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Introduction. ‘The ghost in the machine
and intentionality’? +oc

If I try to determine how I should behave towards others, I immediately
find myself immersed in complex philosophical problems. First, what is
the structure of my relationship with others? To answer this question, I
need to know what / am and what others are — so I need to identify my origi-
nal relationship with the world before I can address moral and political 1s-
sues. In other words, all moral and political theories imply a theory about
the nature of man and the world.

The most general problem found in philosophical books is whether or not
the world in which humans, trees, cars and elephants exist is ‘real’, or
whether 1t 1s entirely imaginary, or the ‘appearance’ of some deeper reality.
So we will start with this problem.

We will see that this 1s a pseudo-problem, and from our analysis we will
derive a method that will allow us to avoid several philosophical pitfalls.

What do these questions about the reality of the world mean? How can
they be answered? Let’s start with a more familiar question of the same
type.

What do I mean when I ask myself whether something is real? If I ask
myself, ‘Is that rat real?’, I want to know whether the rat exists in the world,
in the same way that this chair, this pen, this book exist. There are methods
of verification, all of which involve not thinking but looking in the world of
things and people. The word ‘real’ derives its meaning from this world. It is
clear that if the question about the reality of the world means, ‘Does the
world exist in the same way as this chair, this pen, this book?’, it is not [2]
possible to answer it, because it is nonsense. When we ask whether some-
thing is real, we already know what ‘real’ means, and indeed ‘the world’
means ‘what is real’ (in everyday language, if not always in philosophical
language). Thus, to ask whether the world itself is real 1s to ask a question
that is devoid of any meaning.

1 [FvG: Addenda by the translator are in [square brackets]. I express my gratitude to Dan
O’Meara for checking especially the translations of Sartre quotations against the origi-
nal - as well as many other passages. The original can be consulted by clicking on its ti-
tle page, which is reproduced above. The page breaks and pagination of the original are
marked here by numbers in [blue]. The occasional footnote by the translator is meant as
a stimulus for further discussion.

The original has a hand-written label on the cover page: “RT’s Doctoral Dissertation
from the Sorbonne”. It needs to be pointed out that this is not the equivalent of a Ph.D.,
but rather that of an M. A.]




The mistake comes from separating the word ‘real’ from its everyday
context in order to ask a very general question. There 1s always a danger in
doing this. A word derives its meaning from its context, and by forgetting
the everyday context, we risk either changing or destroying that meaning.
Therefore, if we want to ask such questions, we must first analyse the
words we want to use. Otherwise, we will get lost 1n irreconcilable contra-
dictions. This can be easily demonstrated in the case of Descartes. It is true
that the fact that we can doubt our reality implies that we exist. But it also
implies much more. First, it implies an understanding of ‘doubt’ and there-
fore of ‘knowledge’. Secondly, as I have just shown, doubting the reality of
something implies the world as reality. Thirdly, the act of doubting 1s a pro-
ject, that 1s, a relationship of means and ends in time, and thus implies not
only that man 1s not confined to an ‘instantaneous’ present, but also that the
meaning of words remains stable, and the possibility of memory. These
concepts: knowledge, world, time, language, memory (and undoubtedly
others) provide us with the context in which all our activities take place,
including our philosophical activities.

Merleau-Ponty expresses it this way:

For if I can speak of ‘dreams’ and ‘reality’, question the distinction between the
imaginary and the real, and cast doubt on the ‘real’, [3] it is because I have already
made this distinction before analysis, because I have experience of the real as
well as the imaginary, and the problem is then not to seek how critical thinking
can give itself secondary equivalents of this distinction, but to explain our pri-
mordial knowledge of the ‘real’, to describe the perception of the world as that
which forever grounds our idea of truth. We should not therefore ask ourselves
whether we really perceive a world; on the contrary, we should say: the world is
what we perceive. (PP xi)

How could Descartes have been so mistaken as to believe that he could
doubt the reality of the world? From a logical point of view, philosophy is a
secondary activity, an activity of reflection. An act of reflection takes place
in a context of pre-reflective (or unreflective) activity. When I want to re-
flect on a (pre-reflective) act that I have done, I consider it in the context of
other pre-reflective acts. A few examples will be useful here. If I am eating
lunch, I do not constantly repeat to myself, ‘Here I am eating lunch.” I am
busy putting peas on my fork, or I am listening to my companion’s exciting
account of what he saw on TV last night. There is no reflection. However, if
someone in the next room asks me what I am doing, I immediately reply, ‘I
am having lunch.’ This 1s the simplest form of reflection; it 1s simply a mat-
ter of verbally expressing what I am doing at that moment. Then I might be
asked, ‘Why are you having lunch?’ This question, if it has its usual mean-
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ing, requires little more thought. I answer, ‘Because I was hungry,’ or ‘I al-
ways have lunch at this time so I can listen to the news.’ I place my action in
the context of my day or my daily life. There is no discovery in either case.
It 1s simply a matter of thematising what was already there. [4]

To answer a philosophical question, which is by definition an unusual
question, we must first analyse the very words that make up the question.
For it is not only that the question refers me back to my pre-reflexive ac-
tions, but the words and their meanings are not given in their entirety in the
‘moment’. There 1s a pre-reflexive dimension to words. Therefore, an anal-
ysis of the vocabulary used by the philosopher implies, or rather is, a de-
scription and ‘explication’ of the pre-reflexive. It 1s a matter of beginning
philosophy with ontology, according to Jeanson’s definition that ‘ontology
1s an extension of description, it renders explicit, metaphysics is an exten-
sion of science, it seeks to explain’ (Jeanson 146), and not by the classical
route of epistemology. But I prefer Ryle’s definition, for whom, in The
Concept of Mind, 1t 1s a matter of ‘not increasing what we know about
minds, but of rectifying the logical geography of the knowledge we already
possess’ (p. 7) (my emphasis). In both cases, it is a matter of explicating
what Sartre calls ‘pre-ontological understanding’ (EN 203), but the word
‘ontology’, which is rather ambiguous, is perhaps unfortunate. Especially
because it suggests that we are going to talk about ‘Being’. The word ‘be-
ing’ 1s not a noun. As Jean Wahl says, the idea of “being” 1s a ‘grammatical
myth’. (L Expérience Métaphysique 192).

Descartes forgot the pre-reflexive context, the pre-ontological under-
standing. (There is always a tendency to hypostasise words in this way).
This led him to another very serious error. A pre-reflexive act, such as the
act of eating, involves the use of the hands and mouth, the calculation of the
relative widths of my mouth and the potato I want to put in it, etc. That 1s to
say, 1t 1s partly ‘intellectual’ and [5] partly “physical” (although this formu-
lation, which itself comes from Descartes’ errors, is very inaccurate). But
reflection seems to be totally ‘intellectual’ and does not seem to directly
imply the existence of either my body or the things of this world. The result
of this is that Descartes was able to conclude that, although his existence as
a thinking being was certain, there was no necessary connection between
this and the existence of his body. He believed that he could know his mind
with greater certainty than his body, and thus introduced the problem of
how res cogitans could know res extensa. The outcome of all this is what
Gilbert Ryle calls ‘the ghost in the machine’ (see The Concept of Mind). |
am a mind, located inside a machine, into which signals from the ‘outside
world’ enter, which I must then translate in order to form a representation



of that ‘outside world’. Thus Descartes and his successors were faced with
the problem: can I form a true ‘representation’ of this world? And how can
I do so?

But their problem is flawed, because there is no reason to accept the ini-
tial description of the relationship between ‘mind’ and ‘matter’.

[ do not claim to offer a detailed critique of Descartes. I am merely
criticising the 1dea that there 1s ‘a substance whose entire essence or nature
1s nothing but thinking’ (6th meditation, p. 121) — the ghost — and that there
is also a body, the machine, which is distinct from this substance. Ryle uses
the idea of a ‘ghost’ to indicate something that is real and independent, but
which exists on a different “level” from the body, and this 1s what we want
to deny. I will use the adjective ‘Cartesian’ to describe such theories, not to
refer to Descartes’ 1deas. [6]

It seems to me that it is almost impossible to underestimate the harmful
effects of this description. Almost all of Descartes’ successors have worked
within this framework of a ‘closed’ mind and a ‘closed’ object, and the vo-
cabulary has crept into the sciences. It has become the vocabulary of
Western thought.

In addition, this theory required the invention of objects called ‘sensa-
tions,” which no one has ever seen or heard, to explain the everyday fact
that we see trees and elephants. (In English we have the expression ‘sense
data’, and we can more easily distinguish between the sensation I experi-
ence when, for example, I burn my hand, and the ‘sensation’ — a technical
and philosophical term — that I am supposed to experience when I see a tree.
It is the existence of this second kind of sensation that I dispute). In fact, no
matter how I analyse my perceptions, I cannot divide them in a precise or
detailed way. How many coloured spots make up this table? How long do
they last? Such questions cannot be answered. I do not see coloured spots, I
see a table. (See J.L. Austin, Sense and Sensibility, and also EN 377-8.)

The usual solution to the problem of sensations — the postulation of a
‘constituting ego’ or a ‘synthesising ego’ — introduces a new difficulty.
Locke invented ‘sensations’ in order to solve the original problem posed by
the difficulty of escaping the machine, and then a ‘constituting ego’ of the
Cartesian type had to be invented in order to explain the coherence of these
objects that are supposed to be discrete. Thus the problem of solipsism, in-
herent in Descartes’ position, became even more difficult to solve. [7]

Let’s address this question of solipsism. If it is difficult for a ghost
trapped in a machine to learn what 1s happening outside, it is even more dif-
ficult for it to learn what another ghost trapped in another machine is doing.
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Even if it could observe the other machine in some way, it could not ob-
serve the other ghost; thus, it can only rely on highly questionable analo-
gies to admit that the other ghost is there.

To express the argument in a less tendentious way, the question is: Do I
have ‘privileged access’ to my own mind (consciousness), or can others
know as much about it as I do? In the first case, I can have no immediate
reason to believe that others exist in the same way as I do. It must therefore
be shown that there are not two ‘worlds’, one internal (and private) and the
other external. We have already seen that Descartes’ reasons for such a dis-
tinction are not valid. It must also be shown that there are no phenomena
that such a theory could explain.

[f T am asked to describe myself, I might reply that I am honest, somewhat
stingy, gentle, ambitious but lazy, interested in politics, and that I like clas-
sical music, mountaineering and plump girls. I do not think there 1s any
other category of answer possible. Is this answer, in any way, an account of
some secret ‘inner state’ that no one could observe, or could an attentive
and well-placed observer verify it?

What do I mean when I say I am honest? Nothing more than that in most
cases [ tell the truth, even if it puts me at a slight disadvantage, that i1f I find
a hundred-franc note in the street I hand it in to the police, and that I do not
express the same political opinions [8] as the people I am with in order to
please them. All these acts are activities that others can observe as well as |
can. But perhaps I observe them without the possibility of error, whereas
others might be mistaken. Admittedly, I am in a better position than others
to say whether I have told the truth recently. But that is only because I am
always there when I do something. Someone else could always be there
with me (a Siamese twin, for example) and thus be as well informed as |
am. And I may well forget yesterday’s little lie and even convince myself
that what I am saying is the truth. So I am not infallible even in the case of
particular lies.

I am no more infallible, and I could even be led to admit that I am wrong,
when I attribute a character trait to myself. For example, if my friend points
out that [ usually falsify my tax returns, that I occasionally accept too much
change, and that, although I call myself a Christian, I do not love my neigh-
bour, I may, after reflection, admit this and agree that I am indeed not hon-
est at all. To a certain extent, a good observer who knows me well would
probably give more accurate information about my character than I would,
since I might want to believe that I am honest, whereas it is of no con-
sequence to him.
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Thus, the question of my honesty 1s not decided somewhere in my heart
or my brain, but in the world, in the sense that Sartre says:

We would like to show here that the Ego is neither formally nor materially in con-
sciousness: it is outside, in the world, it is a being of the world like the Ego of oth-
ers. (TE 13).

(Sartre himself gives the example of Clovis’ ambition — “How would
Clovis’ ambition [9] have differed from the specific project of conquering
Gaul?” (EN 525) —1.e. ambition 1s not a ‘pre-existing motive’).

If, after you have shown me that [ am dishonest, I tell you that I am deter-
mined to change and become honest, it could be argued that I have privi-
leged access to my intention, which you cannot verify. First, you can verify
it if you ask me, ‘Are you sure?’ and if you observe my facial expression
while pointing out the consequences (10 years of taxes, etc.) of this inten-
tion that I claim to have.

This intention 1s nothing outside of my statement. (The fact that I might
want to deceive you is no more a reason for you to doubt all these state-
ments than the possibility of illusion is a reason for you to doubt the reality
of the world). I test the truth of my intention in much the same way as you
do. And, no more than you, do I know whether I will actually be honest;
just like you, I have to wait and see what I will do.

Part of the problem of solipsism here stems from a bias in favour of the
present. We believe that if I cannot verify what you say about yourself at
the very moment you say it, you have Privileged Access. But if you shout
from the top of a mountain, ‘The view from here is magnificent,” no one
will invent a metaphysical principle to explain the fact that it takes me a
good 10 minutes of climbing before I can verify your opinion. In truth, all
verification takes place in time.

This brings us back to reflection. Thinking is itself a pre-reflexive activ-
ity — while [ am thinking, I am not also thinking that I am thinking. If I want
to make [10] my act of thinking about mountaineering the subject of my
thought, when I do so I am no longer thinking about mountaineering but
about the act of thinking about mountaineering, which is not at all the same
thing. We see, therefore, that what I grasp in reflection is not my present act
or thought, but the act that 1s immediately past. Reflection is retrospection
(see Ryle 166). Any act of reflection can be replaced by another that targets
it.

Self-commentary, self-ridicule and self-admonition are logically condemned to
eternal penultimacy. Yet nothing is left out of any particular commentary or ad-
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monition forever. On the contrary, it may be the target of the very next commen-
tary or rebuke. (Ryle 195)

Ryle calls this fact “the systematic elusiveness of ‘I’” (Ryle 195), and
Sartre says that “the ego is by nature fugitive” (TE). That is to say, my
thoughts unfold in time and so I can never catch myself. (Incidentally, this
1s hardly more remarkable than the fact that, as we say in English, ‘Tomor-
row never comes’. Each new day ‘tomorrow’ advances by one day and we
never arrive there. Verification in the moment would be impossible for me.
Thus, 1f we wanted to confine the concept of ‘me’ to the moment, I would
never be able to thematically grasp my own self, and, a fortiori, the ‘self’ of
others either. I will show later that there 1s no ‘instantaneous’ present. For
the moment, we can only point out that there is no reason to demand this
limitation, just as there 1s no reason to demand that a perception be incorri-
gible, that 1s, certain in itself, without reference to anything else.

Thus, the words we use to talk about others, and also about ourselves, all
refer not to secret acts ‘in the mind,” but to public acts in the world. But it
could perhaps be argued that, for [11] an act to be intelligent, it must be ac-
companied by an intellectual act in the mind, and that, although I can see
your act in the world, I cannot know anything directly about the intellectual
act, and so I can never know with certainty whether your act 1s truly intelli-
gent, rather than automatic.

However, first, these intellectual acts are only postulated as an explana-
tion for intelligent behaviour; they are never observed. For example, if I tie
a difficult knot, which undoubtedly requires concentration and intelli-
gence, and if [ then reflect on my act, [ will realise that while I was doing it
was not repeating to myself the ‘rules’ according to which I had to do it. Itis
quite possible that I repeated these rules to myself once or twice, but in the
meantime I continued to tie the knot intelligently and knowing what I was
doing. Secondly, even if these intellectual acts existed, they could not ex-
plain the difference between doing something intelligently and doing it un-
intelligently, because thinking 1s in itself something that is done with or
without intelligence. That is to say, if we say, with Aristotle, that doing a
good deed is applying a rule, we must ask ourselves how we knew that this
rule should be applied. Is there a rule for applying rules? And another for
applying that rule? We fall into an infinite regress. (See Ryle, pp. 30-31.)

My intelligent actions in the world do not express the activities of my
mind. They are those activities. My behaviour is in itself an understanding
of the world. Even my strictly theoretical thoughts cannot be confined to
my mind alone. When I discuss a theory with my friends, [12] I am engaged
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in abstract thought, but that does not mean that, while I am speaking, [ am
simultaneously having silent thoughts. My words are my thoughts. (Al-
though this does not mean that all my words are thoughts, or are intellec-
tual. That is, they do not all have the same status). Ryle therefore suggests
that private abstract thought, i.e. my thoughts when I am alone, comes from
public abstract thought. Just as we first learn to read aloud and only then to
read silently, we also learn to speak aloud and then to speak silently, to
think. (See Ryle p. 35: “the technical trick of conducting our thoughts in
auditory word images”, and also p. 27.) According to Piaget, up to the age
of 7, children say what they think — they have no verbal restraint (see Lan-
guage & Thought of the Child p. 38). This means that when I think pri-
vately, | imagine a conversation (in which, perhaps, I play all the roles).

This brings us to the last problem: isn’t imagination (especially in the
sense of picturing a ‘picture’) something irretrievably private? Certainly,
others cannot see the house I imagine. But, strictly speaking, neither do [; I
imagine it. Y ou cannot imagine my ‘images’ any more than you can eat my
dinner, and for the same logical reason — if you eat it, it becomes your din-
ner. This does not make dinner something private. If we both look at a tree,
we both see the same tree, even though I do not see it ‘through’ your eyes.
Similarly, if we both imagine my house, we both imagine the same house.
[13]

‘Representing’ something derives from knowledge of that thing. (This 1s
why 1images do not teach us anything.) One of the facts implied by my
knowledge of a certain city is that I will not be surprised when I find a foun-
tain at the end of a certain street, even though I did not say to myself contin-
uously while walking, ‘I am going to find a fountain at the end of this
street.” (That 1s, there 1s no representation of the fountain.) Before arriving
there, I could have stopped and said to myself, ‘I’'m approaching the foun-
tain,” but the fact of being in that place is not the stimulus necessary to
make me think of it. Another small fountain, the sound of a small waterfall,
a photograph or even a ‘daydream’ could have drawn my attention there.
Here, it is a question of ‘representing’ something we have already seen.
Representing is not exactly the same as remembering. If someone asks me
what I did yesterday, I could answer without representing yesterday’s
events in my mind. For example, I can tell my friend what I saw in Venice.
It’s a memory and I can date it. I can also represent Venice in my mind. Al-
though I can’t represent it because I saw it that day, my representation is not
dated. It 1s a representation of Venice, not of Venice on 18 July 1965. But
there 1s still a fairly close relationship here between remembering and rep-
resenting. In L 'Imaginaire Sartre shows that imagination is a way of being
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‘present to’ an absent or even non-existent object. But he believes that there
1s an “analogon” of the imagined object, which is the “mental content” or
“matter” of the act of imagination. He is wrong, because the mind is not a
container. His argument is based on his theory that a photograph “serves as
the matter for the image” (/. p. 35). This 1s false. I can very well look at the
photograph [14] without ‘representing’ the person to myself. If I represent
her to myself, it is because the photograph reminded me of her in the same
way that an old letter, a recording, or even a place might do. These things
could not be considered ‘material’ for an image.

Thus we can conclude that imagination is not some kind of activity that
takes place imnside my mind. There 1s no private interior of my mind.

From this brief discussion of the errors of the Cartesian theory of the
‘ghost in the machine’ we can draw the following conclusions. I am not cut
off from the world or from others. I am not imprisoned in the present.
Above all, my intellectual acts do not enjoy any logical primacy. They are
just one space for intelligent acts among others. They are no more essen-
tially private than others (although they are easier to hide).

I do not contemplate the world, I live it. All my acts are connected to it
and directed towards it.

This is what Husserl refers to when he says that consciousness is ‘inten-
tional’. This idea of intentionality 1s also expressed by the existentialists in
the phrase ‘man 1s a being-in-the-world” (cf. Sartre: “A fundamental 1dea
of Husserl’s phenomenology” [Situations I, p. 33]:

Imagine that we are thus rejected, abandoned by our very nature in an indifferent,
hostile and unyielding world, and you will grasp the profound meaning of the dis-
covery that Husserl expresses in this famous phrase, ‘All consciousness is con-
sciousness of something’... Husserl calls this necessity for consciousness to exist
as consciousness of something other than itself intentionality.)

In other words, man is not a concrete being, [15] with his own nature, sitting
on a cloud and watching the world go by with indifference (the ‘overview
thought’ referred to by Merleau-Ponty). He 1s nothing apart from what he
does and makes of himself in the world. It 1s impossible to consider him in
abstraction from the world.

That man lives and acts in the world of things, people and elephants 1s
also the opinion of ‘common sense’. But haven’t psychologists and physi-
ologists shown that this 1s not the case, that in truth there 1s no world; there
1s only a succession of discrete reactions to a succession of equally discrete
stimuli? That is to say, can they effectively explain everything that happens
based on the theory of man as imprisoned in the body? In La Structure du
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Comportement and La Phénoménologie de la Perception, Merleau-Ponty
demonstrates that such theories can only succeed insofar as they are implic-
itly based on the ‘openness to the world’ that is intentionality. He says:

We do not mean that the analysis of the living body encounters a limit in irreduc-
ible vital forces. We only mean that the reactions of an organism are understand-
able and predictable only if we think of them not as muscular contractions taking
place in a body, but as acts directed towards a certain environment, present or vir-
tual: the act of taking prey, walking towards a goal, running away from danger.

(SC 164).

Acts directed towards a certain environment, acts towards a goal: these
two aspects are inseparable. We perceive the world through particular as-
pects. The world as a whole is what we call the horizon of my project. It is
this horizon that distinguishes normal perception from hallucinatory
perception. Sartre says,

Perception is articulated only against the ontological background of presence [16]
in the world, and the world reveals itself concretely as the background of each
singular perception. (EN 229).

Of course, when I see a real tree, I do not see the whole world at the same
time; I see it as part of the world. Or perhaps we can say that I see the world
through the tree. Just as my steps are only understandable in relation to my
goal, the goal itself 1s only understandable in relation to the whole world.

Intentionality 1s the key idea in phenomenology. I tried to introduce it
through Ryle’s The Concept of Mind because it seems to me that what we
might call ‘the historical function’ of the idea 1s to escape the Cartesian di-
chotomy of res cogitans and res extensa, but that phenomenologists them-
selves too often use the vocabulary of this dichotomy, whereas Ryle delib-
erately tries to avoid it. We must even be wary of the word ‘phenomenon’,
which comes from the Greek ‘that which appears’. In fact, things do not ap-
pear. Someone appears at the window, for example, but I see or feel or hear
something. So when we started talking about ‘phenomena’ instead of
‘things’, we were already halfway trapped in the machine. Of course,
Sartre, for example, finds a loophole, but to do so he has to talk about ‘the
being of the phenomenon’ and ‘the phenomenon of being’. ‘The being of
the phenomenon’ means ‘the description of the thing’, but ‘the phenome-
non of being’” means nothing because being is not in the class of objects that
We can say we can see, etc. It seems to me that Sartre manages to express a
valid philosophy through this vocabulary of ‘being’ and ‘phenomenon,’
but he could have done so more easily.
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In this introduction, without having contributed anything positive, we
have avoided the ‘pitfall of solipsism’ and [17] we have discovered my fun-
damental relationship of intentionality to the world. I would now like to ex-
plore the idea of intentionality in greater depth, not in order to construct a
metaphysical theory of the world, but only in relation to the problem of ac-
tion. I will do this by studying the idea of freedom as it is presented in Being
and Nothingness and The Critique of Dialectical Reason. These two works
have broader aims than the discussion of freedom alone, so I will not ad-
dress all the points they raise. There are aspects of Being and Nothingness
that could be interpreted idealistically, as well as the rather realistic inter-
pretation (in the sense that objects are independent of consciousness) that I
will give. This interpretation has the advantage of being more compatible
with the later development of existential phenomenology. I have tried to
avoid the special vocabulary that Sartre uses in Being and Nothingness. It
seems to me that this can be done without at the same time missing the
point of his philosophy, for the reason that it is not a metaphysics but a de-
scription. So ‘the m-itself’, ‘the for-itself’, etc. are not abstract concepts
whose content must be brought to light in order to understand the philoso-
phy. They are simply linguistic tools designed to explain certain elements
of our experience, and we can just as well try to give the same description
using different, and perhaps more practical, tools.

Broadly speaking, we find in Being and Nothingness the abstract skele-
ton of human freedom, and in Critique of Dialectical Reason we see how
this freedom could be lost in the world, which then gives us the possibility
of explaining the conditions for concrete and true freedom. Moral impera-
tives, or their absence, [18] will emerge on their own in the course of the dis-
cussion. My method will be to identify the general characteristics of human
behaviour and then see how beings with these characteristics could behave
together in our world (i.e., in a world possessing the contingent characteris-
tic of scarcity).

The word ‘freedom,’ like all big words, 1s ambiguous. The way Sartre
uses it in Being and Nothingness is a bit unusual. But it seems to me that
what he calls freedom 1s the ‘quality’ that distinguishes humans from all
other species, and which 1s thus the basis for the more common concept of
freedom. This ‘quality’ is, as we shall see, what makes it possible to apply
the 1dea of political freedom to man and not to a chair or a dog. It 1s there-
fore correct to retain the word ‘freedom’ to describe it. [19]
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Part One

The Abstract roc
Ch. 1 - Freedom and "nothingness”.

Before addressing the question of freedom, let us remember that this is a
work of ontology, in the sense of “descriptive”. And it could not be other-
wise, for Being and Nothingness is an essay in phenomenological ontol-
ogy, and in phenomenology, as Merleau-Ponty says, “It is a matter of de-
scribing, not explaining or analysing.” We will therefore attempt to de-
scribe consciousness, not explain it.

“It is enough to open one’s eyes and question in all naivety this totality
that 1s man in the world” (EN 38) says Sartre. But the language he uses to
do so is bizarre. He introduces the idea of freedom as follows:

This capacity of human existence to secrete a nothingness that isolates it, Des-
cartes, following the Stoics, gave a name: it is freedom. (EN 61).

And a little further on:

Freedom is the capacity of the human being of distancing himself from his past
by secreting his own nothingness (EN 65).

It does not take much thought to realise that the expression ‘secreting noth-
ingness’ does not mean much. Let us leave aside ‘secreting’ and examine
“nothingness”. ‘Nothingness’ 1s not a word that is used very often (except,
perhaps, when speaking pejoratively about a person). We can therefore
only examine how Sartre uses it.

We have already seen the difference between reflexive consciousness
and pre-reflexive consciousness. If I think about an elephant, I know at the
same time that I am thinking about it. This means that [20] I could, 1f I
wanted to, stop thinking about the elephant and instead start thinking about
my thoughts about the elephant. Here we have two ‘mental’ activities,
which are separate but also seem to be continuous. This continuity be-
comes even more striking when we notice that at any moment during the
first activity, I can switch to the second. The reflexive act seems almost to
be contained 1n the first in an implicit state. There 1s always a non-posi-
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tional awareness of oneself. Sartre expresses this fact by saying that “The
reflexive 1s separated from the reflected by a nothingness” (EN 199). It is
this non-positional awareness of oneself that accompanies all my acts that
1s the defining mark of consciousness. Thus, at the centre of consciousness
we find a ‘nothingness’ that separates consciousness from itself. To ex-
press it in more familiar terms, we can say that this ‘nothingness’ is, in a
sense, that structure of consciousness which makes reflection possible.
But he also says:

Thus, the for-itself (consciousness) must be its own nothingness. The being of
consciousness, as consciousness, 1s to exist at a distance from itself as presence to

itself, and this zero distance that being carries in its being is Nothingness
(EN 120).

Consciousness is nothingness. By this we must understand the indefinable
nature of consciousness. We cannot say that consciousness 1S conscious-
ness in the same way that a chair is a chair. My consciousness is unstable,
‘troubled’. It 1s always consciousness (of) belief, consciousness (of) moun-
tains; it 1s never simple consciousness. Nor can it be identified with belief
or with mountains. It

exists from the outset as escaping from itself, as breaking the unity of all concepts
in which we might wish to enclose it (EN 18).

The chair remains a chair, but consciousness (of) belief must [21] continu-
ally become consciousness (of) belief.

It can always become consciousness (of) belief (i.e., reflexive conscious-
ness) or consciousness of anything else. It 1s nothing other than this flight
from one to the other.

We have seen that reflection is retrospection. It is in this temporal charac-
ter of consciousness that we will find the true nature of ‘nothingness’.

When I reflect, I withdraw from a series of acts in order to look at them
from a distance. This act of ‘putting myself at a distance’ is a more pictur-
esque expression of Nothingness. I put a space between myself and the
thing I am looking at, just as I step back to get a better look at a painting.
But in the case of retrospection, I look at myself; thus it 1s an imaginary
space. Or rather, it is what separates my present from my past.

The condition for human reality to be able to deny all or part of the world is that it
carries nothingness within itself as the nothing that separates its present from all
its past’ (EN 65).
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This helps us to see why reflection is the defining mark of consciousness.
For any act of consciousness refers not only to the situation that is directly
present, but also to the past and the future. That is, pre-reflective conscious-
ness always involves an escape from the present, to which it nevertheless
remains linked, just as reflection involves an escape from pre-reflective
consciousness, to which it remains linked. Both have the same structure,
which 1s why one implies the other.

Consciousness 1s never attached to its object. It is not absorbed by the ob-
ject or by the instantaneous present. Mechanical determinism tries to en-
close [22] consciousness not only in the body, but also in this instantaneous
present, as an instantaneous reaction to an instantaneous stimulus. And in-
deed, if the present is an instant in time, it seems difficult to see how I could
do anything other than simply be in the present. But if we look a little
closer, we see that even determinism is not understandable in the light of an
instantaneous present. That is, if time 1s made up of a series of discrete mo-
ments, it is impossible to postulate any relationship between them. This
would imply a continuous process of annihilation and recreation of the en-
tire universe (see Descartes). The hypothesis is absurd, but the ideas of phi-
losophers who demand proof that we can know the future or the past imply
this hypothesis.

Furthermore, we have no experience of the present in terms of such a mo-
ment. In a simple activity, such as a game of tennis, it 1s impossible to sepa-
rate my gesture of raising the racket when the ball crosses the net from my
opponent’s completed act of hitting the ball and the future completion of
my gesture. (See EN 169).

We can thus observe that, in a sense, | ‘see into’ the past and the future.

So what is the present? We cannot abandon it as a concept, since it fulfils
a useful task in everyday language. Here it has no precise meaning. I could
say, ‘Stop talking about history, I'm only interested in the present,” in
which case ‘the present’ would mean a fairly long period of time - this year,
last year, and next year. Or, ‘What are you doing now?’ ‘I’m writing a letter
to my friend’ - but not (usually) ‘I’'m writing a “d.”” However, this last [23]
answer would be normal 1f you insisted, saying, ‘No, I mean right now.’
But even writing a “d” takes time.

[ am not trying to show that time is infinitely divisible. Rather, time is not
divisible at all. When we speak of the present in the most precise sense, we
are not talking about some ‘part’ or ‘section’ of time. We are making a
cross-section of time, just as an engineer might draw a cross-section of his
machine. Just as a machine is not made up of a series of these cross-sections
added together, time 1s not made up of a series of presents stuck together.
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There 1s a thickness to the present we experience. It 1s an indefinite thick-
ness. As I wait at the bus stop, watching the bus approaching me, my pres-
ent 1s made up of my walk from home to the stop and the bus’s journey to
the stop, which I ‘see’ in its entirety, even though the bus has not yet
reached me. What I will do on the bus is still in my future, and what I was
doing before I left home is beginning to slip into the past. Similarly, if I am
looking at a house, I see it in the past and in the future; otherwise I would be
continually surprised to find the house in front of me, and suddenly the
house would disappear. (“This inkwell, as soon as I perceive it, already has
its three temporal dimensions in its existence” EN 255).

This ability to ‘see into the past and future’ should not be confused with
the acts of remembering and predicting. It is not true that, at the same mo-
ment, I look at the house, remember what it looked like a minute ago, and
predict what it will look like in a minute. First, I [24] do not do that. Second,
even if [ wanted to, I couldn’t, since the acts of remembering and predicting
themselves take time. This would imply that, while predicting, I would
have to remember the beginning of my prediction, and while remembering,
I would have to predict the end of my memory. Thus, I could never escape
the beginning of my first memory or my first prediction. Predicting and re-
membering are themselves reflexive acts that are only possible within the
confines of the pre-reflexive present. I can only remember that the house
was there five minutes ago because my knowledge of this fact 1s already
implied (not thematically) in my act of seeing it now (cf. Sartre:

It 1s not because I “represent” my past to myself that it exists. But it is because /
am my past that it enters the world, and it is from its being-in-the-world that I can,
following certain psychological processes, represent it to myself.‘ - EN 159)

and Ryle “Bearing in mind is not recalling, it is what makes recalling,
among other things, possible” (Ryle M 17-81). The fact that the present dis-
appears 1f we analyse it rigorously helps us to understand ‘nothingness’.
Sartre says:

A rigorous analysis that claims to rid the present of everything that is not itself,
that is, the past and the immediate future, would in fact find only an infinitesimal
instant, that is to say... nothingness (EN 165).

Strictly speaking, the present is nothing. However, it separates my past,
what I have done and, in a sense, cannot change, from my future, which is
problematic. One could say that it is a bit like the invisible line that forms
the border between two countries. They are contiguous and different, and
nothing separates them. (This analogy may help us avoid the trap of
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believing, when we speak of a nothingness that separates two things, that
we mean there 1s some kind of very singular ‘something’ that separates
them). [25]

It 1s the fact that there is no present that makes it impossible to say that I
am this or that, in the sense that we can say ‘This 1s a chair’. We can say,
with finality: “This was a tree. It 1s now a chair.” It will be a pile of ashes,
‘because the chair is what it is,” and we speak of its present in the imprecise
sense in which we say that ‘today’ is the present, not in the precise sense we
have just defined. But consciousness itself has no present at all, not even a
very small one. It is flight, escape, gushing, motion. But these words are
only analogies. There 1s no vocabulary to express the temporalising charac-
ter of consciousness, since it 1s the phenomenon from which all human be-
haviour derives and is therefore not usually thematised. Ultimately, we can
only refer the sceptic to their own lived consciousness.

Just as consciousness is directed towards the world of things and people,
the present 1s directed towards the future and the past. Thus, what I have
said about time can be expressed by saying that consciousness is inten-
tional in time as well as in space. (And we must not believe that there are
two separate ‘powers’ here. They are not distinct.)

Calling consciousness ‘nothingness’ and at the same time saying that it
can be consciousness (of) belief, consciousness (of) joy, consciousness (of)
a mountain, 1s only understandable from the perspective of time. /¢ is a
‘nothingness’ because we can never grasp it. I can see a mountain and at
the same time avoid becoming defined as [someone having a] ‘vision of a
mountain,” only because I escape it in time. Merleau-Ponty says,

What must be understood is that the same reason makes me present here and now
and present elsewhere and always, absent from here and now and absent [26] from
all places and all times. This ambiguity is not an imperfection of consciousness or
existence; it 1s its definition. (PP 383).

This 1s what Sartre calls the ‘diasporic’ nature of consciousness.

This does not mean that I have some kind of God’s-eye view of the world
from a point outside time and space. The ambiguity Merleau-Ponty refers
to lies 1n the fact that, although I can see the mountain, I remain connected
to my window, from which I see it. In a sense, I am in both places at the
same time, but unlike God, I am ‘more squarely’ in one than in the other.
This becomes less complicated when we realise that this description re-
mains within the Cartesian framework. It is only if we have a small ma-
chine here and a large box with the mountain inside there that I should be
considered as something flying very, very fast between the two, and that we
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should talk about being ‘present elsewhere and always’, ‘diaspora’, ‘exis-
tence outside oneself’, “transcendence” or ‘ek-stasis’. Such terms are only
useful in the Cartesian framework; their complexity comes from the fact
that they try to express everyday facts, such as ‘I see a tree’, with the vo-
cabulary of an absurd theory.

So when Sartre says that freedom 1s “the possibility for human reality of
secreting [creating, generating?] a nothingness that isolates it,” he 1s talk-
ing about intentionality, the fact that man directs himself towards the world
and 1s therefore not at all bound to any part of the world. He thus escapes
determinism. But we must not believe that Sartre means that there is a “‘fac-
ulty’ called ‘free will’ that establishes [27] freedom. Freedom 1s not a fac-
ulty, it 1s a kind of behaviour or conduct (which Sartre will express more
clearly in Critiqgue of Dialectical Reason, where he will talk about praxis
rather than freedom). Thus, freedom is the name of a certain kind of behav-
iour, human behaviour. This is why Sartre can argue that man is either en-
tirely free or not free at all. He uses the words ‘nothingness’ and ‘annihila-
tion’ to emphasise the fact that the singularity of this behaviour is that it 1s
directed towards what is not: the future, the imaginary, etc. We have al-
ready seen some examples: the tennis player who projects himself into the
future, and, in the introduction, the imagination as ‘presence to’ what is
absent. Another example of ‘nihilisation’ 1s language.

A word can be either a sign or a symbol. When a dog hears its master’s
name, it looks for him; the word is a sign that indicates the existence of its
master. But when I hear the name, I don’t look for him, I think about him;
for me, the word is a symbol. “Signs announce their objects to him (the sub-
ject) whereas symbols lead him to conceive their objects”. (S. Langer, Phi-
losophy in a New Key, p. 49). Thus we can speak of the ‘unrealising’ func-
tion of the symbol, as well as of the image. Language 1s essentially sym-
bolic.

If the fact that human behaviour is freedom 1s most clearly evident in
imagination and language (or thought), it is only because these two are the
thematisation of the fundamental intentional attitudes that underlie all our
behaviour. Here we see again the fact already emphasised that the game of
tennis is thought. [28] Let us repeat that this 1s a description and not an ex-
planation. One of the difficulties in understanding Being and Nothingness
comes from a tendency to believe that Sartre is trying to explain facts by
postulating two ‘substances’ called “being” and ‘nothingness,” or ‘in-it-
self” and ‘for-itself,” whose interaction would give rise to us and our world.
De Wacehlens, for example, speaks of a metaphysics of Sartre that would be
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in contradiction with his phenomenology (Introduction to The Structure of
Behaviour viii-x), and Jolivet criticises him because he

reasons from the theses of his ontology as if they were self-evident. (Jolivet 55).

But there is neither metaphysics nor ‘ontological theses’. Sartre sought a
linguistic tool to explain his own experience of pre-reflexive conscious-
ness, and he chose this vocabulary of “being” and ‘nothingness’. It seems
to me that this was a rather unfortunate choice; but, if we realise that these
are not metaphysical categories but simply a linguistic tool, I think we can
understand what he means. [29]

Ch. 2. - Value Toc

The act 1s intentional — that 1s, it is directed towards the future. But isn’t it
possible that it is a reaction to a stimulus? If I ‘see’ the tennis ball arriving at
a certain place in the future, couldn’t this act as the stimulus that automati-
cally triggers a reaction to hit the ball at that place? This might seem true
until I ask myself why, in fact, I hit the ball instead of letting it pass.

The answer i1s simple: it is because this action 1s part of playing tennis.
Someone with normal body coordination can very easily hit the ball the
first time 1t is thrown at them. It is not true that they build conditioned re-
flexes before they can hit the ball where it lands.

Quite simply, they know what a game of tennis 1s and they orient them-
selves 1n a certain direction. In itself, the ball 1s not labelled ‘to hit’, ‘to
catch’ or ‘to let pass’. The value ‘to hit’ derives from my project to play
tennis.

Let’s take a closer look at this 1dea of value. First of all, it should be said
that value here does not mean economic value or moral value. It means the
function that something has in my life. We could just as well say ‘impor-
tance’ or ‘meaning’. The first point to note 1s that the things we find around
us have no value in themselves. If I am hungry, a piece of bread has a cer-
tain value for me, but that value 1s completely different if I am not hungry,
and yet again if [ am on hunger strike. This last example suggests that there
1s not even a [30] necessary relationship between physiological states and
values.

If there were things that had value in themselves, this would mean that
our behaviour towards them would be determined. These things would be-
have like magnets. For example, according to the doctrine of ‘economism’,
‘material goods’ are irresistible magnets for human behaviour. That is to
say, ‘human nature’ i1s such that these objects necessarily have value-
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for-human beings. We must try to demonstrate that, according to the struc-
ture of consciousness, this i1s impossible, and that there are neither val-
ues-in-themselves nor values-for-human beings.

We have already seen the negative character of consciousness in relation
to its objects. It isolates itself from them, it ‘puts its past out of play’.
Intentionality means not only that I can escape from ‘here’ to the mountain,
but also that I can escape from the mountain. Sartre expresses this by say-
ing that to be conscious (of) the mountain is to be conscious of the moun-
tain as not being oneself: “the for-itself that constitutes itself as not being
the thing” (EN 222). I can always reflect; thus I am never hypnotised by the
thing. Being conscious of something implies that one can question or doubt
it. This ‘something’ can be any theme of consciousness, a thing, an image,
a value. Of course, since these objects ‘appear’ or ‘are given’ in different
ways, they are doubted in different ways. I ask whether something is real,
whether an 1image or a memory is accurate, whether a proposition is true,
whether a value is absolute, whether a fact 1s established. Doubting a fact, a
thing or a proposition implies that there are established facts, real things
and true propositions. [31]

But doubting a value does not imply that there are absolute values, since a
value 1s defined by its relationship to humans, and noting that there is a cer-
tain relationship between certain things and certain humans does not imply
that there 1s a necessary relationship between a certain thing and all hu-
mans. That 1s to say, there are necessarily values, because man is action,
but there are no necessary values. Moreover, it could very easily be shown
empirically that there are no ‘magnets-for-Man’; for any postulated value,
one can find individuals who have rejected it.

(Value) can only reveal itself ... to an active freedom that brings it into existence
as value by the mere fact of recognising it as such. It follows that my freedom is
the sole foundation of values ... values, because they reveal themselves in essence
to freedom, cannot reveal themselves without at the same time being ‘called into
question’ (EN 76).

But perhaps, one might say, we have slightly distorted the definition of
value. We could agree that there is no absolute ‘duty’, but nevertheless
maintain that there are absolute ‘obligations’; that is, ‘transcendent[al]’
values, inscribed not in human nature, but in the nature of the universe:
God’s commandments, for example. Thus, there would be moral values
that do not derive their status from man. We could question them without
undermining the fact that they are absolute.
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However, there cannot be values inscribed in the nature of the universe,
because the universe is contingent. There is no reason why there should be
something rather than nothing. The world 1s absurd. That is to say, there is
no possibility of value in itself. [32]

Roquentin’s ‘enlightenment’ in the park i1s a description of the world
without values that lies beneath the values created by our projects. (“Words
had vanished, and with them the meaning of things, their modes of use, the
faint landmarks that men have traced on their surface” (La Nausée 179).
Beneath it there is nothing except a pulsating ‘something’ whose only char-
acteristic is being there. There are no written instructions on it, [ have no
1dea what to do with it.

We have identified two distinct facts about value. First, since any value
can be doubted, there 1s no necessary value that humans cannot help but act
upon. This fact can be expressed by saying that there is no hAuman nature
(but it must be understood, as many commentators on Sartre have failed to
understand, that he only denies ‘the existence of a nature as an essence that
unfolds, as when we say, “Ah, but it is in human nature to act this way.”” Of
course, we do not want to deny that human beings have a common condi-
tion, because it is this condition that makes it possible to speak of human
beings, and not just of Pierre, Jean, Jeanne, etc.). Secondly, since I and the
world are contingent, there is no possibility of an absolute moral value to-
wards which human beings should act. Even God, 1f he existed, would be
contingent. ‘Ens causa sut’ 1s just a very respectful way of expressing this
fact — and so the values he would ordain would themselves be contingent.
Moral values can only be expressed in terms of if....; therefore ... They im-
ply a choice between ifs.

The distinction between a thing and its value suggests [33] what we might
call a new kind of world. Each individual creates a world of values around
themselves through their projects. It is in this world, and not in the underly-
ing world of things, that we live. But we cannot separate it from the world
of things either. Sartre explains this by saying that man is always in a situa-
tion. I am ‘condemned to be free’ in the sense that I find myselfin this world
and thus cannot help but take a position towards it, thereby creating the
world of values. (the lebenswelt). Even the decision to commit suicide is a
way of taking a position, thus attributing values to the ‘raw’ world in itself.

So it 1s man’s projects that give this world its values. In a sense, man 1s
nothing but his projects. Or “human reality ... exists first as a lack” (EN
132). That is to say, consciousness, by its very nature, can never settle any-
where, always remains unfulfilled. What it projects itself towards 1s de-
fined as value, and since it projects itself towards a future state of itself, we
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can say that value 1s a consciousness that would not lack, that would be a to-
tality. Sartre calls this being that aims at itself as a totality “a detotalisated
totality”. (EN 652)

The ambiguities and contradictions of this project can be expressed by
saying:

man is fundamentally a desire to be God (EN 653).

God 1s defined as a being who 1s complete in himself, but who is also con-
sciousness. Man wants to become complete in himself, but remain con-
scious. However, the idea of God is contradictory, since consciousness 1S
intentional, that 1s, always related to something outside itself, never com-
plete in itself. The ‘project of being God’, therefore, is just another way of
expressing the fact that man is condemned to be free, to never find true ab-
solute value. [34]

It should be emphasised that when Sartre says that man is the desire to be
God, he 1s not postulating a concrete object that all men must desire —
which would destroy freedom. Rather, he 1s seeking a way of explaining
what freedom is — freedom is project, is lack, 1s totality-detotalisised, is the
desire to be God. All these definitions are synonymous. The importance of
the last one is that it reveals the essentially desperate nature of all projects
(see EN 645).

To believe that the idea of consciousness as lack condemns me to perpet-
ually fill the gaps as they appear is to fall into the Cartesian trap of believ-
ing that the ‘I’ is a concrete structure. Indeed, the word ‘I’ 1s ambiguous.
“(The for-itself) is in a certain sense, it is since it can be named, since cer-
tain characteristics can be affirmed or denied of it.” But according to an-
other definition, “it 1s never what it 1s” (EN 184), or it is what it 1s not and it
1s not what it is. I escape into the future, leaving behind what [ am ‘in the
world’. In one sense, I can be defined entirely — I am angry, stingy, stupid,
married with seven children. But on the other hand, I never coincide with
this definition. This lack of coincidence appears theoretically in the case of
vertigo. Sartre also depicts it in his description of the waiter. (EN 98-99).
The waiter, he says, plays a role: he plays at being a waiter. That is to say,
he does not become a waiter in the same way that an acorn becomes an oak
tree. When he becomes one, he does not have natural ‘waiter behaviour’; he
can only imitate other waiters. He can never be more than a very good imi-
tation — and, what’s more, he only imitates the imitations of other waiters!

The lack of coincidence with oneself therefore has two aspects: the need
to play a role, and the possibility of escaping from [35] oneself through re-
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flection. Of course, these two aspects cannot be separated — they are part of
the same structure, or rather, they are the same structure.

[ am not angry in the same way that a tree is a tree. My propensity for an-
ger 1s, in a sense, outside of me. I can decide to abandon it, since I can real-
ise it through reflection. Similarly, my avarice, my desire for money, is
something I can take a stand on.

If I suddenly realise that I am greedy, I may be shocked, because I cannot
stand the greedy people I know. So I immediately send a large cheque to a
charity, buy the hairdryer my wife has been asking for for months, and buy
myself a new record. Of course, these actions in themselves do not prove
that [ am not stingy 1if, the next day, already regretting them, I reduce my
wife’s budget in order to get my money back. But if I continue in this way,
the moment when I reached my decision appears as a moment of escape
from myself.

This example also shows us that the meaning of an act comes from the fu-
ture. If I had lived a whole day as a generous man and then been run over by
a car, I would be remembered as stingy. And that would not be wrong. 1
would have been a stingy man who acted generously in a moment of aber-
ration. So we cannot say that I escape my past entirely, but only that it 1s the
future that gives my past its meaning. Thus, the value of my stinginess and
my attempt at generosity is not given; it must be constituted anew by me in
the present. [36]

[ have already given the example of bread, whose value changes, even if
am hungry, depending on whether it is normal hunger or hunger resulting
from a hunger strike. My projects give value to this ‘physiological’ lack. A
striking example of the difference between a lack to which we assign value
and a lack that has value 1n itself 1s the comparison between the sexuality of
anormal man and that of a dog that has smelled a female dog in the street.

Thus, my situation includes not only the world of things and people, but
also my past and my physiological and psychological lacks — that is, my
body and my psyche.

a. The world of things and people

The world itself has an objectively articulated structure. The objects of the
world appear to me with possibilities; I can use them. But in the abstract,
these possibilities are completely undefined. However, we never find our-
selves in such an undefined world. In our world, there are what we might
call ‘social objects’ and ‘social techniques’. There are trees and elephants,
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but there are also cars and pocket knives. The value of the latter seems, at
first glance, to be much more stable than that of the former. If I live in a
technologically advanced society, a car tells me what to do with it, whereas
a tree does not. This is because I find myself in a situation that includes
other individuals, who are themselves, by definition, sources of value. I
thus encounter the values of others as objects; we could call them object
values. This is what Sartre means when he says that the other is a ‘centre of
flow of my universe’ (EN 312-13). I do not come into a completely chaotic
world. There are [37] paths and signs. But these are not limited to manufac-
tured objects. In an animist society, for example, a certain tree will be given
to an inhabitant with a much more precisely defined value than that of a car
in a technological society. There is a ‘properly human coefficient of adver-
sity’ (EN 593). In the world, I find not only things and object values, but
also techniques. First, there are those of my body — walking, grasping, a
certain kind of vision, etc. The possession of some of these techniques de-
fines ‘the human species’ (see EN 594). In addition to these, the techniques
available to me will depend on the society in which I live and my place in
that society. They will include not only technology but also language and
systems of thought. I learn these techniques. My class, nationality, etc. are
defined by the techniques and modes of thought I use. For example:

Most attempts to define the working class boil down to taking as criteria produc-
tion, consumption or a certain type of Weltanschauung belonging to the inferior-
ity complex, that is, in all cases, certain techniques of elaboration or appropria-
tion of the world (EN 596).

(The importance of being able to define such ‘collectivities’ in this way
stems from the fact that it renders unnecessary the postulation of some in-
herited national “nature” or ‘collective unconscious’ to explain differences
between peoples and races. And the fact that there are techniques of
thought and not some kind of Platonic ‘natural thought’ is central to under-
standing the different levels of culture among different societies. All these
ideas will be taken up and developed in Critique, and we will return to them
later). With these techniques, which come to me from society, [38] I aim at
the world. They are means of thinking about or manipulating the world.
This means that the way I act, my understanding of the world, is condi-
tioned by society. The world ‘reveals to me a face that 1s strictly correlated
with the means I use, therefore the face it offers to everyone’. (EN 594 —
emphasis added by Sartre). Nowadays, the journey from Paris to
Fontainebleau is quite short, but five hundred years ago it was long and rel-
atively difficult. Regardless of whether we value Fontainebleau as a
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destination or not, this town has a different meaning for me than 1t did for
someone in the 16th century. We could therefore talk about three ‘worlds’:
the ‘natural world’, the ‘social world’ and the ‘world of values’. It 1s useful
to express it this way because, instead of giving values, as I said above, to
the ‘natural world’, people who remain within the framework of their soci-
ety give values to the ‘social world’. Thus, although man approaches the
world through techniques that he did not invent himself, he remains free
because it is he who gives value to these techniques themselves and to the
world they reveal. And, indeed, it is clear that there is no possibility of any
kind of ‘direct’ grasp of the world — that would again be the i1dea of flying
over it.

“Technique does not apply itself” (EN 599). Similarly, social imperatives
do not apply themselves. The arrow can tell me which direction to go, but it
cannot move my legs for me. I must take responsibility for the imperatives
and techniques; I must /ive them. In this very requirement lies the possibil-
ity of escaping them, for it also implies that I can always invent new values,
new techniques or new ways of thinking and a new vocabulary. [39]

b. My Body

I have talked about the technical aspects of my body: seeing, holding, walk-
ing, etc. Even these aren’t given.

I learn them. In addition, I learn to write, to speak, to play tennis, to drive
a car, and to do a thousand other things with my body. As a collection of
abilities, what I have already said about technology also applies to my
body.
“The body is our general means of having a world” (PP 171). That is to say,
it 1s only because I possess these bodily abilities that I can approach the
world (although this does not mean that I exist first and then use a body to
approach the world!). It is the state of my technical abilities that determines
how the world will appear to me. The jungle 1s completely different for the
hunter than it is for the city dweller. It is fuller for the hunter because his
senses are more acute and richer, because it has meanings for him that the
city dweller cannot understand. Learning expands and changes the shape of
my universe. There is no basis for subjectivism in this analysis. There are
certain bodily techniques and certain mental techniques with which we ac-
quire objective knowledge. It is only when we forget that thinking is itself a
technique that we begin to mistrust the fact that we must ‘be in’ the world
through technology. Apart from what we might call the intellectual func-
tions of my body, there is also the other side, the fact that it 1s itself a being
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in the world, its need for regeneration, and the fact that it can be injured or
killed. First, I can ignore its needs: suicide, flagellation, fasting, and vows
of abstinence are examples of this. When [40] my body gets in the way of
my projects, as in the case of a man being tortured to extract information, or
as in the case of a man who exhausts himself during a long walk, there is
nevertheless, as long as I do not lose consciousness, no specific degree of
exhaustion or pain [that I am not able to overcome], up to that point where
my body commands me to speak or to rest.

It 1s up to me to decide when pain or fatigue become unbearable. (Except,
of course, 1f I lose consciousness, it 1s no longer up to me to decide whether
or not to continue my walk.) In other words, I am the one who gives value
to my body. My body’s capabilities determine how far I can go, but within
those limits, I am the one who gives value and organises the situation.

c. My psyche

We saw in the introduction that being ambitious is nothing more than the
series of ambitious acts that ‘express’ it, and that the same is true of other
characteristics that could be called ‘psychological traits’. However, in a
certain form of reflection (which Sartre calls ‘impure reflection’), if I seek
to know ‘what I am’ in the sense of ‘what is my nature’, these traits could be
given as realities in themselves, and I begin to believe that there is some-
where within me a ‘choleric’ quality which, in certain circumstances,
causes me to become 1irritated. This ‘phantom world” populated by these
qualities and states of mind “exists as a real situation of the for-itself” (EN
218, Sartre emphasises this). That is to say, when, through reflection, I real-
ise that I am angry, I must then fake a position with regard to this tendency,
either [41] T accept it (by telling myself, for example, that it is my nature) or [
decide from now on not to show myself to be angry. And if [ accept it, I can
decide to avoid situations that are conducive to my anger. So itis [ who give
value to a ‘quality’ or ‘state’ of the psyche.

d. The past

At the moment, I find myself with a particular past that I cannot change. In-
sofar as this past relates to my present, it does so primarily through my past
projects that still ‘live’: my original project of writing this thesis, for exam-
ple. The thesis is there, given, with its mass of written words, notes and
books read; but I can decide to abandon it and become a sailor, for example.
It does not oblige me to continue it.
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I alone can decide at any moment the scope of the past: not by discussing, deliber-
ating and assessing in each case the importance of this or that past event, but by
projecting myself towards my goals, I save the past with me and decide its mean-
ing through my actions (EN 579).

Even if I decide to abandon my thesis, I cannot escape the position I find
myself 1, having written a third of a thesis, just as if I walk towards
Fontainebleau and decide not to continue after walking 20 kilometres, I
cannot avoid being 20 kilometres from Paris. Just as my future movements
will have to relate to this position, so all my future actions will relate to this
failed thesis. But it is up to me to decide how they will relate to it.

This analysis of the ‘situation’ has shown us much more clearly the
meaning of ‘being-in-the-world’. When we say that the situation consists
of my body, my past, [42] my psyche and the world, we must remember the
ambiguity of the word ‘I’ that we have discussed. In one sense of the word,
[ am nothing but my body, the world, etc., but in another sense I am more,
not in the sense that there 1s something more that 1s me, but in the sense that
I escape from it towards the future. I can do this because I can take an ele-
ment or even the totality of my situation as the theme of my reflection.

I do not choose my situation. I do not choose to be born in a particular
place or to have a certain past. Sartre calls this fact FACTICITY. Butitis I
who give it its value. This means that, in one sense of the word ‘freedom’, 1
am completely free. This is not about the freedom to do what I want, which
can be absolute, limited or non-existent. In the sense in which it 1s used
here, freedom cannot be separated from obstacles.

The resistances that freedom reveals in existence, far from being a danger to free-
dom, only allow it to emerge as freedom. There can only be something for itself
as engaged in a resistant world (EN 563).

[ cannot give value to things if there are no things! Things are, by defini-
tion, independent of my consciousness. Thus, they inevitably resist my pro-
jects. (The “adversity coefficient” of things (EN 389)). The thing is ‘un-
fathomable’, that is to say, I am incapable of knowing a priori when I will
have perfect knowledge of it, or how I will obtain this knowledge. There-
fore, 1t 1s always, to a greater or lesser degree, an obstacle. But it 1s only an
obstacle within the framework of my projects. A mountain is only ‘difficult
to climb’ if I want to climb it. Otherwise, it has only the strictly neutral
characteristics of being ‘steep’ and ‘rocky’. It can even have the positive
characteristic of being ‘beautiful’ if my current project is to enjoy the view
from my hotel room window. [43]
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[t must be clearly understood that for Sartre there 1s such a coefficient of
adversity, such depth, such an ‘unnameable and unthinkable residue that
belongs to the self considered in itself’. Merleau Ponty says:

Sartre speaks of a world that is not vertical, but in itself, that is to say, flat.
(V1290).

But this does not seem right to me, unless we take ‘being-in-itself’ as a
metaphysical concept. It is not that; it 1s a linguistic tool, and its function is
precisely to express the fact that the world 1s not TRANSPARENT to con-
sciousness, that I can never have ‘adequate knowledge’ of the world. So
one of the things that descriptive ontology shows us is that a
METAPHYSICAL ontology is impossible. The structure of the world is to
be examined by the scientist, not by the philosopher. All the philosopher
can do 1s prevent the scientist from convincing himself that he has found
the absolute, that is, prevent him from constructing a metaphysical
ontology.

The situation has the character of being given, a raw reality, and of being
a meaningful and affective WHOLE.

The situation cannot be subjective, for it is neither the sum nor the unity of the
IMPRESSIONS that things make on us; it is THE THINGS themselves and my-
self among the things... but neither can it be OBJECTIVE, in the sense that it
would be a pure given that the subject would observe without being in any way
involved in the system thus constituted (EN 633-34).

Merleau Ponty expresses this well when he speaks of the freedom of the
artist or the philosopher:

it consists in assuming a factual situation by giving it a figurative meaning be-
yond its proper meaning. Thus Marx, not content with being the son of a lawyer
and a student of philosophy, thinks of his own situation as that of a ‘petty-bour-
geois intellectual’, and in the new perspective of class struggle. (PP 201-2). [44]

The existence of independent things, of other people’s projects, of an 1m-
mutable past and of a vulnerable body does not constitute a limit to free-
dom. On the contrary, it is the necessary condition for the possibility of
freedom. However, there will be people who agree with this description of
the situation and the constitution of value, but who still deny freedom. They
deny it not because of ‘the weight of circumstances’ but because of “human
nature’. That is to say, they are willing to admit that it is my projects that
give things their value, but they maintain that these projects derive from my
‘nature’.
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We have denied that there 1s any such thing as human nature. But for the
moment we have not replaced it. Can we really understand human behav-
iour without postulating such a nature?

Ch. 3. The original choice or the framework [le cadre]

I hit the ball because doing so 1s part of my project to play tennis. We can
easily find a broader project in which the game of tennis would 1n turn be
part of, and so on ... But we will surely find a project that has no ‘because’,
that does not fit into any other larger project: that is, we will find a project
that has simply been chosen, without reason. It would seem, therefore, that
since all my projects are coherent, they stem from a single original project.
We have seen that consciousness ‘lacks the world’. The original project
would be the corollary of this fundamental lack.

Or, since this lack is not “physiological” but a lack ‘of consciousness’,
we could say that it is my original attitude towards the world. Thus, while I
maintain this original attitude, [45] the world appears to me as a complex of
motifs, as composed of things with relatively stable values. According to
Sartre, this attitude is chosen, and chosen without any justification, a
choice for which I am totally responsible. My whole life is based on this
contingent and absurd choice. The hold [over me] of this absolute contin-
gency i1s manifested at the reflexive level by existential angst and by bad
faith, which is itself an escape from such angst. So my freedom does not lie
in a series of gratuitous choices, but in the fact that all my actions express
an original choice:

All objectively detectable manifestations of psychic life maintain symbolic rela-
tionships with fundamental and global structures that constitute the person
proper (EN 657).

Since it is a choice, I can always change it; but we must not believe that we
might find a reason to reject the first choice, because “it 1s the first choice
that originally creates all motives and all reasons™ (EN 543). A new origi-
nal choice is not a possibility; it is a threat.

Thus we are perpetually threatened with the annihilation of our current choice,
perpetually threatened with choosing ourselves and consequently becoming
other than we are ... This absolute change that threatens us from birth to death re-
mains perpetually unpredictable and incomprehensible (EN 543).

We cannot therefore say that I make this choice, [ am it. It is a pre-personal
choice. And a second choice is also pre-personal. I would not choose; I
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would be replaced by another. It should be noted [46] that, 1f we accept this,
the entire meaning of the word ‘freedom’ is destroyed. First, I would be
nothing more than the unfolding of this original choice in contact with the
situation. Secondly, neither my actions nor those of others could influence
a new choice. (cf PP 500-501). However, this is not necessarily false. We
should not reject a theory simply because it denies us freedom.

But there 1s a much more serious objection to the idea of an original
choice: in fact, we never observe ourselves or others making this choice. (I
am talking here about the first choice. There are many examples of a total
change of attitude, but never of a choice of a first attitude.) It would seem
rather strange, to say the least, to argue that I choose at the moment of my
own procreation, or even at the moment of my birth. However, if we place
it later, we must admit that it is not a choice from nothing, since I already
have experiences. So if Sartre’s entire theory of freedom is based on this
original choice, it must be rejected. But we can perhaps try to describe con-
sciousness in such a way that, while we reject a first choice, there will nev-
ertheless be the possibility of a real second choice that will allow us to es-
cape from a given value system; thus we will be implicitly responsible for
our values both before and after this choice.

That is to say, it does not seem necessary to me, in order to be responsible
for one’s values, to be aware in any way that one 1s responsible for them. I
am not sure whether I am criticising Sartre’s thinking here or just his vocab-
ulary. For example, Jeanson says that when Sartre talks about this first
choice, he does not mean that there is a ‘true’ or “authentic” choice: there 1s
only a ‘power of discrimination’ which “is exhausted [47] in a sense in its
operations on the world”, but which *“allows an authentic choice to mani-
fest itself” (Jeanson 249). It seems to me that this interpretation is closer to
the spirit of Sartre’s thinking than the literal interpretation. (In La Critique,
Sartre himself says that

fundamental alienation does not come, as Being and Nothingness might lead us
to believe, from a prenatal choice... RD 286).

However, what he says about the threat of a second choice does not seem to
me to be compatible with Jeanson’s interpretation. Naturally, Sartre is per-
fectly entitled to use a word in an unusual way, if he indicates this implic-
itly or explicitly. But I do not see that 1t 1s usefu/ to do so in this case.

To understand the possibility of a second choice, we can start with the
fact that a normal adult can reflect, whereas a newborn cannot. (Let us re-
peat that we are using the word ‘reflect’ in both senses of ‘thinking before
acting’ and ‘retrospection’, as both have the same structure). There must
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therefore be a transition to reflection, which could be either sudden or grad-
ual. The latter possibility would imply that there are degrees of reflection.
From the perspective of the abstract mechanism of reflection, such degrees
cannot exist. Either I can escape from the present (not the instantaneous
present, but the whole ‘thick’ stream of perception), or I cannot escape
from it. On the other hand, from the point of view of the object of reflection,
there are certainly degrees. We have already encountered the idea of a com-
plex of major and minor projects. My current project exists in the context of
a series of increasingly broad projects, which allows for a series of increas-
ingly deep reflections as I successively tackle broader projects. [48]

The newborn 1s a sum of physical needs. It 1s already equipped with the
mechanisms necessary to satisfy them and is nothing more than these needs
and mechanisms. Paradoxically, although an adult has no nature, a baby
does. It quickly becomes accustomed to a fairly regular schedule for eating,
sleeping, etc., and at the same time begins to learn to use its body, to see,
etc. It thus begins to construct an idea of the world by synthesising experi-
ences. At this point, the child becomes unique through the addition of its
own experiences to its given nature. There comes a time when, based on the
increasing complexity of its synthesis, the child makes a project for the first
time — that 1s, it has a need and, to satisfy it, instead of simply crying, it
makes rudimentary attempts to solve the problem itself. They reflect, al-
though this reflection has a very narrow scope. Here I only want to note this
transition to reflection, not explain it. When talking about perception,
Merleau-Ponty summarises this development of ‘human reality’ as
follows:

My first perception must appear to me as the execution of an older pact concluded
between X and the world in general, my history must be the continuation of a pre-

history whose results it uses, my personal existence the resumption of a pre-per-
sonal tradition. (PP 293).

It is this ‘pre-personal tradition’ or “prehistory” that I am referring to when
I say that babies have a ‘nature’. When Sartre says that we find ourselves
abandoned in the world, this implies that when we find ourselves, we are
already 1n the world, whereas the original choice would seem to imply that
we find ourselves there at the moment we are abandoned. However, he dis-
cusses this problem elsewhere in terms that seem to reject the [49] original
choice as a true choice, rather than an implicit choice.

It seems scandalous that consciousness should ‘appear’ at some point, that it
should come to ‘inhabit’ the embryo, in short, that there should be a moment
when the living being in formation is without consciousness and a moment when
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a consciousness without a past becomes imprisoned in it ... our past does not ap-
pear to us as limited by a clear and unblemished line — which would be the case if
consciousness could spring into the world before having a past — but rather that it
is lost, on the contrary, in a gradual darkening, until it reaches a darkness that is
nevertheless still ourselves; we can understand the ontological meaning of this
shocking solidarity with the foetus, a solidarity that we can neither deny nor un-
derstand. For, after all, this foetus was me; it represents the factual limit of my
memory but not the legal limit of my past ... consciousness can only appear to it-
self as already born. (EN 155).

Thus, there would be no first choice, but only the constitution of a funda-
mental attitude.

We have discovered a first small reflection, which is the basis for a
choice. But this choice is also situated within a very narrow field. It is not a
question of ends but only of means. For the moment, the ends are still given
by the ‘pre-personal tradition’. However, in a sense, this pre-personal tradi-
tion 1s already mine; it has been constructed and constituted by the interac-
tion of MY body with a certain situation that is probably unique. In other
circumstances, I would have other problems, for example, ‘how to avoid
mum’ instead of ‘how to find her’. I already have a framework of 1deas ac-
cording to which I /ive the world. This framework 1s flexible. If it cannot
contain a new fact, the framework transforms to better integrate it. Al-
though my framework 1s unique, it is not necessarily [50] very different
from that of others, because we are in the same society and because we
encounter many value-objects there.

We have seen that consciousness 1s not limited to the present moment;
this 1s why we can say that all my experience 1s implicitly present, that is, as
a framework, 1n every new experience, just as the thesis I am writing is 1m-
plicitly present in this sentence I am writing.

The framework is undoubtedly in almost constant evolution at the begin-
ning of life, because there are so many completely new experiences; but it
will tend to stabilise as soon as 1t refers to a sufficiently broad field of expe-
rience. The relationship between a new experience and others 1is
DIALECTICAL, because the new experience derives its value from the
framework - ON THE BASIS OF ITS OBJECTIVE STATUS - but can also
change the framework when it 1s integrated into it. The framework is not
automatically constituted - I create it by INTERNALISATING my
experiences.

There do not seem to be any NECESSARY and original elements in this
framework. Even concepts such as time and personal identity must be
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learned. Laing, an English psychoanalyst who claims to be influenced by
existential phenomenology, says that children must

develop a sense of being the origin of their own actions. (The Divided Self
p. 188).

Similarly, he says that

the schizoid, and even more so the schizophrenic, has a precarious sense of his
own person (and other persons) as adequately embodied, as alive, as real, as sub-
stantial and as a continuous being who is in one place at one time and in a differ-
ent place at another time, remaining the ‘same’ throughout. In the absence of a se-
cure ‘base’, he lacks a sense of [51] personal unity, and a sense of himself as the
agent of his own actions (instead of a robot, a machine, a thing) and as the agent
of his own perceptions (someone else is using his eyes, his ears, etc.) (The Self
and Others, p. 35).

In other words, the schizophrenic 1s someone who has constructed a very
particular mental framework. He has his own way of seeing the world and
his own logic. In his case, there 1s a violent contradiction between his
framework and his real ‘self’, and it is in the breakdown of this contradic-
tion that his illness consists. The difficulty in understanding what a schizo-
phrenic says does not mean that what they say 1s meaningless, but only that
their words are constructed according to references and a logic that are dif-
ferent from the norm. (See The Divided Self pp. 149 and 163). Therefore,
the role of the psychoanalyst is not to try to interpret what the patient says
according to a pre-existing system of symbols (Freudian or otherwise); it is
to try to reconstruct for the patient, based on what they know of the pa-
tient’s history, the patient’s framework. That is to say, one must not explain
the patient’s 1deas (by referring to the unconscious, for example); one must
UNDERSTAND the patient’s consciousness of the world. (“The psychoan-
alyst will have to reinvent a symbolism at every turn according to the par-
ticular case he 1s considering”.) (EN 661).

Another example of a distorted frame would be the case of psychological
‘trauma’. Usually the frame moves slowly, because there is a continuity of
experiences. For example, for the average child, their parents are initially
infallible gods, but perhaps around puberty, they begin to notice small
flaws in them.

Since they are in the process of acquiring skills themselves, this gradual
collapse of trust is not harmful. However, if some dramatic event suddenly
shatters this trust, it will have two serious effects. First, there will be imme-
diate disorientation, since the child’s entire framework will be broken. [52]
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Second, the event itself will take on disproportionate importance in the
new framework and may thus give rise to a neurosis. Thus, the trauma does
not act on me from somewhere in the “‘unconscious,’ but through my frame-
work. Laing refers to the basis of the framework as a ‘pivotal self-defini-
tion’ and says,

Let us suppose that something happens that is incompatible with the nuclear piv-
otal definition, perhaps a hidden one, that nevertheless 1s determining the indi-
vidual’s whole system of meanings. It is as though a linchpin has been removed
that had been holding the person’s whole world together. Something has hap-
pened that challenges the whole meaning the individual gives to ‘reality’. (Self
and Others p. 82).

Since the ‘traumatic’ experience is at the basis of the framework, it would
be very difficult to discover it, because the psychoanalyst’s attempts to do
so would themselves be seen ‘through’ that experience. It 1s ‘unconscious’
only because it permeates everything, and thus 1s not THEMATISED. (See
Laing, Self and Others p. 8 “the phantasy he was submerged in, and hence
that he could not see as such, that 1s, that was unconscious™.) The ‘uncon-
scious’ can only be defined in relation to pre-reflexive consciousness.
Sartre shows the absurdity of the theory that there are ‘1deas’ that exist in an
‘unconscious’ conceived as a ‘region’ of the mind totally cut off from con-
sciousness. If these i1deas existed in this way, they could never influence
consciousness without becoming conscious. But the phenomenon of re-
pression, according to the theory of the unconscious, requires that censor-
ship must somehow know what is in the unconscious in order to repress
what 1s undesirable. This idea is contradictory. (See EN 191). [53]

Thus, a complex is not a ‘thing’ in the unconscious, it is A WAY OF
UNDERSTANDING THE WORLD.

‘Saint-Genet’ 1s an attempt to describe a unique framework in develop-
ment. Genet tries to understand the world through ‘traumatic’ experiences.
To ‘common sense’, Genet’s attempt is nothing but madness or perversion,
but this is only because he started with particular data.

The fact that the psychoanalyst must try to understand these cases him-
self and not explain them shows the freedom of the subject. The factors in-
volved in the patient’s history do not produce the complex. They are pow-
erful only to the extent that they are experienced by the patient, and the psy-
choanalyst cannot predict the extent that he becomes the patient; that is, he
predicts from within and not from without.”

2 [FvG: These passages in RT in which he deals with psychoanalysis are the weakest in
the entire text. A sentence like "The ‘unconscious’ can only be defined in relation to
pre-reflexive consciousness" is simply posited with the same gesture as the cups, pens,
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A final example of the framework and its elaboration is the phenomenon
that Piaget calls ‘egocentrism’ (in The Language and Thought of the
Child). At first, children believe that everyone understands them immedi-
ately — they do not realise that they see the world from a particular perspec-
tive —they only LEARN this by trying to cooperate with their peers: a grad-
ual process that leads to a restructuring of their world according to multiple
perspectives. (Here we see the relationship between their activities in the
world and their ideas about the world.)

One point that we can usefully discuss here is Sartre’s theory of emo-
tions. He calls them

‘magical conduits’ ... which reveal ... ‘a magical layer of the world” and he asks,
“But who will decide whether I choose the magical or the technical aspect of the
world?” (EN 521).

It seems to me [54] that there 1s an obvious contradiction here in the idea of
CHOOSING the magical aspect. If I am walking quietly in the park (with-
out emotion, and thus immersed in ‘a voluntary and rational conduct’ that
‘will technically consider the situation’) and I suddenly encounter a lion, I
could, for example, look it in the eyes in the (probably vain) hope of taming
it, and at the same time prepare to defend myself with my umbrella. This
would be rational behaviour. But I could also simply close my eyes and
scream; this would be magical behaviour, attempting to make the lion dis-
appear through some kind of magical incantation! The problem 1s that
Sartre argues that the transfer from rational behaviour to magical behaviour
1s the result of a choice. But this would imply that the choice itself is part of
the series of rational acts; thus I would RATIONALLY choose magical be-
haviour, which seems impossible and contradictory. But on the other hand,
we cannot admit that fear, or any other emotion, is something foreign to
consciousness, coming from outside to control it. So fear must be a behav-
iour of consciousness; perhaps a learned behaviour, but not a rationally
chosen behaviour. The framework, since it i1s never complete, is never to-
tally rational; there are always magical elements left over (because in the
beginning almost all of a child’s actions are magical). Furthermore, if I am
hunting lions in the jungle and I encounter one, [ am not afraid, because the
lion 1s in its context. But I panic if I encounter one in my garden, and I

elephants, rats, tennis rackets: they are presented as ‘selfevident’, as it was called, re-
quiring no further justification. Lacan skewered this pedantry with the term “discours
Universitaire”, which he regards, rightly, as the very opposite to what it is that psycho-
analysts do or discuss in the literature. The chance R.D. Laing quotes don’t absolve
him in the least: he regards it entirely adequate to merely gloss what he thinks the
position of Sartre is.]
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choose magical behaviour, BECAUSE THE LION IS MAGICAL — accord-
ing to my framework, I have no way of understanding or controlling the
situation. The framework collapses, as in ‘trauma’. [55]

The difficulties in Sartre’s theory of emotions stem from the ambiguity of
the word ‘choice’. (There is also a harmful tendency to drift towards the
Platonic myth of a ready-made understanding that would have the possibil-
ity of choosing between the two behaviours.) Instead of choosing, I
UNDERSTAND the situation as either magical or requiring magical
behaviour.

Everything we have said about the framework shows even more clearly
than before the great difference between reflexive consciousness and
pre-reflexive consciousness. The latter has real depth. We could say that it
has an easily visible surface, but that further reflection 1s needed to reach its
depths. It is this depth that Merleau-Ponty calls ‘sedimentation’ (PP 152),
(VI 312).

Critics have accused Sartre of returning to the 1dealistic position of a con-
sciousness that is completely transparent to itself. And it is true that the
‘for-itself’ 1s transparent to itself — but only /N TIME. There is nothing
mystical about this, because there is absolutely nothing that is transparent
‘in the moment’. All verification, all investigation, all understanding take
place in time. (So we might as well say that consciousness is transparent to
itself, and that very often it does not know itself). This fact is of cardinal 1im-
portance. It is, as we shall see in the second part, the basis of alienation.

One of the most important conclusions we can draw from the frame the-
ory 1s that, although at the level of small-scale thinking where we are at the
moment our ideas are conditioned by the world, nevertheless every fact
must ‘pass through consciousness’, must be ‘internalised’ before it can in-
fluence me.

The environment can only act on the subject to the exact extent that he under-
stands it, that 1s, [56] where he transforms it into a situation (EN 660).

I see something happening. It seems to me to be important, so I relate it to
my other ideas; perhaps it reinforces a prejudice, perhaps it changes one.
But it is not very accurate to express this as if I first believed the thing to be
important and then related it to my other ideas. Believing that it is impor-
tant is relating 1t dialectically to my other ideas in a certain way.

This means that I a/lways act according to my understanding of the situa-
tion. And it seems to me that this is the fundamental fact that Sartre wants to
express when he uses the word choice. Ultimately, it is the idea and not the
thing that guides my actions; this is another way of expressing the distinc-



40

tion between ‘value’ and ‘thing’. Value derives from my framework. But it
must be emphasised that my ideas, or my framework, do not automatically
cause my actions. They only exist insofar as I experience them. Conscious-
ness retains its primacy (although the distinctions between ‘I’, “conscious-
ness” and ‘framework’ are quite subtle here). We have seen that conscious-
ness must continually become conscious (of) belief, etc. Consciousness
constructs the framework and it is consciousness that continually projects it
into the future. It is separate from it only in the sense that it can reflect on it.

Although I am in some way pre-reflexively conscious of this framework,
and conscious of it as a framework, I am conscious of it as given and as ab-
solute, not as contingent, not as a choice. (Thus, the Platonic myth 1s a per-
manent psychological tendency; recognising that others may have under-
standings of the world that are completely different from your own is the
mark of a highly evolved mind. It is easier to believe that others know the
truth, as you do, but that they are [57] evil, or that they display bizarre opin-
ions 1n order to get attention, etc.) We have no natural reflexive awareness
of the framework, but it 1s always possible to reflect on it. And as soon as
we think about it, the possibility of questioning it arises, since it is not really
absolute. So there is a need for a real second choice — either I accept my
framework 1n full knowledge of its contingency, or I choose another one,
which will also be contingent, for that matter. (It should be emphasised
here that the framework 1s a moral attitude as well as a method of under-
standing, because action and understanding are inseparable).

We are left with two questions: — How can we achieve this total reflec-
tion? And why is it such a rare event?

Children not only learn to understand the world, they also learn the tech-
niques of their society. For our purposes, the important techniques are
those of thought. In their relationships with their family and friends, chil-
dren learn to distinguish between their dreams and reality, and they learn to
control themselves, criticise themselves, etc. (see Ryle 193). They learn to
count and to think abstractly. At school, they learn the basic techniques of
scientific analysis. They learn language, which is a means of communica-
tion but also a means of analysis.

Science is not the existence of a thing. It is rather a particular way in which man
regards the world. It is consequently a particular way of naming things... One
who wishes to be a scientist has to acquire this particular way of naming things
and so he may arrive at scientific understanding (Remy-Kwant Encounterp. 11).

An appropriate vocabulary is the most important tool for analysing the
world. Of course, such a vocabulary is not a given; it [58] has been invented.
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But inventing 1s much more difficult and requires much more favourable
conditions than learning, so in general we only learn the vocabularies that
are available. By teaching vocabulary (in the mother tongue, of course), I
point out and explain things to my students.

These thinking techniques are obviously techniques of reflection. They
are neither natural nor unnatural. The only thing that 1s natural is the ability
to reflect. The different ways in which this ability can be enriched and
deepened must be acquired and in this sense are not natural, but everyone
can acquire them, and in this sense they are not unnatural. They have the
same status as the technique of building aeroplanes, or, if you prefer, the
technique of being on time and keeping to a schedule (a technique that we
tend to believe is innate but which 1s in fact only a fairly recent develop-
ment in the history of human behaviour, and which lies at the basis of tech-
nological civilisation (see Lewis Mumford, Technique and Civilisation).

So I can learn thinking techniques to withdraw more and more from the
immediate and dig deeper and deeper into my experience. This has two as-
pects: the ‘outside’ world, and my own personality and history. Thinking
about my personality also requires techniques and vocabulary. The ‘thick-
ness’ and ‘sedimentation’ of pre-reflective consciousness requires a tech-
nique that must be either learned or invented.

However, a problem remains, namely that I must learn techniques
through my framework: thus they will be understood in terms of that frame-
work. [59]

Can I therefore aim at the very basis of the framework, ‘the pivotal
self-definition’, with a certain technique? It seems so — with one important
reservation. Such a technique of reflection must be a logical technique that
could show me that some of my presuppositions, which I was not previ-
ously aware of, can be questioned. However, even after learning logic in
everyday life, we may refuse to apply it to certain fields of experience.
Even in this case, [ will have to choose reflexively and in full knowledge of
the facts between logic and magic. Of course, after choosing magic, [ may
refuse to accept responsibility for this choice, and such a refusal would be
in bad faith. (But there 1s no logical or magical reason why one should not
be in bad faith.)

We can therefore see that it is possible to engage in this kind of total re-
flection, but that it requires the use of a special technique or method, and
that such reflections are very rare events because this technique 1s difficult
to acquire and even more difficult to invent, as it is based on a whole host of
other mental techniques. (That is to say, philosophy is not an innate abil-
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ity.) Thus, all humans are potentially absolutely free, but this freedom itself
1S a cultural product.

It seems to me that, although different theories can be drawn from Being
and Nothingness and Sartre’s other works from this period, the theory I
have just described is in the spirit of his thinking. Sometimes it seems that
Sartre wants to say that all men except existentialists are scoundrels who
are in bad faith, but in his theory he 1s explicit: “existential angst is the re-
flexive grasp of freedom by itself” (EN 77). That 1s to say, [60] both existen-
tial angst and bad faith are phenomena that appear only on the level of
reflection. He speaks of

“the instruments and techniques necessary to isolate the symbolised choice, to fix
it in concepts and to bring it alone into full light”.

And he says,

“But this ‘mystery in full light’ (of our original choice) comes rather from the fact
that this enjoyment is deprived of the means that ordinarily allow analysis and
conceptualisation” (EN 658).

So he admits the existence of techniques for achieving this total reflection
(which, incidentally, he calls existential psychoanalysis, rather than reflec-
tion). He gives a first explanation of why not everyone is free in Reflections
on the Jewish Question, where he says:

I would readily say that existential angst is a luxury that neither the Jew nor the
worker can afford today. One must be sure of one’s rights and deeply rooted in the
world, one must have none of the fears that assail the oppressed classes or minori-
ties every day, in order to allow oneself to question man’s place in the world and
his destiny. In a word, metaphysics is the preserve of the Aryan ruling classes.
These remarks should not be seen as an attempt to discredit it: it will once again
become the essential concern of mankind when men have freed themselves.
(162)

However, it seems that at that time there were still uncertainties in existen-
tialism, for Simone de Beauvoir recounts,

[ argued that, from the point of view of freedom as Sartre defined it - not stoic res-
ignation but active transcendence of the given - situations are not equivalent:
what transcendence is possible for a woman locked up in a harem? Even this con-
finement can be experienced in different ways, Sartre told me. I persisted for a
long time and only gave in half-heartedly. [61] Deep down, I was right. But to de-
fend my position, I would have had to abandon the terrain of individualistic, and
therefore idealistic, morality on which we stood. (La Force de [’Age 448).
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In this first part, we have seen that consciousness 1s such that there is no
human nature and no values-for-man. Man creates himself, and this fact
gives him the possibility of total reflection, which would show him the con-
tingency of his values and his responsibility for them — which would estab-
lish his absolute freedom. But this reflection remains a theoretical possibil-
ity for most men. The quotations from Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir that
we have just seen suggest that the reason for this is political: the possibility
for the individual to realise his freedom 1s conditioned by the society in
which he finds himself and by his place in that society.

Why are there different societies, and why are there different social strata
within these societies? Being and Nothingness does not answer such ques-
tions, but they must be answered in order to understand human freedom.
And if we cannot answer them on the basis of what we have discovered so
far, we would have to postulate autonomous laws of history and society,
which would destroy freedom by making it the product of an autonomous
mechanism and no longer of human effort.

The discussion of “My Neighbour” in Being and Nothingness (591-615)
provides the basis for an understanding of society, but it is only in Critigue
of Dialectical Reason that we find the solution, a solution which, while
showing how society and history are [62] sustained by individuals, will shed
light on the framework theory we have developed.

Thus, we could consider Critique of Dialectical Reason as an attempt to
concretise the still abstract idea of freedom offered by existential phenom-
enology in Being and Nothingness. [63]
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Part Two

The Concrete roc

Introduction

In Part One, I often said that the concepts of Being and Nothingness should
not be considered as metaphysical ‘substances’ but as l/inguistic tools. This
interpretation is justified by the fact that in Critique of Dialectical Reason,
while still calling himself an “existentialist”, Sartre no longer uses the same
vocabulary.

The ‘being-in-itself” which is “neither concrete nor abstract, neither pres-
ent nor future” (EN 239), “neither activity nor passivity” (EN 32), and of
which Sartre says: “the indifference of being is nothing, we can neither
think 1t nor even perceive it” (EN 240), 1s replaced by “matter”, of which he
says:

where is matter, that is to say, Being totally devoid of meaning? The answer is
simple: it 1s found absolutely nowhere in human experience (RD 247).

The two 1deas simply express the irreducibility of the world to knowledge —
realism:

the monism of materiality... is the only realism there is (RD 248).

The in-1tself and matter are only the reverse side of the world. The world it-
self'1s human (ct. RD 247: “this world for and by man can only be human”,
and EN 270: “The world is human”).

The correlative ideas of “for-itself”, ‘nihilation’ [néantisation, Ver-
neinung, Nichtigmachung, non-identity] and ‘freedom’ are replaced by the
ideas of ‘praxis’ and ‘totalisation’. Praxis is the free activity of the human
being. The terms ‘nihilation’ (in one of its meanings) and ‘totalisation’ both
express the fact that it 1s man who brings about a situation, a structured
world. (“This [64] necessary condition for the given to appear only within
the framework of a nihilation that reveals it” (EN 558)). They are both the
temporalisation of man. Sartre says: ‘Thus freedom, choice, nihilation,
temporalisation are one and the same thing’ (EN 543), and in La Critique:
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In this sense, it goes without saying that to totalise oneself means to temporalise
oneself. Indeed - as I have shown elsewhere - the only conceivable temporality is
that of totalisation as a singular adventure (RD 143).

What I call the ‘social world’ (p. 38), that is, the world of objectified values
of others, 1s called here ‘worked matter,’ or, in conditions of alienation, ‘the
pratico-inert.” However, this concept of the pratico-inert is much more im-
portant than the 1dea of the “social world” in Being and Nothingness.

There 1s yet another question of vocabulary that needs to be briefly ad-
dressed. The stated aim of Critique of Dialectical Reason is to establish
“dialectical reason” as a type of reason different from “analytical reason”.
To this, Levy-Strauss replies:

The distinction between the two types of reason is, in our view, based solely on
the temporary gap that separates analytical reason from the intelligence of life
(La Pensée Sauvage 326).

The question would be easier to resolve if Sartre had defined the word ‘rea-
son’. (He says: “Reason is a certain relationship between knowledge and
being” RD-OM 10, but this does not go very far.) In the usual sense of the
word, the idea of two [types of] “reasons” 1s incomprehensible. Sartre may
simply mean that there are two ways of reasoning: the mathematical
method, which is static and timeless, and a second method, which 1s dy-
namic. Everyone would easily agree with this because, as Sartre points out
several times, everyone uses this [65] ‘dynamic reasoning’ in their daily
lives. But one might wonder where the problem of ‘foundation’ lies.
However, it seems to me that Sartre believes he 1s doing something more
difficult and more important, because he seems to believe that for this dy-
namic reasoning it is necessary to use the concepts of ‘negation’, ‘negation
of negation’ and ‘contradiction’, and that the way in which they are used is
not compatible with traditional logic. Now, it should first be noted that
‘dialecticians’ do not use these words 1n their usual sense, because ordi-
narily only ideas can be contradictory (a square circle). Negation is an ac-
tion, not a relation, and it 1s the action of the mind - the action of denying -
rather than the ‘action’ of one thing on another. For example, the sentence:

Being is the negation of knowing, and knowing derives its being from the nega-
tion of being (RD 131)

is strictly nonsense. But there is undoubtedly something that Sartre wants
to express when he talks about negation and contradiction. We must there-
fore admit that Sartre (and other dialecticians with him) give these words a
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new meaning. What is this new meaning and is it useful to use these words
to express it?
Sartre criticises the Marxist dialectic of nature, saying:

A material change is neither affirmation nor negation; it has not destroyed any-
thing, since nothing was constructed... (RD 169).

Negation would thus be destruction, an event that hinders the realisation of
a man’s project:

negation is defined as an opposing force based on a primary force of integration
and in relation to the future totality (RD 170).

This is quite clear, and it is also clear that a force opposed to an opposing
force (negation of negation) will facilitate the realisation of the individual’s
project. But 1s 1t useful to describe the difficulties of realising a project in
this way? For me, neither [66] Sartre’s descriptions nor those of other phi-
losophers based on negation, contradiction, etc., have ever shed light on the
phenomena in question.

Take, for example, Sartre’s description of need:

Through need, in fact, the first negation of negation and the first totalisation ap-
pear in matter. Need 1s negation of negation insofar as it denounces itself as a lack
within the organism; it is positivity insofar as through it the organic totality tends
to preserve itself as such. The primitive negation is, in fact, a first contradiction
between the organic and the inorganic in the double sense that lack is defined for
a totality but that a lacuna, a negativity as such has a mechanical type of exis-
tence ... Need establishes the first contradiction since the organic depends in its
being, directly (oxygen) or indirectly (food), on the inorganic, and conversely,
the control of reactions imposes a biological status on the inorganic. (RD 166).

We can easily admit that my hunger is a force opposed to my current pro-
ject to write, and that my act of eating is a force opposed to my hunger;
strictly speaking, we could even say that there is a contradiction between
the fact that [ am an organism and the fact that I feed (indirectly) on the in-
organic (but I doubt it, all the same - I see no possible meaning for the word
‘contradiction’ in this context). So what? Is it really clearer to say all this
rather than simply saying that when I need something, it is because I lack
something, and that I must seek it in the world, and, if we want my searches
to change a little, myself and the world? [67]

[ don’t mean that the descriptions given by Sartre and the Marxists in
terms of negation etc. have no value. The relationships they describe exist
(at least in some cases), but a strict distinction must be made between what
1s described and the vocabulary used to do so. The vocabulary of ‘negation’
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and ‘contradiction’ is not only cumbersome; it 1s also a vocabulary of ideal-
ist origin. I am sure that at least a small part of the Marxist idealism that
Sartre criticises (RD-QM 25) stems from this vocabulary. If we say, for ex-
ample, that ‘the proletariat is the negation of the bourgeoisie,’ it is very
easy to start believing that both are metaphysical substances, and thus for-
get that they are classes made up of individuals. Moreover, we have seen
that vocabulary 1s an instrument of analysis. One could perhaps dismantle a
watch with a hammer, but it would be preferable to do so with a
screwdriver!

A more detailed discussion of this problem would take me too far from
my subject. [ simply wanted to explain why I do not use this esoteric vocab-
ulary in the following exposition.

In Critique, Sartre talks a lot about Marxism, which he considers to be the
unsurpassable philosophy of our time and of which existentialism is ““a par-
asitic system that lives on the margins of knowledge, which opposed it at
first and which today is trying to integrate itself into it” (RD-QOM 18). How-
ever, my aim here 1s not historical; I simply wanted to draw a coherent the-
ory of man in society from what Sartre wrote. I do not mean to say that ab-
solutely everything he said is original; what is original is his synthesis, and
that 1s what I want to understand. I will therefore not discuss Marxism’s
contributions to this synthesis. [68]

Ch. 1 Praxis and Dialectic

Anthropology will only deserve its name if it substitutes for the study of human
objects the study of the various processes of becoming an object (RD-QM 107).

We will study man below the level of total reflection. He remains an object,
that 1s, he has a nature, insofar as there are values that have become abso-
lutes for him. In this case, we say that freedom is alienated. To study the
processes of becoming an object is to study how man 1s alienated by objects
or ideas. Since man always acts according to his understanding of the
world, it means examining how his ‘framework’ can develop in such a way
that he understands the world in terms of the absolute nature of some of its
elements. We will therefore resume our study of being-in-the-world, but at
a more concrete level than before.

Everything is revealed in need: it is the totalising relationship of this material be-
ing, a human being, with the material whole of which he is a part (RD 166).

Need 1s an intentional relationship; this is what the new concept of
totalisation expresses. To totalise is to unify, to give a definite structure to
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what was previously just a set of things placed arbitrarily in the world. In
other words, it is to bring about a situation by projecting oneself towards an
end, it 1s to give value to the world. With need, I give value to the situation
according to a given goal — to feed myself. Totalisation is strictly correlated
with the body. Need, as a relationship between myself and the world, is
original, in the sense of being first in time, but also in the sense of always
being there, at the basis of all other human activities. [69]

As we have seen, the world is independent of me; it has a coefficient of
adversity [coefficient d’adversité]. Thus, I do not achieve my goal in-
stantly. My first totalisation, which necessarily applies to the entire field, 1s
not adequate, however. Aspects of the field escape me and become “partial
organisations’ that stand in the way of my original project. I must try to re-
integrate them into a new and more complex totalisation, and so on. Thus
my activity is dialectical - a never-ending series of increasingly rich syn-
theses, each synthesis constituting, as its own negation, a new partial or-
ganisation, a ‘counter-finality’ that escapes from it.

We have already seen that my framework is dialectically constituted, and
we now find that my relationship with the world 1s itself dialectical. This is
no coincidence, for my thoughts are acts and my acts are thoughts. So to
say that my acts are dialectical is just another way of saying that human be-
haviour 1s intelligent. To express the unity of this dual character of intelli-
gence and intertwining with the world of human behaviour, Sartre uses the
word ‘praxis’. He defines praxis as:

the organising project of material conditions inscribed through work in inorganic
matter as a reworking of the practical field and reunification of the means to
achieve the end (RD 687).

The idea of praxis takes the place of ‘freedom’ in La Critique. This is not a
denial of freedom, but only an attempt to make it clearer that freedom 1s a
kind of behaviour, not a ‘power’ or a ‘faculty’.

Since the world 1s independent of me, in order to act in the world I must
obey the laws of the world. I must [70] become a ‘mechanical system’. “The
man of need is an organic totality that perpetually makes itself its own tool
in the midst of exteriority” (RD 167) We approach the world through tech-
nology. Thus, the way I make myself a tool is dictated by the structure of
the surrounding world. I am the product of my own product. The kinds of
acts I perform, and thus, in general, my reactions and attitude, are condi-
tioned by my material situation. For example, a farmer is a completely dif-
ferent person from a hunter. He seeks different things in the world, he prob-
ably has a different physical development and, because the way he “be-
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comes a tool” includes the way he cooperates with others, the structure of
his society 1s different. All this means that the two have different under-
standings (not necessarily thematised) of the world.

Cooperating with others, therefore, 1s a way of making oneself a means to
an end. But it 1s not the only possible relationship with others. I encounter
the other as the subject of a praxis, that is, as someone who reorganises the
world, often in a way that differs from the way I myself try to reorganise it.
He 1s a “centre of flow of reality”” (RD 183), or ““a hemorrhagic centre of the
object” (RD 184). (See also EN 311-13. The ‘Gaze’ is only a dramatic way
of expressing this reorganisation of the world by the other). They are signif-
icant 1insofar as they give the world values that I myself can recognise as
theirs. Since we both unify the same material world, we integrate each
other as independent creators of value into our own value systems. This can
be expressed very simply by saying that I behave differently towards an-
other human being than towards a statue, because I have to take into con-
sideration what the other person thinks of me and what he is going to do.

The foundation of [71] human relations ... is nothing other than praxis itself ... in-
sofar as it 1s pluralised by the multiplicity who /ive in the same material environ-
ment (RD 186).

That 1s to say, as we saw in the introduction, that my relationship with oth-
ers 1s not the result of purely intellectual recognition, but practical recogni-
tion. But because the two are inseparable, others are part of my

3 [FvG: Two issues here. The meaning of the terms ‘Ubertragung’/*Gegeniibertragung’ in
psychoanalysis have remained pretty much stable even in the face of very fundamental
changes in in the profession at both the institutional and theoretical levels. (In the
course of at least the last century, i.e. in the face of two world wars, and vast politi-
cal/economic changes.) Habermas’ interpretation for this is that the ‘objectifying stance’
(with which we approach objects and objectified processes ‘in the external world’ [that
‘in 1tself” terminology in this text]) is an anthropological constant that goes back to the
origins of our species altogether. (Though it manifests itself differently over the millen-
nia - as can be demonstrated by linguistic analysis of a historical bent. [The Tomasello
debates show that it’s already there in Chimps.]) Psychoanalysis originated in Psychia-
try, and that, from the outset, objectifies the patient, just like the rest of the medical pro-
fession does. (For very good reasons.) This objectification expresses itself in that
Ubertragung/ Gegeniibertragung pair. (This is something dynamic, and can change over
time - it does so, if the therapy is successful. The emotional shifts can be vast, and it is
often permanent.) The reason is that every human being, without exception, is the ‘re-
sult’, the "product” of a socialisation process - and it 1s that, in the individual, which is
the ‘object’ of psychoanalysis, its ‘point of departure’. Those infant and childhood
years.

It is my claim here that anyone wishing to quibble with the above can make their cri-
tique ‘stick’ only if they are prepared to engage in an ‘immanent critique’ both of
psychoanalysis and the psychoanalytic profession, as well as Habermas and the
Frankfurt School. ]
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understanding of the world. Thus, I always act in relation to others; others
are part of my horizon when I do something.

When I enter into a relationship with another person, this ‘binary rela-
tionship’ is itself situated in the context of others; “the real relationship be-
tween people is necessarily triadic”. There is always me, the Other and the
Third (the latter two can be either individuals or groups). The behaviour of
lovers who hide to avoid the Third, for example, shows that even the most
intimate relationships take place in the context of others and can therefore
be considered triadic. We will see later the importance of this triadic rela-
tionship in my understanding of the world.

For now, let’s return to the binary relationship. Two points need to be
made. First, because I encounter the Other as a project, he 1s for me a ‘gar-
dener’ or ‘road mender’ and not a ‘man’. That is to say, my original rela-
tionship with the other is a relationship based on his own productive rela-
tionship with the world; “each recognises the other on the basis of the social
recognition as passively evidenced by their clothes, their tools, etc.” (RD
190). Secondly, this relationship 1s always reciprocal. (In Being and Noth-
ingness, Sartre shows how, even in the case of sadism, the sadist’s project
requires him to recognise his victim as a subject; it is not [72] fun to torture a
mannequin). The reciprocity of totalisation is not itself totalised by the two
individuals who constitute the binary relationship. The objective meaning
of their struggle or cooperation escapes them. They remain separate from
each other.

Thus each lives in the absolute interiority of a relationship without unity; their
concrete certainty 1s mutual adaptation in separation, the existence of a dual-fo-
cus relationship that they can never grasp in its totality; this disunity in solidarity
(positive or negative) comes from an excess rather than a defect: it is produced, in
fact, by the existence of two synthetic and rigorously equivalent unifications (RD
194).

In this case, 1s there any objective meaning? Does the structure of human
relations not collapse into an incoherent multiplicity?

Our struggle or cooperation takes place in the world, depending on mate-
rial things: tools, stones, rabbits, words. It leaves traces in the world. This
objectification of our actions gives them their unity and thus provides the
possibility of totalisation by a third party. Relations between people are
mediated by the world, or, as Sartre says, by ‘matter’. Matter does not ‘ex-
press’ or ‘think’ these relationships. They are ‘written on’ the world, and
thus must be ‘read’ before they become active and meaningful.
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Through its mediation, the third party revives the objective meanings that are al-
ready inscribed in things and that constitute the group as a totality (RD 197).

(The third party could be a member of the group who later reflects on the
relationship). However, there 1s no necessary totalisation, since an act
could have minor consequences, or could be well hidden. [73]

It 1s this mediation through matter that makes history possible. I think it
will be useful here, even though we are still only at the level of the individ-
ual, to try to clarify the ideas of totalisation, praxis, dialectic and matter by
considering the fact that, according to Sartre, “matter, through the contra-
dictions it contains, becomes for and by men the fundamental motor of his-
tory”. (RD 250).

The 1dea of history implies some change in structure. There are societies,
or there were very recently societies, which had not undergone such
changes (or, at least, had not undergone radical changes). Why? In the
world, man 1s faced with problems that arise from his needs. These prob-
lems must be solved with the means at hand; that is, apart from the human
factor: the physical environment: rich or poor land, water, climate, natural
harbours, etc. If the means are very limited, as in the environment of the Es-
kimos, a balance 1s quickly reached. On the one hand, there are a limited
number of materials: ice, bones and seal skins; and on the other hand, there
are very limited sources of food: seals and fish. Therefore, there are very
few possible solutions to the problem, and the totality of the environment
becomes a simple daily repetition.

The things and means available are themselves limited by the tools of so-
ciety; oil a thousand metres below the surface is not accessible to a
pre-technological society. Why don’t they invent the drill? Because an in-
vention is the answer to a problem, and oil is not a problem for them. For
example, the Bushmen, despite living in coastal regions, never invented the
boat. The reason i1s that the coast [74] lacks sheltered natural harbours, there
are hardly any coastal islands, and the rivers are not navigable. A small ca-
noe would have been quite dangerous and of little use. And you have to in-
vent a small canoe before you can invent a large boat! On the other hand,
the wheel could have been invented anywhere, but it would only have been
useful, or met a need, in a society that produced goods in bulk and had to
transport them. If a group of people settle in a suitable place, they don’t
have any major problems at first and can make do with simple tools. But as
the population grows, they need to produce more and so they develop a sys-
tem of irrigation, for example, which leads to other techniques, and so on.
But these techniques develop in a necessary order, and you can’t skip steps.
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This development can be summarised as follows: — We start with a need
and a given. There is an initial totalisation that produces rudimentary tech-
niques. At the moment of the second totalisation, these techniques are al-
ready part of the given. If the problems remain the same because the possi-
bilities offered by the environment are virtually nil, this is the end of the di-
alectic. But this new data may make a new, richer totalisation possible;
there are two reasons for this: either there is a purely material change, in
population or climate, or the techniques themselves give rise to new prob-
lems, in the form of new possibilities or counter-finalities, so that each
totalisation can give rise to the possibility of a new, richer totalisation.
Techniques are preserved because they are inscribed in matter, and this is
how they can appear in the given. Thus we have the dialectic of praxis:
totalisation — counter-finality (problem) — new totalisation, no longer at the
level of the individual, but at the level of society. Each [75] man makes his
totalisations with data that includes the totalisations of his ancestors, totali-
sations that are objectified by the mass of buildings, tools, books, roads and
other traces left in matter, which he must revive through his own
totalisations. It is this objectification in matter, taken up by each gene-
ration, that makes history irreversible.

This dialectic stops where the new problem is insoluble in the given situ-
ation with the given techniques (and it must be repeated that techniques in-
clude techniques of thought). So this dialectic is necessary. It can only be
escaped on an individual level. For example, Hiero invented the steam en-
gine, but this invention was not followed up because it came ‘out of the
blue’ and the state of other techniques, including the production technique
called slavery, prevented it from being used. This example shows us that
strictly ‘mechanical’ techniques cannot be separated from social organisa-
tion, and that the outline I have just given of the development of technology
remains abstract as long as it is not integrated into the social dialectic.

Let us return to my relations with others. The fundamental fact that we
discover when we take stock of the world 1s scarcity. Scarcity is not part of
the essence of the ‘world’ — it is simply a contingent feature of our world, a
feature that we discover empirically. This does not mean that everyone is
always hungry. But it 1s an empirical fact that throughout history all societ-
ies have always been threatened by a scarcity of means of subsistence.
Even those who have eaten their fill have done [76] so against a backdrop of
famine that threatened them and against which they had to take precau-
tions. So scarcity is in the background of all our activities. It 1s a climate, an
environment (RD 204). And it 1s in this environment that our relationships
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with others take place. This environment 1s felt negatively through birth
control, abortion, etc. (RD 205).

Scarcity means that the other is, objectively, a threat to me. It translates
into violence at the interindividual level. If there are ten people and only
nine bananas, one person will starve to death. In a class-stratified society,
this person is, at least partially, pre-selected, but in this abstract example,
any of the ten could be selected, and thus everyone is threatened by every-
one else and threatens them in turn. The only possible solution for me is to
restore the balance by killing one of my companions at random. For me,
this violence is only a response to the violence of the other.

Violence always presents itself as counter-violence, that is, as a response to the
violence of the Other. This violence of the Other is an objective reality only inso-
far as it exists in everyone as a universal motivation for counter-violence (RD
209).

The thematisation of this violence is a Manichean morality, according to
which the Other is absolute evil. If there are nine people for nine bananas
and a stranger arrives, he comes not as a man but as a wolf, and he cannot
demand to be treated as a human being. Thus, at this level, I understand the
Other in Manichean terms as an alien species, and violence is the expres-
sion of this understanding.

Brutal violence 1s, of course, abstract, insofar as it 1s modified and con-
trolled by social institutions. But as long as the world remains a world of
scarcity, violence i1s always there; and the institutions themselves will be
[77] violent insofar as they support a social structure that condemns certain
strata of society to deprivation.

Violence is not necessarily an act ... It is the constant inhumanity of human be-
haviour as internalised scarcity (RD 221).

It should be emphasised that this inhumanity of human behaviour is not, as
Hobbes believed, part of human ‘nature’ (cf. RD 206-7). It is simply the
internalisation of a contingent fact of our world, the world understood
through scarcity. My totalisation of the world and of others is of a special
kind; it 1s a totalisation of struggle. Of course, the Other against whom I
must struggle is determined by the material world (are there enough ba-
nanas?) and by the mode of production (who do they belong to, who har-
vests them, can more be produced?).

We have seen that my project creates obstacles, or counter-finalities. In
the realm of scarcity, we encounter a new form of counter-finality. As soon
as I make something, that something takes on a value other than my own. In
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particular, just as each individual 1s superfluous when there are only nine
bananas, my product makes me superfluous, because it escapes me as a rare
product. It becomes a threat to me (for example, the man who is killed for
his money), or an interest that I must protect against everyone else. It takes
on a meaning that is completely different from what I intended. This is an
example of a general alienation of all my projects, which stems from the
fact that they become objectified in a world where there are other people
with other projects. Sartre gives the example of Chinese peasants clearing
new land. To find soil, the peasant must get rid of the trees. This seemingly
innocent activity, when multiplied by thousands of other peasants doing the
same thing systematically, results in erosion, [78] the clogging of rivers, and
finally flooding. Because of the very thoroughness of their work, the floods
appear not as accidents but as the result of praxis (see RD 232-3). In this
case, praxis, objectified in the world and thus passive, takes on an active
character. I must take precautions against it as if it were the praxis of the
Other. Thus, the normal process is reversed, and instead of me ordering the
world, it 1s the world that orders me. Objects, as carriers of human mean-
ings, take on quasi-human powers: this 1s what Sartre calls the pratico-
inerte.
He explains it as follows:

praxis as the unification of inorganic plurality becomes the practical unity of
matter. The material forces gathered in the passive synthesis of the tool or ma-
chine perform acts: they unify other inorganic dispersed elements and, in so do-
ing, impose a certain material unification on the plurality of human beings (RD
250).

In the field of the pratico-inert, “freedom does not mean the possibility of
action but the necessity of living under constraints in the form of demands
to be fulfilled by praxis™ (RD 365). I am fotally dominated by the values of
Others objectified in the world, and my freedom i1s reduced to a minimum:
the fact that I must /ive the situation by internalising it. [79]

Ch. 2 - Alienation and the series [la série] Toc

There are two forms of alienation, one of which we have already encoun-
tered, which Sartre calls objectification, and which is the alienation of the
result of my praxis. The second, which we glimpsed in Being and Nothing-
ness, 1s the alienation of praxis itself through value — an object becomes a
magnet for me. But these two forms intersect, because praxis is also
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understanding, and because they can both arise from the same type of rela-
tionship with others.

The first example of alienation through value comes from the fact that my
own product threatens me in the world of scarcity. So I have to protect it,
and it risks escaping me as a means of satisfying my needs, becoming an
absolute end. That 1s, I construct my framework around it in such a way
that I understand the world through 1t and no longer through my needs.

This man remained a man of need, of praxis and of scarcity. But, insofar as he is
dominated by matter, his activity no longer derives directly from need, although
this 1s its fundamental basis: it is aroused in him from outside, by the matter
worked on as the practical requirement of the inanimate object (RD 252).

For example, a farmer’s plot of land 1s a means of livelihood. But it is also
more than that. It has been internalised as a moral code that confuses the
status of man with the status of owner. A change in agricultural production
techniques, such as the introduction of tractors, may mean that this plot of
land 1s no longer the best means for the farmer to satisfy his needs, and that
he can live better by joining a production cooperative. Nevertheless, the
plot of land remains a value in itself for him, and [80] he fights irrationally to
keep it and, in his view, to preserve his very identity.
His plot of land has become what Sartre calls his interest.

From the moment when, in a given society, a collective entity defines an individ-
ual in his personal particularity and demands as such that this individual, by act-
ing on the entire practical and social field, preserves it (as an organism preserves
itself) and develops it at the expense of the rest (as an organism feeds by drawing
on the external environment), this individual has an interest (RD 263).

Instead of using an object as a means to my own ends, [ have become a kind
of cog that transmits the activity of that object to the world.

The relationship of interest therefore involves — at the level of individual interest
— the massification of individuals as such and their practical communication
through the antagonisms or conveniences of the matter that represents them

(RD 263).

With interest, we experience necessity.

Sartre gives the example of the relationship between the bourgeois and
his factory. Here, scarcity no longer exists as a threat to the bourgeois. If he
succeeds, he earns much more money than he needs for his own consump-
tion, and even if he does not succeed, he is not threatened by hunger. (He
will simply have to sell his factory to a competitor.) Instead of retiring as
soon as he has earned enough money to live on, he continually reinvests his
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profits in his business; the business has become his “whole being outside
himself in a thing” (RD 261). Scarcity does not threaten him, but it threat-
ens his business: “competition ... places it [the enterprise] at risk in as much
as it has been manufactured” (RD 264). Thus his Manichean morality, his
inhumanity, disappears at the level of his private life, but only to reappear
[81] at the level of his business. No doubt he will willingly sacrifice himself
for the company, but he will also sacrifice his competitors or his workers. If
possible, their wages should be lowered, or better yet, they should be re-
placed by machines. If they try to strike, direct violence can be used, or ac-
tivists can be dismissed and the others intimidated. Violence first appeared
as counter-violence against the Other who wanted to kill me, but now 1t will
be used against the striker because he threatens the interest of the owner.
According to 19th-century liberalism, it is an immutable law of human
psychology that ‘everyone follows their own interests,” and that capitalism
is the equally immutable result of this fact. Thus, the separation of men
would be natural, and the attempt to ‘socialise’ man would be futile.

We must choose, in fact: either ‘everyone follows their own interest’, which
means that the division of men is natural — or it is the division of men, as a result
of the mode of production, which makes interest appear ... as a real moment in the
relations between men. (RD 277).

We can already conclude that interest is not natural, and that the socialisa-
tion of man therefore remains possible. Interest is an alienation, not a natu-
ral state. Moreover, it 1s strictly irrational from the point of view of the indi-
vidual’s true material interest — that is, from the point of view of his mate-
rial needs. The reason why this irrationality can appear is that the material
needs of the individual are not an immutable nature either. They only act
insofar as they are internalised, and can thus be distorted or even rejected. It
1s internalisation that 1s the basis of alienation.

The machine is therefore in the capitalist’s interest. The relationship be-
tween the worker and the machine is completely [82] different. But it also
dominates him. In the factory, the pace of his work is set by the machine,
and it 1s these demands that determine the length of his working day. Inso-
far as new inventions force the worker to change his habits, forcing him, for
example, to leave the countryside and settle in the city, the machine con-
trols him completely. Unlike the owner, he does not try to preserve or de-
velop it.

It (the machine) therefore defines and produces the reality of its servant, that is to
say, it makes him [the worker] a practico-inert being who is a machine in so far as
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the latter 1s human and a man in so far as he remains, despite everything, a tool to
be directed: in short, its exact complement as an inverted man (RD 269).

Insofar as the social structure requires him to work as a wage earner, the
machine is his destiny. Its demands are internalised as part of the nature of
things.

However, his destiny does not come from the nature of things. For exam-
ple, before 1830, as a result of the introduction of machines, there was a
continuous decline in wages. The destiny of the workers

was nothing but the impossibility of any stabilisation. This was not because of the
physical and technical materiality of the machine, but because of its social mate-
riality (its practico-inert being), that is, the impossibility of controlling this mate-
riality and directing it towards the real reduction of human labour for all and not
towards the negation of workers or at least of their humanity. (RD 272, emphasis
added).

Their fate came from the nature of society, that is, from the way in which
the people of that society used things.

Why, then, did they use them in such a way that advances in production
methods resulted, at least initially, in increased misery? And [83] how could
respectable Christians cheerfully profit from child labour?

We have seen that all my relationships with others take place in the con-
text of the Third. Either I assume that the Third is with me, or I assume that
1t is not with me (although not necessarily against me). Sartre calls the kind
of grouping in which I assume that the Third 1s not with me a collective, or a
series. A series is a relationship between individuals in which they are 1so-
lated from one another. In the case of people waiting at a bus stop, the pas-
sengers are 1solated by their different projects; they are all taking the bus
for different reasons and to go to different places. In the case of people lis-
tening to the radio, they are isolated in space. If one of them believes that
the propaganda programme 1s bad, he cannot communicate with the other
listeners to protect them from the lies. He is linked to them only through the
common object, the voice, and because of this he 1s powerless to act. This
powerlessness of the individual in the series, and the fact that they are
aware of it, 1s the most important point for understanding the series:

I feel my powerlessness in the Other, since it is the Other as Other who will de-
cide whether my act will remain an individual and crazy initiative or will reject
me into abstract solitude or become the common act of a group; thus, everyone
waits for the act of the Other, and everyone makes themselves the powerlessness
of the Other, since the Other is their powerlessness. (RD 325).
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There 1s, for example, the case of a police state in which the government
1s very unpopular, but where discontent remains serial because each indi-
vidual is afraid to talk about it to their neighbour, for fear that they may be
an informer. There 1s the case of a strike, where each individual returns to
work for fear of being the only one not to do so, thus [84] risking dismissal.
Here we see the second characteristic of the series, which is that each indi-
vidual acts as they believe others will act. Here is a trivial example. Several
boys go to the swimming pool to swim. They test the water. It seems cold,
so for the moment they don’t go in. One of them suggests that they all close
their eyes, count to three and dive in together. They all agree, they close
their eyes, they count to three - and each one does what he thinks the others
are going to do. [ don’t want the others to laugh at me because I’'m the only
one in the cold water, but I also don’t want to look like a coward for staying
on the edge. So I have to decide whether my friends are honest, or whether
they tend to play tricks. If I think the majority is going to dive in, [ dive in; if
not, I stay on the edge. Once again, we are faced with powerlessness. Each
boy’s action 1s conditioned by the sum of the others’ actions but without in-
fluencing them in turn. We cannot even say that three boys are imitating a
fourth. Each of them is imitating the presumed attitude of the other three -
so all four are alienated. Sartre expresses this by saying that in the series,
each tries to become someone else. This attempt to become someone else in
all one’s behaviour can be seen as a new kind of praxis - serial praxis.

If we return to the case of the capitalist who can lower wages by mecha-
nising his factory, we see that he 1s not acting ‘in a vacuum’. He acts in the
context of other capitalists. He wants to reduce his costs in order to gain a
larger share of the market by selling cheaper than his competitors. Other-
wise, they will introduce machines into their businesses, and 1f he does not
do the same, his business will go bankrupt. In both cases, the need to lower
wages comes from the Other.

Competition as a recurring antagonism determines the boss as Other than himself
[85] insofar as he determines his action in relation to the Other and the action of
the Other on the Others. (RD 254).

The Market is nothing more than the sum of all the actions of those who
have something to sell or buy — capital, goods or labour. As the owner tries
to ‘follow the market’, he tries to adjust his actions to those of the Others,
while the Others try to adjust their actions to him. (Thus the Market is a se-
ries.) It is never the owner who lowers wages or hires children. It is always
the Other who forces him to do so.
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The owner understands the world through these two ideas: the necessity
of violence as counter-violence to defend his interests, and the serial neces-
sity of becoming Other. These two ideas form the basis of this world, and it
is for this reason that the owner in 1840 was able to go to mass on Sundays
without any worries, even though he employed children.

The worker’s fate also comes from the Other; from his boss’s competi-
tors, of course, but also from the serialised praxis of other workers, because
it is the competition between them that allows wages to fall. The ‘iron law’
of wages (like all other so-called laws of the market) is nothing more than
the result of the serialisation of the workers’ praxis.

Thus, the necessity we encounter 1n society 1s nothing but the impotence
of serial praxis. “Necessity, as a limit within freedom ... becomes ... the
very structure of all processes of seriality.” (RD 376).

The project of becoming Other, called extero-conditioning [1’extéro-
conditionnement], also takes other forms than submission to the Market. It
can become a morality that governs the entire life of the individual. At all
levels there 1s an attempt to do what others do, to wear [86] what others
wear, ‘to do the done thing’ as they say in English. Sartre gives the example
of hit records that are bought because others buy them. Advertising makes
extensive use of exteroconditioning — ‘Buy X. Everyone is buying it.” ‘You
have to be trendy.’ ‘Get with it.” It should be noted that to the extent that we
try to be, act, and think like others, to buy what others buy, we are inevita-
bly conditioned by groups, because it is only through propaganda groups
(press, radio) and advertising that we can know what the Other is doing.

The best way for the bourgeoisie to protect its interests is to keep the
workers in a state of seriality. This can be done directly by banning trade
unions, dismissing activists and through intimidation, or by encouraging an
1deology of seriality and exteroconditioning. It can be said that advertising
in capitalist countries has political as well as commercial effects. In this
sense, any serial ideology — that is, one that advocates a morality of
exteroconditioning, or that maintains that from a scientific point of view
humans should be treated as discrete molecules — can be called a bourgeois
ideology. According to the Platonic myth, a class 1deology would be a ra-
tionalisation — that is, a /ie, invented knowingly to mystify other classes in
order to consolidate its own domination. But this is not the case, because
the ruling class is itself alienated. We shall see that these ideologies are
merely the thematisation of bourgeois praxis. But for the moment we
cannot consider classes.

If man could never escape the series, his freedom would always be alien-
ated. We must therefore show how he can escape it. [87]
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Chapter III - The group

We have seen that others are part of my framework, that I act according to
the Other. In the series, I assume that he 1s not with me. In the group, I as-
sume that he 1s with me, and so I act in a completely different way. (Sartre
uses the word ‘group’ in a very specific sense that I will try to define. I will
use the word ‘grouping’ as the genus of which the group, the series, the in-
stitution and the bureaucracy are species). For example, a section of sol-
diers 1s preparing to charge the enemy. Of course, a soldier would not
charge alone. But when the order is given, he charges without hesitation be-
cause he knows that the others will charge. The unity of the charge comes
from the fact that each individual unifies the group by acting as if it were a
unit. There 1s neither a ready-made unity nor a special act of unification.
The unification of the group comes from a specific quality of each act of its
members; “In fact, the group is not my object, it 1s the communal structure
of my act” (RD 403) (my emphasis). That is to say, there is a new kind of
praxis in the group, which Sartre calls common praxis. In the series, al-
though the Third totalises (unifies) the reciprocal relations of the others,
nevertheless he/she does so from his/her own position in the series, that is,
as Other. This act of unification by the Third, if it rebounds on unified rela-
tions, would do so either as if the Third were a foreigner, thus as a threat, or
as indifference. In the language of Being and Nothingness, the Third uni-
fies me and the other as ‘we object’. The experience of the Third as unifier
‘corresponds to an experience of humiliation and powerlessness: those
who experience themselves as constituting a “We” with other people feel
stuck among an infinity of foreign existences; they are radically and irre-
trievably alienated’ (EN 490-91.) It 1s this alienation that is the basis of the
series, where the Third always unifies from outside. Thus, “unity, in fact,
can only appear as the omnipresent reality of a seriality in the process of[88]
total liquidation if it affects each individual in the third-party relationships
he maintains with others, which constitute one of the structures of his exis-
tence in freedom’ (RD 398). The Third Party must unify my reciprocal
relations with the other in a new way.

According to Sartre, this new way of unifying comes from the attempt to
escape serial powerlessness in the face of a threat, which can come either
from the Other or from the practico-inert (RD 396) and on the basis of an al-
ready given passive unity — unity of place — for example. He gives the ex-
ample of the first days of the 1789 revolution. At first, the population of
Paris is only passively unified by the city itself. That is to say, unity is the
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nominal unity given to them by the name ‘Parisians’. This unity becomes
positive, it 1s given content, by the fact that Paris 1s surrounded by troops
preparing to ‘restore order’. The citizens became aware of themselves as
‘about to be massacred’. At first, the Third totalised its neighbourhood as a
unit of which it was not a part. But, given the external threat,

if the totalising power of a Third produces, as the discovery of an objective possi-
bility, the seizure of the neighbourhood, this time as a threatened totality, it finds
itself designated by this threat as integrated into the totality it has totalised
(RD 400, my emphasis).

The Third-party thus no longer understands itself as an objective observer,
but as an integral part of its neighbourhood, and 1t 1s this understanding that
1s at the basis of group formation. The first step 1s simply that people, wor-
ried, take to the streets. There they already find themselves in a group as
they follow the currents and eddies that run through the crowd. But here the
individual is only imitating the Others. Their actions come from elsewhere,
the grouping remains serial, and can fall back into the pure seriality of ab-
solute dispersion. The individual must still ‘think” of the group as a group,
that 1s, by finding in the other ‘their own freedom’ (RD 418) insofar as the
Other increases the group and [89] represents for me an increase in myself:

for the demonstrators fighting the police, it is the battle ... insofar as it is the same

everywhere and everyone becomes in it the same as everything, that is to say,
freedom objectified (RD 420).

The catalyst for the merging group could be the act of an individual who 1s-
sues a slogan, not as a command, but as a simple ‘signpost’ (RD 421) that
all members follow, because “I discover in my praxis the slogans that come
from other third parties” (RD 421).

The particular character of the group at this level 1s that 1t has no leader.
There 1s simply a series of slogans, emanating from anonymous individu-
als, which circulate and are followed by everyone. The relationship be-
tween me and each third party is mediated by the group (“I grasp the group
... as amediation between myself and each other third party” RD 404) inso-
far as the group has become the ‘medium’ of my action. There is total
equality, but it 1s not the equality of otherness found in the series. It 1s the
equality of common sovereignty. When the crowd begins to behave as a
unit, even if this unity consists only in fleeing together instead of dispers-
ing, the Third “is sovereign, that is, it becomes, through the change in
praxis, the organiser of common praxis” (RD 401).

Sartre defines sovereignty as follows:
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the absolute practical power of the dialectical organism, that is, its pure and sim-
ple praxis as the ongoing synthesis of all multiplicity given in its practical field,
whether it be animate objects, living beings or men (RD 568),

in short, “Man is sovereign” (RD 538). In the case of the revolutionary
group, running together, regrouping, seeking a vulnerable enemy, the ac-
tion is not diverse enough for us to find, even for a particular act, a specific
sovereign. [90]

However, in a more structured group, such as a football team, we can see
that sovereignty circulates among the members. For a time, the actions of
one of them (the one with the ball) serve as a regulator for the others. They
adjust their positions according to his actions, and it is he who totals the
field for the group. But his actions while he 1s sovereign indicate the immi-
nent loss of his sovereignty; he only takes the ball to pass it on to someone
else. Thus, his sovereignty is not exercised from outside. It is nothing more
than his way of integrating himself into the group. He is

quasi-sovereign and quasi-object; and the group itself, as totalised by the practice
of such a common individual, is quasi-objective totality and, as a denied multi-
plicity of quasi-sovereignties, is in perpetual detotalisation. (RD 564).

Sartre calls this ambiguous relationship between the individual and the
group a relationship of transcendence-immanence. The sovereign does not
tell others what to do. The entire group expresses its understanding of the
situation by reorganising itself behind the sovereign. It is this very reor-
ganisation that makes it a group; it is the praxis of the group. The group re-
structures 1tself in the same way that I reorganise my body when I act.
There 1s the same structure here as that found in individual praxis — the
structure of an ongoing totalisation. The group internalises its goals and ob-
stacles and reorganises itself to achieve the former and avoid the latter.

The praxis of the group is to constantly carry out its own reorganisation, that is, to
internalise its objective totalisation through the things produced and the results
achieved, to make these its new differentiations and new structures, and at the
same time to go beyond this reorganisation towards new objectives (RD 412).

For example, a combat unit advancing towards the enemy across difficult
terrain changes its formation constantly. Its members split up to examine
both sides of a mound, the tallest crosses [91] a river, the most agile climbs a
rock, and so on. There are two different elements in this praxis, one dialec-
tical and the other not. The first 1s the succession of choices, of totalisa-
tions, made by the group through the Third Regulator, and the second is the
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automatic reorganisation of the structure that follows these choices. This
necessary reorganisation is the movement of the inert skeleton of the
group, which lies beneath all these acts and makes them possible. Its neces-
sity stems from the fact that the group, like the individual, approaches the
world through technical means. The praxis of the group, therefore, under-
stands, like individual praxis, the project and the situation: the ‘external’
situation (the world) and the ‘internal’ situation (the technical means, for
the individual the body, for the group its members). The project is both
limited by these conditions and gives them their value by transcending
them.

The difference between the two 1s that the group is stronger — because it
has a larger ‘body’ — but this comes at the price of the ambiguous relation-
ship of transcendence-immanence between its members, which means that
the group can never become a hyper-organism. The unity of its praxis al-
ways comes from the common praxis of its members. Individual praxis is a
constitutive dialectic, but the praxis of the group is a constituted dialectic
(see RD 432).

The praxis of the individual is also his understanding of his situation.
Similarly, the group expresses its understanding of the situation in its reor-
ganisation of itself.

The structure, if it is to be considered, by abstraction, as knowledge, is nothing
other than the idea that the group produces of itself’ (RD 502).

This knowledge is not necessarily thematised. Each person expresses their
understanding of the group in their praxis. (This 1s another way of express-
ing the fact that the praxis of the individual in the group is different from
[92] their praxis in the series or alone.) But it 1s preferable that this knowl-
edge be made explicit and explained to all members, because there is al-
ways the danger of the group breaking up, and this understanding 1s a way
of avoiding it. (Here we find the basis of a dialectical ideology, which we
encounter in the following chapter.)

Group cohesion presents two problems. First, there remains in each indi-
vidual an element of passivity, even if it is only the fact that each has a dif-
ferent framework, and therefore their own limitations of knowledge. The
members are different.

In fact, everyone comes to the group with a passive [passif: individual character-
istics] (1.e., with a complex conditioning that makes them unique in their materi-
ality); and this passive - which must include biological as well as social determi-
nations - contributes to creating, even outside of seriality, a hysteresis that can
give rise to a new series. (RD 427).
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There 1s always the possibility of misunderstandings, etc. Moreover, since
this difference involves differences in capacity, it constitutes the basis for a
permanent stratification of functions. Secondly, since the group can never
become a hyperorganism, the individual can always leave it. Unity resides
only 1n the unifying nature of each individual’s praxis. If there 1s no praxis,
there 1s no group:

The group therefore risks being destroyed as a living unit either through
disintegration or ossification. (see RD 429) These are two different forms
of return to seriality, because in ossification the group becomes passive and
merely repeats its actions mechanically; it 1s the interest of its members, a
new alienation. Unfortunately, as we shall see, the attempt to avoid frag-
mentation leads to ossification. But ossification and fragmentation are only
tendencies that arise from the fact that the individual always remains free
and responsible. In the following analysis, I want to show how [93] all forms
of grouping can be understood in terms of this freedom. So we do not mean
to say that the possible evolution from one form to another is necessary.
We can recognise the dangers and thus, perhaps, avoid them. (The value of
the analysis lies in helping us understand that society is a ~Auman structure,
for which each member is responsible).

The first act taken to prevent the ‘merging group’ from breaking up is the
oath. All members of the group swear that they will stay together, and each
admits that sanctions will be taken against them if they leave unilaterally.
This 1s an attempt to establish the unity of the group as an insurmountable
limit; that 1s, to introduce into the group a new inertia, a rigidity, to act on
the inertia of the practical field. After the initial enthusiasm has dissipated
or the immediate threat has been lifted, each Third demands a guarantee
that the others will stay together so that he can accomplish his tasks. The
necessary rigidity is ensured by the group’s violence against the deserter: I
demand that you kill me if I secede” (RD 449). Thus violence, terror, is the
corollary of fraternity, and it is always there as the backdrop to all the
group’s actions. But it can only ‘raise the threshold’ for secession, not abol-
1sh 1t as a possibility. Sartre does not explain himself very clearly on this
point, but it would seem that the degree of violence varies according to the
group’s objectives. It 1s quite rare for someone to be killed because they left
a football club: but at the time when the club was formed, when 1t was still a
‘hot’ group, a group in fusion, one could perhaps say that violence existed
as a risk of unpopularity, for example.

This violence must be understood as a new form of counter-violence, in-
sofar as [ am threatened by the desertion of the Third Party. It is merely the
expression within the group of the fact that [94] in the field of scarcity, all
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human relationships are based on violence. In this case, violence would be
proportional to the threat. The oath is not necessarily a real historical act. It
1s an implicit structure of all groups. It is this structure that will form the ba-
sis for all other developments within the group.

Each individual has particular qualities (their individual characteristics),
so each tends to take on particular functions. And, in any case, the group
must differentiate itself in order to fulfil its purpose. This differentiation re-
introduces otherness — but otherness as ‘culture’, and no longer as ‘nature’:
“I understand that the Other is a practical and meaningful invention of us
the same” (RD 475). The group thus becomes an organisation:

Organisation is both discovered in the object of practical requirements and the di-
vision of tasks among individuals based on this dialectical discovery (RD 460).

At this level, everyone still has equal authority as quasi-sovereigns. There
1s no distinction between my rights and my duties. It 1s both my right and
my duty to demand from the group what I need to fulfil my functions. I am
still the Third Regulator. However, if, in order to avoid possible conflicts,
the group, implicitly or explicitly, makes sovereignty the function of a cer-
tain individual, the whole nature of the group is changed. The Third Regu-
lator 1s essential to the merging group, but now the individual becomes a
non-essential mediation between the sovereign and the practical field. He
has become a tool. The function is no longer the praxis of a certain individ-
ual. It has become an institution, that is, a position that has its own exis-
tence and that anyone can fill. “(The Function), by positing itself for itself
and producing the individuals who must perpetuate it, becomes an institu-
tion.” (RD 581) Sartre calls sovereignty as an institution ‘authority’. It
should be emphasised that the creation of this authority, [95] as terror con-
centrated in a single individual (“individual reincarnation of the group in
fusion and of Liberty-Terror” RD 588) does not create a new force. It is a
redistribution of the power of the quasi-sovereigns. Thus, the power of au-
thority resides only in the praxis of its subjects, and it is the subjects who
are responsible for it. (This applies as much to political sovereignty as to
any other form of sovereignty). But the subjects are not aware of this. That
1s to say, their praxis is alienated:

Through sovereignty, the group alienates itself to a single man in order to avoid
alienating itself to the material and human whole (RD 603).

We are once again close to seriality. Relations between members of the in-
stitutionalised group tend towards a simple hierarchy. Under these condi-
tions, the individual is no longer directly associated with the praxis of the



66

group. He 1s only concerned with his own place in the hierarchy. Thus, he
behaves as he believes his superiors want him to behave. His peers are his
rivals. For his subordinates, he is merely a cog in the wheel through which
orders pass. He gives them kindly or brutally, depending on what he be-
lieves his superiors want. In his relations with his subordinates, he is con-
tent to control them and prevent insubordination.

It 1s this triple relationship—external conditioning of the lower multiplicity; mis-
trust and serialising (and serialised) terror at the peer level; annihilation of organ-
isms in obedience to the higher organism—that constitutes what we call bureau-
cracy (RD 626).

Any group, a government, a corporation, a church, a union, a high school,
could degenerate into bureaucracy.

The group must arm itself in order to exist as a practical power rather than
as a fleeting dream. But this ‘concretisation’ risks leading to the serialisa-
tion of bureaucracy.

Thus the group, praxis bogged down in [96] matter, finds in its materiality - that is,
in its becoming-process - its true effectiveness. But to the very extent that praxis
is process, the ends sought lose their teleological character; without ceasing to be
ends in the strict sense, they become destinies (RD 631).

It must be emphasised once again that we are not dealing with a Platonic
man who contemplatively decides whether or not he wants to be part of a
group or a series. Man 1s entirely penetrated by the group or by the series:
he understands the world through them, and it is for this reason that we
speak of different kinds of praxis: serial praxis and common praxis.

The difference between the series and the group becomes clear i1f we con-
sider it in the light of what Sartre says about my relations with others in Be-
ing and Nothingness. We can say that in the series I act with bad faith,
while in the group I act with good faith.

Sartre analysed relationships with others in terms of my ambiguous status
as a subject (for oneself) and an object (for oneself-for-others). The gaze of
the Other transforms me into an object. I can either accept and live with this
status as an object (masochism), or reject it and try to re-establish my sub-
jectivity by making the Other an object for me (sadism, indifference). All
these behaviours are in bad faith because they are refusals to accept the fact
that we are both, the Other and myself, both object and subject. In everyday
life, the usual attitude towards others 1s indifference: queuing for the bus,
the market — the other as a statistic. But those who accept an inferior posi-
tion, who accept being mistreated by bureaucracy, or those who give them-
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selves entirely to a leader in a fascist (serial) group, are people who accept
their powerlessness and choose themselves as objects — this is masochism.
The [97] leader himself, or the industrialist seeking domination, poses as the
absolute subject in front of a series of objects that he can manipulate at will.
— This is sadism — . Thus, in the series, I deny that I and the Other are both
subjects. (Moreover, there are serial ideologies that expressly deny that hu-
man beings are subjects — they become objects that respond to stimuli.)
Sartre also shows that bad faith is a form of escapism from responsibility — I
say that my actions are the result of my nature, my psychological character-
istics, God’s will. Similarly, in the series, bad faith manifests itself in the
frequent cry, ‘I know it’s wrong (torture, hunger, racism, etc.), but what
can [ do all by myself?’. We have also seen that the owner 1s not responsible
for unemployment; it 1s always the Other who is responsible. So in the se-
ries we find the two characteristics of bad faith — the refusal of respon-
sibility and the refusal of the difficult and ambiguous status of
subject-object.

In Being and Nothingness, Sartre shows that all human relationships are
doomed to failure if they remain at the level of bad faith:

All that remains for the for-itself is to re-enter the circle and allow itself to be
tossed indefinitely between the two fundamental attitudes (EN 484).

But in a note he adds:

These considerations do not exclude the possibility of a morality of deliverance
and salvation. But this must be achieved through a radical conversion which we
cannot discuss here (EN 484 n. 1).

This conversion is the change of attitude that leads to the formation of the
group, because the group i1s, through the structure of the Third Regulators,
the mutual recognition of each member as free, responsible, subject and ob-
ject (as quasi-object and quasi-sovereign). We [98] can say that true lovers,
and not lovers who struggle in ‘Being and Nothingness’, form the limit
case of the group, both in terms of number and in terms of integration, of
the recognition of each person as body and soul. This is the morality of
good faith. [99]

Chapter IV - Classes Toc

So far, we have remained, in two senses, at a fairly abstract level. First, I
have tried only to show the abstract mechanisms of praxis, series and
groups, although Sartre gives many very concrete examples. Secondly, the
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group and the series are themselves abstract beings that exist only in soci-
ety, which is a collection of groupings of all kinds. In this chapter, I want to
address the concrete in both senses, showing the individual in the full depth
of their true context and trying to apply the concepts we have considered to
a few examples, in order to shed light not on the difficulties of the theory of
groupings, for example, but on society itself.

The word class 1s defined in terms of the means of production. A classisa
grouping of individuals who all have the same relationship to the means of
production. The division of society into such groups stems from scarcity.
Society did not produce enough to feed everyone, so it was necessary to
designate certain individuals as undernourished and exclude them through
violence, 1.e. counter-violence, control of the means of production. Thus, in
a context of scarcity, society 1s divided into two groups: the haves and the
have-nots. The have-nots, as underfed, are threatened by the haves, and the
haves, having no divine right to their property, are threatened by revolution
and the loss of their property.* It is these internalised threats that constitute
what 1s called class struggle. It should be emphasised that the class struc-
ture 1s always violent and deadly, even though there is not always con-
scious struggle between two (or more) classes that are conscious of them-
selves. We will see why. [100]

In European societies, the current class structure 1s the result of a long
evolution, and there is no point in time when we can say that a society vio-
lently divided itself into two classes. But there are certain societies where
this violent action has occurred recently: these are the European colonies in
Africa and Asia. Sartre takes the example of Algeria to show the develop-
ment of classes in colonial Algeria. The aim 1s to show that the class struc-
ture 1s violent, and that it 1s nothing but the result of the praxis of all individ-
uals in society, that ‘the class’ or (‘the nation’) is not at all a natural ‘being’,
a hyperorganism, and that the actions of the individual do not come from
his nature, but from his understanding, his framework, 1.e. that colonialism
and classes are not inevitable or ‘natural’.

4 (1) Here I am not making an empirical observation. I am defining the word. There are
other definitions, for example based on lifestyles or levels of consumption. It should be
noted that according to my definition, engineers, for example, as non-owners, are in-
cluded in the proletariat.

(2) (Although in different societies there are different ways of owning, and thus of being
non-owning, and within the same society there may also be subdivisions according to
different means of production, for example the rural proletariat, which differs from the
urban proletariat.)

(3) (Because ‘class’ is not defined in terms of level of consumption, it has only an ap-
proximate identity between the non-possessors and the ‘underprivileged’, but in what
follows I will, for the sake of brevity, consider the two as identical. The reader must
make the necessary reservations himself.)
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First, it 1s hardly necessary to say that the original conquest was violent
(although there were parts of Africa where force was deployed without be-
ing used). This violence had two consequences: the destruction of the old
social structure, which would have been a threat as a rallying point (and as a
possible new authority), and the need for the continued presence of the
army. When the French government decided to make Algeria a settlement
colony, 1t encouraged the deterioration of the pre-colonial order by intro-
ducing new property laws to cover the confiscation of Muslim land with a
semblance of legality, to provide land for the settlers, and to create an im-
poverished rural proletariat that would be forced to work for them. Thus the
so-called transformation of peasant vagrants was not the automatic conse-
quence of a collision between two ‘cultures’ or two ‘civilisations’. It was
the violent and deliberate destruction of one society by the praxis of the
members of another. (Moreover, as Sartre points out, the destruction did
not come from the superiority of [101] French culture, but rather from its
vices:

if bourgeois society is turning feudal society into a society of beggars, it is no lon-
ger because of its superior qualities ... but because of its inferiorities, because of
the filthy brutality that so clearly marked capitalism in its early days (RD 675).

The colonist finds himself among men whom he knows to be dangerous,
since they had to be conquered, and who are objectively inferior to him in-
sofar as the status of a man 1s defined by his job, his salary, his clothes, and
on whom he depends since they are his workers. That 1s to say, he finds
himself in a racist society - the structure of society is racist. But this struc-
ture 1s nothing more than the praxis of the colonisers and the colonised, the
way they revive the past, institutions, etc. The coloniser must internalise
and /ive the racist system in his daily actions. Racism is his way of under-
standing the world, and racism as a theory is merely the thematisation and
explicit expression of this lived racism. Of course, this is not a rationalis-
ation on the part of the colonisers to justify their privileges, because there is
no natural knowledge (the Platonic myth) that the coloniser would con-
sciously try to distort. For the coloniser, racism is a practical truth. Neither
those born colonisers nor newcomers from the metropolis are capable of
questioning this practical truth; neither have the necessary intellectual
tools. Even if there are some among them who are educated enough to un-
derstand scientific theories, it is quite possible that they will not understand
theories about race, because their racism is unconscious 1n the sense that
we have defined it, that 1s, so deeply rooted in the framework that we think
through 1t without realising it. The racist ‘intellectual’ will therefore limit
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himself to listing simplistic ‘proofs,” without much concern for logic, be-
cause it all seems so obvious to him. (I even heard a white South African
justify laws against marriage between [102] different ‘races’ by the fact that
there are two species of ducks which, although biologically compatible,
feel repugnance for each other — without even realising that if such repug-
nance existed between whites and blacks, these laws would be superflu-
ous!). On the other hand, racism is not part of the ‘essence’ of the coloniser,
because it is possible for a coloniser to realise, slowly and painfully, that
racism has no basis and that all his thoughts were previously largely
imbued with racism.
One of the characteristics of racist thinking is its seriality.

All racial thinking is merely behaviour that realises in otherness the practical
truth inscribed in the material being worked on and in the system that results from
it (RD 672).

Behaviour i1s realised in otherness because it is alienated behaviour; each
coloniser behaves as he believes others will behave. A clear distinction
must be made between the praxis of associations defending colonists, their
political parties, or their government (South Africa, Rhodesia), and the
daily and serial praxis of each colonist. The former is entirely secondary
and derivative of the latter. At the level of the racist group, there is a recog-
nised responsibility of the group. The group knows that it wants to crush
‘agitators’, spread propaganda in the metropolis, etc. But the colonist as
owner does not associate himself within a group with other owners. He is
not responsible for the misery of his employees, because he pays them the
same wages as everyone else. According to him, he does not choose the
wages, he pays the worker strictly according to what he 1s worth. And since
the worker 1s stupid, lazy, a thief, etc., he 1s not worth much. (One could re-
spond to this by saying that one would have to be really stupid to be honest
and courageous when one 1s paid only a pittance — but let us move on). In
other words, [103] [in the mind of the colonist/owner] low wages are not the
result of a surplus of labour, which is itself a consequence of the policy of
expropriation; they are merely the result of the inferiority of the natives.
Not only the wages he pays them, but also his daily conduct towards his
workers comes from the Other: “I try to realise the Other — that is to say, to
make myself more deaf, more pitiless, more negative towards the demands
of the native than my plantation or my own requirements would demand, so
that this attempt may become, in the Other who is tempted to make a con-

cession, the real presence of the Other, as a magical force of constraint”
(RD 346).
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There is a close relationship here between my “ideology”, the ideology of
the Other, and the structure of Society. My ideology is my own internali-
sation of the structure. The structure 1s only the sum of the praxis of the
Others; that is to say, it is only the sum of the ideologies of the Others, since
the act comes from the idea. So my ideology is the ideology of the Other,
the 1deology of each Other i1s his internalisation of the structure, which is
partly produced by my ideology ... Once again, we find nothing but imita-
tions of imitations without any real praxis. For example, the coloniser be-
lieves that the colonised is inferior because in that society he is poorly paid
and thus suffers from all the evils caused by poverty. He believes him to be
inferior and gives him a low wage because the other colonisers give him a
low wage, and vice versa.

On this basis of seriality, colonisers can form a group to protect them-
selves against the metropolis or against a possible revolt by the colonised.
But this group praxis remains alienated insofar as it acts according to an
ideology that has become explicitly racist and thus posits race as the colo-
niser’s ‘otherness’, i.e. as an interest. Violence and lies are justified as [104]
counter-violence in the face of the threat that every movement of the colo-
nised poses to the [colonising] race.

If racism as praxis-structure and racism as ideology are identical, one
may wonder how there could be a change in society. There are two possi-
bilities. First, ideology 1s identical to structure only at the pre-reflexive
level. It 1s always possible to escape it through reflection. Second, since
praxis is serial, its results are alienated, different from the results that were
intended. The structure of society can thus change ‘by itself’, through the
blind praxis of its members (counter-finalities), and ideology follows this
change. We can take as an example the idea of the inferiority of black peo-
ple as it relates to slavery. The slave trade, as we know, has its origins in the
need for labour in the American colonies. Unfree labour was needed be-
cause there was so much virgin land that it was impossible to keep free men
as employees on their own land. However, in the beginning, the necessary
labour was provided not only by black slaves, but also by white convicts
transported under contract (‘indentured labour’) and even by people kid-
napped from the large cities of England. These white people were shipped
in exactly the same appalling conditions as the blacks and treated just as
brutally by the overseers and white bosses. There was no racism — only
contempt for the poor by the rich. However, the need for labour was grow-
ing in both the colonies and the metropolis as a result of the increasing 1m-
portance of sugar in the English economy. As there were no longer any sur-
pluses in England, only Africa could supply the necessary slaves. Blacks
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replaced whites, and racism replaced class contempt. It should be noted
that all these changes, and thus [2 x 104][105] the change in 1deology, came
from nothing other than the serialised praxis of merchants and bosses in
England and the colonies (see Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery, pp.
9-19).

Before moving on to consider classes in advanced capitalist societies, we
can talk a little about the idea of ‘ideology’, a word I have often used with-
out attempting to define it until now. First, it should be emphasised that it
has no pejorative meaning. An ideology is not necessarily false. Secondly,
by ‘ideology’ I mean above all the political ideas of the individual: the
framework of their ideas about their society, their role in that society, his-
tory, morality. It is these ideas that are often simply an internalisation of the
structure. There is a permanent fendency to take what exists as absolute.
This tendency is not part of ‘human nature’; it comes from the fact that all
reflection, all questioning, requires time, and that in our world of scarcity,
time is the scarcest of all goods.

I [Sartre] endorse without reserve the formulation in Capital in which Marx de-
fines his ‘materialism’ as: “the mode production of material life [that] conditions
the social, political and intellectual life of a people in every aspect and in every
way”’. This seems to me to be an unavoidable truth as long as the transformation

of social relations and the progress in technical means “have not freed man from
the yoke of scarcity.” (RD-OM 31-32)

For this reason, ideology usually (but not necessarily) follows praxis. I
learn the ideology of my milieu, and I continue to practise it throughout my
life, probably without trying to justify it. As we have already noted, one of
the characteristics of the framework is that it is ‘unconscious’. It is there-
fore quite possible for an intellectual — that is, someone who has time to
think — to remain a victim of their framework. In this case, they would, for
example, construct a theology that would justify the interests of their class:
perhaps by sketching out [106] a hierarchical universe said to underpin the
social hierarchy (such as medieval Catholicism), or perhaps by finding a
religious justification for the separation between private morality and pub-
lic morality (such as Calvinism). But in neither case would there be a con-
scious and dishonest search for a means of mystifying the people. Rather,
an attempt 1s made to apply principles that are obviously true in one sphere
to all other spheres. Nevertheless, I do not deny that it 1s possible for the
bourgeois, the racist, to act in bad faith, to say things they know to be false.
But here again, there is no absolute bad faith. According to their own prin-
ciples, they have the right to lie — lying is part of the violence that 1s nothing
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more than counter-violence in the face of the threat of the Other. So they
are not cheating. Finally, the ‘lower’ classes, as we shall see, can accept the
ideology of the ruling class. And they can only escape their condition by
developing a new 1deology, that is, by realising that this political structure
1s not natural.

The relationship between classes in advanced capitalist countries 1s much
more complex than the relationship between colonisers and colonised. The
current social structure is the result of a long evolution; the two major
classes, the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, have evolved from other struc-
tures and other classes, and the very relationship between them has
changed greatly during their 150 years of existence. Another difficulty
arises from the fact that this evolution cannot be understood without refer-
ence to imperialism, which has made it impossible to consider a country
such as England or France as a closed society. In fact, imperialism has so
thoroughly integrated the economies of the ‘Atlantic’ countries and the
“Third World’ countries [107] that we can no longer consider them as sepa-
rate societies. Sartre had to simplify, and I will have to simplify even more.

Violence manifests itself on two different levels. The first level is the re-
lationship between the worker and the boss. The latter, in order to protect
his interests, must pay as little as possible for as much work as possible. (Of
course, what 1s ‘possible’ can vary greatly.) All his actions towards his
workers will be dominated by his understanding of the need to exploit them
(although he does not frame it as ‘exploitation’, because, as we have seen,
he has become a cog in the wheel between his interests and the world. He
does not exploit, he obeys the demands of the world).

It 1s directly against future unemployed workers that he buys his machines, not,
as they say, ‘without caring about their fate’, but on the contrary, expressly caring
about it, insofar as every boss at the time is trying to build up a reserve army of la-
bour by increasing the number of unemployed workers (RD 697).

The worker is, in a sense, the enemy, because unlike the machine, he does
not automatically submit to the demands of the company. The reality of this
initial violence can be expressed by saying that the boss wants to treat his
worker as a thing, not as a human being. The Malthusian theory of wages,
which considers the worker as a commodity exactly like any other com-
modity, is the epitome of this attitude. It is violence because it can result,
for the worker, in permanent under-nutrition, unemployment, etc.

On this level, violence 1s serial; it is a relationship between each boss and
his workers. The boss derives his power from his property. But he has no
natural right to his property. (I do not mean to say that the boss denies the
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rights of the worker. Neither has any rights because there are no natural
rights.) How, then, can he keep it in the face of the workers, who are, at
least [108] numerically, stronger than him? First, if he has no natural rights
to his property, he has legal rights, which are guaranteed by the laws of his
country, that is, by the State and by the State’s police and army. What is the
State? Sovereignty, as the power of one individual over other individuals, 1s
the power of each Third Party in a group, centralised as authority in the
hands of one, on the basis of an oath. Thus, the sovereignty of the State can
only be the power of a certain group. But since capitalist society is not a
group, we cannot speak of the sovereign of society. It is not the ‘expression
of the general will’, because only a group can have a will. “In a given soci-
ety, the state 1s neither legitimate nor illegitimate” (RD 609). The power of
the state 1s nothing but the serial powerlessness of individuals in the face of
a certain group. It would not be accurate to say that this group is the ruling
class, because a class is not a group. But since class is defined by its rela-
tions to the means of production, and since it is the state that establishes the
laws controlling these means, we can say that the state represents the class
that benefits from the type of property (feudal, capitalist, etc.) that it pro-
tects. As long as these property relations remain the same, changes in the
policy of the state apparatus only concern disputes among members of the
ruling class - that is, in our case, the bourgeoisie.

Thus, violence in defence of the interests of the bourgeoisie 1s legal, but 1f
the workers, whose very existence 1s threatened by the system, resort to vi-
olence to defend their lives, this is illegal. (“non-interventionism in the
economic operations of the ruling class, repressive and permanent inter-
ventionism against the working class” - RD 712). This quote applies to the
19th century and 1s, of course, a simplification [109] compared to today’s so-
ciety. It therefore seems to me that the minimum condition that must exist
in order for there to be a class struggle is that there must be a state apparatus
that uses violence (or 1s prepared to use it) to defend a (serial) social struc-
ture that guarantees the interests of one class and is itself violent. “Every
society decides who dies” (RD 727). Of course, it does not do so by creat-
ing a court of law to decide who is superfluous, and the Prime Minister does
not execute the victims himself. No individual is chosen personally. It 1s the
system, the structure that decrees that the infant mortality rate will be so
many per cent higher among the disadvantaged classes, that workers will
live so many years less than the bourgeoisie. The system Kkills. (And the
system 1s nothing more than the praxis of the individuals who keep it in ex-
istence.) This 1s what state violence is in a class society. It is serial violence,
and thus easily concealed, but it is much more serious than the violence of
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the group that defends the system against revolutionaries, because it is
always there.

After what I have just said, it seems strange that there is not much more
open violence. The reason is that the bourgeoisie has another weapon —
mystification. Workers will only revolt against the system if they realise
that their 1lls come from it. So as long as they are imbued with bourgeois
1deology, they will accept their fate as immutable.

The ideology of the bourgeoisie, as I have said, is not a rationalisation. It
1s the description of the current situation faken to the extreme. Broadly
speaking, it has three aspects (at the political level, of course):

a) seriality as the natural relationship between human beings, from which
[110] derives the impossibility of human socialisation, the necessity for the
individual to “realise” himself through the selfish effort to earn more than
his neighbour, and extero-conditioning.

b) the right to property as the foundation of freedom, order and stability.
c) the right to use violence to protect this property. These ideas constitute
what Sartre calls ‘the general schemes’ of a “situated understanding” or
“directions for understanding” (RD 715), or “the objective class spirit, ... an
environment for the circulation of meanings™ (RD 721) - that is, the ‘frame-
work,” learned almost from birth, through which we understand society.
These 1deas permeate all popular literature, newspapers (which tend, for
example, to talk about personalities rather than ideas), part of philosophy
(such as atomistic theories, etc.) and part of religion. One could speak of a
veritable serial ‘brainwashing’. It should be emphasised that it is serial.
There 1s no concerted attempt on the part of the bourgeoisie to make its 1de-
ology acceptable to other classes; there are only individuals, political and
religious groups, and the state apparatus, each expressing their own version
of this ideology. The existence of the state is another factor of mystification
in that it creates the illusion of national unity and allows for appeals to
chauvinism. All these influences, added to the fact that he lives in a world
where bourgeois 1ideology 1s the ‘practical truth’, make the worker accept
his position.

There are therefore two things that are necessary before the worker can
become revolutionary. He must rid himself of bourgeois ideology and he
must join forces with a group in order to fight the state apparatus and re-
place it with a human system, i.e., a non-serial system. But in fact these two
requirements are one and the same, for they can be summed up by saying
that he must exchange his serial ideology for a group ideology. Since praxis
and ideology are so [111] closely linked, change could come from a new ide-
ology propagated by a handful of militants, or from a change in praxis re-
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sulting from a change in the situation, as in the case of the Paris insurrec-
tions we have discussed. But usually changes are parallel, influence each
other and are equally indispensable.

What is entirely new in the capitalist system as it has developed in Europe
1s the multiplication of the productive power of men through cooperation
and the use of machines. This cooperation has allowed the formation of a
new 1deology. While the boss sees his company as an individual fighting
against other individuals in the market, the worker (and the philosopher
who examines the system) sees it as the cooperation of several people to-
wards the same goal. (Of course, he does not necessarily see it that way, be-
cause for him, the goal of his work 1s not to create a particular product, but
to earn a living, and he does not care about the rest. In this sense, the factory
1s both a series within and a member of a series outside. But it remains true
that it 1s easier to see the factory than the market as a rational relationship
between individuals, with a well-defined product. And, at the very least,
the factory remains a ‘passive unit’ that would be the basis for this unifica-
tion of the grouping from within by the Third Party that transforms the se-
ries into a group. Thus, the factory provides the possibility for the de-
velopment of a group 1deology and praxis.

But the worker must still understand that his destiny comes from the boss
and not from nature. It is in grasping this fact that he grasps his class being.
When he realises that he 1s not simply employed by his boss but that he 1s
exploited by him, he sees at the same time that he is linked to other ex-
ploited people. It is in the analysis of this [112] double relationship to a boss
and to other exploited people that he constructs an ideology of his own
class. Moreover, it is not necessary for this ideology to be thematised at the
beginning of the workers’ protest activities, but it must be so for the praxis
of a revolutionary group to become effective. The reason for this 1s that the
class itself is not a group —

The class manifests itself simultaneously (in the arena of the struggle for de-
mands) as an institutionalised apparatus, as a (serial or organised) set of direct ac-
tion groups, as a collective that derives its status from the pratico-inert field
(through and by means of relations of production with other classes) and its uni-
versal scheme of practical unification of groups that are constantly forming on its
surface (RD 649, collective=series).

In a sense, the unity of the class 1s only nominal. In other words, the class 1s
to be unified. There are always upheavals, conflicts between the union and
the masses, between the union and ‘wild groups’, and ideology is the tool
that must resolve these conflicts, that must “endow the working class with
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class reflexivity based on the determinations it undergoes in powerless-
ness” (RD 737). It can do this because “truth in its original sense is, as
sociality and in an integrated group, the liquidation of all otherness” (RD
530) (my emphasis). There is “a spontaneous reformism among workers”
(RD 737) that stems from their failure to understand that their social status
1s not only unjust in its details, but that it 1s unjust in its very principle. This
‘spontaneous reformism’ has been fostered by imperialism and colonial-
ism. For, insofar as capitalist exploitation aims at accumulation, colonial-
ism and neo-colonialism, by increasing the accumulation of capital in the
metropolis, have enabled metropolitan workers to advance more rapidly in
terms of their standard of living, and at the same time, by appealing to
chauvinist sentiments, have divided the proletariat into two sections: colo-
nised [113] and metropolitan workers, and set them against each other.

For all these reasons, class struggle as the conscious praxis of groups may
sometimes be confused and disorderly, but it nevertheless always exists as
a system supported by the praxis of a myriad of individuals. It is therefore
always necessary to propagate the class ideology that will explain both the
nature of the series and serial powerlessness and the possibility of escaping
it in the group.

The worker will only free himself from his destiny if human multiplicity is for-
ever transformed into group praxis (RD 351).

Sartre says that ‘analytical reason’ is the ideology of the bourgeoisie and
that ‘dialectical reason’ 1s the ideology of the proletariat. By this he means
that only dialectical reason, insofar as it attempts to understand in terms of
totalities and the reciprocal relationship of conditioning between the indi-
vidual and the totalities of which he is necessarily a part, can understand se-
rial praxis and common praxis as essentially different from individual
praxis.

The 1deology of the proletariat is thus a dialectical 1deology of group
praxis. According to Sartre, it 1s also a universal ideology. That is to say, it
aims at a society that is not based on exploitation. He does not explain how
this would be possible, but it is easy to do so, and it may help us to better un-
derstand Sartre’s concepts. Since class division is based on the contingent
fact of scarcity, it follows that a classless society 1s only possible where
scarcity has disappeared, at least where a society can be established in
which it would be possible to guarantee everyone the means of subsistence,
regardless of the risks of flooding, drought or other natural disasters.
(Speaking of the beginnings of the industrial revolution, Sartre says:
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No doubt this new [114] mode of production did not make it possible to overcome
scarcity, so that it was not even conceivable that the means of production could be

socialised. (RD 227, emphasis added.)

Without this possibility, a revolutionary group could only replace one form
of exploitation with another. For example, part of the proletariat might
want to overthrow the state in order to cooperate with the bourgeoisie in the
exploitation of other workers and peasants (a bit like in many newly inde-
pendent countries where the local ruling class joins forces with the former
colonial companies to exploit the peasants); or the urban proletariat could
take power simply to exploit the peasants directly (as happened, at least ini-
tially, in the USSR and perhaps in other socialist countries).

The new historical factor that makes a universal ideology possible 1s the
combination of an economy of accumulation and powerful technology,
which makes it possible to envisage steady progress towards a society of
abundance, and that we could, even today, with the means available in the
world, ensure a comfortable standard of living for every human being. Of
course, no society, even a small one, currently does this — even the most ad-
vanced capitalist countries, such as the United States (see Harrington: The
Other America) and the United Kingdom (see Abel Smith and Townsend:
The Poor and the Poorest) have citizens who are undernourished. But it
would be possible to do so, and therefore it is also possible to create a class-
less society.

There 1s thus a close relationship between the development of universal
1deology, the economy of accumulation and technology. For capitalism is
itself both a means of production and a social system; capitalism and tech-
nology were invented in response to the [115] same problems. The accumu-
lation of capital allows the boss to employ more workers and buy ma-
chines, which in turn allow for greater accumulation. Working together in
factories required new technical means, new machines, and accumulation
allowed for the manufacture of objects not intended for immediate con-
sumption. All this made possible a group i1deology and a universal ideol-
ogy. (Thus, critics of Marxism who believed that Marx was naive to believe
that the proletarian revolution could abolish classes as such, and not just
certain classes, failed to understand the relationship between class and the
contingent fact of scarcity. As at least one Marxist, Francois Hincker,
failed to understand, for he speaks of Sartre’s theory of scarcity as ‘a tragic
theory of history’. La nouvelle Critique, March 1966, p. 164. They be-
lieved that classes came from ‘human nature’: selfishness, love of power,
etc.)
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Thus capitalism has created the possibility of a ~zuman society — that is,
without violence and Manichean morality. But because the praxis of the
bourgeoisie 1s alienated insofar as 1t acts to protect its interest, it maintains
violence and demands that society be organised according to enterprise and
profit, not according to man. For this reason, man is not free in such a soci-
ety. He 1s controlled by the system (the pratico-inert) instead of controlling
1t. [116]

Conclusions - And some moral and political
perspectives

We began with the following problem: ‘How should I behave towards oth-
ers?’ In order to resolve it, after dismissing the Cartesian myth of the “ghost
in the machine,” we undertook a phenomenological description of the indi-
vidual, thanks to which we were able to dispel three other illusions: the illu-
sion of the moment, the belief in the existence of “human nature”, and one
version of this belief, the Platonic myth of a ready-made mind, of natural
knowledge and understanding of the world. Man has no nature because the
structure of consciousness, which projects itself into the future, is such that
1t can never be bound to anything, that it can question any value. It 1s this
structure of consciousness that makes it possible to say that man is free. He
transcends the given towards a goal, a value, which he himself constitutes,
implicitly or explicitly. This transcendence is the behaviour that character-
ises human beings. Man constitutes values according to his framework
[cadre], his understanding of the world. He constructs this framework by
synthesising all his experience. This process 1s unconscious, not concep-
tualised, but it can be thematised and become a conscious attempt to con-
struct a theory of the world by using the instruments of thought [that are
available]. [au moyen des techniques de la pensée.] Insofar as he can
change his values, he 1s responsible for them, but to the extent that he be-
lieves his framework 1s absolute, he is unaware of his responsibility.
Through the techniques of reflection, he can grasp the contingency of his
framework and thus make a real choice for himself. Since these techniques
of reflection and thought themselves derive from society, he is largely con-
ditioned by his society, although society and other aspects of his situation —
body, psyche, world — exist for him only insofar as he internalises and ex-
periences them. [117]

Nevertheless, in order to understand freedom, it was necessary to study
society more closely to satisfy ourselves that there 1s no automatic mecha-
nism at the level of society that would determine which techniques [of
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thought] would be available to each individual. Society 1s made possible by
matter, the world of things, which mediates between me and others, and
also between me and the past, through and by the meanings traced on the
world and re-activated by me. Society has a synchronic dimension and a
diachronic dimension — history. Neither is a ‘dead weight’ that inevitably
conditions me. The social system 1s nothing more than the praxis of the in-
dividuals in society. It is therefore not immutable. The fact that the system
appears to be something that has its own life independent of human beings
stems from the fact that there are two kinds of formations, two kinds of so-
cial structures: the series and the group. In the series, the praxis of each in-
dividual is alienated and its result 1s a counter-finality [contre-finalit¢] that
no one has intended, a “praxis without an author” (RD 235). History un-
folds blindly.

The fact that conditions this process, making it contingent, is scarcity.
The scarcity of the means of subsistence means that people are threatened
by each other, and thus the fundamental relationship with others is vio-
lence, or rather counter-violence in the face of the threat of the Other.

In advanced societies, scarcity is reflected in the designation of certain
individuals, defined by their relationship to the means of production, as un-
derfed and disadvantaged, and violence is reflected in class struggle. This
struggle may appear as a direct confrontation between two groups, but in
any case 1t always exists as a daily struggle between bosses and workers
and as a state apparatus that underpins the social structure. Scarcity pre-
vents purification through reflection, which requires time, and thus creates
the possibility of alienation, whereby certain objects become absolutes,
‘magnets’ for humans. In its [118] form of interest, it causes counter-vio-
lence to be used no longer to protect man, but to protect a thing — a com-
pany, for example — which has become a man’s being. Thus, a society
dominated by serial praxis and interest is alienated, inhuman and 1irrational.

The means of escaping this irrationality and the impotence of serial
praxis is the group, in which each individual is free, as a quasi-sovereign
who unifies the group and cooperates with the other members on the basis
of a common understanding of the situation. Changes in society are also
changes in the understanding of the world. The historical development of
society is both an enrichment of praxis and an enrichment of understand-
ing. This development is the consequence of the praxis of individuals who
try to solve their problems in the midst of scarcity and class struggle. Their
understanding 1s linked to their praxis, and as long as the development of
society has been blind, political ideologies have remained the simple
internalisation of the given (serial) system. But capitalism, through the in-
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stitution of cooperative production, and above all through the current possi-
bility of abolishing scarcity by means of technology, has created the possi-
bility of an ideology that is both universal and group-based, i.e., one that
promises the abolition of counter-violence and serial alienation.

We can now try to define freedom more precisely. Man is always poten-
tially free, in that he has the abstract possibility of making a ‘second
choice,” of changing his fundamental attitude or project. To actualise this
possibility, he needs certain mental resources. Since it takes time to acquire
these resources and to use them, this freedom will remain an illusion in a
world of scarcity where man must [119] work without respite simply to feed
himself. Moreover, in a serial society, whose principle 1s external condi-
tioning and where praxis is immediately alienated, even a philosopher who
liberates himself through reflection is only formally free. To translate this
freedom into real and effective praxis, the individual must integrate himself
into a group that is animated by his philosophy.

I am free in a society where I live, in all its intensity, the relationship of
transcendence-immanence with the group. I cooperate fully with the group
in the creation of society, but at the same time I know that society, as a
structure, 1s only a means, and that it is I, as an individual, who am the
end-goal. Otherwise, society becomes my interest, which is to say a new
alienation.

The 1dea of oneself as the ultimate goal leads us to the problem of ethics.
Is it possible to establish ethical imperatives? Once I have freed myself, is it
possible to say how I should act, what goal I should choose, how I should
behave towards others? Unfortunately, the answer is ‘No.” As soon as |
realise, through ‘purifying reflection’, that I am responsible for my values,
[ find myself completely isolated; it 1s impossible to deduce moral ‘duties’.
An existentialist morality 1s illusory. It 1s not even possible to say that I
must act in good faith.

All we can do is undertake a phenomenological study of moral life, 1.e.
try to show the internal logic of different ways of doing things. For exam-
ple, Being and Nothingness analyses the internal contradictions of attempt-
ing to live in bad faith (as Simone de Beauvoir says: “Being and Nothing-
ness 1s largely a description of seriously-minded people and their uni-
verse.” (MA 67) It shows that it is impossible to achieve a stable relation-
ship [120] with others if one does not accept their ambiguous status as sub-
ject-object. Knowing this is very useful if one wants to establish a stable re-
lationship with others. But if one does not want to do so, it 1s of no interest.
For in the end, there 1s no reason to want to be happy, except in the tauto-
logical sense that I am happy when I do what I want to do. ‘Duties’ are only
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obligatory if there is such a thing as human nature. In that case, one could
say: ‘By your very nature, you want this; therefore, you must act in this
way.” But there is no such thing as human nature. Ethics is impossible, not
because we live in an alienated world, as Colette Andry (Sartre, pp.
112—-113) suggests, but because morality can only be an individual choice
without any foundation.

We can only shed light on the world and correct the logical geography of
moral concepts.

No one is supposed to be ignorant of the law because there is a code and the law 1s
written down: after that, you are free to break it, but you know the risks you run.
Similarly, the function of the writer is to ensure that no one can be ignorant of the
world and no one can claim innocence. (What is Literature? 31)

Everyone can be shown their responsibility. If you believe that you love
your neighbour, I can show you that this requires a political commitment to
abolish a system that kills children in India and provides mink coats for
dogs in England. But if, when you realise that loving your neighbour is not
just a pleasant feeling but a lifelong task, you tell yourself that perhaps you
were wrong to want to love your neighbour after all, there 1s nothing more I
can do. Except, perhaps, to point out that wolves cannot expect to be treated
like men. The only true [121] existentialist moral philosophy is the passage
in La Nausée where Roquentin calls the good bourgeois of Bouville
Salauds (La Nausée 36).

Assuming that we want to be free, authentic and sincere, and assuming
that we consider freedom to be a Azuman value and not just a personal value,
this study can provide suggestions for political action.’

5 The fact that existentialism cannot provide a universal morality does not prevent each
individual from being faced with the necessity of choosing their own morality. And it is
in this sense that Sartre believes we must await the advent of the affluent society, be-
cause for him this search for personal salvation that preoccupied philosophers such as
Nietzsche and Kierkegaard is, in our world of scarcity, a kind of mystification, a kind of
personal escape. In a world of abundance, philosophers will have to ask themselves
what they should adopt in the face of the contingency of the world, but, according to
Sartre, if we do so today, we deny our responsibility towards our fellow human beings.
Of course, it should be noted that this is Sartre’s personal choice, his own attempt to
give meaning to his life, his own personal salvation. And Sartre would undoubtedly
agree with this criticism. He would say that by rejecting ‘moral philosophy’, he wants to
prevent young philosophers from losing themselves in a certain “fashionable” existen-
tialism that seems to be concerned with the ‘states of mind’ of the individual without
ever realising its ‘social dimension’. However, it must be added that for us (‘Sartre, my-
self, and probably you, the reader), ‘petit bourgeois intellectuals,” our decision to be-
come progressive activists can only come from our attempt to find a kind of ‘personal
salvation,” because, except insofar as we are all threatened by war, we are not threat-
ened by scarcity; we could live very comfortably without worrying about politics.
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The first principle 1s that “freedom will never be given, but must always
be fought for”” (de Beauvoir MA4 171). This 1s true both on an individual and
on a political level, because alienation is always a threat. There are no sim-
ple solutions, precisely because there is no human nature, and therefore hu-
mans must create themselves. Freedom is not something that can simply be
guaranteed by a declaration of human rights. It is inherently difficult.

The possibility of freedom 1s hampered by two factors: scarcity and serial
alienation. They seem to pose two distinct problems, but we will see that
for most people they amount to the same thing.

If I spend my whole life threatened by famine, constantly worrying about
my next meal, I am not free. There 1s a hierarchy of freedoms, not in the
sense that some are more important than others, but in the much deeper
sense that certain freedoms cannot exist unless certain others are guaran-
teed. The most fundamental freedom, of course, 1s the freedom to live; so-
ciety must ensure that all its members have the means to subsist. A society
that does not do this is not free, no matter how free its universities and press
may be. An intellectual reduced to poverty nevertheless retains the freedom
to analyse and criticise. But the Indian peasant is not a fallen intellectual.
The tendency [122] among liberal intellectuals to believe that the peasant is
just a very, very poor liberal intellectual is as false as the conservative view
that peasants are a biologically inferior species; both beliefs are different
versions of the theory of human nature. Each individual constructs his own
world, and there is no room for anything but hunger in a world constructed
on the basis of hunger as an omnipresent reality.

The second freedom is the freedom to think. This must be understood in
the most concrete sense. I am not free to play tennis if I have no racket, no
ball, no court and no possibility of obtaining them. Similarly, I am not free
to think if T do not have the necessary tools, because thinking in the sense of
rational analysis is not a ‘natural’ activity, it is not an innate power. It 1s in-
separable from certain technical means [of thinking] and a certain vocabu-
lary that must be learned. Up to a certain level, all education is indoctrina-
tion: all education, formal or informal, 1s just a way of selecting, conscious-
ly or unconsciously, certain characteristics and certain ideas, because there
are no natural characteristics or ideas. We have seen that in a class society,
culture, and therefore education, is unconsciously imbued with the ideol-
ogy of the ruling class. This ‘serial brainwashing’ must be replaced by con-
scious indoctrination. If we choose characteristics such as a spirit of logic
and curiosity, and provide the technical means of reasoning and research,
then at a certain level a conscious process of self-education will replace 1n-
doctrination and the pre-reflective construction of a framework. If we do
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not do this, most people will have an understanding of the world that is nar-
rowly conditioned by the way things are. Nevertheless, there will always be
individuals who escape indoctrination; in a society that guarantees freedom
of thought without providing [123] the tools of thought, they will be the only
ones to benefit. For the rest, their religious and political ideas will be
nothing more than forms of alienation.

Political freedom follows other freedoms, not in absolute value, but in
possibility. Political freedom means nothing in an alienated society that
does not guarantee other freedoms. For example, the very limited political
freedom allowed to individuals in China 1s nevertheless much more real
than the much greater degree of political freedom allowed in India, because
it is based on sufficient (if not substantial) food and an effort to give the en-
tire population an education and the tools of political analysis.

The second limitation on freedom is serial alienation. It can only be
avoided through group praxis. We have already seen that capitalist society
is essentially serial, and therefore inhuman, in the sense that it is governed
by irrational principles rather than human principles. A person’s needs are
quickly satisfied, but the needs of a corporate entity are boundless; there-
fore, when a corporate entity becomes a person’s entire being outside of
themselves (their interest), their needs become endless, and they remain in-
human even when they are not personally threatened. Thus, it will be 1m-
possible for a capitalist society to solve the problem of hunger on a global
scale, and even if it did, it would remain an alienated society.

Only a cooperative society can protect the individual against scarcity. We
need an economy regulated according to human needs: rational planning.
The great danger in a planned society is the tendency we have encountered
for a group to ossify into bureaucracy. A socialist society could become a
vast machine directing a relatively passive population. Society can never
become a true organic unity - a hyperorganism. An individual can always
leave the group and revert to [124] pure seriality, and leaders will always be
tempted to take shortcuts, to use authority instead of reason. The corollary
of this is the ‘Marxist idealism’ that Sartre criticises in Question of Method.

On the other hand, the planning imposed by a bureaucracy that refused to ac-
knowledge its mistakes became, by that very fact, an act of violence against real-
ity, and since a nation’s future production was determined in offices, often out-
side its territory, this violence was counterbalanced by absolute idealism: people
and things were subjected a priori to ideas; experience, when it did not confirm
predictions, could only be wrong. (RD-QOM 25)
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However, these dangers are only dangers - they are not inevitable. The
goal, which 1s also possible to achieve, is the creation of a society in which
all members act consciously according to the needs of society - society con-
sidered not according to the fascist principle of a “Volk™ as a superior be-
ing, but as the sum of individuals. We have seen that there is no human na-
ture that would prevent them from acting in this way. Only two conditions
are necessary: everyone must believe in the good faith of others, must be-
lieve that they all unite the group at the same time as themselves, and every-
one must understand the needs of society. Thus, the most important activ-
ity of government is not planning, it is political education. The government
must continually explain what it 1s doing and why 1t 1s doing it. This cannot
be limited to speeches on television and propaganda leaflets. It must hap-
pen constantly and at all levels. The explanation must take the form of a
personal dialogue with each individual, because each individual is unique.
The only institutions that could be called ‘democratic’ would be those that
ensure such dialogue, in the community, in the factory and [125] in the
nation.

What I have just described has nothing to do with political parties that
campaign with slogans and promises to attract the votes of serialised vot-
ers. Sartre says:

Any electoral system constitutes the electorate as passive material for external
conditioning, and the list of candidates does not represent the will of the country
... The only possible manifestation of a ‘will” among the masses is their revolu-
tionary grouping against the inertia of the institutions and against the sovereignty
that is built on their powerlessness. (RD 624)

Even if a party with a genuinely socialist programme won an election 1n
this way, it would not be able to carry out its programme, because the pos-
sibility of implementing socialism presupposes a change in the mode of
praxis of individuals - from serial praxis to shared praxis - and this conver-
sion cannot be achieved by a simple electoral victory.

Thus, the first task of a socialist party is not to win elections, but to edu-
cate. To do this, it must have a clear (and, of course, true) ideology, because
people always act according to their understanding. Party activists must ex-
plain this ideology; they must spread a new tool for political analysis. Of
course, it 1s also necessary to win elections (in a country where elections
are held, at least), because elections have become the measure of success in
bringing about this conversion to collective praxis. Only then will it be pos-
sible to undertake the necessary social upheaval.
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[ am only truly free in a society where I control the system by cooperating
with my neighbour. But if I am born into a serial society, [126] as soon as |
realise my alienation and powerlessness, I can begin to gain my freedom by
cooperating with others to change society. It is in this sense that wanting
my freedom necessarily implies wanting the freedom of others.

Sartre said that existentialism 1s the attempt to follow through on the de-
nial of God’s existence. It seems to me that it would be more accurate to say
that 1t 1s the attempt to follow through on the idea that there is no human na-
ture. This idea implies that man can consciously create and control his own
society, because it is he who sustains the present society through his alien-
ated praxis. But it also implies that, although I can explain to the Other that
he 1s responsible for what happens in his society - the world - he can both
agree and say that he doesn’t care. Man must choose to be human. [127]
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