





Frantz Fanon’s Critique of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Corporeal Schema



Mackenzie Pish
State University of New York College at Cortland














Over 7 Billon people walk the earth and most do so without thinking, one foot in front of the other, each step taken with little respect for the next.  She reaches for the light switch.  He grabs for his keys. Consider this: 
There is something quite natural in the way a young woman ties up her hair. She closes her eyes. With her right hand, she reaches for her hair tie. She tilts her head backward. Grabbing from the bottommost layer, she collects her beauty, pulling it upward and together. She shifts the tie: from her right wrist to the fingers in her left hand and then, after a simple twist, back to the right hand.  Her hair is removed from her shoulders.  She opens her eyes.  
Now, ask any woman to describe, without acting out the process, the sequence of motions needed to complete this task. Watch her struggle to keep her hands still as she considers the same body movements that she so naturally takes. 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, in his Phenomenology of Perception, argues that this type of body movement is made possible due to a person’s representation of his or her body parts to space, which Merleau-Ponty refers to as a body schema.  In addition to the body schema, Merleau-Ponty insists that all human beings have a corporeal schema, which determines how people are able to posture and conduct themselves in accordance to the world and objects within it.  It is not a series of calculations that allows for the woman to tie up her hair.  She simply knows where her hair tie is and therefore she knows where her hair and her arms are.  There is no need for measurement or precise dimensions; instead, the body moves freely.  	Comment by Ashlee: Again, number in pronoun doesn’t match the number of people you are referring to in the sentence. You can either change the pronoun to herself or himself, or you can change “a person” to “people"
There is a “harmony between what we aim at and what is given, between the intention and the performance - and the body is our anchorage in the world" (Merleau-Ponty, 144).  But this anchor does not hold us in position. It simply secures belonging.  Upon movement the body establishes its own space in the world, and this is not static, occupied space. By this understanding, a person is not only able to adapt to their surroundings, but also change them, by simply changing their position. It is Merleau-Ponty’s argument that this corporeal schema is a fundamental part of human biology and therefore cannot be hindered by society.  It is Frantz Fanon’s argument that Merleau-Ponty failed to consider the black experience. 
In Black Skin White Mask, Frantz Fanon describes many complications with the way that scientists, psychologists, and anthropologists try to understand the human species. The main issue is that they fail to acknowledge the lived experience—the man. While Frantz Fanon would give due credit to Merleau-Ponty for his attempts to include the “lived experience” in his theory, he would argue that Merleau-Ponty fails to see that there are two camps: white and black. 	Comment by Ashlee: I get that you are establishing a definition here for future use, but you could take out “man” from the previous sentence because it confuses the reader about which “man” you are referring to throughout the rest of the paper.
In addition, until white is no longer the template for man, you cannot successfully compare the two camps without considering the effect of that template. Specifically, there needs to be an understanding of the lived experience of someone who emerges as black in a white world.  He states, “there is a dialectical substitution when we switch from the psychology of a white man to that of the black man” (Fanon, 128). Fanon’s substitution is actually the addition of two other body schemas, which exist, one beneath the other, below the corporeal schema. As one is attacked, another is exposed. When both are exposed, the corporeal schema is rendered idle, crippled and paralyzed.  Thus the black man, “locked in his blackness,” is not free to adapt or change his position.  He is instead forced into a fixed position in a world where he does not belong.  And that position is down there—at the foot of every white man.	Comment by Ashlee: This is a passive statement, and while it makes sense, I got hung up on the fact that you use two prepositional phrases back to back  “of the lived experience” “of someone” this means that “understanding” is an object of the preposition in the first phrase, and the first phrase is the object of the second phrase. Are you understanding my explanation? Also, “there” is not specifically referring to anything, so it is not being used properly.  You could re-work the sentence to say:

“Specifically, Fanon argues that the philosopher should better understand the lived experience of someone who emerges as black in a white world.” 

Here, you can see that “experience” is now the object of the preposition as intended, and you are reminding everyone who “he” is in your next sentence because you refer back to the author by name.
Before introducing these two additional schemas, it is important to understand that Fanon did not consider his blackness until he encountered the white world. Before moving to France, Fanon lived in the Antilles where he only understood racism objectively.  When discussing the concept of racial inferiority he writes, “the black man is unaware of it as long as he lives among his own people” (Fanon, 128). When Fanon became the black man in France however, he found that his objective understanding was not sufficient.  
It was on a train that Fanon truly discovered racism. This discovery was only made possible through a confrontation of his objective views by what he refers to as this “subjective” experience.  Stained by his blackness, now surrounded by whiteness, Fanon “had to meet the white man’s eyes” (Fanon, 110). These eyes were those of a small child, but the gaze was a white gaze—a gaze of the Other.  	Comment by Ashlee: Okay, so this one is tough because I can’t really explain the rule for it very well, but basically there are two things here: 

First, you should try to avoid starting sentences with pronouns unless you are directly following a sentence for which the pronoun is referring. In this case, “it” isn’t actually referring to anything except an instance, so I wouldn’t use that word. However, I get the use of romantic language that you are trying to use here, so if you keep the sentence the same then that leads to…

Second, “when” should be changed to “that” to make “it” seem less of an object and more of an imaginable experience. If you use “when”, then you would have to explain what “it” is…. Does that make sense? So think of it like this….

“The dog was on the train when…”  or
“It was on the train when....” you see? Using the word “it” is like filling in for the real thing. Not quite the best approach for this sentence. This sentence begins a paragraph, so make it more powerful.	Comment by Ashlee: Is the “other” a counter part to “man”? If so, you should put it in parenthesis, or you should take all parenthesis out and italicize these two concepts.
This is in direct contradiction to Merleau-Ponty’s work, which argues that the Other's look has always been upon us. While Merleau-Ponty admits that the Other can change or influence a person, he argues that this change is a good thing. He claims, “there is constituted between the other person and myself a common ground” (413) and this common ground is flat, even, neutral.  Again, Merleau-Ponty is ignoring the black experience. For both, Merleau-Ponty and Fanon, the Other is a white man.  But for Fanon, the subject, or perhaps the object, is black. And the black man does not stand on common ground. 
Fanon argues that the black man is forced to live for this Other and states that “not only must the black man be black; he must be black in relation to the white man” (Fanon, 89).  For this reason, he “encounters difficulties in elaborating his body schema” (Fanon, 90). Fanon, in concurrence with Merleau-Ponty, identifies that he in fact possesses a corporeal schema, and in the same way that a woman ties her hair, he is able to light and smoke a cigarette.  However on a train, when a child says, “Look Mom! A Negro!” (90), Fanon was no longer able to move without thinking. 
Fanon realized his own position on the train, and said it “was no longer a question of being aware of my body” (Fanon, 92). It was no longer a question of his body movement or his corporeal schema at all.  He wrote, “instead of one seat, they left me two or three” (92) because they (the Other) refused to be close to him.  Unlike the body’s positioning I previously discussed, he simply occupied space.  It would not matter where he moved his body because even as he approached the Other, “the Other, evasive, hostile…vanished” (Fanon, 92). The Other controlled his position.  Thus, the Other controlled his schema. 	Comment by Ashlee: “Fanon realized his own position…”
Merleau-Ponty writes, “nothing determines me from outside, not because nothing acts upon me, but, on the contrary, because I am from the start outside myself and open to the world” (Merleau-Ponty, 530).   But Fanon described the opposite. He claimed that he was “overdetermined from the outside” (94) or that his appearance didn’t allow for him to be “outside himself.”  He was trapped in his skin.  And in a world where “the black man—or, if you prefer, the color black—symbolizes evil, sin, wretchedness, death, war, and famine,” (167) it is not a pleasant prison.
  Fanon’s anecdote shows how even a small child could make his corporeal schema collapse, when the small child happens to be white. He writes, “when a black man makes contact with the white world a certain sensitizing takes place” (Fanon, 132).  If he is not prepared for this “sensitizing” his corporeal schema will be negated, or paralyzed, by the emergences of two additional schemas. 
First, Fanon describes the historical-racial schema that is exposed during the initial encounter with the child’s gaze. He states that this schema is constructed by “the Other, the white man, who had woven me out of a thousand details, anecdotes and stories” (Fanon, 91).  This gaze is one that Fanon can almost laugh off.  However, when the innocent gaze of the child pointing out his skin color transforms into fear from that child, Fanon realizes that he is no longer simply black; he is the black man who children fear, the savage, the cannibal. 
This causes him to cast an objective gaze over himself—the white gaze—the gaze of the Other. His corporeal Schema collapses. This initiates the emergence of the racial-epidermal schema, where Fanon feels personally responsible not only for his body but for his race and his ancestors. He discovers his blackness, only to be deafened by cannibalism, backwardness, racial stigmas, and “above all, the grinning Ya bon Baninia” (Fanon, 92).   And all that remains is shame. Shame and self-contempt.  Nausea. And he freezes. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]If Merleau-Ponty is correct to say that society cannot weaken the corporeal schema, then how must we approach this black experience?  The answer is we cannot. Not by this understanding.  When the white man enters a store, he walks in as a customer.  When the black man enters the store, he walks in as a black man.  The white man wears a hood, sunglasses, and keeps his head down.  The black man wears a suit, a tie, and a friendly smile.  The store clerk pays no attention to the white man.  The store clerk waits for the black man to steal.  	Comment by Ashlee: What is “this” definition?
This is the difference between the two camps.  This is the conversation that is missing from Merleau-Ponty’s theory. There are two lived experiences here, each with his own body.  But one cannot move as easily as the other because one is black and the Other is white. 	Comment by Ashlee: This is more for my own understanding: is the Other only the Other in relation to the black man or to any man? Also, if the Other is not near or around the black man, and if they never cross paths, is he still the Other just because he is white and you are using him in your story?
In this sense, Merleau-Ponty’s theory cannot account for the black experience because the black man, in a white world, is not considered man.  He lives in the present, but he is anchored to the past. Because he was once chained, he is still chained.  He cannot adapt to his position, let alone change it.  The black man is stuck.  He is forced to reside in particular coordinates, coordinates from the past, a place where he, himself, never lived. 
Over half of a century has passed since Frantz Fanon provided us with this black experience and the white world still constrains the black man to that certain position—right down there, at the foot of every white man.  Tell him he is able to move freely in the world.  Explain to him his ability to light a cigarette without thinking.  Then ask him to sit on a train, shop in a store, or simply exist in the white world.  They say it’s never as simple as black and white.  But, with risk of being misunderstood, it may be as simple as knowing that there is a difference. 	Comment by Ashlee: Powerful ending and enlightening read. Very good paper, here. Thank you for sharing!
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