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The Rebel’s Clinic: The Revolutionary Lives of Frantz Fanon offers a timely redress to what Adam Shatz identifies as a double conundrum in contemporary scholarship on and activist engagements around Frantz Fanon’s life and work. First, despite the fact that Frantz Fanon “has become even more of an intellectual and cultural icon in recent years,” Shatz admonishes readers to both acknowledge and take seriously the fact that “the world in which we live is not Fanon’s” (p. 10). The continued extraction from the era Fanon lived in, to speak to our own contemporary moment is, for Shatz, at best a mis-reading—an ahistorical flattening of contingent circumstances—or at worst, a corruption of Fanon’s message.[1] 
Second, and perhaps even more important, is Shatz’s impassioned defense of Frantz Fanon’s most ardent wish, which was 
to be regarded as a man. Not a Black man. Not a man who ‘happened’ to be Black but who could pass for white. Not an honorary white. He had been all of these men, in the eyes of others, but never just a man. He wasn’t asking for much, but he might as well have been asking for the world—a different world (p. 12).
Shatz, having voiced his core frustrations early on in the introduction, sets about widening the aperture of Fanon’s narrative from the vantage point of privileged access to the historical realities of Fanon “as a man.”
Following a conventional chronological order, we meet a barely eighteen-year-old Fanon in 1943, leaving his native Martinique—in defiance of his brother Joby Fanon and his teacher Aimé Césaire—for Dominica from where he would join the Free French Forces serving successively in Morocco and Algeria and ultimately in the battle for Alsace. It is in military service that Fanon comes to understand not only the violence of the battlefield in the flesh, having been wounded himself, but crucially his status as an évolué in colonial racial hierarchies. As an educated Caribbean subject, Fanon outranked the tirailleurs sénégalais West African units. 
Returning only briefly to Martinique, Fanon would go on to spend his university years in a France struggling to come to terms with the ravages of World War II and would choose the psychiatric resistance movement for his medical residency under François Tosquelles. From his position on the medical staff of the Blida-Joinville psychiatric hospital, Fanon would ultimately cast his lot with the Algerian people in their struggle for independence from French colonial rule. 
Choosing to tarry on the period of Fanon’s exile in the Tunisian capital Tunis from 1957 onward, Shatz introduces us to Marie-Jeanne Manuellan, Fanon’s secretary. According to Shatz, “it is to [Marie-Jeanne] that we owe the most intimate portrait of [Fanon] as a man” (p. 212). 
Based on Manuellan’s 2017 memoire Sous la dictée de Fanon and his own extensive interviews with her, Shatz recounts, for example, one rather truculent anecdote from 1959: during an outing to see Alain Resnais’s film Hiroshima Mon Amour, Fanon’s myopia and his dislike at having to wear corrective glasses results in him insisting on sitting in the front row of the movie theater—with the Manuellans—several rows away from his wife Josie. Fanon’s stubborn insecurity sets the stage for a budding intimacy between Frantz the doctor and Marie-Jeanne his secretary, who would become his “friend and confidante, as well as his muse” (p. 212). In fact, Marie-Jeanne and Frantz would attempt and fail—at least twice that we know of—to consummate their extra-marital affair. Was there a third time, and indeed was it the charm? We will never know, but there is room for lingering doubt: “Manuellan told me they never had an affair, but added, mischievously, that even if they had, she would never reveal the secret” (p. 238).
The Fanon we encounter through the eyes of Manuellan is a man riddled with personal insecurities; impatient, moody and irritable with staff; frosty and ambivalent in his dealings with the French including with Marie-Jeanne; capable of being the rumbunctious life of the dinner party; who more than just flirts with the idea of parallel love within the confines of his marriage. Fanon the rebel, devoted psychotherapist, committed militant, urbane intellectual and apostle of the revolutionary potential of the peasantry is rendered all the more complex by his all-too-human frailties. How then do we, readers of today, approach, much less apprehend, this immensely more complicated, multi-layered, and less mythical Fanon? 
One of the great paradoxes of Fanon’s legacy and indeed in Fanon scholarship is how the Caribbean is often signaled as the place of his birth but that his destiny was to be elsewhere. It is worth remembering that at least eighteen years of Fanon’s short thirty-six-year life were lived in the social, cultural and political environment of an island in the Caribbean Sea. David Macey’s Fanon: A Biography is a notable exception in this regard, devoting eighty-plus pages to documenting Fanon’s boyhood and adolescence on the island.[2]  
If The Rebel’s Clinic is intended as a companion narrative, to be read alongside and against the contradictions of Fanon’s multiple lives and the inconsistencies of his written work, Marie-Jeanne Manuellan’s presence in this ensemble points out a number of ghosts lingering at the edges of Shatz’s impressive and salutatory work. Two in particular—Fanon’s formative years in Martinique and his early interest in theater—are worthy of note. 
Having already turned down several invitations to join the Manuellan’s circle of friends for dinner, Marie-Jeanne could hardly contain her surprise when Dr. Fanon and his family turned up to their Christmas party in December 1959. Manuellan in particular is struck by this vision of Fanon: “smiling, truly happy, cracking jokes—he picked up a guitar, sang West Indian beguines and even danced” (p. 235). Shatz surmises that “the joyous, infectiously syncopated popular music of Martinique brought out a levity, a warmth, in Fanon that Manuellan was only beginning to notice” (p. 235). This “levity and warmth” is the lingering presence of the Caribbean of Fanon’s youth and not just, or only, the violence of colonial domination—both mental and physical—experienced in Martinique. 
The profound influence of the Caribbean cultural and linguistic formation is present in the meta-text, the marginalia of The Rebel’s Clinic. In what is perhaps an unconscious but nonetheless symptomatic gesture, Shatz’s footnote accompanying this anecdote mentions Marcel Manville, Fanon’s childhood friend, who recalls Fanon’s love of Caribbean music and food: “[Fanon] got his wife, Josie, to make cod marinades for us [whenever Manville would visit], not always successful, but savored a bit like Proust’s madeleine” (p. 235). Tellingly, it is only in the company of his brother Joby, or that of Manville, that Fanon “let his guard down, often chatting in Créole, although that annoyed Josie, who felt excluded from the conversation” (p. 214). 
Fanon may have never learned Arabic, but Créole remained a primary if not a primal language for him. In the heat of revolutionary fervor, as the leading propagandist of El Moujahid, Fanon’s article “Aux Antilles, naissance d’une nation” would argue that Créole was “an ‘expression of Antillean consciousness’ and that it might provide the linguistic basis for a West Indian Federation to which Martinique could belong.”[3] Space will not allow a more thoroughgoing analysis of Fanon’s article. Suffice to say that for as much as his commitment to the Algerian independence struggle is dominant in his life trajectory, Fanon himself reminds us in his thinking and writing that his native Caribbean was also always on his radar, including the potential of a trans-Caribbean federation of independent nations. 
Although unpublished and never staged, the two surviving plays, The Drowning Hand and Parallel Hands, are early examples of Fanon’s intellectual bricolage—the influences of Césaire, Sartre, and the surrealists are evident in the works--setting the stage, so to speak, for his later revolutionary engagement.[4] While Shatz makes quick work of dismissing the theatrical works of Fanon’s student days as a response to “his feelings of drift and ennui,” he does acknowledge that the works “turned out to be little more than a rehearsal for his life as a writer, even if they were a necessary detour” (p. 52). Here again, Marie-Jeanne Manuellan is a privileged witness. It was to her that Fanon dictated his two later works. Literally taking dictation for the book that would become L’An V de la Révolution algérienne, Fanon “paced and ‘spoke’ his book [to Manuellan] as if from his steps, from the rhythm of his body on the move” (p. 221). Shatz even speculates that Fanon must have reminded his secretary of an actor “reading his lines for dramatic effect” (p. 222). 
Throughout the book, Shatz demonstrates a refreshing sensitivity to the dramatic in Fanon’s writing process: “he carried on the tradition of West Indian storytelling in his prose: an aspect of Negritude that he never renounced” (p. 213). I have argued elsewhere that, more than just youthful detour, Fanon’s plays and the dramatic, performative nature of his writing process also structure his thinking on liberation itself.[5] It is while writing L’An V de la Révolution algérienne that Fanon articulates the notion of the unveiled Algerian woman rising to the level of tragedy in revolutionary struggle, inventing new dimensions for her body in historically contingent circumstances. It is here too that we get glimpses of “the colonial body continuing to draw breath, and affirm its will to live” (p. 138). In another passage, in a gesture reminiscent of a final summation, Shatz declares, “Fanon’s writing…is a record of what are essentially spoken-word performances” (p.138). 
It is, in part, thanks to the force of his writings, with “its mood of revolt, protest, and insubordination” (p. 138) that, as Shatz sees it, Fanon has been embraced as a revolutionary hero since the mid 1960s. Shatz’s intuition is correct. Across a wide range of global communities marked by economic crisis, grief, trauma, and grinding inequality, militant struggle and communal resistance is often first given voice through the spoken word. Paradoxically however, if not frustratingly for Shatz, Fanon is even more of an icon today because of his own stubborn rebellion, i.e., his individual (tactical?) decisions to defy the socio-political systems and powerful hierarchies of the era in which he lived.[5] It is no wonder then that individuals and communities fighting against systems and structures that do them harm continue to find common cause, not just with Fanon’s writings but also with Fanon’s multiple lives as a man.
The comments offered here extend the conversation with Adam Shatz begun in spring 2024 when he presented the book at Reid Hall in Paris. The Rebel’s Clinic is the place to start for anyone looking for an introduction to Fanon’s life and work. For those of us who are students of Fanon, Shatz’s portrait goes a long way to deepen and nuance our understanding of how the influences and debates around Fanon profoundly shaped the events in his life. 
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