A review of The Wretched of The Earth by Frantz Fanon.
[1990, London: Penguin Books. pp. 255]
In this, his final work, Fanon is clearly a man with a lot to say. The unrelenting intensity and ferocity of his treatise on colonialism clearly demonstrate his revolutionary zeal.  Yet The Wretched of the Earth is much more than just a bitter polemic against colonialists, and is also greater than a parochial manifesto for change.  Fanon’s greatest achievement in this text is rather a sustained, perceptive and searching effort to understand colonialism, its social-psychological consequences and an anatomy of its decline.  It is Fanon’s skill in making sense of colonial and postcolonial eras that mark The Wretched… out as an essential text – both for his contemporaries and today.  Understandably, the theme of colonialism has spawned a larger literature than perhaps any other subject in African political history and Fanon’s work is an early, innovative and invaluable contribution to this field.  It is as an analysis of colonialism that we can best evaluate this book.
For many political writers content to articulate themselves with mechanical precision and clarity, style is a secondary concern.  Fanon’s work emphatically defies this tradition.  Even in translation, his prose sears with passion as he lucidly develops explanatory metaphors with rare skill.  Certainly, it is this aspect of The Wretched… that immediately strikes the reader.  Evoking the style of The Communist Manifesto, a text with which Fanon had doubtless studied closely, he persuasively draws the reader into the logic of his arguments.  Even the most hardened sceptics could be forgiven being seduced by his irresistible rhetorical clarity.  Moreover, his style is no mere window-dressing.  Instead, it is an ingenious expository strategy employed to overcome a fundamental problem in relating to his audience.  As a well-educated African, Fanon was in a tiny minority.  To share directly the insights of his education would not be possible to vast majority of his African contemporaries – themes of repressed sexuality, for example, could hardly be explained simply by mentioning the appropriate passage of Freud to a reader who did not share his rich education.  Writing a conventional academic tome would produce an unacceptably elitist text which would contradict his desire for an independence struggle shared by all of the nation (quote here?).  Instead he develops a technique of using straight-forward, vivid metaphors to render his ideas intelligible to those without his theoretical grounding. 
  It is difficult to assess how The Wretched…was received by the revolutionaries of Algeria in the years immediately following his death, but his highly skilled adaptation of style to match purpose and audience enliven his text immeasurably.  This skill mastery of form has contributed in no small way to The Wretched…’s enduring influence and canonical status.
In terms of content, Fanon makes several distinctive and innovative contributions to our understanding of colonialism.  Perhaps the most inventive is his application of clinical and social psychiatry to the study of ‘the two species of man’ the colonialism creates.  As well as his direct observations of the psychological consequences of colonialism, especially in the fifth chapter ‘Colonial War and Mental Disorders’, he presents a general overview of what he sees as the psycho-social underpinnings of colonialism.  Adapting Freudian models, he explores the perverse logics of the system, and how they both influence and are driven by the unconscious.  In giving an account of individual sanity in a social context of distorted insanity, The Wretched… is perhaps a more sober, intense sibling of Joseph Heller’s famous fictional description of madness in World War Two, Catch 22.  His discussion of colonialism as an infectious, invasive assault on the human body, particularly in the first chapter, anticipates Foucauldian attention to ‘bio-power’ and the body itself as an article of subjugation.
His attempts to twist a Gramscian-Marxist framework to fit the independence struggle are a second key strand to Fanon’s work.  In constantly reminding the reader of the struggle’s need to firmly grounded in peasant support, he is evoking both Marx the importance Karl Marx attaches to class consciousness, and Antonio Gramsci’s discussions of how sovereignty needs to be constantly authenticated by the masses.  More directly however, the emphasis he places on the peasantry bears comparison that other great ‘father figure’ of anti-imperialist stuggle, Che Guervara.  In his writings on his guerrilla warfare activities in the Eastern Congo, Guervara sternly rebukes fellow freedom fighters for ignoring the rural masses.
  Especially when assessing the priorities of the new, post-independence state, Fanon treads a similar path.  His observation of that colonialism – and the nationalism that followed – were often essentially restricted to narrow, predominantly urban channels is a theme taken up by many scholars since.
  He discusses the nationalist struggle in general terms, and in doing so excuses himself for providing specific empirical detail, aside from the occasional brief case study.  This technique is slightly frustrating in that it prevents a close evaluation of some of his descriptions, but it is perhaps more the point that The Wretched…provides a rich source of ideas.  Fanon is not writing a political history of colonialism, rather a guide to understanding it.
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