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Sartre & Marx & Feminism 

By Vern Crisler, 2015 

Part 1: The Conquest of Freedom 

1. Introduction 

It puzzled me as to why leading 

existentialists such as Heidegger or 

Sartre supported totalitarian politics.  

Everyone knows about Heidegger’s 

support of Nazism, his belief in its 

“inner truth and greatness” and he is 

rightly condemned for that.  Many 

wonder if there is a connection between 

Heidegger’s philosophy and his Nazism. 

With Sartre, however, puzzlement 

increases.  During his later years, Sartre 

became a Marxist and supported various 

third world dictators and ideological 

psychopaths such as Castro, Guevara, 

Tito, Mao, Fanon, et al.  And yet this is 

the philosopher who said man is 

freedom, that man has to define himself 

and be responsible for his own choices. 

How is it possible to reconcile 

totalitarianism―the death of 

freedom―with a virtually irrational 

                                                           
1 Jean Paul Sartre, Existentialism, trans. by B. 

Frechtman, New York: Philosophical Library, 

freedom?  This contradiction will be 

discussed in the following essay. 

2. Sartre’s view of freedom explained 

Sartre’s fundamental definition of 

freedom starts from his description of 

existentialism: existence precedes 

essence.  In traditional metaphysics, 

mankind was defined as a “rational 

animal.”  That is to say, he has two 

defining traits that set him off from all 

other beings.  The first is corporeality, 

which sets him apart from God, and the 

second is rationality, which sets him 

apart from animals.  These two traits 

constitute his essential nature, his 

“whatness.” 

For Sartre, however, “thatness” comes 

before “whatness.”  Sartre’s view is 

“that” man is before he can be “what” 

man is.  This is difficult to understand, 

for without property ascription, Sartre 

has no way to distinguish man from any 

other object in the cosmos.  A bare 

“that” is indistinguishable from any 

other “that” since “what” something is, 

is based on distinguishing properties. 

1947, pp. 18-21; selection included in Maurice 

Friedman, The Worlds of Existentialism: A 

Sartre’s notion of thatness preceding 

whatness in man is based on his atheistic 

belief that man does not have a nature.  

“First of all,” says Sartre, “man exists, 

turns up, appears on the scene, and, only 

afterwards, defines himself.  If man . . . 

is indefinable, it is because at first he is 

nothing.  Only afterward will he be 

something, and he himself will have 

made what he will be.  Thus, there is no 

human nature, since there is no God to 

conceive it.”1 

In this view, man first exists, then 

defines his goal in life, and what he 

becomes is what he makes of himself.  

This is in contrast not only to 

Christianity which taught the imago dei 

in man, but also to such philosophers as 

Aristotle, who believed man was a 

substance with properties.  Even Kant 

believed that man had a priori 

categories that defined him in advance, 

and Hegel defined man in terms of his 

history. 

For Sartre, however, there is no 

determinism, no a priori categories, and 

no history for man.  Rather, man defines 

Critical Reader, New York, Humanity Books, 

1964, 1999, p. 136. 



2 
 

himself at every moment.  In this way of 

defining himself, man is free, or as 

Sartre says, “Man is freedom.” 2 

Because man is without a nature, he 

must be responsible for everything he 

does and responsible for everyone else.  

The reason man is without a nature, and 

thus must be responsible for everything 

he does, is that there is no Creator of 

man. 

Following Dostoevsky’s character, 

Sartre argues that because there is no 

Creator, all things are possible: 

“Dostoevsky said, ‘If God didn’t exist, 

everything would be possible.’  That is the very 

starting point of existentialism.  Indeed, 

everything is permissible if God does not exist, 

and as a result man is forlorn, because neither 

within him nor without does he find anything to 

cling to.  He can’t start making excuses for 

himself.” 3 

Sartre claims on the basis of his 

reinterpretation of Dostoevsky’s a-

theistic possibilism that without God all 

things are “permissible”―a subtle 

                                                           
2 Sartre, 27ff; Friedman, p. 137. 
3 Sartre, 26ff; Friedman, p. 245. 
4 In light of this, one might ask Sartre that if [P1] 

“all things are permissible,” is true, how can 

[P2] “He can’t start making excuses for himself” 

change of meaning from what 

Dostoevsky meant―but it is enough to 

leave man “forlorn.”  Atheistic 

permissiblism leaves man forlorn 

because man must invent for himself all 

values and there is nothing he can cling 

to in this process and no excuses for 

failure.4 

It is difficult to find any examples in real 

life of the principle that existence 

precedes essence.  The fact is, if I look 

at my own life, I was born into society 

at a particular time and in a particular 

place.  I went to school like all other 

children.  My father was in the military 

so we moved around quite a bit.  These 

were all qualities of myself that I really 

did not have any control over. 

So at what time did my existence 

precede my essence?  I cannot think of 

any time, and I believe everyone else in 

the world would have the same problem 

in showing how he or she lacked an 

essence at any point in their lives. 

be true?  If [P2] expresses something that is not 

permissible for man, then [P2] is in 

contradiction to [P1].  I do not know that Sartre 

ever noticed or resolved this contradiction in his 

thought.  Along these lines, one could point out 

In our day we have a former Olympic 

champion dressing up as woman, not to 

mention hundreds of men who consider 

themselves women.  This is puzzling to 

normal people but given the prevalence 

of the Sartrean concept of freedom in 

our society, it is not surprising.  Man 

makes himself at every moment.  Since 

man has no fixed nature, he can become 

a woman tomorrow, or a leprechaun the 

next day, or a bovine the day after that.  

And likewise, women can change the 

natural use and supposedly become the 

opposite of themselves, which means, in 

a very real sense, that they will no longer 

“throw like a girl.” 

3.  Marx’s view of freedom explained 

Marx’s view of freedom was primarily 

economic and was keyed to the progress 

of history.  For Marx, the end of this 

progress resulted in a communistic, 

stateless society in which men were no 

longer under the “bondage” of material 

needs: 

that with respect to permissiveness Sartre was an 

alcoholic, a drug abuser, and serial adulterer.  

Given his personal extravagances, it is a wonder 

Sartre ever had any time to write! 
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“In communist society, where nobody has one 

exclusive sphere of activity but each can become 

accomplished in any branch he wishes, society 

regulates the general production and thus makes 

it possible for me to do one thing today and 

another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish 

in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, 

criticize after dinner, just as I have a mind, 

without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, 

shepherd or critic.” 5 

This view of freedom defines it 

primarily in terms of economic activity 

where one can enjoy a sort of 

aristocratic leisure: fishing in the 

afternoon, criticizing after dinner, and 

so on.  Freedom is seen as a vacation 

from time, where one is no longer 

required to perform routines by the 

clock.  One can say that for Marx 

freedom is not so much the abolition of 

work as it is the abolition of time. 

Most of us have known a life like that.  

It happened in childhood.  For myself, I 

could say I was like the “barefoot boy” 

of the poem and lived a charmed and 

free life as a child.  My home was in 

upper New York near Plattsburg Air 

Force Base.  We had rivers and streams 

                                                           
5 Karl, Marx, “Private Property and 

Communism,” The German Ideology, 1846, Part 

I, A: Idealism and Materialism.  Available 

online. 

and forests and hills and a race track 

across the field from where we lived. 

On any given day I could go fishing in 

the river, swim in a pond, play in the 

dark forests, dig underground forts, play 

war with my friends, and have it all done 

before lunch.  Then after lunch, I could 

ride my bike up and down the street, and 

during special days go over to the race 

track, climb a tree and watch the cars 

varooming around the race track without 

paying admission.  This was all during 

the summer of course when school was 

out. 

The fact is, such a free and easy life was 

made possible by the hard work of 

others, namely my parents.  My father 

worked during the day on the flight line 

and my mother worked part time at an 

apple orchard and the rest of the time 

looking after the family. 

It seems clear that Marx thought a 

communist society would be similar, 

that it would result in a carefree 

existence for everyone, a sort of return 

6 Cf., Max Stirner, The Ego and His Own, 1845, 

where Stirner questions moral principles against 

murder, infanticide, incest and polygamy.  In 

Stirner’s view Feuerbach had not gone far 

to the freedom of childhood.  He 

mentioned that “society” would make it 

possible for everyone to live a bucolic 

life.  Unfortunately, that means someone 

has to pay for such a worry-free 

existence, and all too often, the ones 

who live the life of Riley are the ones 

who, to borrow Orwell’s line, are “more 

equal than others.” 

4.  The influence of anarchism 

The fundamental principle of anarchism 

is human autonomy.  The idea is that 

man is independent from any authority.  

Some may take this to extremes, 

attempting to deny the “authority” of the 

laws of logic, or the laws of physics, or 

basic moral laws.6  Sartre’s view of 

freedom seems committed to an extreme 

version of anarchism. 

Most anarchists, however, focus on 

denying the authority of the state.  In 

their view the state is a creation and tool 

of a “ruling class” that oppresses the 

poor or anyone who is not in the ruling 

class.  This view of the ruling class was 

enough.  In rejecting God he should also have 

rejected morality. 
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adopted in a modified way by Marx.  

Marx looked at history and saw that 

capitalism was doing away with the 

traditional classes in Europe, but as an 

anarchist, he still wanted to posit the 

existence of a ruling class. 

He did this by inventing a new ruling 

class―capitalists―and a new 

oppressed class―the workers.  Thus, it 

was no longer the rich versus the poor so 

much as it was the capitalists versus the 

workers, and the state was a creation and 

tool of capitalists. 

It seems that Marx is taking the notion 

of “oppression” out of its original 

context (actual slavery, actual violence 

of the state against the people, sharia 

punishment, etc.) and applying it to a 

context where it can at most only have 

metaphorical meaning.  This is to 

engage in a very serious transfer of 

concepts and Marx only asserts the 

transfer without actually demonstrating 

it. 

 

The debate between Marxists and 

anarchists was not over the goal of a 

stateless society but primarily over the 

                                                           
7 Peter Marshall, Demanding the Impossible: A 

History of Anarchism, Oakland, CA: PM Press, 

2010, pp. 24ff. 

means of achieving that goal: either 

immediate abolition or by way of a 

temporary dictatorship.7  

Classical liberalism (e.g., Locke, the 

American founders, Lincoln, et al.) did 

not say that an anarchist society was 

impossible or even evil.  For those 

liberals who followed Locke’s 

interpretation of the social contract, the 

problem with an anarchist society was 

not that it would be a Hobbesian state of 

nastiness or brutishness, but that it was 

impractical. 

 

Classical liberals did not believe the 

state was a natural necessity, as Aristotle 

had taught, but was instead a practical 

necessity, a convenience.  The anarchist 

society or state of nature held many dis-

utilities and collective action could 

alleviate those inconveniences.  For 

instance, men had natural rights in 

nature, but because they lived in a state 

of nature (anarchism) they had to protect 

those rights on their own.  The state of 

nature failed to provide as much 

protection for those rights as could be 

gained by collective means. 

 

The social contract provided a remedy.  

Hence, after describing the fundamental 

rights given to mankind by God, the 

American Declaration of Independence 

says,  

 
“That to secure these rights, governments are 

instituted among men, deriving their just powers 

from the consent of the governed.” 

 

As against anarchism and Marxism, not 

all states are formed to further the 

interests of the alleged ruling class.  As 

the Declaration says, a government that 

is formed to protect fundamental rights 

is formed to further the interests of those 

who consented to the new government, 

not the interests of some unelected 

ruling class. 

 

5.  Marx wanted a “kingdom of 

freedom” brought about by 

dictatorship 

Marx’s “kingdom of freedom” involved 

the eventual withering away of the state 

leading to an anarchist kingdom.  Marx 

and Engels and those who followed 

them (Lenin, Stalin, Mao, et al.) 
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believed that this stateless society could 

only be achieved through centralized 

direction.  They did not believe the 

proletariat really had the intellectual 

power or financial means or leadership 

abilities to bring about revolution and 

communism.  What they needed was 

leadership to harness their energies in a 

more productive manner.  This was the 

infamous “dictatorship of the 

proletariat.”8 

6.  Sartre’s earlier “stoical” concept of 

freedom is not compatible with 

Marx’s kingdom of freedom. 

Sartre borrowed relevant portions of his 

epistemology from Hegel, primarily 

from Phenomenology where Hegel had 

argued that one recognized one’s own 

existence only by recognizing the 

existence of others.  This was essentially 

a social epistemology. 

“Self-consciousness,” said Hegel, 

“exists in itself and for itself, in that, and 

by the fact that it exists for another self-

consciousness; that is to say, it is only 

                                                           
8 Anarchists charged Marx with attempting to 

establish the freedom of man by first enslaving 

him. 
9 G. F. Hegel, Phenomenology, III & IV. 

by being acknowledged or 

‘recognized.’” 9 

According to Beiser, Hegel had argued 

that “the self knows itself as a rational 

being only if it grants to the other the 

same status it would have the other grant 

to itself.” 10  In Hegel’s view mutual 

recognition is the origin of the 

independence of self-consciousness: “I 

that is We and the We that is an I,” said 

Hegel.  Essentially, Hegel brought his 

social-political egalitarianism into the 

epistemological realm.  It is almost as if 

he were applying the Golden Rule to 

epistemology. 

Sartre, however, appears to have a view 

of social epistemology that is less 

sanguine than Hegel’s.  In fact it is quite 

antagonistic.  Sartre, like Hegel, was 

motivated to contrast his social view 

with Descartes’ isolated cogito or 

Kant’s transcendental ego.  According 

to Sartre: 

“The philosophies of Descartes and Kant to the 

contrary, through the I think we reach our own 

self in the presence of others . . . and he perceives 

10 F. Beiser, Hegel, Kindle ed., Loc 3074. 
11 Sartre, Existentialism, p. 44f, Friedman, p. 

186. 

them as the condition of his own existence. . . . 

Hence, let us at once announce the discovery of 

a world which we shall call inter-subjectivity.”11 

In contrast to the Cartesian cogito, “I 

think therefore I am,” Sartre argues that 

“the look” brings us to say “I am seen, 

therefore I am.”12  Thus, Sartre’s social 

epistemology is little different in 

essentials from Hegel’s but as we noted 

in Sartre’s notion of inter-subjectivity, 

the Hegelian concept of mutual 

recognition is given little play.  Instead 

of each person recognizing the other as 

a free, independent being, equal to all 

and each other, Sartre looks upon the 

Other more as an opponent of one’s 

freedom.  Instead of Hegelian subjects 

in mutual recognition, we become 

objects in the eyes of the Other, objects 

to be criticized.  The result is that we are 

tormented by “the look” and our 

freedom is put at risk. 

At one point Sartre’s character Garcin 

comments that hell did not involve what 

they had all been taught as 

children―instruments of torture or 

12 Sartre, The Reprieve, Trans. By Eric Sutton.  

New York: Bantam Books, Alfred A. Knopf, 

1960, pp. 313-15. 
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fire―but rather was made up of the 

nagging, negativity and accusatory tone 

of other people:  “Hell is other people,” 

concluded Garcin.13  One could not find 

a greater contrast to Hegel’s concept of 

the Other. 

Sartre’s epistemology is correlated to 

his idea of freedom.  As we noted, 

Sartre’s view of freedom is that man 

defines himself.  There is no human 

nature because there is no God, and man 

is freedom.  This leads to social 

responsibility that leaves man forlorn 

and without excuses. 

Sartre’s notion of freedom has been 

defined as “stoic” but it also seems to 

involve elements of Eastern detachment.  

When confronted with (say) jail, 

Sartrean man is only unfree if he wants 

to escape, so by ridding himself of this 

desire to escape, he remains free.  This 

would seem to result in a very passive 

and quietistic way of looking at the 

world. 

                                                           
13 Sartre, No Exit, pp. 44-47; Friedman, 188. 
14 G. D. H. Cole, What Marx Really Meant, New 

York: Alfred A Knopf, 1934, p. 99. 
15 Cole, p. 19. 

For Marxism, however, man is defined 

in terms of his economic or class 

situation.  Marx’s communist ideas 

essentially involve a stage theory of 

history, where each stage represents a 

class struggle.14  The idea is that the 

mind embodies itself in material things, 

and these material things are what 

determine change in the world without 

reducing man to a machine.  “Marxism 

is determinist, not fatalist,” says Cole.15  

According to Marx:  

“The mode of production of material life 

conditions the general process of social, political 

and intellectual life.  It is not the consciousness 

of men that determines their existence, but their 

social existence that determines their 

consciousness.”16 

Hegel’s view was that Mind used men 

as means to further its development 

toward the consciousness of freedom.  

In Marx’s view, men were still used as 

means but not by Mind.  Rather, it is the 

social process of production that 

“determines the consciousness of men.” 

16 Karl Marx, Preface to Contribution to the 

Critique of Political Economy, 1859, Progress 

Publishers, Moscow, 1977.  Available online. 

For Marx, man has an essence and this 

essence is estranged from itself by 

private property.  The stage of 

communism will transcend the 

estrangement created by private 

property and resolves all of life’s 

conflicts, including that between 

existence and essence.17 

Sartre would have to reject Marxism for 

the same reason he rejected Pavlovian or 

Freudian views, namely because his 

view is that existence precedes essence. 

This means that man defines himself.  

Man defines himself because he is free.  

Man is freedom,” says Sartre. 

According to Sartre, it is “bad faith” for 

a man to allow himself to be determined 

by anything external to himself.  He 

must face his anxiety and not shirk from 

it by allowing the Other to lead him off 

the path of true authenticity.  Indeed, 

hell is other people, and it does not 

really matter if those other people are 

merely annoying conversational 

partners or annoying socialist comrades, 

or irritating communist state officials.  

17 Karl Marx, “Private Property and 

Communism: Various Stages of Development, 

etc.,” Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, 

1844, Section (3). 
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They are all hell to the one who must 

define himself apart from all 

externalities. 

7.  Sartre cannot reconcile the 

contradiction between Marxism and 

his existentialism. 

Sartrean existentialism argues that man 

does not have a nature, so is entirely free 

to choose his own nature.  Marxism 

believes consciousness is determined by 

economic conditions within 

predetermined stages of history.  These 

two views are not obviously compatible. 

Sartre himself addressed the relation 

between Marxism and existentialism in 

his Search For Method and claimed that 

his existentialism was not far removed 

at all from Marxism.18  Unfortunately, 

he failed to reconcile the contradiction 

between Marx’s economic determinism 

and his own existentialist concept of 

freedom.  Instead, he resorted to 

criticizing contemporary Marxism, and 

interpreted Marxism along pragmatic 

lines. 

                                                           
18 Sartre, The Search for Method, 1960, 

Available online. 

We can certainly agree with Sartre’s 

criticism of “contemporary” Marxism 

(although it seems like the old Marxism 

to us) but that does not help to reconcile 

his views with true blue (or red) 

Marxism.  It merely shows up the 

contradiction.  It is also not clear how a 

pragmatic interpretation would resolve 

the contradiction.  According to Sartre, 

Marx is right in his analysis and will 

remain right until the problem of 

“scarcity” is resolved.  Sartre says:  

“Marx's statement seems to me to point to a 

factual evidence which we cannot go beyond so 

long as the transformations of social relations 

and technical progress have not freed man from 

the yoke of scarcity.  We are all acquainted with 

the passage in which Marx alludes to that far-off 

time: ‘This reign of freedom does not begin in 

fact until the time when the work imposed by 

necessity and external finality shall cease; it is 

found, therefore, beyond the sphere of material 

production proper’ (Capital, III, p. 873).  As 

soon as there will exist for everyone a margin 

of real freedom beyond the production of life, 

Marxism will have lived out its span; a 

philosophy of freedom will take its place. But 

we have no means, no intellectual instrument, no 

concrete experience which allows us to conceive 

of this freedom or of this philosophy.”19 

19 Sartre, Search for Method, 1960, Ch 1. 

In this way, Marxism is redefined as a 

mere working tool to be discarded once 

certain problems are resolved.  The 

statements of Marxism are taken by 

Sartre as “problems – not as concrete 

truths.” 

It is difficult to believe any Marxist 

would relativize Marxism in this way, as 

a mere temporary philosophy, and still 

regard himself as a true Marxist.  For 

that reason, it seems safe to say that 

Sartre was eclectic in his Marxism, 

picking and choosing what he liked and 

discarding the rest. 

I would also point out that Sartre is more 

than a little lucky he was living in 

France rather than in the Soviet Union, 

Communist China, Cuba, North Korea, 

or any other communist dictatorship.  In 

those countries, Marxists like Sartre had 

a way of “disappearing” from the scene 

if they got more eclectic than the regime 

permitted. 

8.  The view of freedom of Marx or 

Sartre applied in the case of 

criminals. 
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Marx’s view regarding the freedom of 

the criminal class is that such people are 

a product of their economic class or 

environment.  Once private property is 

eliminated, there will be nothing to 

steal, and so no need for violence.  In the 

“kingdom of freedom” there will be no 

state because, among other things, there 

will be no crime. 

The naiveté of this view is too obvious 

to require much comment other than to 

say that criminality often has nothing to 

do with property.  Yes, there are some 

who commit crimes for money, but we 

are in the realm of mystery when trying 

to understand why people commit 

vicious crimes for no reason. 

Sartre argues that man is free to define 

his own nature, and in a sense this is 

what the criminal does.  Man is nothing 

else but what he makes of himself, says 

Sartre.  The criminal has decided at 

some point in his life to pursue a project 

of criminality.  Sartre has really no basis 

for condemning such perpetrators since 

                                                           
20 Sartre, Existentialism, 18-21; Friedman 136 
21 Lukacs, G. Marxism and Human Liberation: 

Essays on History, Culture and Revolution by 

that would be forcing them to follow his 

own beliefs about right and wrong.   

Sartre tried to avoid the consequences of 

the notion of a literally “self-made man” 

by saying that not only is a man 

responsible for his individuality but that 

he is “responsible for all men.”20 

In this connection, the Marxist Lukacs 

observed that Sartre is “somewhat 

frightened by this indeterminateness” so 

tries to save himself by offering a quasi-

Kantian solution: “Nothing can be good 

for us which is not good for everyone” 

said Sartre, and Lukacs refers to this as 

“eclectic.”  It would fail for the same 

reason Kant’s view has putatively 

failed; it was an attempt to establish 

objective ethics on the basis of 

subjectivity.21  Lukacs traces this to the 

“bankruptcy of the Sartrean concept of 

freedom.”22 

In any case, Sartre’s social ethic is not 

compatible with his notion that man 

must make himself.  A social ethic is no 

different from a theological ethic in that 

it assumes right and wrong exists, but on 

Georg Lukacs, Dell Publishing Co., 1973; 

Available online. 
22 Lukacs, Sec. 3. 

a Sartrean basis there can be no right or 

wrong for a man but what he chooses.  

Hence the hardened criminal could very 

well conclude that he is following 

Sartre’s philosophy of being “authentic” 

to his chosen project in life, to steal 

from, to frighten, and to harm others. 

9.  Summary of Part 1 

In Part 1 of this paper Jean Paul Sartre’s 

concept of freedom has been discussed 

in relation to Karl Marx’s view of 

freedom.  It was pointed out that Sartre’s 

concept of freedom is part of his view 

that man does not have a nature but man 

defines himself, so is not answerable to 

any external definer.  Marx, on the other 

hand, held the view that consciousness 

was determined by economic 

conditions. 

Both Sartre and Marx were influenced 

by anarchist thought.  Marx wanted his 

communistic, stateless society to be 

achieved under the direction of a 

proletarian dictatorship.  Sartre’s 

concept of freedom, however, is too 

“detached” and “passive” for it to fit 
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comfortably with the Marxist view.  

When he responded to Lukacs regarding 

this very issue, Sartre did not provide a 

way of reconciling his views with actual 

Marxism, but rather criticized 

contemporary Marxism and adopted an 

eclectic attitude about which parts of 

Marxism to believe and which not. 

In considered the case of criminals, it 

was suggested that the criminal’s 

activities are not incompatible with 

Sartre’s concept of freedom, and that 

Sartre really has no way to criticize a 

criminal for his chosen project in life. 

 

Part 2: Fanon, Sartre, & Feminism 

1. Fanon: The Freedom of Murder 

Sartre wrote a preface for one of Frantz 

Fanon’s books, The Wretched of the 

Earth.  This is quite revealing about 

Sartre if we consider who Fanon was 

and what he taught.  What are the nature 

of those teachings of Fanon that Sartre 

believed were worthy of receiving his 

imprimatur? 

                                                           
23 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, p. 

39. 

In fact, Frantz Fanon was the 

“spokesman” for the FLN, a terrorist 

group operating in Algeria prior to and 

during France’s war in Algeria.  Much 

of Fanon’s analysis of the colonial 

situation is rooted in Marxism (what 

else?).23 

As we noted, Marxism or its derivatives, 

follow anarchism and see the world in 

“us versus them” terms: ruling class vs. 

non-ruling class, capitalists vs. the 

workers, male vs. female, visible vs. the 

invisible, colonizers vs. colonized, 

police vs. minorities, and on and on.  It 

assumes a permanent revolution so that 

if a capitalist raises wages for his 

workers, or a colonizer sets up schools 

and hospitals for the “natives,” or a man 

holds a door open for a woman, it is a 

sign of oppression and must be 

denounced or destroyed.  In the Marxist 

framework, there can be no 

compromises between the two supposed 

classes. 

One may of course oppose colonialism 

and support decolonization without 

being a Marxist, nor advocating 

24 Fanon, p. 35. 

violence.  Nevertheless, it is this binary 

way of dividing the world that provides 

Fanon with his justification for violence. 

In essence, Fanon’s anti-colonial 

Marxism is a celebration of violence and 

death―of the colonizers.  According to 

Fanon, “decolonization is always a 

violent phenomenon.”  It involves the 

replacing of one “species” or race of 

men by another “species” or race of 

men.  In Fanon’s view, this involves 

replacing the white race with the black 

race (or French “settlers” with Algerian 

“natives”).  Decolonization involves a 

“program of complete disorder.”  It is a 

“historical process,” starting with the 

“exploitation of the native by the settler” 

and in somewhat Hegelian fashion the 

settler is the one “who has brought the 

native into existence. . . .”24 

Fanon adopts a biblical expression that 

the last shall be first and the first last and 

applies it to violent revolution: 

“The naked truth of decolonization evokes for us 

the searing bullets and bloodstained knives 

which emanate from it.  For if the last shall be 
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first, this will only come to pass after a 

murderous and decisive struggle. . . .”25 

So, what was in the Bible ascribed to the 

providential justice of God is seen by 

Fanon as a characteristic of the 

“bloodstained knives” of those who are 

in the process of decolonizing the 

“first.” 

“The native,” says Fanon, “who decides 

to put the program into practice . . . is 

ready for violence at all times.”  The 

world of the colonizers can only be 

undermined by “absolute violence.  The 

native knows he is a man, “realizes his 

humanity” the moment he begins to 

“sharpen the weapons.”26 

Fanon also blames “colonizers” for the 

violence perpetrated by the “oppressed” 

class on one another.  The “colonized 

man” will show his aggressiveness by 

turning “against his own people.”27  The 

native lives in a tense state, ready to 

explode, and his anger is kept alive by 

the colonizer. 

                                                           
25 Fanon, p. 36. 
26 Fanon, pp. 36, 42. 
27 Fanon, p. 51. 
28 Fanon, p. 53. 

This results in “bloodthirsty explosions” 

involving tribal warfare and quarrels 

between natives.  While the native 

endures being ordered about or punished 

by the police, “you will see the native 

reaching for his knife at the slightest 

hostile or aggressive glance cast on him 

by another native. . . .”  By engaging in 

“fraternal bloodbath” the natives put off 

the day of “armed resistance” to 

colonialism.28 

Nevertheless, the “real nature” of this 

violence is that it is an “intuition” that 

the freedom of the “colonized masses” 

can only be “achieved by force.”29  

Fanon makes no secret of his desire to 

murder in the name of freedom: 

“The colonized man finds his freedom in and 

through violence.”30 

“The native’s work is to imagine all possible 

methods for destroying the settler.”31 

“For the native, life can only spring up again out 

of the rotting corpse of the settler.”32 

The claim is made that violence “invests 

their characters with positive and 

29 Fanon, p. 72. 
30 Fanon, p. 85. 
31 Fanon, p. 92. 
32 Fanon, p. 92. 

creative qualities.”  Violence binds the 

native together with all other natives in 

a great chain or great organism.  This is 

“in reaction to the settler’s violence in 

the beginning.” 

The people are mobilized to operate in 

one direction.  They are awakened to a 

common cause, a national and collective 

destiny.  This leads to a second post-war 

phase where the nation is built up and 

the struggle is turned to a fight against 

poverty and other social problems.33 

According to Fanon, traditional native 

ways and government (such as chiefs 

and tribes) must be eliminated.  

“Violence is in action all inclusive and 

national,” he says. “Thus the national 

parties show no pity at all toward. . . 

.[chiefs].  Their destruction is the 

preliminary to the unification of the 

people.”  

The reason for the destruction of native 

culture is because, as Fanon says: 

“At the level of individuals, violence is a 

cleansing force.”34 

33 Fanon, pp. 92, 93. 
34 Fanon, p. 93. 
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And why is violence a cleansing force?  

It is because it frees the native from his 

“inferiority complex,” frees him from 

“despair” and “inaction,” makes him 

“fearless” and restores his “self-

respect.” 

In his conclusion, Fanon castigates 

Europe as a “succession of negations of 

man, and an avalanche of murders” and 

says of America that “the United States 

of America became a monster, in which 

the taints, the sickness and the 

inhumanity of Europe have grown to 

appalling dimensions.” 

Yet ironically the “solutions” to the 

“great problems of humanity” have 

existed in European thought.  

Nevertheless, Europe has not followed 

through on such thought (presumably 

Marxism), and the new decolonized 

countries must not imitate Europe.  

Instead, they need to create a new 

humanity: 

“For Europe, for ourselves and for humanity, 

comrades, we must turn over a new leaf, we 

must work out new concepts, and try to set afoot 

a new man.”35 

                                                           
35 Fanon, “Conclusion.” 

What shall we say to all this?  In truth, 

there is not much one can really say.  

The mere stating of Fanon’s views 

seems like a refutation of them.  The 

absurdity of his call to violence, his 

excuse making for inter-tribal violence, 

the extermination of traditional ways of 

life, his racism and hatred toward 

whites, Europeans, and Americans, 

leads one to speculate that he is not a 

spokesman for God, nor for man, but 

rather for Satan. 

With regard to some of Fanon’s 

assumptions, “decolonization” is not 

always necessary nor is it even desirable 

in many instances.  Good colonialism as 

opposed to bad colonialism can bring 

civilization, medicine, education, 

enlightened religion, and can help stamp 

out disease, superstition, and economic 

backwardness.  In Fanon’s Marxist 

world, however, there is no good 

colonialism and thus he can see no 

benefits, even though he himself was 

given a good education in a French 

colony. 

Additionally, even if “decolonization” 

were necessary or desirable, there is no 

necessity that it should be accomplished 

with violence.  India gained its 

independence from Britain without the 

sort of widespread violence advocated 

by Fanon, and has strong ties to its 

former colonizer which benefits it 

greatly.  On the other hand, Algeria, 

after gaining its independence through 

brutal terrorist acts against civilians 

came under the government of Marxist-

style dictatorships and is now 

considered an authoritarian country 

under military rule. 

There are no positive or creative 

attributes unleashed by “anti-colonial” 

violence, nor is it cleansing in any way.  

It is simply a cult of death. 

2.  Sartre on Fanon 

Sartre interprets Fanon as arguing for a 

Marxist style revolution.  The peasantry 

replaces the proletariat, but uses the 

same means.  It rises up and “stands out 

as the revolutionary class,” just as the 

proletarians do in Marx’s view.  The 

peasantry (in Algeria) were the subjects 

of “naked oppression” and in order to 

remedy this the peasantry “demands no 



12 
 

less than a complete demolishing of all 

existing structures.” 

This Revolution “must be socialist” and 

it must also be united.  According to 

Sartre: 

“This is what Fanon explains to his brothers in 

Africa, Asia and Latin America: we must 

achieve revolutionary socialism all together 

everywhere, or else one by one we will be 

defeated by our former masters.”36 

Just as the workers of the world had to 

unite in order to lose their “chains,” so 

also the peasantry must unite with all 

other revolutionary socialist movements 

in order to succeed. 

In pursuing this, however, the reader is 

warned: 

“The reader is sternly put on his guard against 

the most dangerous will o’ the wisps; the cult of 

the leader and of personalities, Western culture, 

and what is equally to be feared, the withdrawal 

into the twilight of the past African culture.  For 

the only true culture is that of the Revolution. . . 

.”37 

For Sartre, a Revolutionary culture is 

“constantly in the making” and must not 

become stifled by following self-

                                                           
36 Sartre, Preface to Fanon’s The Wretched of the 

Earth. 

proclaimed leaders or by returning to 

old ways.   

In discussing the question of slavery, 

Sartre argues that slavery necessarily 

fails because (a) when you enslave a 

man, you reduce his output and (b) the 

costs of keeping him as a slave are 

greater than any profits to be gained.  

Sartre does not actually give any reasons 

for these assertions, but merely claims 

that the “settlers” must break the 

“native” only half way, “neither man nor 

animal.”  But then the settler “loses 

control” and this leads to 

decolonization. 

Neither one of Sartre’s claims is 

necessarily true.  In America, the cotton 

gin made Southern slavery profitable, 

and slave rebellions (Nat Turner, etc.) 

were ruthlessly crushed.  At best, 

Sartre’s claims might be true of 

countries that are taken over by other 

countries.  Eventually, the original 

inhabitants of the invaded country might 

rise up in revolt against the invaders. 

In the ancient world, one thinks of the 

New Kingdom pharaohs who drove the 

37 Sartre, Preface. 

Hyksos out of Egypt.  However, in 

medieval times, when the Normans 

conquered the Anglo-Saxons, there was 

never a time when the latter overthrew 

the former.  In addition, the Moslems 

conquered many lands and imposed 

their religion by force on various lands 

(including Algeria), but few of the 

natives of those lands have ever risen up 

against these Islamic “settlers.” 

So Sartre’s claims are false in a number 

of cases, and in the case of France and 

Algeria, the French made the foolish 

mistake in the nineteenth century of 

invading Algiers and colonizing the 

country.  This sort of nation-building 

approach tends to be too much trouble 

for what it is worth. 

We can see this in the case of American 

attempts to liberate Islamic countries 

from dictators, and to set up democratic 

forms of government.  Americans 

probably thought it would work because 

it seemed to work in Japan after World 

War II.  However, World War II was a 

devastating war for Japan in which 

incendiary bombing and atomic 
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bombing proved too much for the 

Emperor and the fanatics in charge of 

Japans imperial policies.  Even then, the 

United States only stayed seven years 

after the end of the war. 

In the case of Islamic countries, 

however, the Arab Spring has shown 

that liberation from “strong men” leads 

to the empowerment of FLN type 

terrorist groups in those countries. 

So in our modern day, if you are going 

to invade a country, you must be 

ruthless and kill everyone, or else you 

will have no end of trouble from the 

natives of that country.  If you want to 

take over a country, kill the inhabitants 

en masse.  If you don’t have the stomach 

for that, then don’t take over a country. 

Returning to the notion of a 

revolutionary culture, Sartre’s idea of 

Revolution is the theory of permanent 

revolution, a particularly nasty concept 

coming out of Marxism, bordering on 

the nihilistic.  It would be impossible to 

count the death and destruction 

unleashed upon the world by this 

concept alone, but Sartre did not care 

about that, and neither did Fanon.  As we 

                                                           
38 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man, 1952, Prologue. 

said, the latter was the chief theoretician 

of the FLN, the brutal Algerian terrorist 

group that provided inspiration for many 

later terrorist groups, both Marxist and 

Islamic.   

Sartre himself spent much of his post-

war life giving support to various 

terrorist groups around the world, 

including the attack by Palestinian 

terrorists against Israeli athletes at the 

1972 Olympics.  This, unfortunately, is 

the end result of radical ideology, 

including Sartre’s: it causes one to burn 

out ones memory of one’s own 

humanity, and gets one into the habit of 

calling evil good, and good evil. 

3.  The Invisible Man 

The same sort of ideology as can be 

found in Fanon appears again, though at 

a watered-down level, in Ralph 

Ellison’s book, Invisible Man.  The 

premise of this book is that there is 

something bad about being invisible and 

something good about being visible.  

Ellison simply takes this dichotomy for 

granted.  As we noted, the tendency of 

Marxism and anarchism is to adopt a 

binary approach to society.  We see it 

again in Ellison, where the binary 

opposition is between visible men 

(whites) and invisible men (blacks).  As 

with anarchism, Ellison’s ruling class is 

white society and the oppressed class is 

black society. 

One can certainly feel for the “narrator” 

in Ellison’s book.  The book was 

written, after all, during a time when 

racism was practiced by a large segment 

of the white population against the black 

population in America.  One can 

certainly understand, though not justify, 

the narrator’s anger and violence against 

a white man who insulted him on the 

street.  That he held back from killing 

the man was a remarkable bit of 

restraint.  The narrator says: 

“And in my outrage I got out my knife and 

prepared to slit his throat, right there beneath the 

lamplight in the deserted street, holding him by 

the collar with one hand, and opening the knife 

with my teeth―when it occurred to me that the 

man had not seen me, actually. . . .”38 

The narrator realizes he is “invisible” to 

the “visible” man and this pulls the rug 

out from under his murderous anger.   
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One wonders if it had ever occurred to 

Ellison that perhaps blacks were 

“invisible” to whites precisely because 

whites were afraid that blacks would 

attempt to harm them in some way.  

Ellison’s character tells us the white 

man was cursing and insulting him 

through the whole incident, but was this 

true?  It does not seem true to life.  More 

likely, the narrator was really attempting 

to mug the white man in the same way 

he steals from the electric company.  

Ellison doesn’t explore this possibility, 

because such an uncomfortable reality 

would ruin his “us vs them” fictional 

narrative. 

Now, the narrator’s theft of a basement 

room from a white apartment complex, 

and his theft of electricity from the 

electric company is a bit more 

understandable, though it is again 

something that cannot be justified.  The 

stolen lights flooded his hole in the 

ground room, making things physically 

and symbolically visible.  The narrator 

says: 

                                                           
39 Ellison, Prologue. 

“I learned in time though that it is possible to 

carry on a fight against them without their 

realizing it.”39 

“Responsibility rests upon recognition,” 

says the narrator, and since those who 

are invisible are not recognized, they 

cannot be held responsible for what they 

do to the visible. 

These thefts were forms of protest rather 

than acts of violence, as in the earlier 

case of the allegedly rude white man.  It 

was a concrete way for the narrator to 

make himself visible even though he 

was treated as invisible. 

This is only one step removed from 

Fanon’s strategy of wholesale violence.  

One step removed, yes, but the concept 

starts from the same assumption, that 

one’s place within the “oppressed” class 

provides moral justification for 

whatever one might do against the 

“oppressor” class.  The difference 

between Ellison and Fanon is not a 

difference in kind, but rather a 

difference in degree. 

In my opinion, the whole idea of 

thinking of people as existing within 

groups, reifying the group as though it 

40 Ellison, Prologue. 

were an individual, then ascribing 

properties to the group, is simply the 

fundamental assumption behind such 

things as racism or anti-semitism.  The 

ideas of Ellison and Fanon are merely 

the mirror image of fascism and Nazism. 

Interestingly, Ellison’s character listens 

to the music of Louis Armstrong, 

especially his song “What Did I Do to 

Be so Black and Blue.”  This is a 

reference not merely to skin color or 

injury but also to mood.  While eating 

ice cream and gin the narrator listens 

while, 

“Louis bends that military instrument into a 

beam of lyrical sound.  Perhaps I like Louis 

Armstrong because he’s made poetry out of 

being invisible. . . . And my own grasp of 

invisibility aids me to understand his music.”40 

The narrator is impressed by the way 

Armstrong plays his trumpet and also 

because the lyrics of the song are 

reflective of the narrator’s mood of 

being a non-entity in a “white” world.  

Some of the lyrics for the Armstrong 

song would probably not go over too 

well today: 

“I'm white inside, but that don't help my case 
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Cause I can't hide what is on my face 

 

I'm so forlorn. Life's just a thorn 

 

My heart is torn. Why was I born? 

 

What did I do to be so black and blue?” 

 

It is sometimes said that you are only 

invisible if other people treat you that 

way.  It could be said, however, that you 

are only invisible if you believe it and 

convince yourself that you are invisible.   

Much of the lyricism of invisibility, 

such as in the Armstrong song, tends 

toward self-pity.  In reality, most people 

prefer to remain invisible because they 

don’t have the talent or skills to become 

visible.  There are only a very few 

people who can be visible in our society.  

These are usually Hollywood stars, 

celebrities, entertainers, sports figures, 

politicians and other public figures. 

In my opinion, if anyone really wants 

visibility of whatever kind, they cannot 

demand it or threaten others for it.  

Rather they must get it the same way 

anyone else gets it, by hard work, talent, 

and a little bit of luck.  Rating yourself 

                                                           
41 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 1949. 

as invisible due to an ideological 

construct is a sure way to make yourself 

unhappy throughout life.  The invisible 

man must become visible to himself 

before others can see him. 

4.  The Feminist Folly 

Marxism and existentialism have given 

rise to modern gender feminism.  One of 

its chief theoreticians, Simone de 

Beauvoir, attributes the “oppression of 

women” to what she calls the 

“imperialism of the human 

consciousness.”41  She believes the 

human consciousness contains within it 

the category of the Other and “an 

original aspiration to dominate the 

Other.”  This is very Hegelian and 

Sartrean in intent, although Hegel 

argued that this “domination” or 

negation gives way to the positivity of 

mutual respect.  De Beauvoir was a 

protégé and lover of Sartre, so it is not 

surprising she would be channeling his 

brand of existentialism as well. 

She does not accept Engel’s view that 

that the “oppression” is a result of class 

conflict, nor that woman should be 

regarded as a mere worker, “for her 

reproductive function is as important as 

her productive capacity.”  Still, she sees 

the oppression of the Other as involving 

a social epistemology in which man 

treats woman as the Other and seeks to 

dominate the Other. 

De Beauvoir accepts Hegel’s notion that 

humanity is not nature (or animal 

species), but is history or “historical 

reality.”  Surprisingly, however, in her 

critique of Engels, she seems to favor 

nature over history.  She rejects Engels’ 

view that the supposed “antagonism of 

the sexes” is due to class conflict, and 

points to the common life that woman 

has with man, that woman has no desire 

for revolution.  “[A]ll she asks,” says de 

Beauvoir, “is that certain sequels of 

sexual differentiation be abolished.” 

De Beauvoir points to existentialism as 

the answer: “Underlying all individual 

drama, as it underlies the economic 

history of mankind, there is an 

existentialist foundation that alone 

enables us to understand in its unity that 

particular form of being which we call a 

human life.”  The idea here seems to be 

that the existentialist notion of self-
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determination allows us to understand 

man’s essential unity. 

She goes on: “[W]e shall hold that the 

body, the sexual life, and the resources 

of technology exist concretely for man 

only in so far as he grasps them in the 

total perspective of his existence.  The 

value of muscular strength, of the 

phallus, of the tool can be defined only 

in a world of values; it is determined by 

the basic project through which the 

existent seeks transcendence.” 

This seems to suggest that “masculine” 

values such as muscularity, male 

sexuality, and economic mastery only 

have value in a larger context of 

existential movement towards 

transcendence. 

She reasserts the value of nature as 

opposed to mere history: “[W]e must 

grasp in its entirety the attitude of man 

wielding the tool, an attitude that 

implies an ontological substructure, a 

foundation in the nature of his being.” 

What women today demand, says de 

Beauvoir, is “to be recognized as 

existents by the same right as men and 

                                                           
42 De Beauvoir, p. 281. 

not to subordinate existence to life, the 

human being to its animality.”  Women 

do not want to be reduced to animal 

existence, which as Hegel defined it, is 

a condition of being directed by others, 

i.e., the condition of a slave. 

Women want certain sexual distinctions 

to be abolished, to be given every right, 

“every chance to be an all-round human 

being” with regard to sexuality and 

technology, but “unless they are 

integrated into the totality of human 

reality, sexuality and technology alone 

can explain nothing.”  Women want the 

opposite of slavery, which is to be self-

defining and self-directed. 

“One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. 

No biological, psychological, or economic fate 

determines the figure that the human female 

presents in society; it is civilization as a whole 

that produces this creature, intermediate 

between male and eunuch, which is described as 

feminine. Only the intervention of someone else 

can establish an individual as an Other. In so far 

as he exists in and for himself, the child would 

hardly be able to think for himself as sexually 

differentiated.”42 

De Beauvoir’s claim here seems to be an 

overreaction to various forms of 

determinism―whether biological, 

psychological, or economic in nature.  

There is also the question of motive.  De 

Beauvoir was bisexual, and her serial 

lesbianism had a lot to do with her claim 

that one is not born a woman, but 

becomes a women through external 

influences.  In fact, the idea that a 

woman is made, not born, is the 

fundamental axiom of modern gender 

feminism. 

One should note that de Beauvoir was 

extraordinarily immoral in her personal 

life.  In terms of her lesbian behavior, 

she seduced some of her female 

students, also sharing them with her 

lover Sartre.  The culmination of these 

antics is that she was barred from 

teaching in France due to her seduction 

of an underage student.  What is worse 

is that this fundamental frivolity and 

criminality took place right in the midst 

of World War II―when the world was 

on fire. 

For de Beauvoir and Sartre, the idea that 

existence precedes essence, that there 

are no moral truths that define a man, no 

authorities above him, no God to judge 
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him, represents a very convenient 

philosophy.  Despite all of their talk 

about angst and anxiety and guilt and 

freedom and authenticity, Sartre and de 

Beauvoir were very unserious people 

and therefore cannot be taken seriously 

by those who wish to be regarded as 

serious people. 

It is true that we are not wholly 

determined by our biology or gender, 

nor are we wholly determined by our 

psychological traits, nor are we wholly 

determined by our economic conditions.  

One could even go further and say that 

human choice is far more powerful than 

any of these “determining” causes could 

possibly be. 

Nevertheless, that fact that we are free 

does not mean such causal or 

determining conditions should be tossed 

aside as of no importance.  To be sure, 

we are captains of our fate, but we are 

not captains of our fate in the sense that 

our social and historical conditions have 

no significant role to play in our lives.  

They certainly do. 

                                                           
43 De Beauvoir, Book 1, Chapter 3. 

Hegel was right in recognizing this, 

although he goes to the extreme, and 

Marx and Engels, no less, recognized 

the powerful influence of economic 

conditions, though they, too, took it to 

extremes.  And I certainly agree with de 

Beauvoir’s critique of Engel’s vulgar 

anthropologism and materialism as an 

explanation of female “oppression.” 

And yet, it would be foolish to deny the 

significant influence of natural, 

historical, or societal influences in our 

lives.  Children certainly are born as 

girls or boys, and their gender isn’t 

something society imposes on them, as 

de Beauvoir claimed.  The reason why 

women “throw like a girl” is simply 

because that’s part of their make-up, not 

because, as the gender feminist Iris 

Young absurdly claimed, some evil 

male patriarchy has imposed its will on 

them. 

De Beauvoir, later in her life, showed 

the totalitarian side of gender feminism 

when she said women should not be 

allowed to stay at home and bring up 

their children!  This in spite of the fact 

44 Iris Marion Young, “Throwing like a Girl: A 

Phenomenology of Feminine Body 

that she had earlier affirmed the 

autonomy of the individual: “[T]here 

must have been at first an inclination in 

the subject to think of himself as 

basically individual, to assert the 

autonomy and separateness of his 

existence.”43 

We mentioned Iris Young.  This was a 

gender feminist writing in the 1980s.  

Her main claim to fame is that she 

attributed the difference in throwing 

ability between boys and girls to 

“sexism.”  She says: 

“The modalities of feminine bodily 

comportment, motility, and spatiality . . . have 

their source . . . in neither anatomy nor 

physiology, and certainly not in a mysterious 

feminine ‘essence.’  Rather, they have their 

source in the particular situation of women as 

conditioned by their sexist oppression in 

contemporary society.”44 

Young believes that differences in 

physical movement between boys and 

girls (or men and women) are due to the 

oppression of women in “patriarchal” 

society.  So the fact that girls “throw like 

a girl” is regarded as having 

Comportment Motility and Spatiality,” Human 

Studies Vol. 3, No. 2 (Apr., 1980), pp. 137-156. 
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philosophical significance about 

society. 

In addition, Young thinks there is 

something wrong about being “gazed 

upon” by men and this, too, is a product 

of patriarchal, oppressive society.  “At 

the root,” says Young, “is the fact that 

the woman lives her body as object as 

well as subject.  The source of this is that 

patriarchal society defines woman as 

object, as a mere body, and that in sexist 

society women are in fact frequently 

regarded by others as objects and mere 

bodies.” 

One might be tempted to laugh this off 

as the weird claims of a feminist who 

has smoked too much of the opium of 

Marxist oppression literature.  

Unfortunately, this sort of feminist folly 

is rather typical of gender feminists. 

According to Young, this “objectified 

bodily existence accounts for the self-

consciousness of the feminine relation 

to her body and resulting distance she 

takes from her body.”  In Young’s view, 

woman is both “transcendence and 

subjectivity,” and cannot be a unity as 

long as she lives as a mere body under 

the objectifying regard that “keeps her 

in her place.”  

While this sort of feminist explanation 

was popular in the late 1970s and early 

1980s when Young wrote her paper, 

generalizations about “sexism” as the 

cause of female behavior run up against 

the views of those women who point to 

female choices as being more 

determinative than the influence of men. 

There is no reason to blame women who 

choose to be regarded as objects.  If that 

is their preference it is not Young’s 

place to deny them this choice or attack 

them as living as a mere body.  For 

instance, women’s beach volleyball has 

quick, athletic women and yet at the 

same time they also wear gaze-inducing 

bikinis. 

There are other sports where women are 

very athletic and competitive―skating, 

gymnastics, cheerleading―yet the 

women who compete in these sports 

have no problem in wearing revealing or 

skin-tight “objectifying” outfits.  That 

they may wish to attract the gaze of men 

is their choice, and Young has no basis 

for opposing those choices.  This is not 

to mention all those women who just 

like being shy, or pleasing to men, or 

who don’t like competitive sports, or 

those who choose motherhood and 

home life over the corporate ladder 

With regard to choices, some feminists 

are now junking their early opposition to 

the “objectification” of women in 

pornography as exploitative of women, 

arguing instead that pornography 

empowers women.  It is difficult to 

know year by year what feminists will 

regard as empowering and what they 

will regard as non-empowering. 

The bottom line is that Young’s account 

of “patriarchy” tends to denigrate the 

choices of all these women and 

privileges her own views about what is 

right or wrong about the choices women 

make.  A true feminism, however, seeks 

to expand the choices of women, not to 

disparage or shut down those choices 

that women already have. 

Of course, one could also point out that 

nowhere in her paper does Young ever 

define what “patriarchy” is, nor does she 

ever actually demonstrate that it exists 

in America.  This is unfortunate, as 

without a definition of “patriarchy” 

there is no way of determining whether 
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women are really being oppressed by 

men (the patriarchy) or whether it only 

exists in the imagination of the “women 

of the fevered brow.”45 

Critics have characterized gender 

feminism as practicing the “discovery of 

oppression” (Minogue) where even the 

most trivial things are regarded as signs 

of oppression or sexism.  For certain 

types of feminists, for instance, a man 

holding a door open for a woman is the 

sort of thing that is classified as 

oppression.  For others, marriage, sexual 

relations, or having a baby, are signs of 

male oppression. 

The idea is that oppression is 

everywhere, although very cleverly 

hidden, and that it is the task of gender 

feminists to discover it, expose it, 

eliminate it.  The idea that “throwing” a 

baseball could hide an implicit 

oppression by men is a perfect example 

of this sort of “discovery of oppression.”   

Nevertheless, until Young defines her 

terms and justifies them, her thesis is 

extraordinarily misdirected.  It is much 

                                                           
45 R. Emmet Tyrrell’s description of gender 

feminists of the 1970s in his book Public 

Nuisances, Basic Books, 1979. 

more plausible to suggest that physical, 

biological, and certain temperamental 

differences are natural, and that the real 

reason girls “throw like a girl” and boys 

try not to “throw like a girl” (i.e., be a 

sissy) is because that is just how we are 

made. 

A final point made by some critics is that 

inventing oppression where it doesn’t 

really exist (e.g., throwing a baseball) 

trivializes real oppression of women, 

especially in countries where women are 

treated as second-class citizens or 

worse.    

The bottom line is that feminism, for all 

of its talk of freedom, is really a dark 

shadow of Marxism.  Feminists divide 

the world into two classes, the ruling 

(male) class and the suffering (female) 

class.  This division between male and 

female is no more true to life than the 

equally bankrupt divisions of the 

anarchists and Marxists.  The only true 

feminism starts from reality, not from an 

imaginary war between the sexes.46 

 

46 For a critique of feminism by a philosopher, 

see Christina Hoff Sommers, Who Stole 

Feminism, Simon & Schuster; 1995. 
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