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7. Dialectical Reason

The con cept ‘di a lec ti cal rea son’, as used by ‘Marx ist’ the o rists, con tains
bur ied within it a num ber of the o ret i cal prob lems, prob lems which have
sig nif i cance for where why and how we may use di a lec ti cal rea son. There
are three is sues, in par tic u lar, on which re flec tive clar ity is both al ways
needed and of ten lack ing. Firstly, what pre cisely dis tin guishes ‘di a lec ti cal
reason’ from ‘analytical reason’? 

Sec ondly, how does one le giti mise the use of di a lec ti cal rea son - that is,
are there ‘laws’ of di a lec ti cal rea son, how are they dis cov ered, and to what
may they he ap plied? Thirdly, given that the cen tral con cept of di a lec tics is
that of ‘to tal ity’, and that it is there fore as sumed that the ob server is al ways
part of the to tal ity be ing ob served, how, if at all, does one es cape from
historical relativism?

It is these prob lems that Sartre is deal ing with in The Cri tique of Di a lec ti -
cal Rea son.1 This im por tant con tri bu tion to the un der stand ing of di a lec tic
has not been widely dis cussed in Eng lish-lan guage cir cles, and there are
cer tainly many ‘dia lec ti cians’ who have not yet in ter nal ised it. So it seems
to me to be use ful to give a brief ac count of the In tro duc tion to the Cri tique,
in which he for mu lates the prob lem of the lim its and the applicability of
dialectical reason.

This in volves a crit i cal dis cus sion of or tho dox marx ism, and in par tic u lar
of its epistemological ba sis, and of the ‘dog matic meta phys ics’ of the di a -
lec tics of na ture. Sartre points out that the con cept of a uni fied and over -
arch ing di a lec tic of na ture with its de ter min is tic and/or te le o log i cal im pli -
ca tions, tends to de stroy the spec i fic ity of hu man his tory, and leads to
Engels show ing us ‘men be ing pro duced by the sys tem with out mak ing us
see the sys tem be ing pro duced by men, and re duc ing interhuman con flict to 

507

1 Hence forth re ferred to as RD. The first part: The Ques tion of Method, will be re ferred to 
as RD-QM. 

 



be ing no more than a sym bolic ex pres sion of the contradictions of the
economy’. (Situations VII p. 15)

If hu man his tory is to be made the re sult of the work ing of a uni ver sal law 
or pro cess, it be comes im pos si ble to jus tify, in the ma te ri al ist phi los o phy,
one’s claim to know that this is in fact the case. For since my thoughts are a
part of the world my claim to know must it self be a re sult of the pro cess,
just like like any other idea. Un less I can show some way in which my state -
ment could be in de pend ently ver i fied, by point ing to some sort of au ton -
omy from ex ter nal his tor i cal de ter min ism, I can not claim that it is true.
Hence the im por tance of the ‘meth od olog i cal prin ci ple which makes cer -
tainty be gin with re flec tion.’ (RD-QM 30). I have to start off from the re -
flec tively dis cov ered fact that it is I who am do ing the think ing, and try ing
to dis cover the truth, and that any the ory which in prin ci ple de nies me this
au ton omy con tra dicts its own ba sis. The dif fi culty with this meth od olog i -
cal prin ci ple is that it some times gets con fused with an on to log i cal prin ci -
ple to the ef fect that mind or idea is ‘more real’ than mat ter, and so re sults in 
an ide al ist phi los o phy in which only re flec tive knowl edge finds a place,
and the break through into the ‘out side world’ never gets made. So Sartre
stresses that such a meth od olog i cal prin ci ple ‘in no way con tra dicts the an -
thro po log i cal prin ci ple which de fines the con crete person by his ma teria -
lity’. (RD-QM 30)

Con sid er ing the di a lec tic of na ture on a prac ti cal level leads to an anal o -
gous rec og ni tion of some sort of in di vid ual au ton omy. For a ma te ri al ist di -
a lec tic the fu ture is real and per sonal and ur gent. The in di vid ual is in volved 
in it through his choices, and so, even if it could be shown that in or ganic na -
ture works dia lec ti cally, it would still be nec es sary to show in de pend ently
the way in which the pro jects of in di vid u als interlock to create the his -
torical dialectic.

It is this that Sartre is try ing to do in The Cri tique. Briefly, he does it by
show ing that a free ac tiv ity is by na ture di a lec ti cal and that in the world of
scar city this di a lec tic loses it self in the phe nom ena of ‘alien ation’ and of
‘se rial praxis’, and so be comes sub ject to a ne ces sity of which it is it self the
or i gin. It is thus pos si ble to speak of pat terns of his tor i cal de vel op ment
with out pos tu lat ing that these pat terns are the ex pres sion of laws ex ter nal
to and in de pend ent of hu man be hav iour, or that they derive from some
human essence.

His tor i cally speak ing, Marx and Engels’s ma te ri al ism be gan as a the ory
about the re la tions be tween the in di vid ual, the world in which he pro duces
his means of subsistance, his fel lows, with whom he en ters into spe cific re -
la tion ships in his pro duc tive ac tiv i ties, and the so cial, po lit i cal and ideo log -
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i cal forms which arise on the ba sis of these re la tion ships. This the ory was
then used as an in ter pre ta tive tool for the study of so cial forms and his tor i -
cal changes, and used very fruit fully. How ever, at some point it seems to
have oc curred to them that they had only stated this the ory, and had not
proved it by show ing, from an ac count of the na ture of the in di vid ual, why
he is re lated to the world in this par tic u lar way. So they - or, rather, es sen -
tially Engels, in the Anti-Dühring and in Lud wig Feuerback and the end of
clas si cal Ger man phi los o phy - tacked on the theory of the ‘dialectic of
nature’ to fill in the gap.

Sartre ar gues (a) that the im pli ca tions of this the ory are such that it con -
tra dicts rather than com ple ments the first the ory; (b) that Marx and Engels
do not use it in their so cial anal y sis; and (c) that his own ac count of ‘be ing
hu man’ in fact does pro vide an ad e quate foun da tion for their historical
theory.

The In tro duc tion to The Cri tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son is di vided into
Part A - ‘Dog matic Di a lec tic and Crit i cal Di a lec tic’ and Part B - ‘Cri tique
of Crit i cal Ex pe ri ence’. In these two sec tions Sartre at tacks the in ad e quate
the o ret i cal foun da tions of the dog matic di a lec tic and sketches out the form
which the at tempt to pro vide more ad e quate foun da tions must take. His
two ma jor crit i cisms are: (1) that a philo soph i cal the ory must at the very
least jus tify its own ex is tence, and this his tor i cal ma te ri al ism has failed to
do “This totalising thought has founded ev ery thing ex cept its own ex is -
tence” (RD 112); (2) that the ne ces sity of the laws of the di a lec tic is ei ther
taken for granted or else ‘proved’ em pir i cally, both of which are in ad e -
quate ap proaches; and that no attempt is made to explain why the laws of
the dialectic are as they are.

(1) Knowl edge is uni ver sal. It al ways in volves an es cape from the par tic -
u lar, from the im me di ate given. This raises a prob lem: “Thought is both be -
ing and knowl edge of be ing.” (RD 122). A true state ment is both a thing in
the world, a par tic u lar fact, and also a truth about the world. We have to ac -
count for this dual sta tus, and in par tic u lar we have to make sure that any
the ory we are putt ing for ward does not deny one or the other of these
aspects of thought.
Hegel re duces be ing to thought. Marx es tab lishes against Hegel that “be ing 
re mains ir re duc ible to know ing” (RD 121). But he ap pears to fail to es tab -
lish that au ton omy of know ing which is nec es sary to jus tify his own claim
to knowl edge: ”Doubt less di a lec ti cal ma te ri al ism has, in re gard to con tem -
po rary ide ol o gies, the prac ti cal su pe ri or ity of be ing the ide ol ogy of the ris -
ing class. But if it was only the sim ple in ert ex pres sion of this as cen sion, or
even of rev o lu tion ary praxis, if it did not turn round on it to il lu mi nate it,
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how could one speak of a prog ress in be com ing con scious? How could the
di a lec tic be pre sented as the real move ment of His tory re veal ing it self.”
(RD 123) The crude ma te ri al ism of con tem po rary Marx ists seems to ac cept 
that their the ory is “the sim ple in ert ex pres sion of this as cen sion”. But at
the same time they claim their the ory to be uni ver sally true. This is dog -
matic ide al ism - “an ide al ist ma te ri al ism which is ba si cally noth ing more
than a dis course on the idea of mat ter”. (RD 126). This type of the ory ends
up “giv ing man a con sti tuted rea son, that is, mak ing of thought a form of
be hav iour rig or ously con di tioned by the world (which it is), while omit ting
to tell us that it is also knowledge of the world”. (RD 127)

(2) Sartre quotes Engels’ ac count of the “most gen eral laws of nat u ral and 
so cial his tory”: “They can be re duced es sen tially to three: The law of the
trans for ma tion of quan tity into qual ity and vice-versa.
The law of the interpenetration of op po sites.
The law of the ne ga tion of the ne ga tion.
All three are de vel oped by Hegel in his ide al ist man ner as sim ple laws of
thought ... The mis take con sists in im pos ing these laws on Na ture and His -
tory as laws of thought, rather than de duc ing the laws from Na ture and His -
tory.” (RD 127, Engels’ words.)
He points out that these laws, if they are to be nec es sary, can not be ‘de -
duced’ or ‘in duced’ from Na ture by ob ser va tion - “We know since Kant
that ex pe ri ence gives the fact but not ne ces sity.” (RD 130). Fur ther, if they
are to be un der stood, rather than sim ply stated, it is nec es sary that the re la -
tion be tween them should be ex plained, which Engels does not even try to
do.

Be fore giv ing an ac count of Sartre’s own so lu tion to these prob lems I
shall give a brief sche matic out line of what I un der stand by the con cept ‘di -
a lec tic’.

In our or di nary com mon-sense think ing we think of ob jects as sep a rate,
in de pend ent en ti ties. As Hegel put it, the cen tral log i cal cat e gory of this
form of thought is the cat e gory of iden tity. The thing is what it is. It is dis -
tinct from other things. How ever, fur ther anal y sis re veals that the thing is in 
fact in re la tion with the rest of the uni verse. The desk that I am writ ing on is
only where it is and what it is be cause the rest of the uni verse has a cer tain
con fig u ra tion. If, say, the sun were sud denly to dis ap pear the desk would
cease to ex ist, as a desk, for one of the fac tors which keeps it in its pres ent
po si tion and in its pres ent shape is the fact that it co ex ists with the sun in a
par tic u lar field of force. If the sun were to be an ni hi lated the na ture of the
field of force would change. In a very im por tant sense the desk is its re la -
tions with the rest of the uni verse. It is a spe cific, de ter mi nate, way of not
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be ing the rest of the uni verse. The lan guage may be rather odd, but the
thought is not. For what is be ing im plied is that to un der stand any par tic u lar 
thing we have to un ravel the ways in which it is re lated to other things. We
have to treat it as an in ter de pen dent part of a totality, rather than as a
self-sufficient Identity.

Di a lec ti cal logic is the logic of to tal i ties, and di a lec ti cal rea son is the at -
tempt to make sense of to tal i ties. “Each of these so-called laws of di a lec tics 
be comes per fectly in tel li gi ble if looked at from the point of view of
totalisation.” (RD 137)

Let me now at tempt to state this with a lit tle more rig our. To speak of di a -
lec ti cal logic is to im ply that the ‘laws’ of the di a lec tic are for mal, rather
than sub stan tive laws. They are what Kant terms cat e go ries. The state ment
“All events must have a cause” is a for mal law, in that it makes no at tempt
to spec ify the cause of any par tic u lar event. “Germs cause dis ease” is a sub -
stan tive law, in that it spec i fies the cause for a par tic u lar class of events. If
di a lec ti cal laws are laws of logic, they are of the first type. And only if they
are for mal laws can it be claimed that they are also nec es sary. For em pir i -
cally dis cov ered laws can never be nec es sary. They must al ways be held
open for possible falsification.

The laws of the di a lec tic are, then, an at tempted for mu la tion of those cat -
e go ries which nec es sar ily have to be used in de scrib ing any to tal ity or
whole. Jus ti fy ing the ap pli ca tion of these laws there fore al ways in volves
two steps, (a) show ing that these cat e go ries are log i cally im plied by the
con cept ‘to tal ity’ and (b) show ing that the phe nom e non to which they are
being applied is in fact a totality.

For some thing to be ex pe ri enced by me it must en ter into some re la tion -
ship with me, and thereby also di rectly or in di rectly into some re la tion ship
with all the other things which I may or do ex pe ri ence. If there was some -
thing in this room which had no ef fect on me or on any other thing in the
room, then it would not be mean ing ful to say that it was in the room. It
would be in a dif fer ent uni verse. To say that some thing is in the room is to
say that it is in in ter ac tion with ev ery other thing in the room. That is, for
some thing to be ex pe ri enced by me, it must be part of a to tal ity of which I
am my self a part. And the first law of this to tal ity is the law of in ter con nec -
ted ness, or what Engels here calls “The law of interpenetration of op po -
sites”. There are no po lar op po sites within a to tal ity, no en ti ties which can
be un der stood other than in terms of their relations to other entities.

But this in ter de pen dence is not un dif fer en ti ated. If ev ery thing in the uni -
verse af fected me in the same way as ev ery other thing af fected me then ex -
pe ri ence would col lapse into to tal uni for mity. The con cept of in ter con nec -
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ted ness of things im plies that dif fer ent things are con nected in dif fer ent
ways - that is that what is in volved is an in ter con nec ted ness of dif fer ent
things, rather than a sim ple One ness. The to tal ity is struc tured. To say it is
struc tured is to say that it is made up of sub struc tures. This fact is for mu -
lated in terms of a law of change. A sub struc ture has a rel a tive in de pend -
ence, in that cer tain changes can oc cur within it with out af fect ing its re la -
tion ship to other sub struc tures. How ever, if changes within it go be yond a
cer tain point, then changes in its re la tions with other parts can en sue. If
changes have oc curred within these re la tions then the na ture of the to tal ity
has changed. It has be come a qual i ta tively dif fer ent en tity. This is for mu -
lated in the “law of the trans for ma tion of quan tity into qual ity”. Quan ti ta -
tive changes are changes within a sub struc ture, changes which can oc cur
in de pend ently, but which if they go beyond a certain limit, change the qual -
itative nature of the structure as a whole.

So far we have seen that the in di vid ual is nec es sar ily a part of a to tal ity of
in ter con nected sub struc tures. Our ex pe ri ence is tem po ral, and there fore the 
to tal ity of which we are a part is it self tem po ral as well as spa tial,
diachronic as well as synchronic. Here we en coun ter a prob lem. The struc -
ture of a to tal ity is a struc ture of in ter de pen dence. Causal re la tion ships
within a to tal ity are al ways two-way, rather than uni di rec tional. In what
sense, then, can the past and the fu ture be part of a to tal ity? For we usu ally
see the tem po ral se quence as an uni di rec tional causal pro cess. What hap -
pened in the past is the cause of what is hap pen ing now. What is hap pen ing
now is the cause of what will hap pen in the fu ture. Only if we can show that
the fu ture af fects the present can we meaningfully speak of a temporal
totality.

It is here that we can draw on Sartre’s phenomenological ac count of be -
ing hu man in Be ing and Noth ing ness, where he shows that hu man re al ity is
tem po rally three-di men sional. Con scious ness is a pro ject. The spe cific
way in which a hu man re al ity in ter acts with the whole of which it is a part is 
by pro ject ing a fu ture and act ing in terms of that fu ture. That is, con scious -
ness makes tem po ral ity into a to tal ity. My pres ent is a par tic u lar way in
which my past is or gan ised in re la tion to my fu ture. The for-it self is its past
in the mode of not be ing it. In He geli an terms, the for-it self is the de ter -
minate negation of its past.

The tem po ral law of to tal ity is the “law of the ne ga tion of the ne ga tion”.
In di a lec ti cal terms the ne ga tion of a ne ga tion is an af fir ma tion, and the law
of the ne ga tion of the ne ga tion as serts (a) that change oc curs through a pro -
cess of suc ces sive ‘ne ga tions’ and (b) that the end re sult is an ‘af fir ma tion’, 
or a pos i tive de vel op ment in re la tion to the ini tial state. This only makes
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sense if the ini tial state is a ‘con scious ness-world’ to tal ity. In such a to tal ity 
change oc curs through ac tion, which is the ne ga tion of the given in terms of 
a pro jected fu ture. Each ac tion is in com plete and its re sult is in ad e quate in
terms of the goal. It there fore has to be ne gated once more by a fur ther ac -
tion which gets a lit tle closer to the goal. Each ne ga tion is an af fir ma tion in
that it in te grates what is be ing ne gated into a new to tal ity. Thus the con cept
of the “ne ga tion of the ne ga tion” is an at tempt at a for mal de scrip tion of the
am big u ous re la tion ship which hu man re al ity has to its past and to the nat u -
ral world. As Marx wrote in The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte: 

Men make their own his tory, but they do not make it just as they please; they do
not make it un der cir cum stances cho sen by them selves, but un der cir cum stances
di rectly found, given and trans mit ted from the past. (Tucker, 437). 

That is they are both con di tioned by their his tory and free to make some -
thing new of their con di tion. They are both in a sit u a tion and free to give
that sit u a tion their own mean ing. In the Cri tique Sartre de scribes this as
“the per pet u ally re solved and per pet u ally re newed con tra dic tion of man
the pro ducer and man the prod uct”. (RD 158). Each new hu man tran scen -
dence dia lec ti cally supercedes the previous historical given.

Thus the to tal ity of which the ex pe ri enc ing (and hence act ing) con scious -
ness is a part is a struc ture of in ter de pen dent sub sys tems in which de vel op -
ment takes place as a re sult of the ‘ne gat ing’ char ac ter of the ex pe ri enc ing
consciousness itself.

I be gan the anal y sis of the con cept di a lec tic by point ing out that in the ap -
pli ca tion of di a lec ti cal logic we had to know whether the class of events to
which it was be ing ap plied was in fact a to tal ity. Our ex pli ca tion of the con -
cept has it self re vealed one el e ment which must be pres ent in any pro cess
for it to be di a lec ti cal - the el e ment of ne ga tion. Ne ga tion is part of the
struc ture of the ex pe ri enc ing con scious ness. ‘Na ture’, con sid ered com -
pletely in de pend ent of hu man re al ity, is not a diachronic to tal ity. We can -
not say that there is de vel op ment in Na ture, for na ture is al ways sim ply
what it is.2 States suc ceed one an other. Only a con scious ness can re late
them to one an other and eval u ate them.

It is there fore pos si ble and le git i mate to treat cer tain el e ments of the to tal -
ity “hu man re al ity - Na ture” non-dia lec ti cally. The changes of state in side a 
dis tant star can not of them selves be sub jected to di a lec ti cal anal y sis. It is
only in so far as they are ex pe ri enced and in te grated into an in di vid ual’s
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con scious ness that they be come a part of the pro cess of de vel op ment by
chang ing both the ideas and even tu ally the actions of a person in the world.

It is im por tant to no tice here that the ‘cat e go ries’ of the di a lec tic do not
have ex actly the same sta tus as Kantian cat e go ries. For Kant, the cat e go ries 
are ap plied to phe nom ena from out side by a ‘noumenal’ con scious ness
which does not seem to be it self in any way part of the pro cess. Here, how -
ever, the know ing con scious ness is it self an in te gral part of the di a lec ti cal
pro cess. Con scious ness is es sen tially cre ative ac tion, rather than sim ply
ob ser va tion. We are “re ferred from do ing to know ing and from know ing to
do ing in the unity of a pro cess which (is) it self di a lec ti cal.” (RD 135)

The in tel li gi bil ity of the di a lec tic co mes from the fact that 
the so-called ‘laws’ of di a lec ti cal Rea son are each all the di a lec tic: it could not be
oth er wise, or else di a lec ti cal Rea son would cease to be it self a di a lec ti cal pro cess, 
and thought, as the praxis of the the o re ti cian, would nec es sar ily be dis con tin u -
ous. Thus the fun da men tal in tel li gi bil ity of di a lec ti cal Rea son - if it is to ex ist - is
that of a totalisation. Or, to re turn to the dis tinc tion be tween be ing and know ing,
there is a di a lec tic if there ex ists, at least in one on to log i cal sec tor, a totalisation
which totalises it self cease lessly in its very com pre hen sion of the totalisation
from which it em a nates and which makes it self its ob ject. (RD 137).

Thus fully di a lec ti cal re la tions oc cur only in the hu man world. But we
still need to ask in pre cisely what re gions of the hu man world they oc cur.
And this is Sartre’s es sen tial prob lem in the Cri tique. The praxis of the in -
di vid ual is nec es sar ily di a lec ti cal, and each in di vid ual’s per sonal his tory is
a di a lec ti cal whole. But can we go be yond this? Can we, as Marx does, treat 
so ci ety and the his tory of society as dialectical wholes?

Each in di vid ual con scious ness is a totalising pro cess. But his tory is made 
up of mil lions of in di vid u als totalising sep a rately. If Marx’s ap pli ca tion of
the di a lec tic to so ci ety is to be shown to be valid, we must be able to show
that his tory is in some sense one sin gle totalising pro cess. Sartre for mu lates 
the problem as follows:

It is not a ques tion of re writ ing the hu man ad ven ture, but rather of car ry ing out
the crit i cal ex pe ri ence of con nec tions of in teri ori ty, or, in other terms, of grasp ing
in re spect of what ever real en ter prises, struc tures or events, the an swer to this
ques tion of prin ci ple: what are, in the hu man ad ven ture, the re spec tive roles of in -
teri ori ty and of ex te ri ori ty? If in this to tal ex pe ri ence, which is, in sum, that of my
whole life in so far as it is dis solved in all his tory, and of all his tory in so far as it is
gath ered up within a life, we show that the re la tion of ex te ri ori ty (an a lyt i cal and
posi tiv ist rea son) is it self interiorised by prac ti cal mul ti pli ca tions and that it only
acts on them (as an his tor i cal force) to the ex tent that it be comes in ter nal ne ga tion 
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of in teri ori ty, we shall find our selves sit u ated by this re search at the very heart of
a totalisation in prog ress. (RD 146-7)

That is 
we have seen that the uni verse van ishes in a dream if man sub mits to the di a lec tic
from out side as his un con di tional law; but if we imag ine that each in di vid ual fol -
lows his own whims and that these mo lec u lar col li sions pro duce a col lec tive re -
sult, we shall find av er age or sta tis ti cal re sults, but not a his tor i cal de vel op ment.
(RD 131)

If we are to un der stand his tory as a di a lec ti cal pro cess, rather than as a
mere suc ces sion of states, we must, start ing from in di vid ual praxis 

fol low with care the thread of Ariadne which, from this praxis, will lead us to the
var i ous forms of hu man en sem bles; we must seek, in each case, the struc ture of
these en sem bles, their real modes of for ma tion from their el e ments, and then their 
totalising ac tion on the el e ments which have formed them. (RD 153)

When we de scribe so cial events are we do ing any thing other than de scrib -
ing the sum of a col lec tion of atomic be hav iours? When Marx speaks of
‘classes’ and ‘class-strug gles’ what does he mean? What does it mean to
say of an in di vid ual that he or she be longs to a class, to speak of classes
‘strug gling’, and to speak of his tory as the re sult of the class strug gle? One
could treat the term ‘class’, or any sim i lar term, in one of three ways:

1) It is a mere name - a word which can be used to clas sify peo ple in a par -
tic u lar way, with out say ing any thing about the re la tions be tween the peo -
ple. This is the nomi nal ist or ‘sar dine-tin’ use - sar dines in a tin have no re -
la tion ship to one an other other than the fact of be ing in the same tin. They
are re lated ex ter nally, rather than internally.

2) It is a real en tity, and the in di vid u als who make up the class are sim ple
by-prod ucts of the class - sec ond ary and de rived beings.

3) The class is not a real en tity, but nei ther is it a mere name. It is a set of
in ter nal re la tions be tween peo ple. Marx, fol low ing Hegel, dis tin guished
be tween a class-in-it self and a class-for-it self. The lat ter is a class in which
the mem bers are re flec tively con scious of them selves as be long ing to a
class. In this case the re la tions be tween them are nec es sar ily in ter nal. But if
Marx’s use of the term is to be jus ti fied we must also be able to show that
the re la tions be tween mem bers of a class-in-it self are in ter nal. We must be
able to show that even in this case the praxis of each mem ber in volves the
totalisation of his or herself as member of the class.

Sim i larly, if we are to speak of His tory, we must be able to show that the
totalising ac tiv ity of each in di vid ual praxis in cludes within it self a
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totalisation of all other praxes. Can we steer be tween the ideas of His tory as 
a super-hu man pro cess, on the one hand, and his tory as a mean ing less and
ac ci den tal suc ces sion of events on the other hand? In both these cases peo -
ple are mere prod ucts of the his tor i cal pro cess, whether it be super-hu man
or sub hu man. If we can steer be tween them, we can show how his tory
might be come a com pletely self-con scious hu man pro cess, in which hu -
mans can take con trol. Free dom is a cul tural prod uct, and un less this can
hap pen we shall have to con clude that freedom only emerges by accident.

We can clar ify this prob lem by look ing at Sartre’s con cepts of in tel li gi -
bil ity and ne ces sity.

If di a lec ti cal Rea son ex ists, it must de fine it self as the ab so lute in tel li gi bil ity of
an ir re duc ible nov elty in so far as this is ir re duc ibly new. It is the op po site of the
posi tiv ist at tempt to il lu mi nate new facts by re duc ing them to old facts. (RD 147). 

For ‘an a lyt i cal rea son’ ex pla na tion con sists in show ing that some new ob -
served event is an ex am ple of some pre vi ously ob served class if events.
When New ton ex plained the fall of the ap ple he merely pointed out that its
fall was one par tic u lar ex am ple of the way in which bod ies move in re la tion 
to one an other. That is, in the pos i tive sci ences to ex plain an event is to
show that it is an ex em pli fi ca tion of a par tic u lar de scrip tive gen er ali sa tion.
What do we do if we find some thing new? The ten dency of the pos i tive sci -
ences is to re for mu late the de scrip tive gen er ali sa tion to show that it is not
new in it self, that it is not qual i ta tively dif fer ent from what was pre vi ously
ob served. As a re sult of the Michelson-Morlay ex per i ment Ein stein re for -
mu lated New ton’s gen er ali sa tion to in clude the be hav iour of bod ies ap -
proach ing the speed of light, and showed thereby that the re sult of the ex -
per i ment was not some thing rad i cally new, but a phe nom e non of a class of
which the phenomena which act in accordance with Newton’s gen eral -
isation are also members.

How ever, Sartre, and all di a lec ti cal the o rists, are ar gu ing that his tor i cal
‘nov el ties’ are not of this kind. As he showed in Be ing and Noth ing ness,
con scious ness is free, and this means that it can give new mean ings to sit u -
a tions in its pro jec tion of it self to wards the fu ture. Hu man praxis is a con -
tin u ous in ven tion of new mean ings, but these mean ings are nev er the less
intelligible to the actor. 

This di a lec ti cal in tel li gi bil ity rests on the in tel li gi bil ity of each new de ter mi na -
tion of a prac ti cal to tal ity, in so far as this de ter mi na tion is noth ing other than the
main te nance and the totalising tran scen dence of all the an te rior de ter mi na tions,
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in so far as this tran scen dence and main te nance are il lu mi nated by a to tal ity to be
real ised. (RD 150) 

As I write these words I am cre at ing some thing ir re duc ibly new which is
nev er the less only in tel li gi ble in terms of what I have al ready writ ten. My
pres ent writ ing both main tains and tran scends what I have al ready writ ten.
My pres ent act em bod ies the in tel li gi bil ity (to me) of my past. That is, it is
the de ter mi nate negation of my past.

Sartre for mu lates this as fol lows:
If the di a lec tic ex ists, we must sub mit to it as the in sur mount able rig our of the
totalisation which totalises us, and grasp it in its free prac ti cal spon ta ne ity as the
totalising praxis which we are; at each de gree of our ex per i ment, we must find, in
the in tel li gi ble unity of the syn thetic move ment, the con tra dic tion and the in dis -
sol u ble link of ne ces sity and free dom ... ne ces sity as the apo dic tic struc ture of the
di a lec ti cal ex pe ri ence lies nei ther in the free de vel op ment of in teri ori ty nor in the
in ert dis per sion of ex te ri ori ty. It im poses it self, as an in ev i ta ble and irreduceable
mo ment, in the interiorisation of the ex te rior and the exteriorisation of the in te -
rior. (RD 157)

The con cept of ‘de ter mi nate ne ga tion’ for ma li ses the gen eral re la tion -
ship be tween free dom and ne ces sity. Sartre’s prob lem now is to spell out
what is im plied by this in the field of so cial re la tions. To fol low his ar gu -
ment closely any fur ther is im pos si ble within the lim its of an ar ti cle, so I
shall just re fer to the cen tral con cept which he de vel ops to han dle the ten -
sions be tween in ter nal and ex ter nal re la tions in so ci ety: this is the con cept
of the se ries.

To say that his tory is purely made up of in ter nal re la tions is to im ply that
his tory is a ‘hy per-or gan ism’ with a con scious ness of its own. To say that
his tory is the ar ith met i cal sums of purely ex ter nal re la tions is to make it un -
in tel li gi ble. The con cept of the se ries, and of se rial praxis, is de signed to
de scribe the way in which ex ter nal re la tions be tween peo ple be come in ter -
nal ised. To do this it is nec es sary to show that I al ways act in terms of any
re la tion ships of externality which ex ist be tween my self and other peo ple,
and that these re la tion ships then be come in ter nal re la tions of a spe cial kind
- re la tions of im po tency. The mar ket is of course the par a digm of the se rial
re la tion ship. ‘The mar ket’ is the se rial sum ma tion of the acts of each in di -
vid ual pro ducer, con sumer or worker, and each in di vid ual in ter nal ises it as
his/her re la tion ship to all the oth ers, and at the same time as the im po tence
of all of them to ef fect the out come. How ever, in the ne ces sity to in ter nal ise 
externality be fore it be comes a his tor i cal fac tor lies the possibility of

518



moving beyond the impotence of serial praxis to self-conscious group
praxis.

Noth ing pre vents us, there fore, from start ing our crit i cism with crit i cism of pol i -
tics, with tak ing sides in pol i tics, hence with ac tual strug gles, and iden ti fy ing
our selves with them. Then we do not face the world in doc tri naire fash ion with a
new prin ci ple, de clar ing, ‘Here is truth, kneel here!’ We de velop new prin ci ples
for the world out of the prin ci ples of the world. We do not tell the world, ‘Cease
your strug gles, they are stu pid; we want to give you the true watch word of the
strug gle.’ We merely show the world why it actually struggles ... (Marx)
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