suggested that African histories
should be foregrounded as ‘local histories set in transnational contexts and transnational
histories set in local contexts’ (2004: 3). Sarah Cheang examined fashion photography
in terms of how it reinforces non-Western cultures as an inert spectacle to captivate and
intrigue Western consumers while reproducing the idea of fashion as both European and
beyond ethnic categorization (2013: 43). Elke Gaugele and Monica Titton put forward
an understanding of fashion as ‘a term in the space of a “contact zone” that refers to
a score of colonialisms, as well as a domain of practical modes of decolonization and
postcolonial critique (2019: 32). Angela Jansen proposed ‘decolonial fashion discourse’
to decouple fashion from the modernity/coloniality framework and redefine it beyond
its Euro- American normativity by acknowledging multiple epistemological frameworks
and diverse ways of fashioning the body (2020: 825). This decolonial perspective seeks
to restore and dignify ‘a diversity that has been rendered invisible, erased, discriminated
and de-futured by the coloniality of contemporary fashion’ (2020: 817). Rimi Khan has
recently argued that the decolonial project’s emphasis on the marginalization of non-
European fashion cultures, while timely, exposes the fact that most of its proponents
are positioned in the Global North. From this vantage point, Khan points out, it is ‘easy
to overlook how “other” fashion cultures may in fact be very visible to the communities
and markets in which they circulate’ (2023: 69). Hence, Khan advocates for a shift in
the decolonizing fashion agenda: rather than solely striving for diversity in definitions
and representations of fashion, the focus should pivot towards expanding the sites and
processes of knowledge production themselves by putting voices from the Global South
at the centre of the conversation.

An anti-racist praxis of fashion guided by Fanon’s planetary project of decolonization
contributes to these important efforts by dismantling the very core underpinnings of
coloniality: the social construct of race, the process of racialization and the system
of racism. The colonial social order, according to Fanon, is unlike any other due to
its overriding racial structure, ubiquitous traumatic violence and resulting forms of
psychopathology. Colonial racism, however, is ultimately ‘no different from other
racisms’ (Fanon, 2021: 69). Racism, in all its manifestations, is an ‘amputation’ of the
racialized who are reduced to, and made hyperconscious of, their ‘difference’ which the
racist reifies and denigrates (Fanon, 2021: 119). Furthermore, neither the notion of race

162

Thinking Through Fashion.indb 162 14-11-2024 23:56:54



Frantz Fanon

nor the process of racialization can easily be divorced from racism. Any attempt at racial
representation, even if done in the name of promoting ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusivity), has the
potential to negate the psyche and erode the concept of humanity itself. But what exactly
does Fanon mean by ‘humanity’? Isn't the centrality of the ‘human’ and ‘humanity’ in his
thinking troubling, especially at a time when it is critical to refute the anthropocentric
notion that only humans possess agency (Smelik, 2018: 46)?

Humans, in Fanon’s perspective, are a relational species and, as such, must always
extend beyond themselves and be reached by others (Gordon, 2015: 127). Lived
experience is not an experience in which humans stand outside and appropriate the
world, but one in which they feel deeply, live through and are constituted by the world
(Macey, 2012: 162). Fanon believes ‘the universalism inherent in the human condition’
to be this ‘open dimension of every consciousness, not some enigmatic, given attribute
or distinctive agency that supposedly makes humans superior to the rest of the cosmos
(Fanon, 2021: 206). Humanity, for him, means not only human beings collectively but also
a ‘universal self-consciousness’ (Fanon, 2021: 192). Through reciprocity and recognition,
this universal self-consciousness would always transcend beyond the confines of what
is deemed possible, transforming itself into something yet unknown, yet to be invented.

‘Race’ and racialization deteriorate this universal self-consciousness, and hence
humanity, making it difficult to transcend one¢’s immediate existential being and
recognize one another as nothing but possibility. Racism traps the racialized in a
socially constructed racial hierarchy. It dissolves existence to a fixed essence and a mere
appearance (Fanon, 2021: 193). Existence becomes a ‘thing’ that is ‘overdetermined’ by
‘race’ and the long, shameful history of racial prejudice and oppression (Fanon, 2021: 95).
Burdened and incapacitated by racial myths and stereotypes that mostly demean, and
sometimes excessively praise, their ‘race, individuals of racialized groups are stripped of
the means to arrive at self-consciousness. Self-consciousness, after all, cannot manifest
if it cannot have itself recognized by another self-consciousness. Thus, while drawing
on Hegel, Fanon also highlights the inadequacy of a binary framework of ‘self” versus
‘Other’ when applied to colonial society: ‘any ontology is made impossible in a colonised
and acculturated society, he maintains, for not only must the black man be black; he
must be black in relation to the white man’ (Fanon, 2021: 90). Those who are subjected
to racialization in a colonial context cannot even achieve Otherness: they are coercively
tied not just to a racialized difference, but to an overbearing system of reference that
defines them as a mere appendage to whiteness placed at the forefront.

An anti-racist praxis of fashion, therefore, does not aim to recognize the Other through
sameness or difference, including racial difference, but rather through their ‘desire’ and
‘contradictory activity’ alone (Fanon, 2021: 193). This way, the system of reference and
representation dominated by whiteness can be disrupted. An instance illustrating such
praxis surfaced in 2021 through the responses elicited by Balenciaga following its launch
of a pair of Trompe-leeil grey sweatpants with an exposed boxer short sewn in above
the waistband, priced around $1,190. Social media users chastised Balenciaga for what
they perceived as a double standard, accusing the brand of gentrifying a style (sagging)
rooted in the plight of African Americans who had been criminalized and stigmatized
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as ‘ghetto’ or ‘ignorant’ when they wore it. Their commentary focused on the hypocrisy
of smoothing a style away from its uneasy historical associations with slavery and the
prison-industrial complex (Li, 2021).

This is just one example of how contemporary fashion design and imagery perpetuates
and profits from a predominantly racialized system of production and regime of
representation. Stuart Hall describes a regime of representation as ‘the whole repertoire of
imagery and visual effects through which “difference” is represented at any one historical
moment’ (1997: 232). The problem with fashion’s racialized regime of representation
extends beyond Eurocentrism, and Balenciaga, in this case, does not really impose an
exclusive vision of a progressive Europeanization and capitalization of the world, which
is what Eurocentrism means according to Samir Amin who coined and critiqued it as an
ideology of capitalist development (Amin, 2009: 180). Nor is the issue one of a lack of
diversity and inclusivity. The problem is Balenciaga’s whiteness as ‘a location of structural
advantage, of race privilege’ (Frankenberg, 1993: 1). Balenciaga, from that standpoint of
whiteness, can afford to fail to challenge ingrained racial stereotypes and discrimination
at the level of lived experience associated with sagging. While its commodity spectacle
glosses over anti-racist struggles with a sense of entitlement to glamourize racism and
poverty, whiteness remains invisible only to ‘those who inhabit it. For those who don't, it
is hard not to see whiteness; it even seems everywhere’ (Ahmed, 2004).

It could be argued that this racialized regime of representation is a problem of the
Global North, and that decolonization should not be confined to a self-referential mode
wherein the Global North generates its own issues and then pretends to solve them
through an exclusive monopoly on decolonization. This may well be the case, but what
really matters in this instance is the anti-racist praxis, as demonstrated by the critical
social media responses to Balenciaga. Whether in those reactions or, for example, in the
outrage directed towards Hennes & Mauritz for appropriating the keftiyeh, a symbol of
Palestinian resistance, and turning it into a ‘scarf playsuit’ (Matera, 2017), we witness
the Global Majority’s refusal to be aestheticized, frozen or fixed into a sterile image. We
also see a steadfast demand for transformation and change, a call for the recognition of
contradictions between equality and inequality, justice and injustice, wealth and poverty
and freedom and oppression. Fanon’s proclamation that ‘he who is reluctant to recognise
me is against me’ encapsulates this very desire for recognition, not of a stable identity,
but rather of the freedom to become, to be contradictory and not to be relegated to one
thing - the desire to enter ‘a world we could build together’ through reciprocity (Fanon,
2021: 92).

The centrality of contradictory forces and dialectical movement to Fanon’s thought
also illuminates his conflicted relationship with the Négritude movement and one of its
key architects, Martinican intellectual and Fanon’s lycée teacher Aimé Césaire. Négritude
was ‘a resistance to the politics of assimilation’ through the purposeful reclaiming of
neégre, a racist slur, as a term of defiance (Césaire, 2000: 88). The movement sought
to achieve a ‘concrete consciousness and proud affirmation of Blackness and African
heritage by exploring the ‘totality of the black world, including ‘beautiful and important
black civilisations’ of the past (Césaire, 2000: 90-2). Fanon was undoubtedly drawn to
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Négritude’s mission to replace shame and negative self-image with a positive, righteous
and indignant identity. He recounts how, while still in Martinique, he and his peers
had encountered Césaire, a teacher and thus someone ‘worthy of respect, who had, for
the first time, revealed to West Indian society that being Black was good and beautiful,
causing a scandal and a shock to the collective unconscious (1967: 21). The same Fanon,
however, does not hesitate to exclaim that ‘in no way do I have to dedicate myself to
reviving a black civilisation unjustly ignored. . . . It is not the black world that governs
my behaviour. My black skin is not the repository for specific values’ (2021: 201). Here,
Fanon agrees with Jean-Paul Sartre, who views Négritude as a moment of negativity
in dialectical progression to be overcome through universalism towards a ‘raceless
society’ and the proletarian revolution (Sartre, 1964: 49). Fanon, like Sartre, regards the
dialectic as a way of ‘making the operation of the system visible and highlighting how
transformational change takes place’ (Bernasconi, 2020: 17). Such a dialectic can only
emerge through ‘the praxis of struggle as a form of antagonistic reciprocity;, or a constant
confrontation with the unforeseeable; it cannot arise from conceiving existence as a fixed
essence (Bernasconi, 2020: 20).

This anti-essentialist stance explains Fanon’s somewhat mordant tone when describing
the predicament of indigenous intellectuals during the period of decolonization; in
an effort to liberate their consciousness from colonial vestiges, they strive to immerse
themselves in what they believe to be their people’s traditional dress. The boubou (a
loose-fitting, wide-sleeved robe worn across West Africa), Fanon notes sardonically,
‘becomes sacred’ to them, and shoes that come from France or Italy are left off in favour
of babouches (slippers) (2001: 210). This is little more than a ‘banal search for exoticism,
with the indigenous intellectual trying to cling close to the people but succeeding to grasp
‘their outer garments’ only (ibid.). Thus, Fanon cautions against fetishizing difference
and treating dress as a static aspect of an essentialized national identity. He regards
national culture and identity as a tool for transcending tribalism and sectarianism rather
than an ultimate achievement or a sacrosanct power to be sustained and celebrated.
When decolonization is boiled down to an incentive to become as ‘native’ as possible,
the outcome, according to Fanon, is not all that different from the sorry state of culture
under colonial rule: ‘cultural mummification’ (1967: 34). Much like its degradation into
a lifeless museum display under colonialism, culture, including fashion and dress, risks
deteriorating into a consensus-driven safe space to retreat to in search of the nation’s
cultural treasures and a national identity.

In the current debate about fashion and cultural appropriation, there is a risk of
cutting off ‘culture’ from the struggles and living labour of those who sustain it in the face
of racial, capitalist dispossession. Certain objections to appropriation, while legitimate
and significant, tend to enclose culture within a nationalistic framework of cultural
ownership and purported ‘appreciation’ (Delice, 2023: 47). Yet, there are also thoughtful
voices in the debate supporting Fanon’s perspective that the existence of a nation cannot
be proven through culture abstracted from its liberating possibilities; instead, one
must ‘substantiate its existence in the fight which the people wage against the forces of
occupation’ (Fanon, 2001: 210). In December 2021, Palestinian-American social justice
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activist and legal scholar Noura Erakat called out American fashion designer Tory
Burch for appropriating the Palestinian thawb, marketed on the brand’s website as an
‘embroidered long caftan’ with a price tag of $498: ‘As if Zionist appropriation weren’t
enough, now we have to battle against designers eager to erase Palestinian tradition to
make a profit. Tory Burch, this is unacceptable, it’s a Palestinian thawb, not a caftan. Call
it by its name, collaborate with the women who sustain it’ (Erakat, 2021). This call to
action is meaningful not just because it underscores ongoing struggles against colonial
erasure; it also urges collaboration between an American designer and Palestinian
producers, seeking ways to strengthen the labour that goes into making culture.

Fanon, then, furnishes fashion scholars with a critical lens to question who holds
the power to represent whom, who stands to profit from doing so and how both racial
representation and nationalist enclosure may divert fashion and humanity from what
they could be: an action- and future-oriented living resistance and transformative
radicalism aimed at making and changing the conditions of existence. A Fanonian anti-
racist praxis of decolonization is thus distinct from both practice and process; it is an
‘organising project’ that transcends immediate material conditions towards a defined
end (Sartre, 2004: 734). Despite gaining traction through fashion and social media
activism, such praxis remains susceptible to alienation. The material and psychological
effects of colonialism, as well as persistent racialization and racism, all contribute to
alienation, in addition to the capitalist system of production. Without addressing such
alienation, an anti-racist fashion praxis cannot effect reparatory change on a planetary
scale. Nor can it raise national consciousness to a broader, non-nationalistic political and
social consciousness. Working through psychosocial alienation through Fanon’s critical
engagement with capitalism and the collective unconscious is, therefore, the next step in
a planetary decolonization project.

Confronting fashion system’s alienation

The neocolonial, capitalist fashion system, with its racialized regime of representation
and hierarchical divisions of labour, is not a system where humans can recognize one
another as ‘possibility’ and thereby reach beyond their immediate existential being.
Without a mutual understanding of interdependence at the level of lived experience, this
system not only stifles humanity by commodifying and locking the Other within itself;
it also encloses the entire concept of fashion within the confines of capital. The grim
outcome is human alienation from one another, and hence from a world - and from
a fashion in and for the world - that they could build together. I don’t wanna die for
your fashion’ — the statement on a placard held aloft by a Bangladeshi garment worker
at a rally in memory of those killed in the Rana Plaza collapse — conveys precisely such
estrangement from fashion as it is monopolized and dictated by capital.

Fanon’s work interrogates the limits of Marxist and Freudian accounts of alienation
in relation to the colonial context, giving fashion studies the critical tools to understand
and challenge alienation as a psychosocial phenomenon caused by systemic racism

166

Thinking Through Fashion.indb 166 14-11-2024 23:56:54



Frantz Fanon

and economic inferiority. He is always at pains to point out that ‘it is the racist who
creates the inferiorised’ (2021: 73). Colonialism was perpetrated by more than a
horde of warped racists afflicted by neurosis; Europe itself has ‘a racist structure, and
‘European civilisation and its agents of the highest calibre’ are ‘responsible for colonial
racismy’ (2021: 70). Europe’s ‘colonialist and capitalist society that happens to be white’
reaps profits from racialization and colonial exploitation (2021: 178). Capitalists, Fanon
contends, ‘have behaved in the underdeveloped world like nothing more than war
criminals; and the development of capitalism and Europe was accomplished through
‘deportations, massacres, forced labour, and slavery’ (2001: 80). If Europe is fliterally
the creation of the Third World, he insists, then its wealth is ‘our wealth too’ (2001:
81). Alienation, then, cannot be overcome - and reparatory justice cannot be realized -
without a radical redistribution of wealth across the globe, including compensation and
restitution of appropriated fashion and textile assets. Humanity, Fanon warns, must face
this fundamental imperative of redistribution or ‘be shaken to pieces by it’ (2001: 78).
Though he places a strong emphasis on the connection between capitalism and
alienation, Fanon does not consider Karl Marx’s critique of alienation to be entirely
helpful. In Fanon’s view, the lived experience of the racialized in the colonial context is
determined primarily, if not crushingly, by race as the overriding category of identity,
not by the class relation between capital and labour. In The Wretched of the Earth, he
maintains that ‘Marxist analysis should always be slightly stretched” to fit the colonial
setting, in which it is the question of belonging or not belonging to a given ‘race’ that
partitions the world and conditions the economic substructure (i.e. material forces and
relations of production), not the other way around: “The cause is the consequence; you
are rich because you are white, you are white because you are rich’ (2001: 31). Colonial
society’s racial structure eliminates any prospect of ‘a genuine dialectic’ between one’s
body and the world (Fanon, 2021: 91). The pervasive alienation and erasure of the
racialised self in a colonial environment cannot be addressed through a conception of
labour as free and spontaneous ‘self-activity’ belonging to the worker’s ‘essential being’
(Marx, 1978a: 74). Even if they were able to seize the totality of the means of production,
the colonized would not necessarily be able to achieve ‘a complete and no longer restricted
self-activity, which Marx deems essential to overcoming alienation (Marx, 1978b: 191).
How, then, to pull apart the ‘shameful livery put together by centuries of
incomprehension’ (Fanon, 2021: xii)? How to challenge the colonial social order’s
ubiquitous alienation? Fanon embarks on a psychoanalytical interpretation of how
emotions reinforce, internalize and solidify colonialism as an ideology, thereby aiding
in the upholding of colonial power. Classical psychoanalytical theory, however, is not
exempt from his characteristic rigour: ‘Neither Freud . . . nor even the cosmic Jung
thought of blacks in the course of their research’ (2021: 130). Certain psychoanalytical
precepts, in other words, would simply not apply to the lived experience of racialized
subjects. Individual and intra-psychic factors within the family constellation, which are
critical in Freudian psychoanalysis for probing the links between infantile trauma and
neurotic symptoms, are not, in Fanon’s opinion, the primary reasons for alienation in
colonial society (Hook, 2004: 120). Psychic traumas are instead caused by racist violence,
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racial myths and stereotypes that are reinforced through representations ‘by white men
for white children’ (Fanon, 2021: 124). Such trauma resists repression and cannot be
readily forced out of consciousness, rendering it unlikely for the colonized to forget the
root of their distress and go on with their lives: ‘Since the racial drama is played out in
the open, Fanon stresses, colonized people have ‘no time to make it unconscious’ (2021:
129).

If the widespread alienation brought on by racism and colonialism cannot be fully
mitigated through the personal unconscious, can it be tackled through the collective
unconscious? Fanon brings up Carl Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious, albeit
with serious qualifiers. The collective unconscious is defined by Jung as ‘a second psychic
system of a collective, universal, and impersonal nature, which is inherited and identical
in all individuals and consists of pre-existent forms - the archetypes, that is, mythological
motifs and primordial images - that are universal and of regular occurrence (Jung, 1980:
43). Fanon critically examines how Blackness, as an archetype in the European collective
unconscious, represents the ‘most immoral instincts, ‘unmentionable desires, ‘shameful
feelings’ and the ‘dark side of the personality’ (Fanon, 2021: 166-7). He vehemently
disagrees, however, with Jung’s view of the collective unconscious as residing in the
inherited cerebral matter. [T]here is no need to resort to the genes, he objects, ‘the
collective unconscious is quite simply the repository of prejudices, myths and collective
attitudes of a particular group’ (Fanon, 2021: 165). The systematic devaluation and
derogatory images of Blackness do not have anything to do with genetic inheritance. The
collective unconscious, including that of Europe, is a psychic structure that is culturally
constructed and historically specific.

The idea of fashion as a means of ‘wellbeing’ is one area that could benefit from
Fanon’s critical historicization of the racial collective unconscious. A 2022 report
commissioned by the European Environmental Bureau, for instance, adopts a ‘wellbeing
economy’ approach as an alternative model with the goal of transitioning the fashion
and apparel sector into a post-growth phase and prioritizing human and ecological well-
being over economic growth. The report urges a fundamental overhaul of the fashion
industry to support the livelihoods, and uphold the dignity, of all clothing makers across
global supply chains. It calls for a more equitable distribution of income both nationally
and internationally using strategies like redistributive income, universal basic income,
fostering non-monetary exchange systems and reshaping ownership structures and
power dynamics. Moreover, the report emphasizes the ‘need to consider reparations
from high-income to low-income communities in the supply chain to repair the harm
done to those communities and their ecosystems’ (IFSE, 2022).

It is commendable that this well-being agenda acknowledges the Global North’s
responsibility to the Global South in facilitating a transition to a post-growth model that
takes into account historical and contemporary uneven power relations across the globe.
However, it is still unclear how the notion of well-being would address the pervasive
alienation from fashion around the world; an alienation that cannot be divorced from
colonialism’s racial hierarchies that are still in place within the fashion system. While the
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non-transparent and dangerous supply chains of most major fashion brands replicate
the structures of European colonial exploitation, it is no coincidence that the 1,134
individuals who died in the Rana Plaza building collapse in Bangladesh in 2013, and
many of the survivors who were later diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder, are
members of the Global Majority. In 2020, a labour organizer in Bangladesh expressed
dismay over ‘the Western world stocking up on food while garment workers are going
hungry. Where are the brands who claimed to be sustainable now? I will never forget
how they’ve treated us during COVID-19” (Barenblat and Mayer, 2020). Such righteous
indignation points to the extent of estrangement from progressive narratives of fashion
and sustainability as a means of well-being.

People of the Global Majority experience psychosocial alienation due to hierarchical,
racial divisions of labour in the fashion industry, not only in the Global South but also in
the fashion centres of the Global North. For example, more than half of the seventy-five
respondents to a recent Drapers investigation into racism in UK fashion retail, which
sought to find out if any progress had been made following the introduction of diversity,
equity and inclusion strategies and initiatives in the wake of George Floyd’s murder,
reported having experienced or witnessed racism at work. Instances included the use
of offensive language, discriminatory behaviour such as insults and comments on skin
colour and accent, microaggressions and giving members of ethnic minority groups
fewer promotions. Racist discrimination was not confined to lower echelons. Even
those in management and at the board level mentioned ‘toxic bullying’ One respondent
imparted how managers referred to places associated with racial diversity as ‘the ghetto’
and prevented ‘buyers from ranging certain products [associated with ethnic minorities]
because they will not sell well. Another respondent stated that ‘the board view black
people as scary aliens’ (Finamore, 2023).

Any practice of well-being through fashion that intends to achieve reparatory change
on a global scale must confront the prevailing alienation from fashion caused by such
overtly race-based discrimination. This entails looking more closely at which lives matter
and which are deemed disposable in the collective unconscious, as well as how the joys
and privileges of fashion are associated with, if not dominated by, whiteness. An anti-
racist fashion praxis must work through the mental states and cognitive processes that
keep humans from relating to one another, non-human species and fashion. Only then
can fashion be shared equally and mobilized globally as the liberating possibility of self-
and broader transformation.

Conclusion: Fashion and the dialectics of planetary decolonization
This chapter has explored how Fanon’s planetary decolonization might help us
expand fashion practice and theory in the direction of a praxis of global struggle

against the systemic racial injustices of the capitalist fashion system. After identifying
parallels between Fanon’s “Third World” and contemporary fashion’s global precariat,
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I have established the necessity of moving away from fashion’s racialized system of
production and hegemonic whiteness and towards an anti-racist fashion praxis centred
on reciprocal recognition and dialectical transformation. From a Fanonian standpoint,
identity, fashion and the nation are all dialectical contradictions that must eventually
evolve beyond themselves. This does not mean the dismissal of notions of race, national
identity and ‘difference’ In a world where racism is prevalent and white privilege is
mostly unaccounted for, talking about going beyond race and pushing for racial colour
blindness would be dangerously reckless. Nor does Fanon argue that decolonization
should overlook the imperative to reconstruct one’s own fashion system through
historical and cultural excavation. There is, after all, a need to position oneself in a
cultural matrix as a ‘secure anchorage), particularly when confronted with and resisting
colonial erasure (Fanon, 2001: 175). Rather, Fanons unwavering opposition to race
and racialization, along with his anti-essentialist critique of national identity politics,
suggests that any system of representation, including that of fashion, should always
be critically approached with an eye towards the fundamental tenets of humanity:
reciprocal recognition and transformation. No matter how ‘diverse’ and ‘inclusive’ it
may be, a fashion system defined by the ever-increasing speed of predatory capital
accumulation through racial dispossession and labour exploitation is inherently
inhumane since it generates hierarchy and inequality rather than reciprocity and
possibility.

Even though an anti-racist praxis of fashion is crucial, it will not effectively create
reparatory changes worldwide unless it addresses the alienation from the notion of
fashion caused by colonialismy’s living legacies in the fashion system. According to
Fanon, in order to confront alienation and achieve reparatory justice, a fundamental
redistribution of wealth around the globe is required, including compensation and
restitution of appropriated fashion and textile assets. This, however, would only be the
first step. To combat the psychosocial alienation from ‘fashion’ caused by capitalism
and its neocolonial racial hierarchies (Nkrumah, 1965), we must also historicize and
dismantle the deep-seated racial prejudices, myths and stereotypes that reside within
humanity’s, and fashion’s, collective unconscious. Only through such ‘departitioning’ of
the psyche, or breaking down psychological barriers, can we pave the way for a new
humanity and fashion that is inquisitive and action oriented (Mbembe, 2021: 44).

Guided by Fanon’s planetary decolonization project, an anti-racist fashion praxis can
redefine, and equally distribute, fashion as a living force intertwined with worldwide
struggles against racial capitalist dispossession. In its pursuit of another fashion and
humanity beyond race, capital and the capitalist nation-state, such praxis enacts fashion
as a radical possibility that is open to spontaneity and the future. Fashion, in turn,
can fuel the dialectics of planetary decolonization through its tendency to reveal and
crystallize systemic inequalities and conflicts, stimulating the transnational action and
solidarity that our world so needs at this juncture in its history. Only then can fashion
and decolonization truly provide the ‘oxygen which creates and shapes a new humanity,
for the sake of the entire planet (Fanon, 1967: 181).
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