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F

or more than 70 years until his passing, Albert Memmi was one of the most influential French authors in the development of political discourse and the revival of nationalism in many countries. His novels and essays are studied in colleges and universities. The most diverse intellectual circles have confronted, incorporated or rejected his ideas but always in enriching and respectful ways.

His widely read book, Portrait du Colonisé (The Colonizer and the Colonized), which has become a classic text on the psychosociology of colonial relations was, much to the surprise of the book’s Paris publisher, Jean-Jacques Pauvert, sold mainly in Canada. Demand was such that a pirated edition printed in Montreal also sold out in just a few months. In 1972, Montreal publisher Éditions l’Étincelle published an authorized Quebec edition, enhanced by a new preface specially written by the author for his Quebec friends in addition to the original preface by Jean-Paul Sartre.

In this conversation with Albert Memmi, which we solicited and are now making available to English-speaking readers, the author explains the origins of his political thinking and takes a stand on several of the major issues of the time. Without abandoning any of his earlier conclusions, Memmi does not hesitate to revisit, relativize or complete them in order to take into account the ever-renewed complexity of social and historical reality. We ourselves were fascinated by this endeavor that bears witness to a mind constantly at work, unafraid to challenge itself and that courageously put the loyalty of readers to the test, convinced that this twin requirement is the best proof of its dedication to the truth.

The interview itself is completed by a very personal autobiography and a bibliography. For the biography, we were fortunate enough to have access to two writings, one that adds a poetic note to the body of the text, while suggesting the main points of reference for understanding Memmi’s work in correlation with his life. The second was written for a learned society (Memmi was also a Professor of Anthropology at the University of Paris and Director of the Department of Social Sciences). It’s a somewhat more austere piece that shortcuts the methods, objectives and main themes of his work and adds some of the concepts that Memmi often had to invent and update in order to advance in his work.

This short book begins a collection devoted to conversations with writers who influence the ideas and events of our time. Each will be supplemented by a biography, a bibliography and, where appropriate, additional texts to help readers better understand the links between the currents of contemporary thought and those who propose and defend them.

Robert Davies, 1975, 2024

Albert Memmi

A conversation on politics and the 

psychosociology of domination

Paris, May 1975.
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Robert Davies—Since the publication of The Colonizer and the Colonized, you’ve written a considerable number of books and articles about the issue of colonization and decolonization and the various definitions of liberation. What do you see as new in your views?

Albert Memmi—I think what your question really means is: “Have my views changed The Colonizer and the Colonized?”

R.D.—That is exactly what I meant. And if you’ve evolved, in what direction has your understanding moved?

A.M.—In recent years, I’ve published a number of texts on the notions of colonization, racism, the Third World, the culture of men (and women), and so on... I haven’t exactly evolved, but I have been led, it’s true, on the one hand, to review issues I may have dealt with a little too summarily, such as racism, and on the other to propose new notions and investigative tools that don’t appear in the book or in the following ones, for that matter, such as the notions of Black​[1] and Jewish​[2] identity. I’ve even come up with new definitions of certain other notions that now seem too vague or misused, such as dependence. Finally, I’ve relativized—I think that’s what it’s all about, basically—or exploded accepted notions, such as the Third World. Perhaps it’s this constant inventory, this stirring up of ideas—if I may put it that way—that may lead people to believe that I could have fundamentally changed on this or that point. In fact, as I see it, ideas and concepts are not immutable entities. When I first described the portraits of the colonizer and the colonized (which could include the French Canadian or Black American experience), I didn’t have many suitable working tools. As I see it, concepts and notions are merely tools for analyzing a given situation. Well, in the same way, I don’t believe they are immutable. Let’s take an example, about which I’ve been challenged: the notion of racism. Already in The Colonizer and the Colonized, the notion of racism was key for me, but in a sort of fleeting way. Some years later, I was led to revisit it, somewhat accidentally, by the vagaries of the necessities of political struggle or reflection. Some colleagues, with whom I’d done a survey on racism, asked me to write the introduction to their book. It was in trying to present the survey as succinctly as possible that I found myself compelled to come up with a better definition that could be correlated with the themes I was then working on colonization and oppression in the broadest sense. Yet it seemed obvious to me that there was a profound correlation between colonization and racism. At the same time, it was while working on this definition that it occurred to me that the concept was broader than suggested by the word itself.

The word racism usually suggests a biological denial or accusation. But in fact it’s so much more. In the end, the word racism hardly fits the concept it claims to express. In racism, there is only “race.” And yet, in many cases, we realize that there is also, or above all, exclusion or aggression that is not necessarily simply biological but in fact psychological or cultural. In short, I had to either reject the word or unveil its real content by providing a definition that took all these aspects into account, i.e., biology, psychology, culture and so on.

R.D.—What about the economy?

A.M.—And the economy, of course. There again, though: so far as the relationship between racism and the economy goes, there exists an interpretation in terms of the economy that considers   racism as merely a mystification based on an economic situation, i.e., an ideology (in the incorrect sense of the word). While working on this, I have come to realize that while in a very large number of cases racism is based on economic exploitation, it isn’t the whole story. It’s true that people that are targeted for economic exploitation are often categorized biologically or culturally. However, the reality of racism is much more complex: people exist who are racist without deriving any economic benefit from it and this is based on feelings of anxiety, fear of the other or simply, of otherness. It’s this set of phenomena that constitutes the racist mechanism. In other words: we see a profitable use of a biological, psychological or cultural difference to derive some advantage. This advantage can obviously be economic, but it can also be psychological or emotional. As you can see, I’m not minimizing the role of economics nor the economic explanation. It is very often fundamental, irreplaceable even. It’s just that I’ve had to take into account the greater complexity of reality... which I don’t think has always been fully appreciated, and which has sometimes led people to say that I’m now less insistent on this or that theme. We don’t always see, or don’t want to see, that while struggle has its imperatives, so does research. The result of this reflection on racism was, in addition to my preface to that collective work, later reproduced in L’Homme dominé, an annotated definition of racism that I published in the Encyclopædia Universalis.

R.D.—So you believe that your intellectual itinerary remains coherent and that you haven’t given up on what you previously wrote?

A.M.—It seems to me, yes... it’s more a progressive enrichment and an indispensable effort of clarification, as we consider more and more facts.

R.D.—You mentioned two examples. What’s the second one?

A.M.—Well, one that is critical to all the debates on decolonization: the notion of the Third World...

R.D.—Precisely, I want to ask you another question now: how do you see, for example, the relationship between the Quebec situation and an African situation? Is Quebec functionally part of the Third World?

A.M.—To answer your question correctly, we need to work on several levels... because you’re actually asking several questions at once... First of all, there’s a theoretical problem: what is the notion of the Third World? Secondly, does Canada, or more precisely Quebec, fall within or outside this definition? Finally, how can and should Quebec behave? In short, there are three questions in one: the contemporary Trinity, so to speak. I myself have used the concept of the Third World extensively, of course, and it’s true that, at one time at least, it was very convenient. Basically, we didn’t really care what it meant. In fact, to understand why it is so commonly and frequently used, we need to reverse our perspective and ask ourselves what the historical situation was that made it necessary to use a one size fits all concept like the Third World.

R.D.—Very good, that’s more correct indeed... the first position is an idealistic one after all.

A.M.—Yes, if you like... the concept of the Third World hasn’t always existed... It was invented in response to a given situation. What was that situation? This must always be the starting point. What is the actual experience at the individual or collective level? It was because we were in a certain situation that we adopted this unitary concept, proposed by the demographer A. Sauvy. We can argue about the expression “Third World,” which is not an excellent one by the way, but the fact remains that we needed such a concept. A certain number of peoples or nations in the making, or already existing, were united in a common claim against the West. Incidentally, this meant Europe, not the United States at the time. The United States was not yet the omnipresent, interventionist power it has become today.

R.D.—Are you talking about the period before the Second World War?

A.M.—Yes. Before the Second World War, the United States had not yet taken on the shape it has today. In fact, its current position is also the result of Europe’s weakening. The history of the world is made up of a kind of perpetual historical see-saw. Europe, or at least the two or three great powers that ruled it, was the West, and we mustn’t forget this. Dynamically speaking, the great powers of the time were France and England. Russia was absorbed by the problems of internal construction, and by its fear of Europe, more specifically Germany and England. It’s easy to forget. Russia was terrorized by the idea of an ever more powerful, over-armed, Nazi Germany. Only France and England had empires; for the British Empire, it was said—and this was no figure of speech—that the sun never set on its lands... So, all these nations, all these peoples, all these young nations or nations already old, but weak for many reasons, often technologically underdeveloped, or at any rate less technologically developed than the great Western metropolises that were France and England (Germany was once again a great
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