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Abstract

In this essay, | engage with an aspect of Fandie’sahd work that has generally been elided by
even the most appreciative analysts: Fanon as, @thenmany other things that he was and is, a
Caribbean writer, and, even more specifically, atMaan writer. However, this is not intended
as a way to simply lock Fanon into a particularcpland time or to keep him trapped in the
historical past. Quite the opposite, in fact, sjree | will argue, a re-evaluation of Fanon’s life
and work through this framework can provide us vaitparticular set of lessons about solidarity,
lessons that are crucial for the contemporary ipalitstruggles that face us today. But this
understanding of Fanon and solidarity can in tunfy de understood through an engagement
with his singularity.

Introduction: Remembering Un écorché vif

The current special issue ©he Journal of Pan African Studiesminds us that 2011 marks the

fiftieth anniversary of the untimely death of Frartanon. It is an anniversary worth marking,
and yet conjuring with numbers in this way can stomes be a dangerous thing. Anniversaries,
especially those commemorating the passing of tblwse to our hearts yet no longer with us,
can all too easily become occasions for sentimiéptébr burying the one being celebrated in

meaningless praise. In the case of a figure suéfaasn, it is particularly important to avoid this

danger. His work calls us to attention; it makemdeds upon us. Upon first meeting Fanon in
Paris in 1946, Edouard Glissant described hisvieNtartinican as “extremely sensitive.” Fanon

was, to use Glissant’s phrasan“écorché vjf literally a man who has been flayed alive, whose
every nerve and fiber has been expds&te characterization of Fanon, who was twenty sear
old at the time, as a man literally without skirp&nfully apt in more ways than one.
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A few years after this meeting, Reau noire, masques blané¢sanon was to describe the trauma
of the Black man’s lived experience of racism gw@cess of, quite literally, epidermalization:

“the body schema, attacked in several places, gs#ld, giving way to an epidermal racial
schema.? Fanon’s speaker looks to the Other for recognjtiorfgive me back the lightness of

being | thought | had lost, and taking me out of tworld put me back in the world.” Instead,

“the Other fixes me with his gaze, his gestures attitlde, the same way you fix a preparation
with a dye.®

As Fanon suggests, the Black man confronted wiehwthite gaze cannot escape from this
process of racial fixing, which is precisely a pss of epidermalization: as a result of this
process, the Black man literally becomes his slamerdetermined from the outsidé.Fanon
describes the aftermath of this trauma, in the rgoebdhic terms, as an enforced self-flaying that
leaves hirmun écorché vif

Disoriented, incapable of confronting the Othere thite man, who had no
scruples about imprisoning me, | transported mysalfthat particular day far,
very far, from myself, and gave myself up as arecbjWhat did this mean to
me? Peeling, stripping my skin, causing a hemoehhgt left congealed black
blood all over my body. Yet this reconsiderationnoyself, this thematization,
was not my idea. | wanted quite simply to be a m@ong mern.

Should we be surprised that the man stripped ofskils proves to be “extremely sensitive”?
Sensitive, of course, in the colloquial sense: “Hegy hello to my friend from Martinique (be
careful, he’s very touchy)”; but sensitive too hetfullest sense of the word, a man forced to
become painfully alert to all surrounding sensaiofl slip into corners, my long antenna
encountering the various axioms on the surfackinfs.”

Thus, when we reach the endR#au noire, masques blanwsencounter Fanon’s “final prayer,”
the self-exhortation that has become one of hisl&swvn lines — “O my body, always make me
a man who questions!” — it is worth remembering tinés is the cry of th&corché vifto the
body that has been peeled and stripped of ‘skis.David Macey puts it,Peau noireis many
things, and it can be read as a self-exploratioeven as a wild self-analysis; to the extent that i
is a socio-diagnostic or an analysis of the samiggins of psychological phenomena, Fanon is
his own case-material: thécorché vifencountered by Glissant and othétsAfter the self-
detonation caused by the traumatic look of the ©QtRanon presents us the book itself as a
response: “I explode. Here are the fragments mether by another mé.But we must never
forget that this “other me,” once having been exgo® the traumatic fixing process of racial
identification, has forever lost the opportunityredurn to “the lightness of being | thought | had
lost,” of being put back in the world through bebagen out of the world.
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After the annihilation of Fanon’s initial dream thie Other who had the power to restore him to
himself, the subsequent disillusionment is irreNxes the skin that has been stripped off will not
heal.

The same sense of idealism followed by disillusientrcan be heard in the letter sent home by
the nineteen-year-old Fanon fighting with the Freaomy in 1945, informing his parents: “It is

a year since | left Fort-de-France. Why? To defanabsolete idea. . . . I've lost confidence in
everything, even myself. l.was wrong!Nothing here, nothing justifies my sudden decigion
defend the interests of farmers who don't give annl&'® The voice that we encounter
throughout all of Fanon’s writings, even his mostemical treatises on behalf of the Algerian
Revolution, contains the traces of this disillusramnt, this sense of skinlessness, of utter
sensitivity. Fanon demands a similar sensitivignirus; his legacy demands that his reader also
becomeun écorché vif Encountering his work, and his example, leavesnasroom for
relaxation; it is, as they say, unsparing.

Simone de Beauvoir tells us of the meeting betweerself, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Fanon in
Rome in July 1961, shortly before Sartre wrotertoorious introduction thes damnés de la
terre and just five months before Fanon’s death. Farmmah $artre began their conversation at
lunch and continued until two in the morning, atiebhpoint Beauvoir cautiously hinted that
Sartre perhaps needed a bit of sleep. Fanon weagedt at the suggestion, and later declared, “I
don’t like people who spare themselves”; he proeddd keep Sartre talking until eight the next
morning™* Fanon will not allow us to spare ourselves, jusha refused to spare himself. His
voice demands attention and vigilance. Accordinglen in marking this anniversary, we must
be wary of giving way to hagiography. If we arettoly keep Fanon’s legacy alive, it means
treating him as a contemporary, testing and cririgjtnis work accordingly. He will not spare us,
and we must not spare him.

“Fanon, Our Contemporary”: The Work of Singularity

“Why is Frantz Fanon, who died in 1961, our conterapy? Why are new generations of
readers attracted to his writing, especidhack Skin, White Maskand The Wretched of the
Earth?"*? This question, asked by the British writer Debokalry in 2000, remains the relevant
one to ask as | write this in 2010; indeed, it basn the question asked about Fanon’s work
since the time of his death. Fanon’s great infleeiscalmost entirely posthumouBeau noire,
masques blanceeceived little attention when it was published1®52 and soon went out of
print, andLes damnés de la tereppeared only days before Fanon’s death in 1961.
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L’an V de la révolution algérienng=anon’s account of the state of the Algerian Reian
published in 1959, was the most influential booblmined during his lifetime, although largely
among a younger generation of French readers whe disillusioned with the war in Algeria
and looking for sources speaking from inside thedRdion. Indeed, it is in the words of one of
Fanon's early French readers, who deserted fronfFteach army and joined with opposition
forces in France, that we can find the vision oaribnism” that would be born in the years
following Fanon’s death: “My vision of the world wdanonist... that is, the reawakening of the
wretched of the earth. In so thinking | had a rotitasnd almost mystical vision which was that
the salvation of the world would perhaps come ftbenThird World.*® But it was only after the
publication of the American translation dhe Wretched of the Eartim 1965 that Fanon’s
influence as a voice of Third World revolution aaled anything like the status it has today;
indeed, the first edition dfes damnébad sold only 3,300 copies in France (the fact ithéike
L'an V de la révolution algériennavas seized by the French police may have had tharea
bit to do with this):*

The subsequent and growing influence of Fanon’skwgince his death has relied, as Levy
suggests, on generations of readers who have esjamh as “our contemporary.” What this has
meant, in practice, is that Fanon’s readers hagdymed an ongoing series of appropriations of
Fanon’s work. | do not mean “appropriation” to b&en in a negative sense, but in a much more
ambivalent way than that used by Cedric Robinsdmg 8ees the work of contemporary theorists
(especially those whose main engagement is Weghu noire, masques blancas an active
attempt to subvert and depoliticize Fanon’s legacyriting about the reception of Fanon’s
work for the introduction to a collection of criéicperspectives published in 1999, | asked the
following questions: “must we assume that everyrappation is amisappropriation? ...can
there today be anything other than various kinds appropriations of Fanon’s work,
appropriations which would need to be judged irdirailly to determine their accuracy, their
usefulness, and their political valencé§hese are obviously rhetorical questions, anduldo
by and large stand by the suggestion that we ateerbeff choosing among various
appropriations of Fanon’s work rather than fightowgr the “authenticity” of particular readings
or interpretations. Stuart Hall has made a sinmitant: “Rather than trying to recapture the ‘true’
Fanon, we must try to engage the after-life of Brdfanon.*’ This implies an active, unsparing,
and sensitive (in the Fanonian sense) engagem#nhisiwork, which is the best way to address
Fanon as “our contemporary.”

However, the remainder of this essay will attengpartgue a point that may at first appear to be
paradoxical: the most productive way to revisit rartoday, and to engage with him as a
contemporary, is not to simply wrest him from thestpinto the present, but precisely to deal
with his life and work in all its singularity. Sgpécally, | will engage with an aspect of Fanon’s
life and work that has generally been elided bynetlee most appreciative analysts: Fanon as,
among the many other things that he was and isaifican writer.
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However, this is not intended as a way to simpbklBanon into a particular place and time or to
keep him trapped in the historical past. Quite dpposite, in fact, since, as | will argue, a re-
evaluation of Fanon'’s life and work through thianfrework can provide us with a particular set
of lessons about solidarity, lessons that are atdor the contemporary political struggles that
face us today. But this understanding of Fanon soidiarity can in turn only be approached
through an engagement with his singularity.

Levy, | should note, would not totally agree witle mn this point. The passage | quoted above
comes from her review of David Macey’s biographyrahon, published in 2000. Levy criticizes
Macey for “position[ing] Fanon firmly in the pastind goes on to suggest that “the fact that
Fanon’s problems are still ours, and that his ngits relevant to anyone who has been described
in language that doesn't fit them, does not seetmetof much interest” to Macé§.“Fact” is a
key word for Levy; when she complains about Macégledding” account of Fanon’s birth and
childhood, she counters with what she calls “tweriesting facts”: “Malcolm X was born one
month after Fanon in 1925, and the poet Aimé Césaas at school with Fanon.” In actuality,
neither of these “facts” is quite accurate: Malcofmvas actually two months older than Fanon,
and Césaire was Fanon’s teacher, not his schoalhteexistence of factual errors in Levy’'s
article is not, however, the important point; maignificantly, these inaccuracies suggest a
larger weakness in her mode of argument, whiclhesseme mode found in the work of some
other contemporary admirers of Fanon as well. Feryl_the key point is Fanonisnmediate
applicability to the present moment, which is whetkes him “ours,” able to elucidate not just
the injustices of the past but those of the presemh as the institutional racism displayed by the
British authorities in investigating the murder af young Black man: “Fanon is our
contemporary because when he psychoanalyzed theéhgayrench colonizer looked at Arabs,
he is also describing the way the police lookeStaphen Lawrence'?

| completely endorse Levy's emphasis on engaginip Wanon as a contemporary who can
provide us with crucial insights into today’s pml#l struggles. However, in an important way —
a politically important way — “the way the French colonizer ledkat Arabs” is simplynot
identical to “the way the police looked at Stephen Lawréné&sen within the first half of
Levy's phrase — “the way the French colonizer lable Arabs” — we find ourselves in a
dangerous area of generality. Is the referenched@aze of a Frenghied noiror soldier upon a
native of occupied Algeria, or that of a Frenchigmbfficer upon a North African immigrant in
France? These two contexts, while related, arelhamterchangeable: the former is saturated
with the particular violence of the colonial corttex which the tiny numerical minority gfied
noir employed sheer violence to suppress the will ef rlatives of Algeria, while the latter
represents the experience of the member of a nyngroup identified as an “Arab” (rightly or
wrongly — Fanon himself wrote about being mistai@nan Arab by the French police) even if
s/he is actually a French citizen. Both analyticalhd politically, these differences matter.
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When we move to the second half of Levy's equatanmg to the case of Stephen Lawrence,
more complications arise. Lawrence’s murder is mabered, not so much for the facts of the
case themselves (tragic though they are), but Her dubsequent report of the government
inquiry, headed by Sir William MacPherson, whicmcloided that the London Metropolitan
Police force was “institutionally racist.” This tdf in turn, was only brought about thanks to the
untiring organizing efforts of anti-racism actigsin London, led by Lawrence’s family, who
refused to let the memory of the case, or the mgmbdiStephen Lawrence himself, die. The
danger today, as Paul Gilroy points out, is thavaluating the importance of this episode in the
history of what he calls “post-colonial London,’h& national and universal resonances of the
Lawrences’ campaign for justice can obscure therkpf neighborhood narrative in which their
long battle was enveloped.” By contrast, the maktipally useful analysis would begin from
this specific local context in order to move outdsatowards a “reflect[ion] on the way that
episode has changed our sense of our metropaigolonial histories and its post- and neo-
colonial topographies®® Honoring the specificity of Lawrence’s murder ath@ community
struggles against racism that preceded it and yweneoked by it, however, means resisting the
temptation to use the Lawrence case “as illustatiaterial.** But this is precisely what Levi's
formulation does. That is, rather than using Fasdméoretical framework to provide an analysis
of the new situations and struggles arising outhef case of Stephen Lawrence, she uses the
facts of the case as an illustration of the appllitg of Fanon’s theory, which is to say, as proof
that racism is still alive today in London, as asvn French-occupied Algeria.

Racism is certainly still alive today in London,dathroughout the globe, but nevertheless,
Levy's is too easy a formulation. Fanon’s work pd®s us an incredibly useful framework for
understanding the fundamentally dehumanizing dyosoi racism and colonialism. But it is up
to us to pick up and appropriate this frameworlorder to apply it to specific historical and
political instances, including contemporary pobtistruggles. To simply conflate two disparate
instances in order to conclude that Fanon’s wonktinoes to be relevant in our contemporary
context, in other words, is not just a matter oftigg “the facts” wrong; more important, it
prevents us from seeing the present as it actislland turns Fanon from an analyst into a
prognosticator. Fanon himself was often wrong alblo@itpresent that he lived through: as one of
his Algerian comrades put it a decade after histhded~anon is one of the greatest
revolutionaries that Africa has ever known, and gi@host none of his theories proved to be
accurate.® This is an exaggeration, but Fanon got “the faatsing in more than one instance,
especially in terms of specific instances of thdrigdan Revolution” to which he had dedicated
his life: he was badly mistaken in believing thatii®a under Sekou Touré would “crystallize
the revolutionary potential” of its neighboring ctes; he was even more disastrously mistaken
in backing an uprising in Angola that was crushgdtliie Portuguese army, resulting in the
deaths of twenty to thirty thousand people; heethito anticipate the forces arrayed against
Patrice Lumumba in the Congo before Lumumba’s agsaison in January 196%.
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For better or worse, however, the true test ofdiced theory is not its predictive power, but its
value for the analysis of specific situations. Sengomparisons are not enough; what is needed
is an active engagement with the theory, in ordetest its applicability to the present. This
requires a great deal of work on our part. Likedrarwe must be unsparing in carrying out this
work.

“A Particular Case”: Fanon as Martinican Writer

The first step in this process, when it comes tsieng Fanon’s work from our own time and
place, involves engaging with that work in allsggecificity and singularity, so let me turn to the
guestion of the Antillean context of Fanon’s lifedawork. It is fair to say that even among his
most scrupulous readers, Fanon is more often seky tas a generalized icon of postcolonial
studies than as (among other things) a Martinicatekv The critical readings that have most
closely addresseBeau noire, masques blanbsve generally been interested in overarching
theoretical issues, and have largely underplayegjrmred the fact that Fanon repeatedly and
insistently reminds his readers that he is speakihthe Antillean context, and, even more
particularly, the context of Martinique. While theok often speaks in general terms of the “the
black man” and “the white man,” Fanon begins hisoiduction with the words: “I'm not the
bearer of absolute truths,” and declares, at tlk adrthis introduction, “our observations and
conclusions are valid only for the French Antilté8This relentless specificity, which returns in
other parts of the book as well, is generally dolaygd or ignored by readers BEau noire,
masques blanc©n the other hand, much of the critical work thas in fact shown an interest in
the specific historical and political context ofrféa’s writings has focused almost exclusively on
Les damnés de la terrethat is, on the specific history of the Algeri@evolution and Fanon’s
part in this revolution — once again eliding Farsospecific identity as a Martinican writer
writing about (and participating in) what he calléde African Revolution. This is a point to
which | will return in much greater detail below.

One very powerful tool for this re-reading of Fartbrough a revisiting of his Antillean context
is provided by Macey's biography of Fanon. While ddg's book has been generally well
received, it has not, by and large, had a stroffigence upon critical and theoretical work
dealing with FanofR® It should. In addition to providing an invaluatiéstorical and cultural
context for an understanding of Fanon’s work, Maaksp provides a series of strikingly original
readings of Fanon’s oeuvre. This, | would argues &eerything to do with his focus on the
singularity of Fanon’'s life and work, which in turopens his texts to a variety of new
possibilities. Macey begins by noting the diffiquibf “placing” Fanon or his work: “Fanon
remains a surprisingly enigmatic and elusive figuvéhether he should be regarded as
‘MartiniQ%an,' ‘Algerian,” ‘French,” or simply ‘Blak’ is not a question that can be decided
easily.’
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Ways of dealing with this undecidability have beeavided via the numerous attempts to efface
the particularity of Fanon. Such attempts havenofleme from a strong sympathy with Fanon’s
work, and indeed, in most cases, actually reflspeats that are undoubtedly in the work itself.
Most have been strategic efforts — that is, appatipns, in the sense that | have been using the
term — and all have been in the interest of pddrgoositions.

One of the first of these effacings of Fanon’s ipatarity came only days after his death, in an
obituary tribute written by Maurice Maschino, a wguFrench student who refused to serve with
the French army in Algeria and chose to go intdeexi Tunis. Maschino, who cited Fanon as
one of the major influences on this decision, wrote

Fanon is essentially a militant; more so than aeyelse, he was what he did and
existed in terms of his commitment — and the restfino consequence. . . . what
is more, we betray him — this man who never saidvho existed only through
and for the revolution — if we make a front-pagkasp of elements of a biography
which seem to turn this Algerian resistance fightéo a particular case (not
everyone is a psychiatrist and not everyone was iookartinique)?’

Macey finds a slightly later parallel to Maschis@ontemporaneous characterization of Fanon
as something other than “a particular case” in egbsent attempts to turn Fanon into a
generalized figure of “Third World Revolution,” wdhi again involve Fanon “being given an
abstractly heroic status worthy of Maschino’'s amoaoys revolutionary?® He finds something
similar in the readings of Fanon by a number oft@aenial theorists, in particular Bhabha's
influential reading ofBlack Skin, White Maskas a book that “rarely historicizes the colonial
experience.” Bhabha adds: “There is no master tnagréghat provides a background of social
and historical facts against which emerge the jeroblof the individual or collective psych@.”
Macey has a certain amount of sympathy for theadimgs, but he makes a strong case, against
each of these claims upon Fanon, for particulagtguing against Maschino et al: “It is being
forgotten that [Fanon] was also ‘a particular caaéter all, Fanonwasa psychiatrist and hgas
born in Martinique.®°

This emphasis upon Fanon as a “particular casg@keifcally, a Martinican case — leads Macey
towards some interesting and productive re-readaigsanon’s work. In terms dPeau noire,
masques blangdMacey states: “Growing up in Martinique was ayvspecific, even peculiar,
‘colonial experience’ and . .Peau noiredoes provide an autobiographical background oaoc
and historical facts. Fanon himself prefad®sau noire, masques blants restricting the
validity of his observations and conclusions to Brench West Indies’* Macey locates more
specificities at the level of the text's languagel aechniques, specificities that are immediately
apparent to readers of Fanon’s original Frenchliakivhich tend to get lost in translation.
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Fanon notes, for example, that Martinican mothemuld call their children tibands (a
Creolization ofpetites bandggo remind them that they should act in a way thas$ superior to
the “little gangs” of children forced to work indlsugar-cane fields; he use®tiventefois the
Creole version of the Frenalouventto mean “often3 Such moments in the text are clearly
intentional on Fanon’s part, and would have beemediately recognizable to a French
audience. Macey takes particular note of Fanonésaighe phrasectabe-ma-fautg rendered
by Charles Lam Markmann, in his 1967 translatioBlaick Skin, White Masksas “it's all my

fault”>:

Its literal meaning is “a my-fault-crab,” but in gish the beast is known as a
fiddler crab. Martinique’s fauna includes an extdaoary variety of crabs, and
the crab-ma-fauteis a denizen of the mangrove swamps . . . Onésaflaws is
much larger than the other, and the creature appedne beating its chest and
saying amea culpa Only a Martinican, or possibly a Guadeloupeanubldaise
this expression. Fanon “lived, fought and died Alge” but he was also a
product of French culture and French colonialisra.\Whs also born a native son
of Martinique*

Part of the reason for the effacing of Fanon’s Bpady Martinican context, as Macey implies
here, has to do with the way he has been transiiatednglish. Indeed, Macey maintains: “The
eradication of the specifically French and Martamadimension of Fanon’s colonial experience
has been a gradual process, and it began with &h&m Markmann’s seriously flawed
translation ofPeau noirg; he also notes the strong influence of “ConstaRagington’s flawed
translation ofLes damnés de la tefreipon generations of Fanon’s Anglophone readerbe”
Americanization of Fanon” that has occurred assalteof such inaccurate translations, Macey
concludes, “thus erases a very specific dimensidrisatext.”®

There have been a number of results of this “Anamization,” including, as Carine
Mardorossian has recently noted, the inclusion afidA as one of the few non-Anglophone
voices in the milieu of postcolonial studies, altbb, as Macey adds, “alarmingly few of the
theorists involved realize — or admit — that themd him in very poor translation®"Again,
however, this is not merely a question of producimyye “accurate” readings of Fanon’s work.
The more important question is what gets lost inanalysis when Fanon’s Antillean context is
cut out of the picture. Bringing this Antillean dert to bear orLes damnés de la terréor
example, leads to some very interesting and produce-readings of this text. In considering
the chapter Sur la culture nationalé first presented asFondements réciproques de la culture
nationale et des luttes de libératiofiMutual Foundations for National Culture and kiation
Struggles”] at the Second Congress of Black Wrigerd Artists in Rome in 1959, Macey notes:
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“Although the Fanon who spoke in Rome can in asd&msregarded as speaking on behalf of the
GPRA, there is surprisingly little in his speechttis specific to Algeria® Fanon’s references
throughout the chapter to literary and artistic ements such ablégritude and surrealism
“meant little in the Algerian context”; on the othleand, “they had been significant factors in
Martinique.” Macey finds a number of other aspeaxfttes damnés de la tertbat bespeak the
Caribbean context. For one thing, the title of blo®k itself, which echoes the “Internationale,”
comes more directly from the poerSdles negrésby the Haitian writer Jacques Roumain; the
poem is a strong declaration dfégritude from one of the movement’s most influential
practitioners. Macey also notes that the first téiapfLes damnés'De la violencg’ includes a
long passage from Aimé Césaire’s tragé&dytes chiens se taisaiefand the Dogs Fell Silent],
and points out that this passage was not includethe first version of De la violencé
published inLes Temps modernas May 1961. This means that the passage fromif@égaas
“‘inserted as Fanon made his final revisions of tdyd, or in other words as he was dying,”
implying a strong Martinican cast to his mind aschenpleted the book. It also means that “the
final image of the revolt of the wretched of thetlkeas not that of an Algerian freedom fighter
carrying a gun, but of a doomed Martinigaarronwith a blood-stained machete in his hafit.”

There are two important points that | want to dramt from this re-visiting of the Antillean

context of Fanon’s commitment to the Algerian Retioh. Both points have to do with the
guestion of solidarity, and both are quite sali@nbur contemporary political conjuncture. The
first point has to do with nationalism, and withnba’'s championing of a form of “national

culture, which is not nationalism” ibes damnés de la terf@ Against those who would simply
attempt to recuperate Fanon as a supportevofikéshnationalismi'® or even as an unambivalent
supporter of oppositional Third World nationalismiglacey rightly insists upon Fanon’s
particular formulation of national consciousness:

For Fanon, the nation is a product of the will, anfbrm of consciousness which
is not to be defined in ethnic terms; in his vidgjng Algerian was a matter of
willing oneself to be Algerian rather than of beibgrn in a country called
Algeria. . . . Fanon’s “nation” is the dynamic diea of the action of the people,
and his nationalism is a nationalism of the pdiitiwill to be Algerian, not of

ethnicity. And it is this nationalism of the wilhat allows him to speak of “we
Algerians.™

What gets lost when Fanon’s Antillean context fae#d is the fact that this position on national
consciousness as the product of the will has eWenytto do with Fanon’s own identity and
experience. It is deeply affected by the experientegrowing up in Martinique, by his
experiences as a soldier and then as a medicargtudFrance, by his work as a psychiatrist in
Algeria, and by his work on behalf of the FLN innisia, Ghana, and elsewhere.
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Just asPeau noire, masques blancan be seen as a form of self-analysis, albeittbathas
wide applicability outside of the merely biograpdid.es damnés de la tergan be seen as “in a
very real sense a recapitulation of his own expeg€ As Macey puts it: “His early work and
indeed experience is characterized by a tensiondegt being the object of the white gaze and
proclaiming, like Aimé Césaire, that it is ‘gooddafine to be anegre; from 1959 onwards, that
tension was overcome by the will to be an Algeti#nln this sense, the formulation of “we
Algerians” is the final step in the process ofpgiing bare that was first initiated by the trauma
of racial identification, and the final subjectiwitormed when the fragments of that earlier self
were brought together by “another me”: “It had regd the gaze of a white child to teach Fanon
that he was aégre he needed no one to tell him that he was Algeriae was Algerian because
he willed himself to be Algeriari*®

But of course, this act of the will is not merely assertion of self-identity; it represents a
decision to join a particular collective strugghet simply as a sympathetic figure or an outside
supporter, but as an active member of the strugggdf. It means assuming not just the identity
of the struggle, but also the resultant risks. Tas a position that Fanon came to gradually. The
position of Fanon as a psychiatrist arriving in &g from France is best captured in an early
essay on “The ‘North African Syndrome™ publishedli952; “there are tears to be wiped away,
inhuman attitudes to be fought, condescending wayspeech to be ruled out, men to be
humanized.** Ironically, Fanon’s decision to apply for a pasitiin Algeria, taken together with
this sort of “humanitarian” attitude expressed ia @arly writings, “put him in the traditional
position of the black citizen from an ‘old colonwith a civilizing mission to perform amongst
the North African or black African subjects of @t colony.” This position gives way, after
Fanon began working in Algeria, to a sense of ttievé need to support the struggle of the
Algerian Revolution (it is reckoned that Fanontfireade contact with the FLN in late 1954, and
by early 1955 was providing medical care and segpliBut even when Fanon offers his letter of
resignation to the Resident Minister in Algierstite summer of 1956, which forced him into
exile with the FLN in Tunis (as he knew it wouldanon speaks “as an outraged French
citizen,” albeit one who is “about to ‘become’ Atgen.”*® By the time he writekes damnés de
la terre, Fanon had put himself completely at the servit¢he Algerian Revolution, which
allowed him to speak of “we Algerians.” We mightsbalescribe this process of gradually
increased commitment to the struggle as a prodessidarity.
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“We Algerians”: The Work of Solidarity

My second point about the need to attend to thgusamity of Fanon’s Antillean context bears
directly on this issue of solidarity. ForgettingtAntillean context in consideririges damnés de

la terre means losing sight of an important lesson abolidaity: Fanon, as a Martinican, was
not just an outsider fighting alongside his Algar@omrades against the French; he was doubly
displaced in the Algerian Revolution, neither Filemor Algerian but Antillean. An outsider in
Algeria from the moment he set foot there, he &smd himself at a distance from many of the
other outsiders in the revolution — that is, Euaomewho had switched sides — in that he was
perceived as being neither French nor Algerian bamg, in short, a Black man and French
colonial subject fighting in Algeria. Glissant engsizes this point by placing Fanon’s
commitment to Algeria in a specifically Caribbeamtext:

ambiguity, discontinuity, traces, and rememberinggeolization, with its
unpredictable results, are not signs of weakneswy Tcontribute to this
unprecedented conception of identity that | havenbaiscussing. . . . It is not a
coincidence that so many people in the West Indexlicated themselves to the
Other: for example, the Jamaican Marcus Garveyhen Wnited States, or the
Trinidadian Padmore in Ghana, or the Martinicandfam Algeria. Open and
strong identity is also a strong solidarfy.

It is noteworthy that the characteristics Glisspats forward here as aspects of what he calls
creolization — “ambiguity, discontinuity, tracesydaremembering” — are all characteristics that
critics have generally associated with Fanon’sieawork, Peau noire, masques blanagsther
than as part ofes damnéswhich has been viewed as a more straightforwahageprint” for the
revolution. Seeing these forces of creolizationvatk in Fanon’s commitment to the Algerian
Revolution thus allows us to refuse the too-singbleice between the “early” and “late” Fanon.
It also allows for an important re-casting of odea of solidarity as it can be read out of Fanon’s
life and work, which can in turn inspire new kinofspostcolonial solidarity in the present and
future. Taking account of how Fanon’s Antillean ntey plays a part in this different
understanding of solidarity, in other words, isea@ssary prerequisite for fully understanding the
legacy ofLes damnés de la terre

What needs to be noted here is how Fanon turned piticular positioning as an
outsider within the revolution into a strategic ahdoretical position. This is important,
because | do not want to be understood as suggektin Fanon’s position on solidarity
simply emerged spontaneously out of his commitn@rthe Algerian Revolution or out
of his Martinican identity.
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Instead, it became part of his lifelong struggledads the making of a new idea of the
human itself. One of the most perceptive readethisfaspect of Fanon’s work — that is,
his struggle towards a new form of postcolonial hamm — has been Paul Gilroy.
Gilroy’s work on Fanon is also significant becauseeturns us to the question of
solidarity, and specifically, solidarity now.

In his 2005 bookPostcolonial Melancholia Gilroy gives a good sense of the
paradoxically ambivalent nature of the Manichednasion of the colonies, as reflected
by Fanon inLes damnés‘the ruthless binary logic of colonial governmeatéced black
and white, settler and native in mutually antagimiselation. They were separated
spatially, but conceptually their common raciali@atensured that they were bound to
each other so tightly that each was unthinkabléaut the proximity and hostility of the
other.”® There is an obvious relation here to the momen¢dabove inPeau noire,
masques blan¢svhere the look of the Other, rather than givimggelf back to oneself,
fixes one in an epidermal scheme; what Fanon rtbhtesighout his work is that this is a
dual fixing that locks both sides into their radidéntities. InPeau noire Fanon notes
this mutual identity crisis in the book’s first fepages: “The white man is locked in his
whiteness. The black man in his blackne€dri Les damnéshis same process of mutual
fixing is found most clearly in Fanon’s formulatiof how the process of colonization is
actually responsible for creating the very ideesitof “colonized” and “colonizer”: “It is
the colonist whdabricatedandcontinues to fabricatéhe colonized subject. The colonist
derives his validity, i.e. his wealth, from the @oial system.* In such a context, Fanon
insists that “the spatial configuration of brutalanial government wasot a question of
politics. The political as Europe knew it simplyddnot exist there. Instead, the
emergence of race-coded duality marked the suspens$ipolitical relations and fostered
their replacement by a rather different set of wiratcould call parapolitical technologies
and procedures’® The two sectors of the colonial world, the natsector and the
European sector, “confront each other, but noha gervice of a higher unity,” Fanon
argued. “Governed by a pure Aristotelian logic, ythfellow the dictates of mutual
exclusion: There is no conciliation possible, ohthem is superfluous®®

In a sense, this is the lived, spacialized versibithe “double narcissism” that Fanon
diagnosed as the core problem of racial identificatin Peau noire*® Gilroy's
conclusion about Fanon’s political strategy for loep with colonial Manichaeism,
including his championing of a particular form aitiacolonial violence, comes from the
understanding that what Fanon is describing isanreoutside of what is ordinarily
understood as “the political”: “the emphasis thahén placed upon Manichaeism shows
how the relationship between black and white, esleéthd native, colonizer and colonized,
denies any possibility of a comforting dialecticagolution.®
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Fanon’s famous description of “the colonized’s sécemphasizes its absolute separation from
not just the colonial sector, but even from whatoxginarily understand to be the world of the
living, of the human. In Fanon’s account, the warldabited by the colonized is a disreputable
place inhabited by disreputable people. You aren lmrywhere, anyhow. You die anywhere,
from anything. It's a world with no space, peopke piled on top of the other, the shacks
squeezed tightly together. The colonized’'s seca famished sector, hungry for bread, meat,
shoes, coal, and light. The colonized’s sector seetor that crouches and cowers . . . It's a
section of niggers, a sector of towelheadse] ville de negres, une ville de bidots. . This
compartmentalized world, this world divided in tvi®jnhabited by different species.

There can be no crossing between these two sidespmpromises, no treaties, no dialectical
sublation, no dialogue, no mutual recognition, nexistence.

Macey notes, rightly, that the description of “t@onized’s sector” in this passage “applies to
Algeria rather than to Martinique or to African cares that were not settler colonies with a
large European population . . . This is not the tMaque of Fanon’s childhood; it is Algiers,
where the Casbah was an Arab town embedded in ep&am city.”® This is yet another
important point about singularity; it helps explaumy we cannot, when reading, for example,
Naomi Klein's vivid descriptions of the “Green Zdnend “Red Zone” in U.S.-occupied Iraq,
the former a walled sector containing “its own &ieal grid, its own phone and sewage systems,
its own oil supply and its own state-of-the-art pite,” the latter “a sea of violence and despair”
where “you can get yourself shot just by standowdlose to the wall,” simply sigh and remark:
“It's exactly as Fanon described’”It is, and it is not. Colonial violence took, atakes, a
different form in Algeria than it did, and does, Martinique or Senegal, or as it does today in
Irag, which is in turn different from the form iakes in Afghanistan. Attention to singularity
matters.

But this is also the moment when our own readirfgSamon — our appropriations, if you will —
can supplement this singularity. Returning to tlssage fronLes damnés de la terrd is
striking that Fanon begins his description & Ville du colonisg by giving it multiple names
and, accordingly, multiple contextstd ville du colonisé, ou du moins la ville indigere
village négre, la medina, la resefvgThe colonized’s sector, or at least the ‘natigriarters,
the shanty town, the Medina, the reservatiGi'The description, as Macey suggests, is in the
literal sense not applicable to Martinique; the timayglay policing of the line between these two
worlds in colonial Algeria needs to be differerg@dtfrom the more metaphysical policing
process of racial identification (although the eféeof the latter, including very concrete police
brutality, are themselves hardly metaphorical). Bt grounding of both in a traumatic moment
of dehumanizing separation, a separation that ixissstic and therefore untraversable,
undoubtedly exists, and the diagnosis Fanon prevafeeach is deeply interwoven with the
other.
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The response to both processes, each violent iowts way, must itself include a form of
violence that is both real and also metaphysigalthke face of the dehumanizing Other, “I
explode,” Fanon tells us iReau noire in the face of the absolute Manichaeism of thierual
world, there must also be an annihilation: “To adigsite the colonial world does not mean that
once the borders have been eliminated there will bght of way between the two sectors. To
destroy the colonial world means nothing less tii@molishing the colonist’s sector, burying it
deep within the earth or banishing it from the itery.”*® The violence here is undeniable.
However, | suggest that what Fanon wishes to setheatend of this process is not just a
destruction, but a birth of new subjects on botlesiof the formerly uncrossable borders, after
the double narcissism of racism and the Manichaeidnthe colonial world have been
obliterated. This is the vision of a Fanonian padtnial humanism: on both sides, for a start, a
new set oBcorchés vifs.

Gilroy, in his reading of Fanon, takes up precigdiig point: while on the one hand, “Fanon
argued that those great racialized ‘encampmentsé permeated with neurosis and a ‘dual
narcissism,” on the other hand, “this, perversehas also his route to a hesitant universalism
and, perhaps eventually, to the evasive new hummatiiat he wrote so fondly, so urgently, and
so inspirationally about®® What Gilroy finds, at the end of this processa idically new (and
difficult) humanist strategy: the anti-colonial 1@ace of the initial response to Manichaeism
yields eventually to a wider consciousness that basak with the alienated logic of
epidermalization and open up oppositional, andHerfirst time fully human consciousness to a
wider range of ethical and political sensibilitidhis outcome, which, as | have said, is not the
third term in a dialectical movement, is also sgrad with blood. It provides a reminder that the
association of blackness and whiteness is nogjs#te of ontological obstacles to the emergence
of disalienated human consciousness among the sggmteand victimized (which was Fanon’s
primary concern). He also recognizes that dominaacecarry its own wounds, even if they are
veiled in colonial privilege and postcolonial metanlia®*

Gilroy concludes by bringing the issue into ourificdl present: “If we follow Fanon’s example
and work toward creative possibilities that are &asily dismissed as utopian, our moral and
political compass might profitably be reset by aftanagination and invention that are adequate
to the depth of the postcolonial predicament heriteesd.

One striking aspect of Gilroy’s reading of Fanorhiat he sees him as an exemplary figure, not
just in the re-casting of a new form of humanismt &lso in fighting against a contemporary
tendency towards “scholastic reflection.” Gilroyaghoses in this scholarly orientation a turn
away from anti-racist and anti-colonial politicshieh has largely, he argues, been replaced by
“polite” academic analyses of race and (post)callsm. In place of this polite scholarly work,
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Gilroy puts forth a model of intellectual labor Wita strong orientation towards practical
solidarity. In part, this involves re-constructieéorts to reinvigorate the impulses of socialist
and feminist work that “understood political solitia to require translocal connections” and
“turned away from the patriotism of national stabesause they had found larger loyalti&slri
initiating this work, Gilroy expresses his partiul variation on solidarity through the
introduction of the term “translocal,” which impéig¢he possibility of attachments to locations
and communities either larger than, or smaller thiaa space provided by the nation-state.

What happens when we introduce Fanon’s work intatesoporary efforts to revive practical
political solidarity, efforts that place us squaralithin ongoing debates regarding nationalism
and humanism? As | have noted above, Fanon has lbffen called upon to bolster arguments
for various forms of anti-imperialist, third-worldationalism. This is the Fanon for whom the
development of “national culture” and “national sousness” is a necessary step in the fight
against the Manichean violence of colonialism. Aithh he does not directly cite Fanon, a
similar a claim also lies behind the accusatiorDoh Robotham who, in arguing that Gilroy
“offers to replace nationalism with ‘planetary humsam,” accuses him of simply “seek[ing] a
unilateral political disarmament by the black conmityi”® Fanon’s own support for national
liberation movements, in his writing as in his Jife of course undeniable, and it represents a
crucial current that runs throughoues damnés de la terrélowever, as | have argued above
regarding Fanon’s conception of the nation as dymbof the will, there is always a complexity
at work in these engagements. Indeed, as with rlgisn@ents regarding colonial Manichaeism
and anti-colonial responses to it, Fanon’s fulluengnt regarding nationalism leads to his final
position on humanism, one which can be seen amatkly anti-nationalist without simply
falling into a more traditional internationalisthTo develop a new vision of internationalist
solidarity that is not beholden to the models @& gast, one inspired by Fanon’s struggle with
and remaking of humanism, seems to me to be otigeaiost crucial intellectual and political
tasks of our time.

Any such contemporary strategic thinking about dlacal solidarity necessitates a full
reckoning with Fanon’s own ambivalent and compléace in the Algerian Revolution. This
returns us to Glissant’s characterization of Famsnone of those Caribbean figures who
“dedicated themselves to the Other.” “Dedicatings®if to the Other” provides a good working
definition of solidarity. It is particularly strikig that the Fanon who was left literally skinned
alive as a result of the first traumatic contadhvthe Other could still manage such an openness
to the Other. But perhaps not; perhaps, as | haeady suggested, it is onlyn écorché vjfthe
one stripped of skin, who can manage such dedicédiohe Other, which requires a form of true
sensitivity. One important aspect of this sengiiwmvolves the refusal to too easily generalize,
to avoid the temptation to describe different podit contexts as “the same,” to resist
declarations such as Levy's statement: “Fanon is ocontemporary because when he
psychoanalyzed the way the French colonizer lo@itesrabs, he is also describing the way the
police looked at Stephen Lawrence.”
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There is a great temptation to imagine that theeiht political struggles to which many of us
are committed (or at the very least, those strigytilat we endorse in theory) are of necessity
related, that struggles against racism, sexisramsphobia, homophobia, colonialism are all in
the end part of some larger entity, “the good figRecent political experiences teach us that
they are not. True solidarity, a true linking ofugfgles, a true dedication to the Other, demands
of us an attention to the singularity of each imdinal situation, of each individual struggle. It
necessitates a politics of particularity, and apidance of too-easy generalizations.

Fanon himself was not always able to resist theptation to over-generalize, but his life and
work still provides us with a powerful model of slarity forged through an attention to
singularity. One more point about the specificityranon’s Antillean context is in order here. It
has been argued by critics such as Albert Memmi &nahcoise Vergés that Fanon’s
commitment to the Algerian Revolution stemmed imgnanportant ways from his inability to
find the form of revolutionary politics that he waseking in his native Martinique. Fanon’s
identification with Algeria, his desire to say “wadgerians,” thus became, at least in part, a
psychological substitute for “an impossible iden#fion with the Martinican nation,” in
Memmi’'s words®® As Macey and others have argued, however, Farmmmsnitment to Algeria
did not necessitate a turn away from political gles in Martinique; on the contrary, as
Glissant insists, Martinique was very much on Famamind during the last months of his Iffe.

In fact, “Blood Flows in the Antilles Under FrenElomination,” one of Fanon’s last journalistic
pieces published i&l Moudjahid the FLN'’s official publication, dealt with a sesi of riots that
broke out in Martinique in December 1959. Fanomesént hope was that such an uprising
might be a sign that, at last, “the old colonies, @are taking the road to ‘rebelliorf®

While “Blood Flows in the Antilles Under French Damation” generally follows the mold of
Fanon’s other (originally unsigned) pieces far Moudjahid a mode that partakes more of
propaganda than of true analysis, there is song#tiangely moving about this piece. It stems
from the shifts that can be noticed in Fanon’s omentification. “Every West Indian...
wherever he may find himself today, will feel viotly shaken,” Fanon declares at the beginning
of the article®® Despite the distance imposed by his use of thel-fierson address, Fanon
clearly includes himself among those Martinicansoviind themselves somewhere else than
Martinique but still linked enough to its struggles“feel violently shaken.” By the end of the
piece, Fanon has shifted back to the more commuoralplound throughout his late writings,
linking himself to Algeria and to the Algerian sggle: “We know now that there are links
between the Algerian war and the recent events tlaae caused blood to be shed in
Martinique.”® Fanon’s fervent desire was that these links came éxistence, and one of the
places where they did, and do, concretely exigt isis own person, in the voice locating itself
here between Martinique and Algeria, and identdyitself with both at once. We might say that
the “other me” who re-assembled the exploded fragsna Peau noire, masques blangs/es
way, in Fanon’s later writings, to “another we,"iging simultaneously among and between “we
Algerians” and “all West Indians.”
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To put it simply: solidarity, for Fanon (and for)usay require an attention to singularity, but it
does not require an either/or choice — in the cdigeanon, a choice of identification with either

Martinique or Algeria. Glissant, in words written faw months after Fanon’'s death, both
acknowledges Fanon’s commitment to Algeria (wheaadh’s body was buried, after being

smuggled over the border from Tunisia) and at #reestime returns him, in the full sense of the
word, to Martinique, precisely through an acknowleshent of his dedication to the Other: “He

died in the service of Algeria. He died Algeriaatally Algerian. And the West Indian people

will cherish the memory of that Algerian becauseytltan see in him the most exalted and
sublime image of their own vocatiofi-"Their vocation, and, if we are willing to make #féort

of the will today, our vocation as well. If we axéling to make our own unsparing dedication to

the other — that is, to solidarity — Fanon can besdoday as well.

| will cite one last obituary tribute to Fanon, gshone from Francis Jeanson, who had been
Fanon’s editor at Seuil whelReau noire, masques blanesgas published and who wrote the
book’s original preface: “This Martinican, who wasrned by his transition through French
culture into an Algerian revolutionary, will remalfior us a very living example of universalism
in action and the most noble approach to the hutinanhas ever been made until now in this
inhuman world.*? Jeanson is an apt figure to praise Fanon’s maddehiversal solidarity, and
he, like Fanon, provides a fitting tribute to tlkea of solidarity as a dedication to the Other. As
the leader of a network of French supporters ofRbN in Paris, Jeanson was hunted by the
police and faced death threats before finally escpio Switzerland; he was tried absentiaby

a military court for “offenses against state segtiand sentenced to ten years in prison. When
he first met Fanon, Jeanson, like Glissant, foumt ko be un écorché vjf “extremely
sensitive.”® While neither Jeanson nor Glissant explicitly li&non’s sensitivity to his life of
solidarity, it is a connection that we, today, cainmiss. Fifty years after his death, Fanon
challenges us, unsparingly, to strip away our okin m order to better “touch the other, feel the
other, discover each othe¥”He calls us to a new form of solidaritgs écorchés vifsf the
world unite.
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