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On April 1, 2012, a surreal public debate was held in Marseille about violence during the Algerian war. It was not an April’s Fool’s joke but an odd yet enlightening spectacle involving two major figures: Bernard-Henri Lévy, a celebrated and controversial French philosopher born in Algeria, and Zohra Drif, a former freedom fighter during the Algerian war who later became vice-president of the Algerian Senate. The audience was unruly, the debate heated, and the facilitator overwhelmed as if this were a trial concerning the violence during Algeria’s war of independence, finally taking place in that room fifty years later. During the debate one could see the emotional and ideological chasm between two diametrically opposed perspectives on political violence, especially when it concerned Algeria.    
Zohra Drif planted a basket bomb in the famous Milkbar café in Algiers in 1956. As it turned out, a woman who was at the Milkbar the day of the explosion was in the audience. She had lost a leg and her grandmother due to the explosion and demanded that Drif admit that her action was a crime. Drif replied that it was not a personal confrontation but at a human level, all tragedies are horrible. Bernard Henri-Lévy followed up and declared that Drif’s cause was just, but she used unjust means (terrorism), which brought dishonor to her cause. Such an act, he added, is inexcusable, counter-productive and immoral. He pressed her to admit that it was a crime, asking whether she had nightmares where she sees her victims’ faces. Drif’s simple response was that they had no other choice. Echoing Ben M’hidi (a prominent figure in the Battle of Algiers), who said “give us your tanks and your planes and we’ll give you our baskets” (to carry the bombs), Drif described the French planes dropping bombs and killing thousands of Algerian civilians. Her acts were a necessity, she told the audience, before saying, “I was not born to kill.”[1] She concluded by saying that no, she does not have nightmares after fifty-six years.  
This passionate exchange, where both speakers agreed that continuing the debate was pointless, reflects the stagnant relationship between France and Algeria half a century after independence. While the maimed lady in the audience and Bernard Henri-Lévy both claimed that had they been older at the time, they would have supported the fight for independence, they both regarded the tactics and unconventional means of war used by the colonized as unacceptable and inappropriate according to their moral standards and thus argued that Drif must repent. Several times Bernard Henri-Lévy compared Algeria and France, pitting them against each other and stating that both countries refuse to face their respective pasts and are now traumatized by it.  
This historic impasse concerning political violence and Algeria leads us to one of the main topics of Adam Shatz’s biography of Frantz Fanon, The Rebel’s Clinic. One could argue that Fanon’s relationship to Algeria and his take on violence is partly accountable for the renewed attention to Fanon today. In the debate mentioned above, Fanon would have no doubt sided with Zohra Drif, and he did much to prove his total dedication to the Algerian cause, including both remaining silent after the internal elimination of his friend and comrade Abane Ramdane and his coverup of the 1957 Melouza massacre. Fanon was part of what Sartre called a “group-in-fusion,” which was based “on a ‘pledge,’ a swearing of allegiance that binds the group” (p. 302). For Sartre “without the constraints imposed on individual members by fraternity-terror, revolutionary groups-in-fusion risked either being crashed by more powerful adversaries or dissolving” (p. 302), but as Shatz adds, “fraternity-terror could also lead to murder, massacres, and further acts of betrayal, subverting the aspirations to freedom that had led to the ‘pledge’ in the first place” (p. 302). And it did. The fundamental question is, what, if not violence, might have brought the French government to release Algeria from its colonial grip?    
Shatz and Violence  
While Fanon’s essay on violence continues to be controversial, in his biography Shatz himself is carefully nuanced and ambivalent regarding violence. For instance, he enlists Hannah Arendt (1967) who “pointed out that Fanon’s views on violence were more nuanced than Sartre’s, but The Wretched of the Earth was largely read through the prism of Sartre’s fiery preface” (p. 363). However, in her book On Violence, Arendt does not see Fanon’s violence as more nuanced, but instead condemns it as she considers violence as unpredictable and anti-political.[2] Thus, her position is clearly opposed to both Sartre’s and Fanon’s views on the question. In an article earlier this year, Shatz discusses Fanon’s popularity, which has now surpassed Arendt’s. But this popularity, he argues, is based on misunderstanding; he regrets that many contemporary admirers and detractors of Fanon “appear not to have read past the first chapter, portraying this complex and challenging thinker as little more than a supporter of revolutionary violence by any means necessary,” and he criticizes “an oversimplified understanding of his life and legacy.”[3] Indeed, Shatz notes, Fanon’s revolutionary violence erupted against a system that was itself founded on violence (thus acting as counter-violence) and was construed as a transformative process (with “therapeutic benefits” to become “masters of their own fate”). Moreover, Fanon rejected the “primitive Manichaeism of the colonizer—Black versus White, Arab versus Infidel.”[3] These points are essential and provide conditions for revolutionary violence, but do they invalidate it? For as Fanon argued, violence is a cleansing force which frees the colonized from his inferiority complex and despair and restores his self-respect. Of course, the aftermath and result are often problematic, at the least, as one only needs to consider the authoritarian Algerian regime formed after independence, or, more aptly, the extensive war traumas that Fanon wrote about.   
For all these reasons, Shatz’s treatment of Fanon regarding violence is equally respectful, cautious, and ambiguous. More than twenty years ago in a 2001 review of Macey’s biography of Fanon, Shatz claimed that Fanon’s apocalyptic aphorisms had not aged well and Fanon’s faith in the therapeutic value of violence “is now hard to fathom,” although he adds that much of what he wrote was eerily prescient.[4] At the end of his biography, Shatz writes, “Our world is not Fanon’s” (p. 388). And he is right, but violence is still very much present in our lives, including settler colonial violence. So, could Fanon still be meaningful and useful to oppressed peoples today? After all, didn’t he declare that “each generation must discover its mission, fulfill it or betray it”?[5]
Nowhere better than in “Vengeful Pathologies” does Shatz articulate clearly his ambivalence, if not his clear rejection, of Fanon’s take on violence.[6] The essay is a brilliant and courageous piece of writing which contains not only an accurate analysis of the situation today along with an extended colonial history, but also the expression of the deep pain Shatz felt following the October 7, 2023, Hamas rampage, the Al-Aqsa Flood. Here is the agony of a writer who is incredibly perceptive and self-reflective, and so understands the origin and history behind the Hamas attacks but also sympathizes with the Palestinians (let’s remember here that Shatz is probably the most outspoken voice for the Palestinian cause in the entire American media landscape), and at the same time is deeply hurt by such murderous violence. And so, perhaps it is not a coincidence that the analogy he draws upon for the October 7 attack is the Philippeville massacre in Algeria in August 1955. He reads the events of October 7 in Palestine and Israel through the prism of Algeria, but rejects the violence that is associated with it: 
Hamas’s fighters went on a killing spree. They turned the Tribe of Nova rave into a blood-drenched bacchanalia, another Bataclan. They hunted down families in their homes in kibbutzes. They executed not only Jews but Bedouins and immigrant workers. (Several of the victims were Jews who were well known for their solidarity work with Palestinians)….As Vincent Lemire noted in Le Monde, it takes time to kill ‘civilians hidden in garages and parking lots or sheltering in safe rooms.’ The diligence and patience of Hamas’s fighters were chilling. How to explain this carnival of killing? [emphasis mine][6]
Shatz is despondent about the attacks and indignant at some of the joyful reactions to these massacres, notably some in the radical left such as the “decolonials” in France, who seem
almost enthralled by Hamas’s violence and characterize it as a form of anti-colonial justice of the kind championed by Fanon in ‘On Violence’”....Others suggested that the young people at the Tribe of Nova festival deserved what they got, for having the chutzpah to throw a party a few miles from the Gaza border.[6]
While Fanon is on Shatz’s mind and he mentions Fanon in the article, he is swift to disconnect Fanon from the Palestinian question. He writes that Fanon’s use of violence was “disintoxicating” not “cleansing” and that he “diagnosed a vengeful pathology” rather than offering a prescription. However, in his biography Shatz is much more nuanced: 
“On Violence” can be read either as a psychiatric, phenomenological account of the lived experience of armed struggle or as an impassioned defense of armed struggle as a uniquely authentic path to collective and individual liberation—or perhaps more accurately, as an unsettled combination of both (p. 327).
One can only agree with Shatz that “the Palestinians cannot win an Algerian-style liberation war,” that the Israeli Jews and Palestinian Arabs are stuck with each other, and that Israel is far stronger than the Palestinians and could “drive the Palestinians into exile for good.”[7] What Shatz misses here is what Fanon recognized clearly in the Algerian insurrection: its totality, that is, the beauty of the upright position of the oppressed, the feeling of being alive associated with the notion of accepted sacrifice. Fanon understood this and despite his reluctance to support violence, was committed heart and mind to the Algerian revolution. Shatz displays here his deep and sincere humanity and compassion, as well as a human and intellectual understanding of the Palestinian question, but cannot access the beauty of standing tall for the colonized, to capture their dignity back, even if for an hour, he cannot fathom it: 
I’m furious at Hamas for basically erasing all we fought for over decades, and aghast at those who can’t maintain the critical faculty to distinguish opposition to Israeli occupation and war crimes, and who turn a blind eye to what Hamas did in southern Israeli kibbutzim. Ethno-tribalism.[8]
In setting the current situation in Palestine within the context of the Algerian war, doesn’t Shatz’s outrage for the lack of empathy for Israeli civilians resemble that of the maimed woman who confronted Zohra Drif? Why is it so difficult, Shatz asks, to say that “massacres like those that took place at the Tribe of Nova festival are an outrageous horror, and Israel is a ferocious colonial power”?[9] Isn’t this question akin to that of Bernard Henri Lévy who asks Zohra Drif to repent? France, Lévy argued, did terrible things in Algeria, and “you” (Drif and the FLN) did too. And only if Drif accepts and atones can the dialogue continue. Drif refused, as we know, because she considered her position to be different. She was fighting back against unequal violence and power. Her bomb at the Milkbar café in Algiers (which left three dead and many injured), was also placed where young people enjoyed music and ice cream in a quarter sheltered from the war and reminiscent of the attack on the Tribe of Nova festival where youth were dancing three miles away from Gaza. 
In her exchange with Lévy, what Zhora Drif was getting at, in line with Pontecorvo in his film The Battle of Algiers (when he does close-ups of patrons’ faces, including children in the Milkbar café seconds before the bomb detonates), is that the innocence of the customers is predicated on a long-standing ultraviolent settler-colonial structure. The very act of eating ice cream or dancing is made possible by that structure of oppression. In such contexts, Drif and Pontecorvo seem to argue that nobody is innocent and personal intentions and good deeds do not matter. 
To return to Gaza, award-winning Indian writer Arundhati Roy seems to agree with Drif in her refusal to condemn Hamas and to accept equivalences. In her PEN Pinter Prize acceptance speech (Oct. 2024), she first described the long inhuman and shameful treatment of Palestinians at the hands of Israel and its military. And then the Hamas attacks happen: 
This is the part in my speech where I am expected to equivocate to protect myself, my neutrality, and my intellectual standing. This is the part when I am meant to lapse into moral equivalence and condemn Hamas, the other military groups in Gaza, and their ally Hezbollah in Lebanon, for killing citizens, taking people hostage, and to condemn the people of Gaza who celebrated the Hamas attack. Once that’s done, it all becomes easy, doesn’t it, oh well, everyone’s terrible, what can one do, let’s go shopping instead. I refuse to play the condemnation game, let me make myself clear, I do not tell oppressed people how to resist their oppression or who their allies should be.[10]
Needless to say, Fanon would have certainly sided with Drif and would have enjoyed long and passionate conversations with Roy.   
However, I would argue that Shatz’s proposition would certainly be an important step forward for those who still consider Israel a democracy and still do not consider Palestinians human beings. As for the colonized (the Palestinians here), they might feel, like Drif, that this proposal equates their experience to that of their persecutors, although just like Drif, they might sincerely think that, at the personal level, all tragedies are horrible. 
Shatz the Biographer
To date, Shatz’s biography of Frantz Fanon, The Rebel’s Clinic, has been received to great public acclaim in the United States and overseas. Numerous positive reviews of his biography have appeared in different newspapers, magazines, and on other platforms, and he has appeared on various television shows and podcasts to discuss his book. Besides the importance of the renewed discussion concerning political violence, Shatz’s book was released in January 2024, only two months after Israel started its genocidal war on Gaza. Still, though mediated by tragedy and grotesque violence, the success of Shatz’s biography is largely due to its quality, and that, finally, it is an intelligent, absorbing, moving, and inspirational read.   
It is not as though The Rebel’s Clinic is a novel endeavor, as there are at least ten biographies of Fanon. Given the few personal documents left by Fanon and the absence of other new documents and material, Shatz had to return to these other earlier efforts, as well as scattered information and the interviews that he conducted with key figures in Fanon’s life, and his own imagination. Indeed, to make up for the deficit of Fanon’s voice (besides his writings), Shatz added inner dialogues (for Fanon and other persons). At some points in the biography, Shatz seems to be an omniscient narrator having access to every person’s inner feelings. The reader follows him and trusts him and Shatz does not disappoint, as he is an intellectually rigorous scholar and gifted storyteller. The Rebel’s Clinic almost reads like a novel in the best sense, as the reader grows attached to the people in his account and follows their decisions, passions, and uncertainties as Shatz brings them to life. But that’s not all. Each chapter is thoroughly researched and is packed with rich cultural, literary, and political history along with portraits of the principal figures associated with Fanon or Fanon’s cultural, political, or intellectual time. If only all history courses were taught like this! 
As for Fanon himself, the reader discovers the man, the human being behind the selfless revolutionary psychiatrist. Indeed, Shatz brings Fanon to life. We discover Fanon’s family, his doubts, regrets, and passions. Fanon was also flirtatious and a partygoer while being entirely dedicated to the cause and his intellectual work. Given all these elements, Shatz’s book could be considered a collection of essays, a historical narrative, a work of fiction, a biography, or best of all, all of the above.  
In the section “Notes on Sources,” we also glimpse Shatz’s personal relation to Fanon. It goes back to his childhood when he found a copy of Fanon’s book in the radical literature section of his father’s library. This lineage of the Jewish leftist intellectual is significant to Shatz’s life and writing and to his book on Fanon. Someone so enthralled with Fanon and his immense contribution to write yet another 460-page biography must also be questioning Fanon (his persona, his passion), the world, and himself to understand them, find answers, maybe solutions. Shatz, unlike other biographers, strives to make sense of Fanon in all his complexities. The result is a sensitive and perceptive work with rare depth and insight. 
In 2025 it will be Fanon’s 100th birthday. In our own somber time, leftists, democrats, humanists, environmental activists, and all other progressives must strive to comprehend the world and organize accordingly. As new conversations and new paradigms emerge to create new collaborations and new knowledge to preserve our species and our planet, The Rebel’s Clinic echoes Fanon’s plea, “Ô mon corps, fais de moi toujours un homme qui interroge!”[11]
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