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Introduction:
Looking White People in the Eye


And then the occasion arose I had to meet the white man's eyes. An unfamiliar
weight burdened me. A real world challenged me. In the white world the man
of color encounters difficulties in the development of his bodily schema. Con-
sciousness of the body is solely a negating activity. It is a third-person conscious-
ness. The body is surrounded by an atmosphere of certain uncertainty ... And I
was battered down by tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetishism,
racial defects ... I took myself far off from my own presence ... What else could it
be for me but an amputation, an excision, a hemorrhage that spattered my whole
body with Black blood.


Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks


Innocence and Eye Contact


The essays in this book explore, in a variety of ways, what happens in
classrooms and courtrooms when dominant groups encounter subordinate
groups. In the much quoted passage above, Fanon describes this encoun-
ter as it occurs in colonialism, from the point of view of the colonized
Black male subject. Fanon's description of the profound depersonaliza-
tion that marks the colonial encounter compels us to pay attention to how
relations among unequals are powerfully shaped by the histories and
contemporary realities of oppression. Although the encounter between
colonizer and colonized changes in historically specific ways, and is
always highly gendered, it remains a moment when powerful narratives
turn oppressed peoples into objects, to be held in contempt, or to be
saved from their fates by more civilized beings.


I was drawn to Fanon,1 whom many have called the founding father
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