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BOOK REVIEW: Decolonizing Existentialism and Phenomenology: The Liberation of 
Philosophies of Freedom and Identity, by Jina Fast. Rowman & Littlefield, 2023. 

 

Book Review Author:  
Ikeoluwapo B. Baruwa 
Queen’s University  

Jina Fast’s Decolonizing Existentialism and Phenomenology: The Liberation of Philosophies of 
Freedom and Identity (2023) offers a timely and incisive intervention into contemporary 
philosophical discourse. The book invites readers to reconsider how existentialism and 
phenomenology, traditions centrally concerned with freedom, subjectivity, and human 
existence, have historically operated within, and at times reinforced, colonial and 
exclusionary frameworks. In doing so, Fast raises broader questions about what it means 
for philosophy to function as a genuinely critical enterprise. 

Although Fast does not explicitly employ the term “woke,” her analysis can be 
situated within broader contemporary debates about cultural consciousness, historical 
injustice, and the critique of entrenched power structures. In this sense, the book 
participates in ongoing discussions about how philosophy confronts systemic inequities 
and colonial legacies. Fast’s intervention is timely in challenging assumptions within the 
discipline and questioning how traditions that claim universal critical authority have 
themselves been implicated in exclusionary practices. Drawing on figures such as Hume, 
Hegel, Kant, and Locke as exemplars of critical thought, she poses a central question: “If the 
philosopher and those who engage in philosophical discourse and practices are engaged in 
critical thinking, then should not the colonization of thought and practice be eschewed if 
not derided?” (p. vii).  

Fast’s reflections raise a broader concern about the role of critical thinking in 
contemporary education. Too often, critical thinking is reduced to a professional 
competency, a transferable skill to be mastered, rather than cultivated as a lived 
intellectual practice. This practice mirrors the very ideological entanglements the book 
critiques. Fast’s analysis invites further reflection on this reduction and opens space to 
consider whether reclaiming deeper intellectual commitments, such as the cultivation of 
intellectual virtues, might offer a path beyond it. Yet an important question remains: Can 
such commitments genuinely contribute to decolonizing thought and practice if higher 
education continues to operate within liberal institutional frameworks? While this question 
extends beyond the immediate scope of Fast’s text, it emerges directly from the tensions 
she identifies. Returning to her argument, the central issue remains how philosophy might 
resist becoming complicit in the very structures it seeks to critique. 
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Decolonizing Existentialism and Phenomenology: The Liberation of Philosophies of 
Freedom and Identity is not only timely in questioning the essence of philosophy as a 
discipline, but also in challenging existentialism and phenomenology, arguing that if 
existentialists and phenomenologists truly concern themselves with the existence, essence, 
and consciousness of human beings, why do they fail to account for the diversity of thought 
and consciousness among non-dominant traditions beyond the canonically French 
philosophers, including Jean-Paul Sartre, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Gabriel Marcel, Albert 
Camus, and Simone de Beauvoir, “Germans like Heidegger and Nietzsche” (p. x-xi) and 
others like Søren Kierkegaard?1 

The exclusion of African, Caribbean, and Black American existentialist thinkers from 
canonical accounts raises a broader question about the persistence of colonial legacies 
within philosophical tradition. Fast’s critique of the discipline’s norms, particularly the 
claim that philosophy “supports, generally, a set of norms that uphold colonialism and thus 
functions in service to colonial orders of knowledge” (p. xviii), speaks directly to this 
pattern of exclusion. Such norms shape curricula, citation practices, and the construction of 
intellectual authority, reinforcing the dominance of European traditions while 
marginalizing others. While this dynamic may resonate with particular educational 
contexts, its significance extends beyond any single experience. It defines the systemic 
character of the problem Fast identifies: Philosophy’s self-understanding as universal often 
conceals historically situated and exclusionary practices. 

Another way Fast challenges this norm is by diagnosing what she calls disciplinary 
decadence, the condition in which a discipline decays as it becomes insular and 
disconnected from broader intellectual and societal conversations. As disciplines retreat 
into their own methodological frameworks, they risk reinforcing internal dogmas rather 
than engaging in genuine inquiry and critical exchange. This self-referential approach 
ultimately leads to epistemological solipsism, where disciplines speak only to themselves 
and lose their capacity to produce and communicate knowledge beyond their own 
adherents. While one might question whether disciplinary decadence inevitably leads to 
philosophy’s decline, the concern it raises is significant. This characterization may overlook 
philosophy’s long-standing engagement with other disciplines, such as cognitive science, 
political theory, and literature. Likewise, internal disputes within philosophical subfields 
should not be understood as signs of decay, but as productive tensions that drive 
intellectual progress. 

The accusation of epistemological solipsism also risks overlooking philosophy’s 
active role in shaping ethical, political, and scientific discourse, as seen in bioethics, the 
philosophy of mind, and political philosophy, which contribute to real-world decision-
making. If anything, the issue is not insularity but the undervaluation of philosophy within 
contemporary academic and policy-driven contexts. Moreover, the expectation that 
philosophy must conform to empirical validation misunderstands its fundamental purpose 
of questioning foundational assumptions about knowledge and truth. Rather than viewing 
internal debates as weaknesses, they may be better understood as essential to philosophy’s 
becoming, even though they have long been its cornerstone. 

That said, philosophers must step beyond their intellectual silos, engage with other 
disciplines, create opportunities for cross-disciplinary dialogue, and embrace the idea that 
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philosophy extends beyond rigid categorizations such as continental and analytic 
traditions. Fast’s distinction between decolonizing and diversifying philosophy is 
particularly instructive. Diversification, while necessary, is insufficient if it merely involves 
token inclusion without fundamentally challenging the Eurocentric and white normative 
structures that define the discipline. Simply adding a few readings by philosophers of 
colour or offering courses on “Non-Western Philosophy” and “Philosophy of Race” (p. xxiii) 
does not disrupt the dominant frameworks that determine what counts as real philosophy. 
Instead, such gestures risk reinforcing the idea that non-Western or marginalized 
perspectives exist only at the periphery of the field, while the canon remains untouched 
and unquestioned. 

Fast argues from a decolonial lens, interrogating how race, gender, and colonialism 
shape identity, subjectivity, and knowledge production. In chapter one, Fast presents 
Simone de Beauvoir as an ambiguous decolonial feminist figure, revealing a 
phenomenological method that examines the objective social conditions that enable or 
restrict free consciousness. While Beauvoir expands on Hegelian and existentialist thought 
by demonstrating how sexist, racist, classist, and colonialist discourses shape subjectivity, 
she remains complicit in the colonial order of twentieth-century France. Her analogizing of 
racial oppression with gender oppression in The Second Sex ultimately reinforces the 
racist-sexist erasure of Black women, illustrating the limitations of her feminist 
phenomenology.  

The second chapter unpacks Frantz Fanon’s psychological phenomenology of the 
colonized, analyzing Black Skin, White Masks, The Wretched of the Earth, and A Dying 
Colonialism. Fanon demonstrates how colonialism is not merely a political or legal 
structure but a totalizing framework that pervades all social relations. The chapter 
explores how the colonial order shapes Black subjectivity, making everyday experiences, 
from riding a train to receiving medical care, sites of racialized violence. The internalized 
structures of colonialism create impossible choices for the oppressed, forcing them into 
existential dilemmas that reveal the pervasive and dehumanizing nature of colonial rule.  

In chapter three, Fast examines the phenomenology of race and gender in Richard 
Wright’s literature and autobiography. Wright’s works illustrate how anti-Black racism 
limits the possibilities for Black existence, reducing options in ways that cannot be 
bracketed as incidental or avoidable. Fast further analyzes the ambiguity of visibility and 
invisibility—what Lewis Gordon calls “unvisibility”—in Wright’s Native Son and Black Boy, 
where Blackness is simultaneously hypervisible as a marker of racial difference and erased 
as a legitimate form of complex, human subjectivity. The chapter highlights how these 
existential dynamics are shaped by systemic racism, making self-determination a fraught 
and often impossible pursuit within anti-Black racist worlds. 

Chapter four extends this discussion by focusing on Lewis Gordon’s existential 
phenomenology of racism, particularly his analysis in Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism. 
Gordon emphasizes that racism is not merely a failure of logic but a deliberate investment 
in white supremacy. He forces us to interrogate how institutions sustain racism, not only 
through material benefits for white individuals but also through the ideological and 
psychological structures that maintain the dominance of whiteness. By refusing to excuse 
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racism as an unconscious bias or structural inevitability, Gordon compels us to confront the 
active role individuals play in upholding racist systems.  

In chapter five, Fast analyzes Audre Lorde’s Zami: A New Spelling of My Name 
alongside Beauvoir’s existentialist theory of identity in The Second Sex. Lorde’s 
autobiographical work challenges dominant narratives of oppression by showing how 
Black queer femininity is shaped through communal recognition rather than hierarchical 
validation. Unlike the typical framing of struggle as a means to self-actualization, Lorde’s 
account emphasizes that self-worth emerges through relationships with others who share 
marginalized identities. This perspective challenges individualist and masculinist 
existentialist frameworks, offering a model of subjectivity grounded in collective 
affirmation rather than solitary transcendence.  

Finally, chapter six explores how postcolonial and Afro-Caribbean feminists Sylvia 
Wynter and Jamaica Kincaid engage in the decolonization of existentialism and 
phenomenology. Both thinkers critique white saviourism and the romanticization of 
oppression within Western philosophy. Wynter deconstructs the assumed superiority of 
Western Man by showing how whiteness constructs itself in opposition to Blackness as 
inferiority and lack. Kincaid’s A Small Place and Lucy examine the spatial organization of 
race and colonial power, positioning the Caribbean as a standpoint for analyzing global 
structures of domination. By centering Afro-Caribbean philosophy, this chapter highlights 
the importance of transdisciplinary and decolonial approaches in understanding identity, 
oppression, and liberation. 

To conclude, Fast’s work underscores the importance of reassessing existentialist 
and phenomenological traditions through a decolonial framework. Her analysis 
demonstrates the urgency of challenging canonical assumptions and rethinking 
philosophical inquiry in light of colonial histories and contemporary inequalities. As seen in 
the works of Fanon, Wright, Wynter, Gordon, Kincaid, and others, philosophy plays a 
crucial role in fostering a liberatory decolonial turn, which is essential for the recognition 
of marginalized individuals and for expanding the scope of philosophical inquiry itself. 
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1 I acknowledge that some of these figures may not have identified as existentialists, nor would they 
necessarily align themselves with the existentialist tradition. However, Jina Fast, in the book under review, 
adopts this categorization as a framework for analysis, and I have followed a similar approach by including a 
few additional thinkers. This conceptual grouping, while not without its limitations, provides a useful lens for 
engaging with their ideas and exploring their philosophical contributions in a structured manner. 


