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Abstract 

In Fanon, John Edgar Wideman exploits collage narratives to break down the traditional 
linear narrative and thus expands the aesthetic value of Afro-American literature. The 
variation of perspectives reveals John’s craft of narratives and his concerns about human 
beings. The foregrounding language in the novel demonstrates his mastery of language 
and scrupulous observation of Afro-American life and culture. The reestablishment of 
the narrative mode illuminates the essence of collage technique, namely, to build up new 
rules against those repressed. All these skills employed in the novel unveil the author’s 
dedication and contribution to African American Literature. 
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1. Introduction 

Contemporary African American writer, essayist, commentor, John Edgar Wideman is 
remarkably provocative and experimental in his composition. His works embrace both 
European and African American traditions. Some critics have chosen to focus on John’s 
experimental modernist style, comparing him to William Faulkner [489]. Other critics focus 
more on the strengths of his plot, setting, and characters. Besides Homewood Trilogy which 
secures him a reputation, his newly published novel, Fanon, attracts attention from the critics 
for its disrupting, non-linear narrative which wheels through the genre that is clearly defined 
and easily recognized. Xue Xuanzi argues that in this novel, John adopts a postmodernist 
narrative to disclose distance and relation between text and fact, art and reality, and expand 
the narrative space of African American novel [96]. Alongside the post-modernist writing 
techniques which he employs in this novel, he applies collage techniques, inspired by the 
African American artist Romare Bearden. Bearden is the African American Harlem Renaissance 
painter, adept at visual photomontage and collage aesthetics. In an interview on Fanon, John 
admits that Bearden’s collage aesthetic serves as his mode for his own narrative collage 
techniques. And he continues that collage “…is a very suggestive art form, because it means you 
take bits and pieces from every damn thing and start throwing them together, and if you do it 
in the right way, maybe something new is created”. Collage in literature is the trope, namely 
connecting disparate materials and often renders them in paradox, in the distortions of scales, 
proportions, and point of views, and in the new relations that come into being when each 
fragment is made to hook with all others. In this novel, following the collage paradigm, the 
writer breaks the routine and in doing so, conveys his concept of composition and his concerns 
about social problems. Therefore, the paper intends to analyze in three aspects, the variation of 
narrative perspectives, the foregrounding language and a fresh sequence of the novel and to 
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explore the way in which the author illuminates his concern about the problems that perplex 
African Americans and the human beings. 

2. Intrusion of the Perspectives 

The narrative of novel can be applied and varied to the greatest extend, compared with that of 
drama, ballet, film and so on. Critics of narratology find in novels, the narrator intrudes his or 
her perspective, usually from the third-person internal point of view to the omniscient point of 
view [ 251], from the third-person external point of view to the omniscient point of view [263], 
and sometimes even from omniscient point of view to the third-person internal point of 
view[264]. While in Fanon, intrusion of perspective is not confined to the types listed above. 
The first, third, omniscient perspective and even the writer his own voice flow at ease. The 
paper is not going to calculate how many sentences the perspectives vary, nor to conclude the 
types of variation. It focuses on the functions of these perspective variation. Just as discussed 
above, the writing skills aim for transmitting the author’s writing concept, his concerning about 
the well-beings of the humankind. 

In this novel, the author often communicates with Thomas, the character he composes. It is 
difficult to distinguish them. Who is the narrator on the earth? I (the author) or Thomas? Yet 
what attracts more is the content. Sometimes it is ironic. For example, the author talks about 
destructions and the victims in some relaxed way. “After the earthquake and tsunami in the 
Southeast Asia, the number of dead uncountable. We understand this simple fact, but count 
anyway…”[67]. First, the natural disaster is a fact, but not simple at all. The author’s tone seems 
that it does not matter him at all. Second, it is obviously narrated by the author. But in the 
attendant paragraph, the perspective changes from the author to Thomas. “It’s almost funny, 
Thomas thinks. Counting up the countless number of chickens humankind has consumed…we 
know those motherfucking chickens are coming home to roost” [67-68]. Via the change of 
perspectives, the question why the author seems so unsympathetic is answered ironically by 
Thomas. As is known, earthquake, tsunami, the human beings, chickens and flu are something 
closely connected. The communication between the author and Thomas at first glance, seems 
weird, against the rules of narratives. But it reminds that the change of perspective can take 
place at any time at any place, while the human beings are sometimes vulnerable to the disaster, 
especially when it bursts out suddenly. Composition is something that can be controlled while 
the nature cannot be maneuvered.  

Since Gustave Flauber and Henry James propose the retreat of the author, modern novel theory 
objects to the direct comments of the author in the novel. However, in Fanon, the trace of the 
author is so obvious that seems to disturb aesthetic standard. Nevertheless, John writing in this 
way demonstrates his concept of composition which he points out very clearly at the beginning 
of the novel, “The imaginary life cannot be isolated from real life…The imaginary consciousness 
is obviously unreal, but it feeds on the concrete world” [1]. Novel belongs to the imaginary life 
and it is established by the author. Thus, the author should be and is indeed in the novel and his 
voiced is heard. To emphasize the importance of the reality, the author, should do and actually 
does communicate with the character he figures. Therefore, it is acceptable that the author’s 
intrusion, or the variation of perspectives in the novel. For example, at the end of part two, in 
the letter to Fanon, the author indicates that “As you’ve probably figured out for yourself, I’m 
reluctant to say whether my evolving project is fiction or nonfiction, novel or memoir, science 
fiction or romance, hello or goodbye” [136]. Here is explicit that the author is writing the novel. 
And he does not forget the principle that reality nurtures the imaginary world, so at the end of 
the letter, he writes “I’m expecting a package” which reminds the readers of the plot at the very 
beginning that it is Thomas who receives the package. Writing in this way is in conformity with 
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his idea about collage composition. In the second place, it increases the interest in the reading 
process.  

The change of perspective gives rise to the uncertainty of the characters, as well as the content 
they convey. For instance, in “PITTSBURGH---A HOSPITAL”, Fanon and the author’s mother 
have a dialogue. Sometimes it is written from the omniscient perspective, while sometimes 
from the third perspective. Besides, what puzzles is the authenticity of the dialogue. There is no 
explicit cues that the author’s mother has known Fanon. Second, even if they know each other 
and communicate, how the author knows what they talk about. Therefore, the dialogue is 
deliberately invented. While the content itself is convincing, revealing the social problems 
confronted nowadays, “…always some person or persons at the controls monitoring what you 
read, hear, see…submarine, nuclear, the woman in the wheelchair tells him, a submarine 
belonging to the USA, operating in Pacific waters…Peace and war” [74]. The imaginary 
interweaves with the real that elevates the charm of John’s writing artistry.  

Via the shift of the perspectives, the author displays his participation into the novel writing and 
realizes his communication with the characters. On the one hand, this collage composition 
barricades the reading process. On the other, it is the charm of the special craft which highlights 
African American artistry.  

3. The Foregrounding Language 

In “Standard Language and Poetic Language”, Jan Mukarovsky, the representative of the Prague 
School, puts forward that the characteristic of literature language is foregrounding, a deliberate 
distortions and twist of standard language out of the aesthetic purpose. Compared with the 
standard language, the foregrounding language is more original and refreshing. It increases the 
reader’s interest and appreciation of literature reading [17-30]. Geoffrey Leech and Mick Short 
take a further step to divide the foregrounding language into two categories, the quantity 
foregrounding language and the quality foregrounding language, respectively. The former 
refers to some of the language elements occur beyond the normal frequency and the latter 
means the distortions of language rules by deviation [48]. Essentially, the foregrounding 
pattern serves as revelation of the thesis meaning and aesthetic effect. In Fanon, the author 
skillfully uses considerable foregrounding language which play a significant role in elevating 
the connotation and aesthetic values.  

As is discussed above, quantity foregrounding language is one of the skills that is broadly 
employed in the composition. Hemingway is known for his short, clear and simple sentences, 
which distinguish his writing style. In Fanon, the author uses quantity language as well to 
illustrate his narrative characteristics. First, he uses the abbreviated sentences, brief yet 
expressive. In revealing the secret of the package incident, he writes “Reviewers had praised 
‘Damballah’ and the collection it named… A simple story. Old story. Father/son/ghost story…” 
In the phrase-like expression, the riddle haunting Thomas as well as the readers is finally 
unveiled. The same plot of Damballah, a boy buried his slave companion’s head into the water, 
is transformed in Fanon. Meanwhile, the intertextuality coming into realization by this writing 
skill adds the interest of reading. Second, colloquial language is substantially used. For example, 
“you know”, “ain’t”, “bro” and so on. This colloquial language is communicated in black people’s 
daily life. Writing in this way at the first glance seems to betray John’s outstanding academic 
achievement. Yet, it is the author’s sophisticated indication of his commitment to his 
community and his people.    

Quality foregrounding language breaks grammar and rules, unacceptable in standard language. 
In Fanon, the author applies such deviation to disclose the truth. One of the characteristics of 
deviation is the author’s use of long sentences, sentences that sometimes occupy more than two 
pages, without full point or other conjunction. For example, in the second part, when the author 
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walked down Homewood Avenue, a figure of speech, “blood from a turnip” triggers the author’s 
memory of his grandmother. There is only one sentence that describes his stream of thought, 
but it takes up almost three pages. From the fragmented narrative, the key information can still 
be discovered, “…I need to understand at the time about what my grandmother meant about 
hopeless endeavors, about needing something badly you’re not going to get no matter how hard 
you squeeze… past the point of seeing themselves anything much like a human person, more 
like an article of clothing rolled, twisted, squeezed as dry as hands could squeeze…” [102]. The 
fragmented narrative bears resemblance to montage, juxtaposing the significant with the 
significant thus foregrounding the significant. The quality foregrounding language sizably used 
in Fanon is impressive and it demonstrates the author’s writing craft, via which, he condemns 
the rude memories of slavery and present situation of black people, which seems no better than 
before.   

All in all, the use of foregrounding language in Fanon portrays the author’s exquisite craft of 
composition and the distinctive style. Through the literary language, the author expresses his 
deep concern about his people.  

4. Reestablishement of the Narrative Mode 

Collage narratives permeating in Fanon makes coherence lie in paradox, in the distortion of 
perspectives and literary language, on the other hand, in the new relations that come into being 
when each fragment is made to link with all others, namely, the rebirth of something new after 
breaking down something fixed. Therefore, the author elaborates a different system, which is 
possessed of its own rule, to offer and deliver its thematic meanings. The segments and details 
usually ignored in linear narrative novels convey the important information on the seemingly 
absent plot and connect and construct a completed structure of the novel. Language in 
accordance with grammar is specially marked. The new order of the novel is one of the 
purposes of collage craft the author used, which propagates its isolation from traditional modes 
and its determinacy of restoration to Black tradition. 

Behind the pieces and fragments, Thomas’s story has its trace. In the first part, each piece has a 
subtitle. Reading them together restores a sketch.  “A Letter to Frantz Fanon”[3], “The Bell 
Rings”[9], “Thomas Opens the Box”[14], “Thomas Teaches Writing in My Old School”[23], 
“Thomas Leaves”[27], “The Head Devours Thomas”[34]. The subtitles provide the important 
characters and the head package incidents. And the latter subtitles continue “Africa”[36], 
“Pittsburgh-A Prison”[48], “New York”[]65, “Counting”[67], “Pittsburgh- A Hospital”[71], “New 
York-Paris-Pittsburgh”[79]. These subtitles are the sites where the story happens. The author 
exerts the magic of collage to link these minors traditionally received to deliver the information 
that the readers are eager to know. In this way, the author acclaims his repudiation of the fixed 
reading and writing mode. Besides, the author makes up postscripts at the end of the novel to 
complete the structure. In the postscripts, he mentions the contemporary problems, mixed with 
foregrounding language, “Muslim vs. Jews, Jews vs. Christians, Christians vs. Muslims…” to 
express his concerning and reminds again that it is he who writes the novel and establishes a 
new way to compose. 

Stranded by nonlinear and foregrounding narratives, the readers find that italic words and 
sentences are those conform to the grammar standard. For example, “They hired nutrition 
experts they say to figure how much a grown man needs to eat to stay alive. Of course the 
company’s paying them so-called experts…” [61]. This statement narrated by the author’s 
brother Rob is very ironic. First, Rob as described is a prisoner, uneducated. It is incredible that 
he can speak in this manner to express his unsatisfaction. Second, the content itself is ironic. 
Rules, standards often against the black people are made by the whites. But in Fanon, whose 
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writer is an African American, they are all interrupted. Thus they are marked differently yet 
play an unexpected role on revealing hypocrisy of the white democracy.  

In conclusion, by collage craft John builds up a new principle in Fanon. This sophisticated 
reconstruction demonstrates his excellent writing skills cultivated by his dominant high 
education and now become the weapon fighting for his people against literal and literary 
discrimination. 

5. Summary 

In Fanon, the author employs collage as the narrative technique and tacit to illuminate the theis 
of the novel. The shift of perspectives and foregrounding language works together to break 
down traditional narrative and simultaneously construct a new rule for its own. The narrative 
skills are virtually disclosed by the metaphor of the author’s childhood magic slate at the 
beginning, a slate in which moving the plastic sheet is supposed to erase what has been written, 
is never completely erased but operates as a multi-layered palimpsest[48]. It is only with such 
great literary capability that the narratives and its functions can be realized.  
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