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on the incarnation of ideas:  
Bakhtin, fanon and Sartre
Helge Vidar Holm
Un i v e r s i t y  o f  Be rg e n

 I n  a  st i mul at i n g  essay published last year on Mikhaïl M. Bakhtin 
(1895–1975), Graham Pechey explores the Russian thinker’s creative use 
of literary theory and criticism as a way of “doing philosophy by other 

means”.1 Pechey vividly contests practically any limited professional or ideo-
logical identity attached to Bakhtin’s name: If Bakhtin is a philosopher, he is 
a philosopher of the boundary, which is to say that he goes beyond any tra-
ditional classification. If he is a linguist, he represents what Bakhtin himself 
calls translinguistics, and if he is a phenomenologist or a proto-existentialist,2 
the basic  principles of Bakhtinian dialogism make him a strange bird in 
that family of monologically oriented intellectuals. “Rather than affirming 
an identity we should turn our attention to his specificity as a thinker”, says 
Graham Pechey. We can do this when discussing Bakhtin “by saying that 
language for him takes place not in the neutral space of ‘communication’ but 
in a charged and irreducibly sociopolitical space of its own endless making 
and remaking.”3

 Here Pechey is referring to the Bakhtinian theory of utterance, which 
implies that any utterance is related to past use of language as well as to 
future use. By being directed at someone and including the possibility of 
a future reaction, the utterance represents a unique event that can never be 
repeated as such, because the situation in which the utterance takes place 
will always be a new one, as time constantly moves on. Language is never 
neutral; it always implies a historical situation with ideological features, and 
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it invariably refers to a certain use of language, a speech genre in Bakhtinian 
terms, which makes it possible to examine the utterance with reference to 
esthetically based means of analysis. According to Bakhtin, language is al-
ways embodied or incarnated: as it represents a unique event, an utterance 

“belongs” necessarily to someone: it comes from somebody and is directed 
towards somebody, even if the latter is not present in the actual situation 
where the utterance takes place.
 As we shall see, this understanding of language is very close to that of 
Frantz Fanon, both with regard to his own style of writing and his way of 
commenting on that of others. More precisely, we shall examine Fanon’s re-
action to an essay written by Jean-Paul Sartre as a preface to an anthology of 
black poetry edited in 1948 by the poet Léopold Sédar Senghor, who in 1960 
became the first president of the independent republic of Senegal.4 Sartre’s 
preface is called “Black Orpheus”, and has become an important reference 
within postcolonial literary theory, as has the book in which Fanon discusses 
this preface, Black Skin, White Masks.5

 This first book published by Fanon was originally planned as a doc-
toral thesis in psychiatry, entitled “The Image of The Black in European 
psyche”. However, Fanon never got sufficient support from his university 
professors to be able to carry out that idea, and he therefore rewrote the 
manuscript and published it in 1952 as an essay. It is based on his own ex-
periences as a colored, voluntary soldier in the Free French Forces under 
general de Gaulle during World War II, and in the following years as a 
student of medicine in France.
 Frantz Fanon was born in 1925 on the Caribbean island of Martinique, 
at the time a French colony. He probably made the decision to join the Free 
French Army after having experienced the racial discrimination carried out 
on the island in his adolescence by representatives of the “Quisling” Pétain 
government that ruled France in collaboration with the Nazi invaders 
during the war years. Nevertheless, Fanon’s soldier years in the Liberation 
Army did nothing but confirm his growing comprehension of how deeply 
most people of the colonizing nations were affected by racial indoctrina-
tion against the colonized people, a comprehension he developed during 
his student years and on which Black Skin, White Masks is based. These 
insights stem both from a subjective, personal experience as a victim of 
constant racial prejudices from Frenchmen of all social classes, as well as 
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from his studies of the psychological mechanisms that create and govern 
such prejudice, during his professional career as a medical doctor and a 
qualified specialist in psychiatry. 
 From 1953 onwards, Fanon was a chief psychiatrist at a hospital in the 
town of Blida in Algeria, where he also became a major ideologist for the 
Algerian independence struggle against France, a struggle that resulted in a 
long and bitter war from 1954 to 1962. Fanon was never to see the end of this 
war. He died from leukemia in 1961, after having been expelled from Algeria 
by the French authorities in 1956. He continued his work both as a doctor 
and a political author and journalist in Tunisia. He was an editorial writer for 
the FLN magazine El Moudjahid, and, finally, wrote his most famous book, 
The Wretched of the Earth,6 the product of an intense fight against time and 
tolling death bells, which he knew were tolling loudly. He had to give in 6 
December 1961, at the age of 36.
 Though disagreeing with Sartre on some specific points, as we shall see, 
Frantz Fanon considered himself to a certain degree a “Sartrian”, an existen-
tialist, as did many of his fellow students and young intellectuals in the af-
termath of the Second World War. Following in his own way the example of 
Simone de Beauvoir, who published The Second Sex in 1949, with the famous 
introductory phrase to the second part: “You are not born a woman, you 
become one”, 7 Frantz Fanon didn’t hesitate to introduce Black Skin, White 
Masks, three years later, by a statement no less provocative: “At the risk of 
arousing the resentment of my colored brothers, I will say that the black 
person is not a man”.8 
 Whereas Beauvoir wanted to stimulate women to make up their own 
mind about whether they would “play the game”, e.g. fulfill the social role so-
ciety expected them to play, Fanon wished to make his colored brothers (and 
sisters) re-develop, on their own terms, a self-consciousness from which they 
had been alienated on account of colonialism and racial prejudice. “Alienated 
consciousness” (conscience aliénée) is a key concept in Fanon’s first book, and 
to exemplify his ideas on the subject, Fanon refers to Sartre’s famous essay 
written at the end of World War II, Anti-Semite and Jew.9

 In this essay, Sartre shows how dominating anti-semite attitudes make 
the Jew see himself partly through the eyes of the Other. As we all do, the Jew 
depends on the Other to form his own self-consciousness; to a certain degree, 
we think of ourselves through the image we think the Others have of us.
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 As we know, the members of a colonized population lived in societies 
completely dominated by the foreign culture and thus foreign values, no 
matter how “universal” the settlers pretended those values to be. To obtain 
recognition – and advantages – from the leaders in power in that society, the 
greater part of the population almost automatically tried to copy them. As 
Fanon clearly shows already in 1961, in The Wretched of the Earth, this situ-
ation tends to go on in former colonies, also after Independence, when the 
native bourgeois class gets into power. Today we can easily –  and regret-
tably  –  see how right he was, not only concerning corruption and “white 
masks” in former colonies. We can also see how in our own political sphere 
the European  – or “white” –  universalism makes us think of our ideological 
values as the ultimate blessing for any population.10

 When Fanon says that the black person is not a man, he implies that the 
black person is a black man, which again implies that “he is rooted at the core 
of a universe from which he must be extricated”;11 he is the victim of white 
universalism. He has interiorized white values to the extent that he, more 
or less subconsciously, wants to represent them: “The black man wants to 
be white. The white man slaves to reach a human level.”12 Neither represents 
universal values; from the very moment that the white settler proclaims that 
such values form the foundation of his violent occupation of the colonized 
land, they no longer exist as universals. They represent the settler’s interest, 
in the same way that universals like human rights13 and equality between 
sexes14 have been expropriated by Americans and Europeans of our time in 
their (our) own interest.
 As a chief psychiatrist in Algeria in the 1950s, Frantz Fanon understood 
more profoundly the ideological and political implications of the problem 
of alienated consciousness, which he at first had met with as a native among 
the natives in a colonized society in the Caribbean, and later on as a colored 
person among French soldiers, students and professors. His clinical experi-
ence with Arab patients made him see how deeply the desire to be somebody 
else, to be like the dominating class, may perturb and destabilize a person’s 
psyche. He also got a greater understanding of the role of violence; a society 
built on brutal force and violence against the colonized population creates 
an atmosphere of violence among the victims.

In The Wretched of the Earth Fanon points out that this atmosphere 
of violence must be directed against the oppressors to avoid destructive 
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violence among the oppressed. His thorough discussion of this subject in 
the first part of this “political will” published in 1961, has made many critics 
in posterity look upon him as an advocate of political violence. It is clear that 
his political commitment went through an important development during 
the nine years following the publication of his first book in 1952.  However, in 
both books we notice a quite specific mixture of political science, phenom-
enological philosophy and psychiatric analysis, all incarnated in the narrative 
of personal experiences and observations made by a deeply engaged existen-
tialist who has decided to try to make his colored brothers understand that 

“existence precedes essence”,15 or perhaps more clearly, that “you are not born 
a negro, you become one”, if we make the Beauvoir sentence fit his project 
of fighting the effect of stereotype, dominating ideas on the socialization of 
individuals.
 In Black Skin, White Masks, Fanon leans on Sartrean phenomenology 
and existentialism especially concerning his understanding of the creation 
of alienated consciousness. When it comes to general political philosophy, 
Fanon has an important objection to Sartre’s use of Hegelian dialectics in 

“Black Orpheus”, the 1948 preface to the black poetry anthology mentioned 
above. Here Sartre discusses the thesis, defended by the editor, Léopold 
Sédar Senghor, that African poetry has greater rhythmic and emotional 
qualities than what is normally found in European poetry, and he develops 
several interesting ideas concerning the négritude movement and its ideol-
ogy, a movement which was founded by Senghor and some other black 
poets and intellectuals in the 1930s.
 On many major points, Sartre finds himself quite close to Senghor’s 
position, and he tries to include this position in a wider political and philo-
sophical setting, based on a Hegelian understanding of historical evolution 
as basically a dialectical movement. This is how the prolific French writer 
and philosopher, “advocate” of politically engaged literature and “pope” of 
existentialism, sees the historical consequences of the forthcoming16 end of 
colonialism:

In fact, negritude appears as the minor term of a dialectical progression: 
The theoretical and practical assertion of the supremacy of the white 
man is its thesis; the position of negritude as an antithetical value is the 
moment of negativity. But this negative moment is insufficient by itself, 
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and the Negroes who employ it know this very well; they know that it is 
intended to prepare the synthesis or realization of the human in a society 
without races. Thus negritude is at the root of its own destruction, it is a 
transition and not a conclusion, a means and not an ultimate end.17

There are several points which are quite tempting to comment on here, 
especially if we look at this passage from a Bakhtinian point of view. What 
position is Sartre speaking from and who is he speaking to? How does he 
know what the Negroes who employ negritude in their writing are thinking 
about its future status, and how can he be so sure that they know very well its 
insufficiency and that they will accept his idea that it only is a transition and 
a means at the root of its own destruction? Sartre does not seem to see the 
implications of the speech genre he is using; he places himself in the position 
of the master of the literary, political and philosophical essay, and he speaks 
with the implied hegemonical savoir-faire of a well educated specialist in 
Western thought and philosophy, whose status permits him to overlook the 
potential blank spots he, as a white, European intellectual, might have when 
he ventures into the African, black way of thinking. The “reader’s response” 
that Frantz Fanon gives to this passage, shows that the blankest of these 
spots must be, quite naturally as a matter of fact, a lack of understanding of 
one specific aspect of the subjective experience of being black: what we in a 
Bakhtinian approach may call its incarnation. 
 Even if Fanon calls Black Orpheus “a date in the intellectualization of the 
experience of being black”,18 and thus stresses Sartre’s rare capacity to analyze 
and clarify theoretically an existential situation other than his own,19 he 
makes no doubt about his personal deception, perhaps not as much on his 
own behalf20 as on that of his “brothers” as colored intellectuals and poets:

When I read that page, I felt that I had been robbed of my last chance. I said 
to my friends, ‘The generation of younger black poets has just suffered a 
blow that can never be forgiven.’ Help had been sought from a  friend of 
the colored peoples, and that friend had found no better response than to 
point out the relativity of what they were doing.21

From here on, Fanon’s argumentation turns for a while into a frustrated “cry-
ing out loud”; even the négritude theses otherwise partly despised by Fanon 
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have now become necessary for his self-image: “I needed to lose myself 
completely in negritude. One day, perhaps, in the depth of that unhappy ro-
manticism …  In any case I needed not to know”.22 In fact, he criticizes Sartre 
for telling him and his black poet friends something they don’t want to hear, 
even if one day it might come true. The introduction of this kind of potential 
causality in a theoretical analysis of the colonized and colored peoples’ situ-
ation, eliminates the unforeseeable, which, according to Fanon, has always 
been a part of the black zeal and engagement. In fact, we understand how 
much his mentor in philosophy and politics has hurt his personal feelings 
as an intellectual and a politically engaged person when Fanon finally utters: 

“Nothing is more unwelcome than the commonplace: ‘You’ll change, my 
boy; I was like that too when I was young … you’ll see, it will pass’.23

 Perhaps we now see more clearly the implications of the Bakhtinian 
theory of utterance, especially the part that concerns active responsive com-
prehension on the part of any addressee. In a translinguistic understanding of 
language, utterances imply the idea of potential reactions from the address-
ees. The consequences of the lack of such an understanding are possible 
to observe and analyze in the daily political and ideological debate in our 
mass-media.24 In the case of Fanon’s reaction to Sartre’s monological writing, 
we might learn something about our European way of thinking about uni-
versals and about a tendency in western theoretical debate to regard other 
people as objects, not as subjects in their own right. Fanon’s frustrated active 
responsive comprehension of Sartre’s Hegelian thinking makes him respond 
by emphasizing several lines in the following passage:

The dialectic that brings necessity into the foundation of my freedom drives me 
out of myself. It shatters my unreflected position. Still in terms of consciousness, 
black consciousness is immanent in its own eyes. I am not a potentiality of 
something, I am wholly what I am. I do not have to look for the universal. 
No probability has any place inside me. My Negro consciousness does not 
hold itself as a lack. It is.25

If we now go back to Graham Pechey’s essay, we find there an interesting 
comparison between Fanon’s way of thinking and that of Bakhtin, more 
specifically the way Bakhtin discusses the characters of the Dostoevskyan 
novels26 and thereby presents the great Russian novelist’s way of thinking. 
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Pechey points out that in his analysis of the way the Dostoevskyan charac-
ters comprehend and face the world, Bakhtin stresses the importance of the 
polyphonic incarnation of ideas: If the Dostoevskyan character “represents” 
an idea or a special understanding of the world, he or she possesses this idea 
as an interiorized, thus incarnated phenomenon, and in their utterances, the 
characters invariably mark, in one way or another, the necessity to relate 
to the addressees by implying their right to active responsive comprehension. 
We may see the resemblance to Fanon particularly well if we look at some 
phrases from the opening of the third chapter of the monograph, “The Idea 
in Dostoevsky”:  

Dostoevsky’s hero is not only a discourse about himself and his immediate 
environment, but also a discourse about the world; he is not only cogni-
zant, but an ideologist as well. (…) Thus discourse about the world merges 
with confessional discourse about oneself. The truth about the world, ac-
cording to Dostoevsky, is inseparable from the truth of the personality.27

If we replace “Dostoevsky’s hero” and “Dostoevsky” in this quotation with 
“Fanon”, we get a good description of Fanon’s writing, especially in Black Skin, 
White Masks, but also in The Wretched of the Earth. Fanon manages to com-
bine an autobiographical narrative with a “discourse about the world”, and in 
his analyses of the human psyche, he is definitely “not only cognizant, but an 
ideologist as well”. The great interest with which his last book has been met, 
may certainly have as one of its explanations Fanon’s personal, subjective 
style where “the truth about the world is inseparable from the truth of the 
personality”. 
   Such a truth of the world is probably just what Fanon feels is lacking 
in Sartre’s monological utterance. There he finds no room for an incarnated 
response, neither is there any unforeseeable dimension for himself and the 
generation of young black intellectuals whose poems make up the anthol-
ogy Sartre is prefacing. 
 The embodied, dialogical attitude to language constitutes an essential 
aspect of the way Fanon looks at politics. Political ideas must be a part of you, 
they have to belong to your own way of understanding the world to really 
represent a way out of an experienced, intolerable discrimination. Even if, as 
we have seen Fanon maintain, “Black Orpheus” may well constitute “a date 
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in the intellectualization of the experience of being black”, Sartre’s essay has 
the serious flaw of treating some of its addressees as objects, not as subjects 
for whom the truth about the world, as for Dostoevsky according to Bakhtin, 

“is inseparable from the truth of the personality.”
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