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The French political and discursive context has dramatically changed since the turn of the twenty-first century, when David Macey and Alice Cherki published what were, until a year ago, the most recent biographies of Frantz Fanon.[1] Since then, and following the 2002 political earthquake that brought Jean-Marie Le Pen of the far-right Front National to the final round of elections, presidential hopeful Nicolas Sarkozy was elected in 2007 after kicking off his campaign by promising to clean up the banlieues with a karcher (high-pressure water cleaner); minister of justice Christiane Taubira was the victim of repeated racial abuse; neo-reactionary polemicist Éric Zemmour was the preferred choice of 2.5 million voters in 2022; and Le Pen’s heirs, as demonstrated in December 2024 with their decisive role in the no-confidence vote that toppled Prime Minister Michel Barnier, will hold the fate of the government in their (dirty) hands for the foreseeable future. And with, most likely, a new law on immigration in the works for 2025, public debate seems to endlessly revolve around some iteration of the Grand Remplacement fantasy.[2] 
Yet, while productive engagement with colonial legacies remains curbed by the French State’s commitment to a rather peculiar universalistic and Republican paradigm, activist, artistic and scholarly interventions surrounding the issue of postcolonial memory have multiplied. The transnational echoes of the Black Lives Matter movement, for instance, have led to limited but genuine opportunities to jostle France’s colonial aphasia from within. The Éditions La Découverte’s decision to publish a French translation of Adam Shatz’s biography, Frantz Fanon. Une vie en révolutions, only three months after the release of the English original, illustrates this context of still burgeoning yet accrued sensitivity to racial and postcolonial matters that the French intellectual scene encourages as much as it capitalizes upon.[3] Comparatively, eleven years had elapsed before a French press, La Découverte already at the time, picked up the rights of David Macey’s Frantz Fanon: A Biography. 
The interest shown by La Découverte, formerly Éditions François Maspero, which edited Fanon’s L’An V de la révolution algérienne and Les Damnés de la terre [4], is no surprise. Yet it should be noted that, since publishing the translation of Macey’s biography in 2011, only two more titles dedicated to Fanon were added to its catalog: Jean Khalfa and Robert J.C. Young’s edited collection of unpublished writings, Écrits sur l’aliénation et la liberté, and a roman graphique by Frédéric Ciriez and Romain Lamy staging the meeting with Jean-Paul Sartre in Rome in 1961.[5] Fanon, indeed, may pop up in the Metropolitan French academic context but remains scarce as an object of critical inquiry; the 100th anniversary of Fanon’s birth (1925-2025) has led to modest recognition that nevertheless still pales in comparison to that of Édouard Glissant, for instance, who is now undergoing a rather intense process of canonization/appropriation.[6] The following anecdote, that Shatz does not fail to recount, illustrates the ambivalent position that Fanon seems to occupy in the French collective imaginary and the derailed process of consecration that ensues. In 2018, Bordeaux Mayor Alain Juppé struck down a project to name a street after Fanon, an unsurprising move given the continuous reluctance to consecrate Black French figures in public space, with those considered radical standing very little chance.[7] Instead, there is now a rue Rosa Parks in Bordeaux: Champions for racial equality prove to be much more palatable for the officially color-blind Republic when they hail from the United States. This is to say that, while bearing in mind that the implied reader of The Rebel’s Clinic is anglophone, it is as a postcolonial intervention in the French context, rendered possible by an unprecedented simultaneous translation, that I am critically engaging with Adam Shatz’s biography. 
The Rebel’s Clinic is a remarkable intellectual tour de force. Shatz displays an impressive command of material made available through previous biographies, while still finding ways to work new angles. The decision to center his account of Fanon’s life around psychiatry, more difficult than it may sound, is particularly effective and leads to an impressively well-organized four-hundred-page text. I was particularly enthralled by a couple specific points, that I mention here as examples of Shatz’s efforts to investigate all facets of the discursive contexts that shaped Fanon’s thought and to connect it to the global postcolonial stage. One will indeed notice the rapid but rich demonstration of Suzanne Césaire’s influence, never acknowledged by Fanon, through her “psychoanalytic critique of colonial mimicry, her ridicule of the ‘colored bourgeoisie,’ her apocalyptic vision of the world remade, and redeemed, in violence” (p. 44), which echoes recent attempts at grasping the magnitude of her legacy.[8] Similarly, the also furtive yet potent connections with African American intellectuals stand out. Richard Wright is of course mentioned, as expected, given Fanon’s early fascination with the author of Native Son [9], but Shatz’s references to Harold Cruse’s, Ralph Ellison’s and especially James Baldwin’s work constitute a welcome addition: These connections have been examined in scholarly works but usually do not find their place in mass market publications. 
This leads to my general appreciation for the balance that Shatz has achieved. The Rebel’s Clinic has been lauded for presenting a rather complete, objective and nuanced account of Fanon’s life. While the term objective biography might lean towards being an oxymoron, I would add that the book is as agreeable to read as it is intellectually rigorous. Furthermore, the glimpses of creative critical analysis—where the drudgery inherent to biographical endeavors makes way for deeper, original engagement with the text, especially when Shatz the writer/critic/editor allows himself to read into Fanon’s essays beyond their radical politics to grasp their literary elements—are to me the highlights of The Rebel’s Clinic. Indeed, few will have seen, in one of the seminal scenes of “The Lived Experience of the Black Man” where a child points his finger at Fanon who “imagines a chain of association with violence, terror, and cannibalism running through the boy’s mind”, “a passage reminiscent of one of Gertrude Stein’s nursery rhymes” (p. 49).[10]    
Almost a quarter of a century separates The Rebel’s Clinic from Macey’s and Cherki’s works, and some new information and material has emerged in the meantime, thanks in particular to Joby Fanon[11], brother of Frantz, or Jean Khalfa and Robert J.C. Young. Yet, as acknowledged in the final section of the book, “Notes on Sources,” Shatz remains significantly indebted to Macey’s monumental biography.[12] Indeed, very little archival traces subsist, most notably regarding Fanon’s life pre-Algeria. As stated above, this did not prevent Shatz from offering a very compelling contextualization and reading of Black Skins, White Masks, published during the Lyon years. The reader will thus easily grasp why “[t]oday, Black Skin, White Masks is widely recognized as an essential—arguably unsurpassed—reflection on the Black condition in France” (p. 103). Shatz does not neglect to engage with the ways in which Fanon grappled with the “hypocrisies of French universalism” (p. 380), that is with the intricacies of the early stages of his commitment to articulate a “radical, anti-colonial form of universalism” (p. 354). In other words, even though Shatz bypasses the question of particularism, and thus an important aspect of Aimé Césaire’s intellectual legacy, ultimately awkwardly positing Fanon as a defender of classical republican principles, the latter’s portrait as “both a ferocious critic of universality and a deeply universalist thinker” (p. 370) remains most interesting. 
And yet, despite stimulating pages on Black Skin, White Masks, The Rebel’s Clinic does reproduce the tendency to focus primarily on Fanon the Algerian revolutionary, with twice as many pages dedicated to “The Algerian” (title of part two), than “The Native Son” (title of part one). This brief, superficial overview of Fanon’s Martinican roots is quite surprising, not to say problematic, and can explain oversights such as the one mentioned just above. Furthermore, it is thus with a bit of frustration that I moved from part one to part two, a feeling both extenuated by the quality of the following pages and reignited by what I see as yet another missed opportunity to mobilize Fanon when and where he is direly needed: contemporary France. The rationale behind envisioning the immediate release of a French translation must indeed have rested on Shatz’s ability to connect with the French readership due to his long-proven acquaintance with the intellectual and sociopolitical context. This understanding of challenges brought by “the French Republic’s veneer of color-blind universalism” (p. 113) and the current reactionary turn is displayed throughout the text, with for example a mention of  “the theorists of the so-called great replacement” in a passage dedicated to talks surrounding the reorganization of colonial relations under the Fourth Republic and the creation of a federal republic (p. 242), denied by the French government for fear that it would “‘become the colony of its former colonies’” (p. 242). These allusions pave the way for the epilogue, “Specters of Fanon,” Shatz’s spin on the sempiternal “Why Fanon?” that attempts at grasping this elusive figure must manage, still, to answer.[13] 
The epilogue opens with a provocative question: “Is there an equal place for citizens whose ancestors were colonial subjects, or will they always be seen as indigènes, not entirely French, somehow less?” (p. 379). This section is both key and strikingly underdeveloped (three pages).  Although Shatz renders well the “mood of revolt, protest, and insubordination” (p. 10) that runs through Fanon’s life and œuvre, the simple enumeration of spaces where Fanon has reemerged in the public debate—to which one could now add the protests against cost of living in Martinique—falls short of providing the reader with more specific tools to ponder the transposability of Fanon’s latent potentialities for decolonial thinking in twenty-first-century France. Fanon has become a global cultural icon, and his project for the postcolonial world belongs to all. Even so, much more sustained engagement with Fanon’s universalizable thought in relation to its original French context, and the atmospheric, structural violence towards non-white bodies facing quotidian indignity, to use Norman Ajari’s expression, whether it be in the metropole or in overseas territories, seems warranted.[14] Instead, the title of the epilogue’s sub-section “Equal in Paris?” becomes symptomatic: France shrinks, and along with it the possibilities of contributing more impactfully to the radical questioning of French society’s tenets that Fanon’s legacy can facilitate.   
As stated earlier, The Rebel’s Clinic is a remarkable biography, and the criticism above comes mainly from the fact that writing about Fanon for a mass market audience in the current context, where the French necropolitical State of (cultural) exception intensifies, comes with great expectations.[15] Mainly, but not solely: In the end, the reader may still be tempted to ask Adam Shatz, with regard to the motivations behind the undertaking of such a project, “Why Fanon?” Shatz puts forward a long-standing interest and the need to propose a “more intimate picture of Fanon as an individual” (p. 394). He might very well have succeeded. Yet the question remains whether this justified another, traditional biography, or if a more specific angle may now be needed following other very successful attempts, such as Macey’s. 
As must now be clear, I am longing for critical takes daring to reterritorialize Fanon the global icon—he who renounced French citizenship all the way to changing his name from Frantz, that is France, to, in the end, Ibrahim—and reposition him as a thinker of French everyday life, he who continues to be systematically excluded from comparative studies engaging with the likes of Roland Barthes, Michel de Certeau, Henri Lefebvre and Georges Perec.[16] As such, we can also be grateful to Adam Shatz for, through the epilogue “Specters of Fanon,” paving the way for future, reinvented biographical endeavors.
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