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Preface:

The Diary and the Map

he discipline of history has undergone

considerable scrutiny in the second half
of this century, chiefly at the hands of the
New Historians in France and their philo-
sophical colleagues. In particular, the rise
and demise of structuralist methodologies in
the 1950s and 1960s questioned the core pre-
suppositions of traditional historiography
and seemed to render the latter somehow
quaint, if not thoroughly misguided.

As often happens, the extremes of the ini-
tial attacks, while serving to chasten the
complacency of more traditional methodol-
ogies, revealed their own inadequacies
when challenged to account for the constel-
lation of phenomena called “human his-
tory.” The humanist cast of historiography,
by which individuals and peoples sought
meaning and identity as well as moral guid-
ance, had been under suspicion among spe-
cific historians of a positivist bent since the
second half of the nineteenth century. The
structuralists simply intensified that con-
trast by setting aside “total narrative” and
exemplary biography in favor of microhis-
tory and impersonal social conditioning—
what Foucault calls “system.” Put some-
what crudely, temporal relations, especial-
ly the linear time of traditional subject-
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centered narratives, were encompassed, if not subsumed, by spatial and
quantitative ones. The “mapping” of historical coordinates and the
comparativist charting of synchronic relationships displaced the unfold-
ing of events along a single time line as the focus of attention, leading
one major historian to insist that “time is not essential to history.”!

But the moral and humanist aspects of the historian’s enterprise die
hard. Indeed, the recent concern with postmodern ethics suggests that
these perennial problems have returned in different guise to haunt their
poststructuralist exorcists. Still, by taking Foucault and Sartre as per-
sonifications of this conflict, it is not my intent to create a postmodern
Sartre, much less a modern Foucault. Such conversions by definition are
as futile in philosophy as they are in religion. The emblems of the diary
and the map capture these writers’ characteristic styles while underscor-
ing their apparently irreconcilable differences in trying to “make sense”
of history.

The theme of reason in history is played in many registers. To the
extent that it deals with the issue of “history” as opposed to “histories,”
it is an ontological problem. As such, it centers on the nature and unity
of the historical subject and subject matter, whose meaning/direction
(sens) it examines. Of course, the issue is likewise epistemic in its ques-
tioning of the unity or homogeneity of historical rationality. And the
broadly moral dimension of historiography, so evident in Sartre’s com-
mitted history, is being questioned by less subject-oriented historical
discourse. These and other aspects of the question will emerge as we
pursue our comparativist study. But the decision to trace this theme in
the writings of Sartre and Foucault respectively is scarcely haphazard.
History is integral to the philosophical thought of each, and the various
related issues arise in stark contrast throughout their works. With little
exaggeration, they could be described as philosophers of temporalized
and spatialized reason respectively. The significance of this characteri-
zation will emerge as we progress. But in differing over the issue of his-
torical intelligibility, each bears the weight of an alternative and
competing understanding of the nature of reason itself.

Since his death in 1980, Sartre has published more than most authors
do in a lifetime. A good portion of that posthumous material, as we
might expect, addresses moral concerns. But many pages of works writ-
ten long before the Critigue of Dialectical Reason are devoted to the philos-
ophy of history, and that was not expected. With the appearance of over
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450 pages of notes for the second volume of the Critigue, subtitled by its
editor “The Intelligibility of History,” and the publication of over 580
pages of his Notebooks for an Ethics, significant portions of which grapple
with the problem of relating ethics (la morale) and history, the time has
come to reconstruct the philosophy of history that underlies Sartre’s
writings. Since we are dealing for the most part with fragments not in-
tended for publication, “reconstruction” is the term that best qualifies
our enterprise. The aim of the present volume is to erect an existentialist
philosophy of history according to plans scattered throughout the Sar-
trean corpus. Like any piece of architecture, the result will have to be
judged not only on its aesthetic appeal but on its ability to sustain the
weight it is expected to bear.

I shall be applying these two criteria of aesthetic consistency and
functionality to Sartre’s reconstructed theory, for one of my chief con-
tentions is that Sartre’s entrance into theoretical history is guided by the
twin and interrelated values of mora/ integrity (call it “existential authen-
ticity with a social conscience” or what in the 1960s he termed the ideal
of “integral man”) and aesthetic coherence (the appeal of freedoms to one
another in creative tension or harmony). Their interrelation, I shall ar-
gue, is mediated by the amphibious value of unity, which can walk on the
shores of moral probity, countering the forces of division and dissolu-
tion, or swim in aesthetic waters, resisting the currents of brute facticity
and the senseless. That Sartre views history from a moral perspective
should come as no surprise. He has long been recognized as a philoso-
pher with a basically moral outlook. But that his theory is heavily in-
spired by aesthetic considerations may raise an eyebrow or two. So [
shall underscore features of what I call his “poetics” of history as we
progress, leaving their summation and analysis for the conclusion of the
present volume.

Sartre and Foucault were often compared in different contexts. One
sensed both embarrassment and mild annoyance on the part of the
younger man when the inevitable contrast was drawn. Indeed, in a mo-
ment of weakness or candor, Foucault described Sartre as the last of the
nineteenth-century philosophers! The plausibility of this claim we shall
appreciate once we enter what Foucault calls the “modern episteme.”
But my reason for studying this pair in tandem is not merely to use each
as an illuminating foil for the other. There is a sense in which Foucault
too is guided by a moral and an aesthetic vision of history. In his case,
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what may shock and perhaps even scandalize is reference to the moral,
not the aesthetical, and to vision of any kind, especially if one discounts
his final publications. Foucault is usually taken for (and sometimes de-
scribed himself to be) a skeptic, a historical relativist, and an opponent
of the hegemony of vision that Descartes and his school are credited or
blamed for ushering into early modern thought. Foucault relegated talk
of History with a Hegelian “H” to another discursive epoch (and its
anachronistic holdouts). And yet, as  hope to show, Foucault employs a
diacritical vision to undermine the oculocentrism of modern society, and
he does so in favor of a moral ideal in his later thought, which is not
unlike that of Sartrean existentialism. Indeed, he was once directly chal-
lenged with this apparent resemblance.?

Though it is always risky to distinguish the writer of fact from the
one of intent, we shall better appreciate both thinkers if, after having
followed the enterprise of each on his own terms, we assume a larger
perspective to compare and contrast them. The theme of reason in his-
tory is particularly apt for this mutual study since, for both men, not
only did reason enter into history but history penetrated reason. Each
shared a non-Platonic view of reason and truth; both respected the prac-
ticality of reason and the politics of truth. Correspondingly, each de-
voted hundreds of pages to “histories,” whether psychoanalytical and
sociological (Sartre) or archaeological and genealogical (Foucault). In
the course of our analysis, we must explain the philosophical signifi-
cance of these excursions into the historian’s field. For in both instances,
more than mere pleasure trips, they are integral to what each takes (his
kind of ) philosophy to be.

A significant portion of each author’s material which I shall analyze
remains virtually terra incognita. This includes many of the essays and
interviews gathered into the four volumes of Foucault’s Dits et écrits® and
several of his unpublished lectures at the College de France as well as
the hundreds of pages of recently published Sartrean writings that I
mentioned above. Although the appearance of Foucault’s works caused
a flurry of activity among philosophers but especially among social sci-
entists, none of these responses, to my knowledge, has addressed the
topic of reason in history at any length. And the Sartre volumes are just
beginning to be appreciated.
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PART ONE

In the face of the royal-empiricist model, [Miche-
let] invented a republican-romantic paradigm of
history by which the latter must still conduct
itself—as long as it wishes to remain a history and
not a comparative sociology or an annex of eco-
nomic or political science.

—Jacques Ranciére, The Names of History
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C/lapter One
Living History:
The Risk of Choice and the

Pinch of the Real

n the notebooks that Private Jean-Paul

Sartre carried with him throughout the
tedious months of his mobilization in Alsace
during the “Phony War” of 1939-40, amid
the usual observations of a conscript ten ki-
lometers from the front we find interspersed
a series of suggestive and often brilliant
philosophical reflections, many of which
would find their way into Being and Nothing-
ness. Here is Sartre snatching moments from
the banalities of military routine to jot down
thoughts on the nature of time, on authen-
ticity, and on love, freedom, and respon-
sibility.

It is not surprising that this intellectual
diary also contains his first remarks on the
meaning of history and the nature and pos-
sibility of historical knowledge. Like his
companions, Sartre was shaken by the im-
minence of the Nazi threat and by the real-
ization of his own powerlessness before it.
But, unlike his fellow soldiers, Sartre re-
sponded with a reflective assessment of the
meaning of it all, indeed, of whether one can
even ask about zie sense of it a/l. His re-
marks scattered throughout the six note-
books still extant constitute the beginning of
what I shall be calling an “existentialist”
philosophy of history. Although inchoate

To confront Sartre and
Aron is to reflect on two
conceptions of the relation
between thought and real-
ity, between the imaginary
and the real.

—Etienne Barilier, Les

Penits Camarades
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and largely exploratory, these reflections are philosophically first-rate
and in several instances serve to illuminate Sartre’s observations in
subsequent works. Moreover, they constitute a kind of dialogue with
Sartre’s friend and former schoolmate, Raymond Aron, who had dis-
tinguished himself as a philosopher of history by publishing two impor-
tant works in that field the year before.! So let us begin our study of
Sartre’s emergent theory with a brief survey of Aron’s position as Sartre
read it in these early works.

ARON’s CHALLENGE

Objectivity does not mean universality, but impartiality.
—Raymond Aron, /ntroduction to the Philosophy of History

In his Memoires, published shortly before his death, Raymond Aron ac-
knowledged that his doctoral dissertation, /ntroduction to the Philosophy of
History: An Essay on the Limits of Historical Objectivity, was the seminal text
for his subsequent thought.? This magisterial work constitutes his cri-
tique of historical positivism and rationalism while espousing a kind of
historical relativism, namely, perspectivism, based on the priority of
theory over history, the insuperable plurality of systems of interpreta-
tion, and the fact that “the preferences of the historian dictate the choice
of the system.”? Against the positivists, he asserts the futility of trying
to grasp the historical event “as it was,” free from decision and hence
interpretation.* He counters historical rationalism with the aphoristic
remark that “the necessity [of any historical sequence] is not real and
lits] reality is not necessary” (/PH 223; F 279). And against both positi-
vists and rationalists Aron argues for the priority of intuitive compre-
hension over lawlike explanation. He thinks his relativism follows from
the denial of an absolute or ideal observer—God—presumed by positi-
vist and rationalist alike: “The truth about the past is accessible to us if,
like Hegel, we rise to an absolute point of view. It escapes us by defini-
tion if we ourselves think we are historically determined and partial”
([PH99; F 123).

But Aron’s is only a kind of relativism. His intention is to combat the
historical relativism of Ernst Troeltsch, Wilhelm Dilthey, and others.
He defends a nonabsolute objectivity that remains within the limits of
ambiguous elements, on the one side, and unreachable totalities, on the
other. In fact, the aim of his seminal study, as its subtitle announces, is to
determine the Zmits of historical objectivity, not to deny its validity as a
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concept or a working principle. Aron continues to believe in the norms
of the scholarly community, the “collective representations” shared by
a particular generation of scholars.> Each period “chooses” its past with
which it communicates by an ongoing reading of its documents. His
concept of collective representations, derived from Emile Durkheim but
read'in a neopragmatist fashion, resembles what Richard Rorty will
later term a “community of common discourse” and Jiirgen Habermas a
Kommunikationsgemeinschaft. Aron summarizes this “relativism” neatly
when he notes: “The constituent part and the totality remain elusive,
but between these two extremes objective knowledge is constructed”
(/PH 114; F 141). In other words, objective history must be found be-
tween indeterminable facts and ungraspable totalities. It is these limits
that Sartre will try to overcome.

In the course of his study, Aron articulates a problem that will be of
special concern for Sartre, particularly in his later years, that of the unity
of human history. In fact, the director of Aron’s dissertation, Léon
Brunschvicg, had reproached him at its defense for turning history into
“a drama without unity.”% On this matter, Aron is skeptical: “The unity
of human development, unintelligible if it is real, ineffective and tran-
scendental if ideal, should be both concrete and spiritual, like that of a
person or a collectivity. It must rise above the duality of nature and
spirit, of man and his environment, for man is seeking within and by
means of history a vocation that will reconcile him with himself” (/PH
149; F 184). Such a quasi-Weberian task for historiography is noble but
futile, Aron assures us, because of the human’s essential incompleteness
and freedom, a thesis one can easily recognize as existentialist in tone.”
We shall find Sartre seeking historical unity by appeal to that very free-
dom which Aron believes renders such unity impossible. "

Yet if “ultimate” historical knowledge eludes us, if we can never
grasp atomic historical facts, first causes, or final syntheses, Aron argues
against classical historical relativism, against Troeltsch, Durkheim, and
Dilthey, for example, that a broad field of objective knowledge remains
open to us. Inspired again by Max Weber, whose thought he helped in-
troduce into France, Aron defends the ideal of self-critical historical
(and thus philosophical) investigation. This vocation is man’s ever re-
newed calling to freedom through responsible action, that is, his or her
mission to reconcile humanity and nature, essence and existence,
through participation in the collective works of the state and culture.®
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Still, we are left to navigate according to our individual or collective
lights between the simple fact and the total account, neither of which is
accessible to us. And the lines of possible navigation are multiple and
relative to the individual historian’s interest.

SARTRE’s REsroNsE: THE ABSsOLUTE EVENT

Such is Aron’s challenge to his former companion, a challenge Sartre did
not hesitate to take up. In one of his almost daily letters to Simone de
Beauvoir from the front he observes: “Then I wrote in the notebook
about history; everything in the notebook goes by problem; for a week
now it has been history, and refutation of Aron, of course.”

Sartre could sympathize with much in Aron’s theory; for example,
with the claims that the lived (fe vécu) is by nature inaccessible to reflec-
tive thought, that human freedom is essentially incomplete, and that
“the theory of history is one with [se confondre avec] a theory of man.”10
But the basis of Aron’s “skeptical moderation,” namely, that “the com-
plexity of the world of history corresponds to a pluralist anthropology”
([PH 276; F 349), would not sustain Sartre’s philosophical leanings,
whether Husserlian or (later) Marxist. Implicit in Sartre’s rejection of
Aron’s “pluralist anthropology” is an objection to be raised by Haber-
mas against Foucault decades later: such pluralism favors the political
status quo since it provides no solid basis to legitimize social change. So
Sartre undertakes this dialogue with Aron in what might be termed a
series of interrupted responses, as if the cares of the day intermittently
called him away from the encounter, which in fact they did.

A Nascent Ontology

I will preface Sartre’s response with a brief survey of the ontology that
grounds it, concepts that will form the core of his next major publication
and masterwork, Being and Nothingness, for he always thought ontology
(the question of being) was essential to philosophy properly speak-
ing.!! These concepts too are being worked out piecemeal in the note-
books. Sartre acknowledges three distinct, irreducible, but interrelated
dimensions of being. Inspired by Hegel, he terms these “being-in-
itself” or the nonconscious, “being-for-itself” or, roughly, conscious-
ness, and “being-for-others” or the interpersonal, the public. He uses
powerful metaphors to capture the difference between these three
realms of being. The in-itself is inert, opaque, “sticky,” and so forth. Itis
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the sphere of brute fact, of chance, and of our facticity (the givens of our
existence). The for-itself, by contrast, is spontaneous, translucent, the
internal negation or “nihilation” of the in-itself, a “hole” in being. If the
in-itself is thinglike in its inert self-sameness, the for-itself or conscious-
ness is no-thingness in its spontaneity and nonself-identity. Finally, the
for-others marks off the domain of other for-itselfs as Other. Irreducible
to either of the other two dimensions, being-for-others depends on the
contingent fact that another consciousness exists. That existence quali-
fies my being and makes possible a number of new relationships of
which the social and the historical are paramount. Correlative to our
embodiedness, the for-others denotes our liability to have the meaning
of our projects “stolen” from us by the look [/e regard] of the Other. Al-
though Sartre does not develop these categories here as he will in Being
and Nothingness, they are already sufficiently formulated in his mind that
- he can employ them with ease, as we shall now observe.

Ontological Status of the Historical Event

Aron once insisted to Sartre that his /ntroduction was a “plea for philo-
sophical and methodological atheism” (D 204). As we have just seen,
he argued that both positivist and rationalist made tacit appeal to God in
defense of historical objectivity. The flaw in Aron’s argument, as Sartre
readily observes, lies in its own idealist postulate, namely, that whatever
counts as a fact must do so solely for a consciousness, and that an “abso-
lute” fact can be so only for an absolute consciousness. Sartre had al-
ready rejected the transcendental ego.!? In language anticipating Being
and Nothingness, he once again resists this “degradation of the in-itself
into being-for” and argues instead for the ontological status of facts as
sheer “in-itself,” a robustly realist position that he will never entirely
abandon. But the facts in question are Aéstorical; it is not a case of the
simple in-itself (facticity) of a single consciousness. Hence Sartre must
stretch his budding ontology in a way not repeated in Being and Nothing-
ness by claiming that “there is a certain in-itself, not of the for-me, but of
the for-others [ pour-autrui]” (WD 205; F 252). Facticity qualifies our in-
terpersonal and public life as well. This is a decisive claim for the ontol-
ogy of history he is constructing.!® For if history is to be more than
biography, it must be not just my story, it must be their story, it must be
ours.

Given this analytical focus on consciousness, Sartre, the would-be
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realist, must escape the so-called principle of immanence, the key thesis
of philosophical idealism, which entails that all reality is consciousness-
referring. Epistemological idealists have traditionally argued that real-
ity is mind-dependent and that, in George Berkeley’s famous expres-
sion, “to be is to be perceived.” Curiously, in the War Diaries Sartre does
not appeal to the counterprinciple of intentionality according to which
all consciousness is other-referring, a mainstay of phenomenology and
basic to his own thought.!* Rather, he points out that the existence of
the “other,” so graphically described by means of shame-consciousness
in Being and Nothingness, is a fact rooted in the reality of being-in-itself.
The for-others is not a luminescence that shines only while another con-
sciousness is present, which would signify a relapse into idealism. And
the reciprocity of two or more for-itselfs, he notes, is an existential mod-
ification of each. Exhibiting the kind of thinking that will continue
through the Critigue, he urges that such reciprocity, even if taken to be a
mere nominalist sum of constitutive consciousnesses, presumes a prior
unity. Sartre is seeking historical unity and the objectivity of historical
facts and events (he fails to distinguish between them) in a realm that is
ontologically prior to consciousness as such, namely, being-in-itself. He
does not think this unity need be based on transcendental consciousness
and ultimately on God, as Aron appears to believe. Instead, he asks
whether there is not “an existence proper to the reciprocal existential
modification, an existence that would be posited neither in terms of for-
itself nor in terms of for-others” (WD 205; F 252). The answer, he im-
plies, lies in the special in-itself of the for-others, which he will soon call the
“event” (WD 299). This, we may conclude, would be the locus of histor-
ical facticality. Its temporal dimension would be what he calls “simul-
taneity.” The only example Sartre offers confirms this view.

Consider a conversation between two people. Besides the respective
facts that each happens to be talking, there is the mutuality which we
call “the conversation” itself that exists beyond the being-for-itself of
each participant, though not independent of the individuals involved.
o borrow Sartre’s metaphorical mode, “the in-itself precisely grasps
afresh what escapes it in the nihilation [of the in-itself by consciousness]
by giving to that very nihilation the value of a fact appearing in the midst
of the in-itself” (WD 205; F 252). In other words, the occurrence of the
conversation must be registered and reckoned with over and above the
speech acts of the individual speakers. “This fact does not exist-for any-
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one,” he insists against the idealists, “it simply 7 (WD 206; F 253).
This is the fact or event on which his historical realism will hang.1>

The facticity of consciousness or being-for-itself is the limit to the
transparency of consciousness: “It is a fact in-itself, escaping any nihila-
tion, that there exists at this very moment a for-izse/f which is nihilation of
the in-itself” (D 205-6; F 253). Any attempt to surmount this facticity
by reflection, that is, by raising it to a second level, itself becomes a fact
(a “reflective facticity”) and so falls prey to the in-itself as well. In other
words, there is an inescapable dimension of givenness to our every situ-
ation. We never start from absolute zero. Though he will employ terms
as diverse as “being-in-itself,” “simultaneity,” and “the practico-inert”
to express the factical dimension or givenness of any situation, this con-
viction will sustain Sartre’s ontological “realism” throughout his career.

The inevitability of facticity, Sartre is claiming, inverts the idealist
argument from immanence. If consciousness is everywhere, so too is
facticity. Moreover, the latter is temporally prior; it enjoys an “already
there,” a “having-been” character that Karl Jaspers and Martin Heideg-
ger had already underscored.!¢ For this reason Sartre must defend his
metaphysical realism with an ontology of temporality and a concept of
the historical event that respect facticity while allowing for the obvious
plurality of interpretations that one and the same fact permits. His study
of temporality in Being and Nothingness expresses an individualist view-
point and carries little immediate historical relevance. His remarks in
the War Diaries, on the contrary, are aimed precisely at elucidating a his-
torical realist position.

The Temporal Aspect of Historical Realism

Characterizing the fact of the conversation’s having taken place, Sartre
employs the odd expression “is-been” (soit-ét¢) that will igure promi-
nently in his discussion of the temporal trajectory of consciousness in
Being and Nothingness.1” This strange locution captures the ephemeral
nature of the moment, its hard transitivity: it passes, yet its having been
is irrefragable. “Time is the facticity of nihilation,” Sartre urges. “Our
temporality and our facticity are one and the same thing” (#D 210).
Although an early example of what Iris Murdoch calls his penchant for
“great inexact equations,” this remark catches Sartre grappling with the
temporal aspect of facticity (doubtless inspired by his previous study of
Heidegger). As seems inevitable when reflecting on time, Sartre has re-
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course to metaphor, comparing this unity of temporality and facticity to
the reflection we vaguely notice in the shop windows as we look at the
displays, images that suddenly disappear when we change position.
“However, that evanescent, iridescent, mobile reflection of the in-itself,
which frolics on the surface of the for-itself and which I term facticity—
that totally inconsistent reflection—cannot be viewed in the same way as
the opaque, compact existence of things. The being-in-itself of the for-
itself, in its ungraspable reality, is what we shall term the event. The
event is neither an accident nor something which occurs within the
framework of temporality. The event is the existential characteristic of
consciousness inasmuch as the latter is recaptured by the in-itself” (WD
212; F 260, translation modified). This analysis of the event locates it at
a level more basic than existential temporality itself. He calls that level
“simultaneity,” a nod toward Bergson over Heidegger. Sartre wants to
account for the event uniquely in terms of his most fundamental catego-
ries, the in-itself and the for-itself, and he finds it in their mutual relation.

SARTRE’S RESPONSE: SIMULTANEITY

Sartre once acknowledged that it was his reading of Henri-Louis Berg-
son’s 7ime and Free Will as a young man that made him want to do phi-
losophy (£S 6). The full impact of Bergsonism on Sartre’s philosophy,
both positively and by way of reaction, has yet to be analyzed. It seems
to have inspired the second prong of the younger man’s defense of his-
torical realism against Aron, simultaneity.

In Bergson’s work the term serves to unify the multiplicity of tempo-
ral fluxes of agents and objects so that their relative ordered sequence
can be established. The medium or “third of comparison” for any pair of
fluxes is simultaneity or pure duration. Because such a medium exists,
we can acknowledge the recalcitrance of past events and their sequential
order without appeal to an ideal observer and without slipping into rela-
tivism or unqualified Einsteinian relativity, which became Bergson’s
major concern in the first quarter of the present century. As Gilles De-
leuze has argued, Bergson’s point in Duration and Simultaneity (1922)
and elsewhere was not to correct Einstein but “by means of the new
feature of duration (/a durée), to give the theory of Relativity the meta-
physics it lacked.”18 |

After “event,” the second basic concept in Sartre’s initial reflections
on the temporal foundation of history is “simultaneity.” It is an irony to
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be pursued in volume 2 that this is the very term used to focus a post-
modern valuing of the spatial over the temporal and of Foucauldian
“histories” over Sartrean History.!? Tellingly, however, Sartre’s use of
“simultaneity” is distinctively “temporal,” albeit problematically so
(hence the scare quotes). It is a difficult term which Sartre will subse-
quently abandon. But its not always univocal uses reveal his desire to
achieve a living history that conveys both the risk of the possible and the
pinch of the real.

We first encounter the term early in his War Diaries. With a blend of
psychological insight and ontological acuity that will become his philo-
sophical signature, Sartre describes the “unveiling of that terrible simu/-
taneity which, fortunately, remains hidden in its full dimensions”:

I imagine if one lived that simultaneity 4ere in its full dimensions, one
would spend one’s days with a heart that bled like Jesus’s. But many
things screen it from us. So I live in suspense between past and future.
The events of which I learn took place long ago; and even the short-
term plans about which 'm informed have already been realized (or
failed) by the time I learn of them. ‘

The letters I receive are scraps of present surrounded by future; but
it’s a past-present surrounded by a dead future. I myself, when I write,
always hesitate between two times: that in which I am, while I pen the
lines for the recipient; that in which the recipient will be, when he
reads my words. It doesn’t make the “surrounding” unreal, merely
timeless—as a result of which it’s blunted and loses its harmful-
ness. . . . Similarly, the letters I receive no longer appear to me as
worrying signs of the existence of other consciousnesses, but instead
as a convenient form these consciousnesses have assumed in order to
travel to me. When I read the letters . . . [these consciousnesses] are a
bit petrified, a bit out of date. But if simultaneity is suddenly unveiled,
then the letter is a dagger-blow. In the first place, it reveals events that
are irreparable, since they are past. Secondly, it allows what is essen-
tial to escape: the present life of those consciousnesses, which have
survived their letters, which have escaped from them, and which are
pursuing their lives beyond those dead messages—Tlike living beings
beyond their graves. (WD 65-66)

“Simultaneity” in this description seems to function as the pretemporal
(but not atemporal) locus of facts/events in their brute facticity and in-
terrelation, conceptually and logically prior to incorporation in a narra-
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tive. But in addition to their “irreparable” character as having already
occurred (as in-itself), simultaneous events enjoy that lively feature of
risk and expectation that belongs to the “not yet” dimension of the hu-
man event in its present occurrence (as for-itself). This incomplete or
“living” character of contemporaneous events—what we might call the
“historical present”—is what produces the “dagger blow” effect. An apt
image would be that of a film in which the voice of the deceased letter-
writer utters the words as someone reads a note from a friend. In this
usage, simultaneity brings us into the living presence of the agents and
events “like living beings beyond their graves.” We shall encounter an-
other, related function of simultaneity when we discuss “historializa-
tion” and “comprehension” below. An existentialist approach to history
will attempt to communicate this presence.

But it is the unifying function of “simultaneity” that is crucial for his
budding theory in the Diaries, a function continued under other guises,
namely “practico-inert” and “totality,” in his later works. For Sartre,
“simultaneity” denotes the “temporal” aspect of that underlying unity
presumed by the reciprocity of the conversationalists, mentioned above.
Again, he turns to his ontological categories to define “simultaneity” as
“the connection of being which, in the unity of the in-itself, reunites
from without #is for-itself to the inner depths of the in-itself” (WD 212,
F260). He distinguishes this from the popular understanding of “simul-
taneity” as the contingent fact that several objects are found in the same
present. In Sartre’s technical sense, “simultaneity” is “an existential
characteristic constitutive of time: the necessity for a for-itself, insofar as
it is colored by the in-itself, to coexist with the totality of the in-itself
whose negation it makes itself.” Put more simply, “simultaneity” refers
to the basic unity that obtains from a pretemporal viewpoint between a
conscious occurrence and the world in its depth, that is, between a fact as
registered in consciousness and all that is happening elsewhere or that
has happened thus far. As he summarizes the distinction, “the in-itself of
the nihilation of the in-itself is the event; the unity of the nihilated in-
itself with the in-itself of the nihilation of #Aat in-itself, is simultaneity”
(WD 212; F 261). As he will later repeat in Being and Nothingness, “this
flight of nothingness [/e néant] before the in-itself constitutes tempo-
rality” (WD 212; ¥ 261; see BN 123). Finally, anticipating his discussion
of temporality in the later work, he designates as “the present” the event
in simultaneity, that is, the nihilated past (passé ni¢) as such.
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Although it would be misleading to translate this pretemporal and
unifying role of Sartrean “simultaneity” into another idiom without
qualification, one is reminded of the famous distinction between A- and
B-series of events that British philosopher John M. E. McTaggert made
early in this century.?? Events in the A-series approximate Sartre’s exis-
tential temporality, the flowing sequence in which past and future are
divided by a flowing present or now. The future blends into the past by
means of the ever present now. But events can also be distinguished
according to the relation of “earlier than” and “later than” (the B-se-
ries), and these events retain their relationship regardless of changes in
the A-series. In other words, the fact that Caesar crossed the Rubicon
prior to his assassination remains true whatever events may subse-
quently occur. We recognize something like Sartre’s “in-itself of the
for-others” in the events of the B-series. The hard facticality of the se-
quence of events must be incorporated by whatever consciousness
might encounter it. The concept of simultaneity reflects this series of
events.

Where Sartre’s usage breaks with the concept of the B-series is in the
notion of “presentness” that his ontology requires we retain from the
A-series as McTaggert describes it. For the temporal ekstases are not
merely psychological experiences, as McTaggert seems to believe, but
are constitutive of the very being of human reality. This is the present
life of the letter-writer, for example, whose consciousness strikes me as
a dagger blow. It is past, no doubt, and ever will be (a member of the
B-series), but it is capable of being experienced in its historical present.
This is something McTaggert’s B-series resists at the price of remaining
a kind of sterile numerical sequence.

So when Sartre describes the “absolute” event, he is approximating
McTaggert’s B-series. When he speaks of dating that event and making
it “of the world,” he is closer to the A-series, though, again, he would
deny that the events in this series are merely psychological or unreal.
But when he refers to the dagger blow of simultaneity, he is moving
beyond McTaggert’s dichotomy, synthesizing features of each in our
experience of the historical present.

In order to shed some light on this complex term, let us consider the
three places where he discusses simultaneity in Being and Nothingness.
Not surprisingly, all appear in the context of the interpersonal or being-
for-others. The first occurs in Sartre’s famous phenomenological de-
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scription of the look (/e regard) as rendering evident the existence of
other consciousnesses. Recall Sartre’s example of the voyeur who sud-
denly hears what he takes to be the footsteps of a third party (the Other)
“looking at him gazing on another. The Other’s look is not only spatializ-
ing, he insists, it is also temporalizing: “The appearance of the Other’s
look is manifested for me through an Erlebnis [lived experience] which
was on principle impossible for me to get in solitude—that of simul-
taneity” (BN 266—67).2! Simultaneity is a function of being-for-others
and, specifically, of “the temporal connection of two existents which
are not bound by any other relation,” else each would subsume the other
in its world. The lived experience of simultaneity supposes “the co-
presence to the world of two presents [subjectivities] considered as
presences-to.” In an implicit appeal to the Bergsonian function of si-
multaneity (time and duration) as mediator of comparative tempo-
ralities, Sartre explains that each subjectivity refers the other to a
“universal present” as to a “pure and free temporalization which [ am
not.” Without having clarified the matter any further, he concludes with
a metaphor: “what is outlined on the horizon of that simultaneity which
I live is an absolute temporalization from which I am separated by a
nothingness” (BN 267). That absolute temporalization “outlined” by
the lived experience of simultaneity would seem to be the locus of the
“absolute event” introduced in the War Diaries to combat Aron’s histori-
cal relativism. Here too event and simultaneity are correlative.

Sartre returns to the matter of simultaneity for the second time as he
concludes his discussion of the existence of others in Being and Nothing-
ness. If he had employed “simultaneity” in the #ar Diaries to register the
fact of the conversation’s taking place, here he uses the term to denote
the mutual negation of myself and other that both constitutes our re-
spective being-for-others and makes any synthesis into a totality incon-
ceivable. Sartre finds here “a kind of limit of the for-itself which stems
from the for-itself but which qua limit is independent of the for-itself”
(BN 300). He calls it “something like facticity.” It rides on the back of
the factical duality of these negations, “as the expression of this multi-
plicity . . . as a pure, irreducible contingency.” In sum, “It is the fact that
my denial that I am the Other is not sufficient to make the Other exist,
but that the Other must simultaneously with my own negation deny that
he is me.” He concludes: “This is the facticity of being-for-others.” Re-
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call that in the War Diaries he had located the event in the special in-itself
(facticity) of for-others. Here “simultaneity” unites as it separates con-
sciousnesses among themselves. As with Bergson, it mediates a multi-
plicity without reducing it to homogeneity. Years later Sartre will
attempt to achieve this delicate balance of sameness and otherness, of
unity and difference, with his dialectical notion of totalization. But the
problematic concept of simultaneity is being pressed into similar service
in Sartre’s predialectical thought.

He makes a final reference to “the fact of simultaneity” toward the
end of the book when elaborating the social dimension of being-in-
situation by appeal to “techniques for appropriating the world,” most
notably, language:

Each man finds himself in the presence of meanings which do not come
into the world through him. . . . In the very act by which he unfolds
his time, he temporalizes himself in a world whose temporal meaning
is already defined by other temporalizations: this is the fact of simul-
taneity. We are not dealing here with a limit of freedom; rather it is in
this world that the for-itself must be free; that is, it must choose itself by
taking into account these circumstances and not ad lbitum. (BN 520

F 603)

Whence he concludes that “it is by choosing itself and by historializing
itself [s Aistorialisant] in the world that the For-itself historializes [Adsto-
rialise] the world itself and causes it to be dated by its techniques” (BN
521; F 604). He will develop this concept of “historialization” in subse-
quent works, especially in the Notebooks for an Ethics. But the unifying
role of “simultaneity” is gradually subsumed by other terms.

Though Sartre has not yet sorted out these distinctions, much less
organized them into an ontology of temporality, it is already clear that
the understanding of historical fact which grounds his realism presumes
a concept of event and its correlate, simultaneity, that are more than the
transitory nothingness of consciousness but less than the inert solidity
of physical things. And his “existentialist” intuitions demand a unity
that respects the plurality of consciousnesses in their respective individ-
uality and presence. In an ontology that comprises only three categories
of being, namely in-itself, for-itself, and for-others, the locus of events
and hence of history remains problematic. At this early stage we find
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Sartre stretching this threefold ontology to accommodate the historical
event. In Being and Nothingness the ontological status of the event seems
scarcely to have concerned him at all.??

Aron’s Appeal to Verstehen

Aron discussed at length the major distinction drawn by German philos-
ophers between explanation and understanding (Verstehen). Since Dil-
they, the latter had been considered the proper method of the human
sciences (die Geisteswissenschaften). Unlike the causal explanations of the
natural sciences, the human sciences and especially history allow the
possibility of an “inside” account, as it were, from the viewpoint of the
intentions of the agents of sociohistorical change themselves. The chal-
lenge is to achieve this inner viewpoint, and that is where the method of
comprehension or understanding enters. Is it the exercise of some eso-
teric faculty? Is it merely a refined form of analogical reasoning?
Though Sartre adopts the method for the existentialist psychoanalysis
he proposes in Being and Nothingness, he will not address this disputed
issue at any length until Search for a Method.?> But he is already disturbed
by Aron’s use of Verstehen.

Sartre agrees with Aron that, whether it be a question of explanation
or of understanding, the same historical event can carry different layers
of meaning (signification). The First World War, for example, can be
judged in terms of Anglo-German colonial rivalry, Bismarck’s Pan-
Germanism, or the militarism of the Junker class (to limit oneself to Sar-
tre’s anti-German alternatives at the time). As a diplomatic historian,
one can read the conflagration in light of Bismarck’s alliances with
Russia and Austria. Or one can discover the seeds of the conflict in the
court and the person of the kaiser.2* But Sartre questions the drreducible
parallelism of these “systems of interpretation” that Aron accepts from
Weber, namely, the belief that each account is true of the event under a
different description. For, Sartre objects, these descriptions and expla-
nations never converge. In fact, it is to his lack of a concept of simultaneity
as just described that Sartre attributes Aron’s “historical skepticism”
(WD 296; F 359). Indeed, if one were to seek an early antecedent for
Sartre’s dialectical concept of totalization, it would lie in this suggestive
but undeveloped, rather ambiguous and nondialectical notion of simul-
taneity.
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UniTty orR ToTALITY?

Is the intelligibility of History fragmentary or total? Fragmentary, says
Aron. Total, replies Sartre, and he cites his old school chum to refute
him more precisely.

—Etienne Barilier, Les Petits Camarades

Sartre has always been a realist in epistemology and an individualist in
metaphysics.2> His response to Aron and Weber builds on this founda-
tion by insisting that these different levels of signification are human
and that their unity depends on that of the primitive project of human
reality.2¢ The rivalries in Europe on the eve of the Great War, for exam-
ple, are human choices, not the expression of impersonal, larger-than-
life forces. Sounding like a full-blown existentialist, Sartre explains that
it is human agents who decide the meaning (sens) of any given situation
and “man is a unitary totality” (WD 298).

But the First World War is what Durkheim calls a “social fact.” How
can even a plurality of individuals account for its unity, if such there be?
At this juncture Sartre seeks social unity with a bow toward Heideg-
gerian Mitsein (being-with), which he reads in a sense that will later
cause him to deny its ontological primacy: “Mit-sein. . . means that each
time one wishes to find in an individual the key to a social event, one is
thrown back from him to other individuals” (WD 298). In effect, one is
sent on a trip to infinity, Hegel’s “bad” infinite that knows no synthesis.
It is ironic that Sartre will labor under this same handicap in his philoso-
phy of history until he develops an adequate social ontology in the Cr-
tigue nearly twenty years later.?” In the meantime, he has at his disposal
only the ontological triad of being-in-itself, -for-itself, and -for-others.
As he explains, every fact is a fact-for-others.

That Moliére presented a particular play at the Hotel de Bourgogne
on the sixth of May, 1680, though produced by the convergence of a
plurality of consciousnesses (Mitsein), as a fact (“an undated lapse of
time [écoulement]” confers a kind of synthetic unity on these con-
sciousnesses “in the mode of in-itself.” “And that unity,” Sartre adds,
“is opaque and inexhaustible; it is a veritable absolute. . . . Its content is
entirely human, but the unity itself insofar as it is existence in-itself is
radically nonhuman [inhumain] (WD 299; F 363). This is the facticity of

the for-others discussed earlier and to which Sartre will return briefly in
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Being and Nothingness. Sartre now identifies it as the event (/’événement)
and draws his conclusion:

Thus the event is ambiguous: nonhuman [inhumain], inasmuch as it
clasps and surpasses all human reality, and inasmuch as the in-itself
recaptures the for-itself which escapes it by nihilating itself; human, in
that, as soon as it appears, it becomes “of the world” [du monde] for
other human realities who make it “blossom” [éclore & soi]—who tran-

scend it, and for whom it becomes a situation. (WD 300; F 364)

The ambiguity of the historical event will be a guiding theme of the
Notebooks for an Ethics when he resumes his reflections on history after
the war.

The major role of the event surfaces as he explains: “for it is this event
in its absolute existence that the historian intends [vise].” This is the ab-
solute reality Sartre believes will meet Aron’s challenge and save him
from the ravages of historical relativism. But it will not do so easily. As
he admits, “the profound ambiguity of historical research lies in the
need to date this absolute event, that is to say, to place it in human per-
spectives” (WD 299; F 363). So the possibility of multiple interpreta-
tions arises from the “for-others” character of the event, that is, from its
availability to and assumption by consciousness. But its status, as in-
itself and simultaneous, accounts for its factical condition.

The event joins that line of ambiguous phenomena and “metastable”
conditions that populate Sartrean thought, symptomizing a basic ten-
sion in his own work and perhaps in the human condition as well. In the
present case, because there is an event-in-itself (the “absolute event,” as
he calls it), one can distinguish the interpreted from its interpretation. In
other words, one is not left with a Nietzschean infinity of interpretations
of interpretations. So there are “absolutes” in Sartre’s thought. One
such is the historical event; another is individual choice. As we shall see,
the two are not unrelated.?®

Three Levels of Historical Analysis

Sartre’s reflections on simultaneity and the event lead him to the most
important methodological prescription of the War Diaries, namely, that
the historian must move on three planes: “that of the for-itself, where he
tries to show how the decision appears to itself in the historical individ-
ual; that of the in-itself, where this decision is an absolute fact, temporal
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but not dated; finally, that of the for-others, where the pure event is re-
captured, dated and surpassed by other consciousnesses as being ‘of the
world”” (WD 300; F 364). By discounting the “absolute event” and si-
multaneity (with the totality of events at that point), Aron and Weber
have had to accept the parallelism that, Sartre believes, leads to relativ-
ism. But as a result and more seriously, in Sartre’s eyes, they have ne-
glected the primary role of the individual agent in historical causality.
Anticipating his criticism of structuralists a quarter century later, he ob-
jects that, by focusing on the situation acting on the man, such philoso-
phers of history have left us with a disjunction of significant levels.
Proposing the counterhypothesis, Sartre will consider “the man pro-
jecting himself [se jetant] through situations and living them in the unity
of human reality” (D 301; F 365). In other words, he is sketching the
core of an “existentialist” theory of history. But his sought-after histori-
cal unity seems to be approaching the idealist’s “totality”—what Dil-
they called “the coherence of life” (Die Zusammenhang des Lebens).
Indeed, in Being and Nothingness, he will make it “the principle of [exis-
tential] psychoanalysis . . . that man is a totality and not a collection”
(BN 568). So in March of 1940 Sartre enunciates the strategy he will
pursue for the next thirty years in his attempt to elucidate at one and the
same time the epoch and the individual agent.??

Ture Kaisgr’s WITHERED ARM

In short, this is an attempt to trace from the idiosyncrasies of a monarch
the direct evolution of international political events—from his essential
nature, the course of his country’s destiny.

—Emil Ludwig, Wilhelm Hohenzollern (p. x)30

Having established provisionally three levels of historical investigation,
Sartre turns to the one which will hold his lifelong interest, that of the
individual project as historical cause. The actuality of the German threat
directed him to its analogy with the First World War. In the intellectual
framework we have just described, his reading of Emil Ludwig’s biogra-
phy of Wilhelm II suggests the first statement of a theme to be repeated
with variations throughout his career: can we find an “internal relation
of comprehension” (WD 301; F 365) between Germany’s English pol-
icy and the kaiser’s withered arm? Let us summarize Sartre’s early
thought on the meaning of history with a survey of his answer to this
question, fully aware that he intends it as “an example of method and
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not . . . a factual historical truth.” In other words, his creative response
is a thought experiment, “a metaphysics of ‘historiality’ [Aistorialité]” to
show “how historical man freely ‘historializes’ himself [s %istorialise] in
the context of certain situations” (WD 301; F 366).3!

Sartre begins his hypothetical analysis with a warning against a
simple psychoanalytic answer which, by its implicit naturalism, is anti-
historical. In words that reverse in advance a famous phrase of Foucault,
he insists: “History can be understood only by #e recovery and assumption
of monuments” (WD 301); in other words, only by turning monuments
into documents.3? Without such assumption of the past, one may have
causal sequence but not history properly speaking. So the challenge
Sartre sets himself is “to draw a portrait of William II as human reality
assuming and transcending situations—in order to see whether the dif-
ferent signifying layers (including the geographical and social layer) are
not found unified within a single project, and in order to determine to
what extent Wilhelm Il is a cause of the ’14 war” (WD 301). From what
follows, it is clear that his principal concern is the kaiser, not the war.

So Sartre sets out on the first of his “existential psychoanalyses.” As
he will do with increasing thoroughness in the cases of Baudelaire,
Tintoretto, Genet, himself, and especially Flaubert, Sartre marshals the
facts to be interpreted: facts of empire, of inter- and intrafamilial rela-
tionships (Sartre has always been at his best in psychological descrip-
tions), of the personnel serving the crown, of Bismarck’s political
legacy, of social, economic, and geographic circumstances, and, above
all, of the fact of the emperor’s congenitally disfigured left arm.?> He
makes much of the fact that Wilhelm as crown prince succeeded his
grandfather, that a marked generation gap intervened between the rul-
ing groups and that the young emperor, choosing to live his infirmity by
demonstrations of autonomy from the liberalizing influence of his En-
glish mother, became the person he was, a “human totality,” precisely
in the way he appropriated the aforementioned facts. In other words,
Aron’s parallel levels of explanation-comprehension converge when we
treat the historical personage in terms of the unity of his “historializa-
tion” (WD 318; F 386).

Sartre raises the obvious objection that he has turned a historical
study into a biographical sketch (une monographie) which merely re-
veals the individual as artisan of his own destiny.?* What of his influ-
ence on others? What of the historical agent? What of Wilhelm as
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responsible for World War I? Sartre is better at raising such difficulties at
this stage than at answering them. But, clearly, these are the questions
that matter to him.

The basicissue in the philosophy of history, as Aron sagely observes,
is that of the relation between the individual and the social > Sartre feels
the press of this question as well, but his answer will remain unsatisfac-
tory even to himself as his subsequent reflections in the Critigue make
clear. At this early stage, he offers three considerations in response.

First, while admitting the existence of historical “forces,” whether re-
ligious, cultural, or economic, he presses the protoexistentialist thesis
that “their resistance must be felt” (presumably by the individual in
question) in order to be worthy of consideration. Against the Marxist
view, for example, that myth is the effect of a state of affairs on con-
sciousness, Sartre argues that very state of affairs is itself constituted by
the project of a human reality for whom the choice of myth is one possi-
bility. This is a view that he will defend, if later in somewhat chastened
form, throughout his career.

But which human reality should we investigate? Historians typically
speak of collectives, of the Prussian government’s Pan-German policy,
for example. Sartre seeks an answer in the concept of situation.>® The
situation and the individual are interrelated but, as he wryly warns,
“that doesn’t mean one can get the situation back into the individual by
squeezing a bit” (WD 330). The relations of signification between ideas,
movements, tendencies, and claims—in sum, the traditional métier of
the historian—all are real but nonsubstantial in the ontological sense.
Though they depend upon the agent’s appropriation for their existence,
they modify her situation as being-for-others. The Mit-sein, as Sartre
calls it, requires that “one is oneself only by projecting oneself freely
through the situations constituted by the Other’s project” (WD 330).
This is an idea he will expand in Being and Nothingness under the rubric of
“techniques for appropriating the world.” These techniques denote so-
cial realities such as signposts and natural languages that exist (in act)
only as appropriated by us but whose meaning, as we saw, has been
established by others. Sartre implicitly acknowledges Durkheim’s “so-
cial facts” when he admits that the partition of Germany and Pan-
Germanism, though meaningful only for individuals, by nature infi-
nitely surpasses any sum of individuals but without thereby requiring
appeal to any collective consciousness. In effect, these facts qualify each
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German’s situation after the First World War and each in turn, by his
mode of appropriating this common phenomenon, enriches the situa-
tion for-others (see WD 330-31).

It is the ontological primacy of the individual agent, albeit modified
by her historical situation, that warrants the third claim in Sartre’s re-
sponse, namely, that the description of the concrete development of an
ideology in terms of political givens, for example, should be accom-
panied by a biographical study (une monographie) of one of the important
personages of the time “in order to show the ideology as a lived situa-
tion, and one constituted as situation by a human project” (¥D 331).
Only by means of such a biography, Sartre seems to think, can the
reader be delivered from remote abstractions such as the movement of
imperialism and from the dull chronology of meaningless events to the
lived reality where agents experience the risk of choice and the pinch of
the real. Such a move would afford us the desired “synthesis of significa-
tion” from the most diverse layers of historical analysis. Otherwise, we
are left at most with Aron’s parallel levels of signification, which, in ef-
fect, are merely “abstract conditions of possibility for a concrete, human
phenomenon” (#D 331).

So, at the same time that Sartre is fashioning the ideas that will gain
him renown in Being and Nothingness, he is likewise reflecting on the phi-
losophy of history. Alive to the core problem of such an enterprise,
namely, the metaphysics of the collective-individual relation, he rejects
both atomic individualist and “collectivist” solutions. But his concepts
of being-for-others and situation as well as reference to the role of
others in constituting historical facts and situations leave us little more
than the hint of a resolution to the problem of relating the individual and
the social. Yet of greatest importance at this eatly stage of his career,
and a portent of his major achievement in the philosophy of history, is
his insistence on the biography-history dyad for uncovering the lived
reality of otherwise abstract and externally related significations. His
underlying questions, “How do we understand a man in his totality?”
and its converse, “How do we understand a totality in the man?” will
- remain the driving Sartrean queries for the rest of his career.?”



Chapter Two

The Dawning of a Theory
of History

hough Sartre’s masterwork, Being and
Nothingness (1943), contains valuable
thoughts on temporality, facticity, and the
human project, its looking/looked-at model
for interpersonal relations leaves us at best
with a philosophical anthropology but not
a social philosophy properly speaking.!
His phenomenological description of being
gazed upon as I covertly view another (/e re-
gard) is both his experiential answer to the
philosophical problem of “other minds” and
the paradigm for interpersonal relations in
his existentialist ontology. The interper-
sonal (being-for-another) in this classic text
resembles a game of mutual stare-down. In-
deed, the individualist spirit conveyed by
that work left many in doubt that an existen-
tialist philosophy of history was even pos-
sible.? In his subsequent Notebooks for an
Ethics Sartre seems to sanction this view
with a Nietzsche-like aphorism: “Existen-
tialism against History through the affirma-
tion of the irreducible individuality of the
person” (VE 25). Yet these same Notebooks
contain some of Sartre’s most sustained re-
flections on the nature and scope of histori-
cal thought.
If the War Diaries are, among other
things, an extended debate with Raymond

In History, too, existence
2 2
precedes essence.

—Sartre, Notebooks for
an Ethics

23
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Aron about the meaning of History, the chief interlocutor in the Note-
books appears to be Hegel as interpreted by the French Hegelians, Alex-
andre Kojéve and Jean Hyppolite.> Though Sartre was not among that
illustrious group, which included Jacques Lacan, Georges Bataille, and
Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who attended Kojeve’s lectures on Hegel’s
Phenomenology of Spirit in the 1930s, he quotes liberally from their pub-
lished version in his Notebooks and, to a large extent, adopts the Russian
émigré’s Marxian Heideggerian reading of the text, with its emphasis on
the master-slave dialectic and the moving power of labor in the narra-
tive.4

Jean Hyppolite’s two-volume translation of Hegel’s Phenomenology
(1939-41) was followed by a two-volume commentary on the same,
which appeared in 1946. The former is regularly employed and the lat-
ter is frequently cited, especially early in the Notebooks, sometimes to .
balance a Kojévian reading.® In fact, Sartre had an explicit exchange
with Hyppolite about phenomenological immediacy and the dialectic at
the time he was composing these Notebooks (1947).6 So when Sartre ad-
mits, “I knew of [Hegel] through seminars and lectures, but I didn’t
study him until . . . around 1945,” we can assume it was with the aid of
these commentators that his study progressed.”

Notebooks for an Ethics comprises the sketches and working notes for
the moral philosophy that Sartre had promised at the conclusion of Being
and Nothingness but never produced. Written in 1947 and 1948, they re-
flect the ethics of authenticity that characterize Sartrean existentialism at
its apogee. These posthumously published notes reveal a more positive,
optimistic thinker than the author of Being and Nothingness is popularly
taken to have been.® Still, despite their number and extent, Sartre’s
thoughts on history in the NMotebooks offer at best intimations of a theory
of historical understanding. As they stand, they constitute a jumble of
phenomenological “arguments,” outlines, and aphorisms, waiting for
the organization and review they never received. To assess their mean-
ing and worth, I shall order his remarks under two cardinal headings in
this chapter, namely, the historical event and the conditions of historical
activity, reserving consideration of the dialectic of historical under-
standing and the nature of History itself for the next two chapters re-
spectively. Since the event and the historical agent are commonly
discounted by the New Historians in France, among whom Foucault is
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often listed, we must determine how Sartre understands and employs
these concepts in his developing theory.

Tue AMmBIicuous HistoricaL EVENT

At the conclusion of his survey of the New History in France, Frangois
Dosse observes that “any renascence of the historian’s discourse de-
mands the resurrection of what has been rejected ever since the begin-
ning of the Annales school, i.e., events.”? Though scarcely an Annaliste,
Sartre was aware of the pivotal role of the historical event as well as its
problematic nature. Early in the NMotebooks he muses: “Perhaps History
is an unsolvable problem but one that is posed in ever better ways” (V£
27). The chief source of this insolubility is the ambiguity of the historical
event, which, as we have seen, had already disturbed Sartre in his Di-
aries. In a set of essays entitled “What Is Literature?” published the year
the Notebooks were begun, Sartre sees as a major task for literature in his
day to find “an orchestration of consciousness which will permit us to
render the multi-dimensionality of the event.”10 This basic ambiguity
stems from several interrelated considerations.

Human Reality. First of all, ‘the historical event is a human, not a natu-
ral, phenomenon. But human reality, as we know from Being and Noth-
ingness, is a “detotalized totality.”!! So too is the historical collectivity
that incorporates it (see N£ 20, 85, 122, 490) and ultimately for the same
reason, that is, because of the “inner distance” proper to human con-
sciousness, which Sartre terms “presence-to-self,” and which consti-
tutes the ontological ground of Sartrean freedom.!? “Human reality,” in
Sartre’s lapidary phrase, “is what it is not [its future, its possibilities] and
is not what it is [its past, its facticity]” (BN 123). Whatever it is, it is in
the manner of nonbeing it, that is, as its internal negation or “nihilation”
(BN 34). Races, nations, classes, sexes as well as social predicates such
as exigency, obligation, and duty (CM 269; NE 258)—all are permeated
with that otherness, freedom, and lack of self-coincidence that charac-
terize their component human realities. They will never be entirely
what we say they are—another lesson from Being and Nothingness.

“In History, too, existence precedes essence [that is, representa-
tion),” he now writes. “Separation in History brings it about that it is
never totally what one thinks it is” (V£ 32; F 38). It follows, Sartre be-
lieves, that the resultant dualities of contingency-necessity and of part-
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whole will have to be suppressed in favor of one or the other of their
terms by those who deny (Pascal) or apotheosize (Hegel) history re-
spectively. Given these typically Sartrean dualities, the quest for unity
in history, announced in the War Diaries, becomes acutely problematic.
Here, as later in his existential biography of Jean Genet, Saint Genet, Sar-
tre counsels us not to subordinate one side of the dichotomy to the other
but to grasp both terms boldly “to describe and demonstrate their am-
bivalence” (VE 21). Given that Sartrean authenticity demands choosing
to live our lack of self-coincidence with the anguish such lack of identity
entails, we are, in effect, being invited to adopt an “authentic” posture
toward History, though he does not use the word.!*> As consciousness
(the for-itself) always surpasses the givens of its situation, so we are
always “more” than our history. We are our history in the manner of
not-being (“nihilating”) it. This lack of full coincidence with our histor-
ical facticity is the ontological source of our freedom and our hope, both
individually and as a collectivity.

Ontological Status. The second reason for the ambiguity of the histori-
cal event is its ontological position “intermediary between physical fact
and free Frlebnis” (NE 36). As such, it exhibits features of both the causal
(physical) and the noncausal (free) orders that Sartre adopts from Kant.
As part of nature, the event is subject to the laws of the physical universe
(for example, I can send a message via carrier pigeon) and to its hazards
(the bird may be killed by a predator). Yet the event is the product of
purposeful human action, limited by the detotalizing activity that is hu-
man freedom but allowing us to grasp the agent’s intention. It is this
“ambiguity, Sartre holds, that enables the Marxists to appeal to causal,
not dialectical, explanation when dealing with concrete phenomena,
since “the dialectic, as stemming from Hegel, suppresses inertia and
multiplicity” (V£ 37). Revealing a sensitivity to the weakness in his
own dialectic that both Aron and Claude Lévi-Strauss will later point
out, Sartre adds: “A dialectic without unity is inconceivable. What is
more, once represented (reflection), every dialectic acts through the
representation of the dialectic, therefore nondialectically” (V£37). This
will emerge a decade later as the problem of discussing dialectical Rea-
son in necessarily nondialectical language.

Contingency. From the ontological status of the event, that is, its bifo-
cal nature, follows the further ambiguity of the necessity-contingency
relationship. Thus a given undertaking can be said to have succeeded
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both because of human initiative in overcoming obstacles and because
these obstacles were not greater. If my enemy had not had the sun in his
eyes as [ passed by, I should not have achieved my mission. Yet it is up
to me to preclude foreseeable dangers. “Possibles,” Sartre writes, “get
realized i terms of probability. Freedom,” he adds, “lives within the
sphere of the probable, between total ignorance and certitude” (NVE
335). He takes this ambiguity to be the warrant for statistical reasoning
in the social sciences. But like the Marxist “causal” explanations, such
reasoning succeeds only by focusing on one side of the ambiguity, in
this case mathematical probabilities, and ignoring the other, namely,
human purposiveness. It thereby manifests the “analytic” mind-set that
Sartre is combatting.!* '

The historical event is thus subject both to the uncertainties of
chance, which affect it as physical nature, and to the unforeseeabilities of
human freedom. In this last regard Sartre mentions the historian Jean de
Pierrefeu, whose quip he had cited in the War Diaries to the effect that if
Wellington had been smart enough to realize he was beaten at a crucial
point in the battle of Waterloo, he would have withdrawn and proved
himself correct (see D 298). And the ambiguity of the event is com-
pounded by the reversa/ of this nature-freedom relation inasmuch as an
agent “as thing” becomes predictable while historical “things,” the con-
sequences of a scientific discovery, for example, become unpredictable.
The unpredictability of scientific discoveries has always constituted a
difficulty for unreconstructed historical materialists. For Sartre, it sim-
ply underscores the ambiguity of the historical event.

Where the War Diaries spoke of the historical fact as being-for-others
recaptured by being-in-itself, the Notebooks refer to “necessity within
contingency but taken up again by contingency” (V£ 60). The reversal
is instructive. Earlier, Sartre was struck by the brute recalcitrance of the
historical fact as having occurred, the event as “absolute.” Now it is its
lack of necessity that interests him. One suspects that moral consider-
ations (appropriate in the context of the Notebooks) and their ontological
foundation have overshadowed the epistemological problems of history
in the Diares. He discovers a “threefold historical contingency” in the
historical event based on “the tool, the body and the other” (NVE'53).

It is via the instrument, the tool, Sartre claims, following Heidegger,
that “the whole world is inserted into History” (NE 73). Despite his
misgivings about historical periodization, he admits, for example, that
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the appearance of the cannon marks the end of the Middle Ages. In fact,
he chides the historical materialists for failing to recognize that, on their
own principles, the explosion of the atomic bomb is more significant
historically than the Russian revolution!!®> But his point is that this
“original contingency” could not have been predicted. Its appearance
was as gratuitous as any human invention.!¢

The body contributes a specific dimension of contingency to the his-
torical event. First, it is the original contingency of every consciousness,
as Being and Nothingness affirms with striking imagery.1” But of greater
relevance to our topic is the fact that embodiedness implies that the
event is a counterpart of human work. Sartre has not yet accepted the
Marxist primacy of labor,!® much less developed a praxis-centered phi-
losophy. But he is aware of the inertia and passivity to which embodied-
ness exposes the historical agent: “If Cromwell had not had a gallstone
. . . yes, but if one had only known how to cure him” (M£'53). Though
the body generates contingency and hence ambiguity in Sartre’s emerg-
ing theory, lack of a phenomenology of the body makes Heidegger’s
many references to historicity abstract in comparison with the reflec-
tions of Sartre and Foucault, where embodiedness predominates.

Ontologically constitutive of the historical event in its facticity as the
in-itself of being-for-others, the Other accounts for the event’s ambi-
guity, first because of its own contingency. Since Being and Nothingness,
Sartre has argued that the existence of the Other is my original “fall,”
playing the role in historical contingency and unrepeatability that Pas-
cal reserved for the biblical event (“man is a being to whom something
has happened” [NVE 58]). I cannot deduce the original existence of the
Other, I can only encounter it. Moreover, there is no rule or limit to the
number of people on the planet. The demographic factor is a major con-
tingency affecting the nature of a historical event; for example, the de-
feat of the southern Swedes (Vikings) by their more numerous northern
brothers.

As he grew older, Sartre seemed to become increasingly sensitive to
the differences among the generations. It figures centrally, for example,
in his account of the artistic options of the young Flaubert and his con-
temporaries, as we shall see. In view of the tendency of many critics to
read Sartre’s subsequent dispute with Foucault in terms of the conflict of
generations, this is particularly ironic. In the Notebooks he observes:
“The distinction between generations therefore, by its very nature, ren-
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ders a historical phenomenon heterogeneous with itself. It provides this
phenomenon with dimensions which in their concrete content, escape
its witnesses as well as its actors, yet which haunt and influence their
actions” (VE 136-37). The same event, the outbreak of the Great War,
for example, will carry different meaning and significance for those who
fought it and for those of Sartre’s generation who were conscripts in the
Second World War.

But it is chiefly by means of interpretation that the other consciousness
contributes to the ambiguity of the historical event. The interpretation
of its meaning is constitutive of the event since it is primarily via inter-
pretation that the Other is related to the event. “The manner in which
the event is lived,” Sartre concedes, “is part of the event itself” (NE 35).
These multiple interpretations, these ways of living the event, are dis-
tinct from and irreducible to one another—hence the plurality and “oth-
erness” that invest each event with an ambiguity that turns it back on
itself and moves it along. No doubt, this accounts in part for the perspec-
tivism of Nietzsche and perhaps of Aron as well.

In this respect, Sartre refers to the ambiguous reading of one’s neigh-
bot’s attitudes during the Dreyfus affair: “It is this relationship of out-
side and inside,” he muses, “that makes the event escape each and every
one of us. Its inertia, its weight, do not stem from some physical inertia,
but from a perpetual regrasping” (V£ 35). It is this “inertia” that statisti-
cians try to capture.!® But the sheer plurality of consciousnesses, Sartre
implies, contributes an ineliminable element of chance to the historical
event (see NE 31).20

To say that interpretation (“the manner of living the event”) enters
into the very constitution of the event (“is part of the event itself”)
sounds suspiciously like Aron’s position in the /ntroduction, which Sartre
had strenuously opposed. What it seems to yield is a plurality of lived
events, each as “true” as the other, whose incorporation into a particular
history is mainly a function of the historian’s goals and interests. In the
War Diaries, recall, Sartre had distinguished three levels at which histori-
cal inquiry occurred, namely, those that considered the event as in-itself,
as for-itself, and as for-others. Does his subsequent incorporation of in-
terpretation into the event itself ensnare him in the relativism that this
distinction of levels was meant to avoid? The answer appears less clear
now than it had been in the Diarzes.

As an example of what he calls “the structure of otherness in the his-
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torical fact,” Sartre cites the flight of gold out of France during the prime
ministry of Leon Blum. From a welter of individual facts, each having
its subjective signification (let us call it the fact/event as for-itself), one
must discover an objective signification, first in the minds of the leaders of
the Popular Front, who see in it the capitalists’ distrust as Other (the fact
as for-others). This interpretation is a subjectivity turned against and
projected on the Other. It becomes what Sartre calls “subjectivity-
object,” or specifically, a “capitalist maneuver.” On this reading there is
no question of individual subjectivity, which is discounted as “just the
soul of the fact.” The capitalist bourgeoisie, on the other hand, lives this
fact as pure necessity; the flight of capital is an unavoidable consequence
of Blum’s politics. Here the subjective element is totally suppressed,
even as a factor mediating the flight and the politics. Finally, there is the
popular interpretation, which, in Sartre’s view, is “more animist (and in
principle truer),” that seeks the persons behind this maneuver, the banks,
for example, or the “two hundred families.” Of course, this last inter-
pretation, with its insistence on the individual, moral aspects of imper-
sonal, collective responsibility, accords most with Sartre’s overarching
concern to connect History and morality. |

Sartre concludes from this example that this historical fact is grasped
in three different ways, ranging “from the purely economic conse-
quence (a determinism of the type of the natural sciences) to a cynically
deliberate ruse (Machiavellianism), passing by way of the maneuver of
a class or a group whose subjective intention is not expressed in any
particular subjectivity but is rather like a noumenal reality and the intel-
ligible choice of such subjectivities.” In conciliatory fashion, he grants
that “naturally it is not a question of three errors but of three historical
categories for apprehending a fact. This naturally leads to three modes
of particular actions stemming from this fact” (M 415).

This does not contradict Sartre’s earlier claims in the War Diaries
about the three levels of historical investigation, the in-itself, the for-
itself, and the for-others. Without denying the level of the fact as in-
itself, he is elaborating the other levels, especially the for-others, on
which the fact/event receives its “pluridimensionality.” So the fact (as
in-itself) remains demonstrative, but what it demonstrates is a matter of
interpretation.

The final source of contingency and so of ambiguity for the historical
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event that Sartre mentions is the historical object as distinct from the
event. Consider the battle of Waterloo. One can see it as what Sartre
terms a “material event,” for example, cannon balls, loss of caloric en-
ergy, or death as a biological phenomenon. But the historian is con-
cerned with what we have termed the “historical collectivity” such as
the regiment. And that in turn requires, for example, that we consider its
institutional form as something that antedates its members and that we
respect the “subjective unity” of camaraderie and loyalty among its
members, its esprit de corps, its leader and symbols and the like. And
each of these in turn offers a multifaceted visage to the prospective in-
quirer. Sartre has come to recognize that history deals with social facts,
but his best account of their ontological status does not move beyond
the categories of Being and Nothingness: they are being-for-others. In
sum, the historical object is “material, organic and spiritual at the same
time” (NVE 29).

So whether we view it from the perspective of the human reality that
produces it, the ontological status it enjoys, or the threefold contingency
that infects it, the historical event, as Sartre interprets it, is a thoroughly
ambiguous phenomenon. Can the history fashioned from such events
be any less so?

TueE ABSOLUTE EVENT

This is not to say that Sartre has simply succumbed to historical per-
spectivism. The same rage for realism that drove him, at Aron’s sugges-
tion, to study Husserl in Berlin enlists Husserl against whatever hint of
relativism the foregoing reflections might contain. He appeals implicitly
to the Husserlian theory that a perceptual object must reveal itself in
“profiles” (Abschattungen), each of which affords a valid, if limited, view
of one and the same object. In effect, Husserl argues, one always per-
ceives a certain aspect or “adumbration” of the same object. Sartre
claims that the historical event is likewise “pluridimensional” but that
each of the facets (Abschattungen) it displays to the investigator is the
entire event under that aspect.?!

He uncovers six “layers” of the historical event, ranging from the first
layer “of original contingency” through layers of generality (e.g., gen-
eral use of cannon), passivity, statistics, and tradition, to the sixth layer
of invention, which he calls “freedom of the historical agent.” After
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which point he confesses: “In fact, these are not layers since the histori-
cal event is given as a whole across each one of them. Rather, [they are]
Abschattungen” (NE73).22

This echoes the Husserlian defense he is making of the “absolute
event” at about the same time in #hat Is Literature?: “For us too [like the
idealists] the event appears only through subjectivities. But its transcen-
dence comes from the fact that it exceeds them all because it extends
through them and reveals to each person a different aspect of itself and
of himself” (VL 158 n). Although Sartre does not develop this thesis of
the multiple profiles or facets of one and the same event, it clearly con-
stitutes an attempt to accommodate the acknowledged ambiguity of the
historical event to his abiding sense of its absolute facticality.

CoNDITIONS OF HisToRICAL ACTIVITY

No less problematic for the new historiography in France are the nature
and import of historical action. The much criticized narrativist paradigm
of historical understanding is linked as closely to the agent and to the
event for its unfolding. And, existentialism being the proverbial philos-
ophy of individual choice and responsibility, an existentialist theory of
history must likewise respect the decisive role of the responsible agent
in historical narrative. But it is the conditions of Aéstorical action that con-
cern us here. So under this rubric we can gather four general concepts
from the Notebooks essential to any philosophy of history that Sartre
might be in the process of formulating, namely, agent, Other, inertia or
matter, and temporality. If historical action is to occur in a Sartrean set-
ting;, all four factors must come into play.

The Agent

The eminent Annaliste historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie entitled part
4 of his Territory of the Historian “History without People.”?? The expres-
sion articulates a major feature of recent French historiography: its ne-
glect of, if not outright disdain for, the concepts of agency, personal
responsibility, and teleology so central to traditional historiography. If
the New History is history without people, it is also history without he-
roes and villains. As another prominent French historian remarked, un-
like the old history with its emphasis on narrating the drama of human
choice, the new history “focuses primarily on what underlies those
choices, on what determines them and makes them inevitable despite
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the appearance of freedom. It prefers to analyze deeper trends rather
than superficial changes, to study collective behavior rather than indi-
vidual choices.”?* |

In a clearly traditionalist sense, Sartre writes early in the Notebooks:
“A philosophy of history . . . must first ask itself the question of the
nature of action” (VE 50).2> One finds the basic features of an existential-
ist philosophy of action discussed throughout Being and Nothingness, but
eespecially in part 4, “Having, Doing and Being,” where Sartre defends
the superiority of the second of these “cardinal categories of human re-
ality” (BN 431).26 The for-itself is the being “which defines itself by ac-
tion” (BN 431; F 507). This self-defining, indeed, self-creative, activity is
conscious, purposive, situational, and free in the sense of transcending
its facticity, that is, the “givens” of its situation. It is also eminently &io-
graphical rather than historical in nature, which constitutes its specific
difficulty in the present context. For how are we to reconcile individual
and social action, the biographical and the historical?

In his reflections on historical activity, Sartre employs several tactics
to resolve this problem. First, he conceives of actions as “internalization
of exteriority and externalization of interiority” (NE 51), a phrase that
will figure often in his subsequent works.?” Though the expression
looks Hegelian and will eventually generate Sartre’s own dialectic, he
still warns against subsuming it into the classical dialectical triad, sug-
gesting rather that we regard these movements as a “bringing together
of two contraries” (NVE 65).28 As internalization, action is both an inter-
pretation and an appropriation of the past as facticity; as externalization,
it is the transcendence of this facticity and the casting of one’s lot with
the uncertainties and vulnerabilities of the world, with what we shall
discuss shortly as the realm of “inertia.” In no sense is action the
overflow of an inner subjectivity. On the contrary, internalization/
externalization is a functional replacement for “subjectivity” in Sartrean
discourse from now on.?’ In other words, Sartre is coming to see “ac-
tion” as a dialectical appropriation of one’s transformed material
world—as what he will later call “praxis” and all that the term entails.3°

On the one hand, this interiorization/exteriorization is a unifying ac-
tivity, as is history itself. Out of a welter of possibilities, the agent fash-
ions an actuality that, from the viewpoint of responsibility, is of his or
her own choosing. Yet, on the other hand, no historical action is exclu-
sively one’s own. Exteriorization counters solipsism with an essentially
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public world, that of the in-itself and the for-others, subject to failure
and to opposing interpretations as well as to a host of counterfinalities
that he will elaborate in the Criigue. The point of any action, Sartre
notes, is “to realize quasi-syntheses within the context of inertia. To in-
troduce unity into what is by definition multiplicity, synthesis into what
is juxtaposed, but also at the same time to make these syntheses passive
and to affect them with exteriority. To introduce the notion of the fragie
into the world.” The “fragile” which action introduces he describes as
“that which rebels against synthesis, that which is bent by force to make
up a whole and which perpetually tends to return to the multiplicity of
juxtaposition” (NE 51). As the totalities of human reality are de-
totalized, so the syntheses of human action are “quasi” because in both
instances the agent, who can never extract himself entirely from his ac-
tions, is a “being of distances.”®! These concepts of fragility and de-
totalized totality should be recalled whenever one is tempted to equate
Sartrean historical totalization with totalitarianism, as Hannah Arendt,
Karl Popper, Jean-Francois Lyotard, and Foucault are wont to do.??

It is worth noting at this juncture the link Sartre forges between his-
torical action and a social ideal, especially in view of his entrance into
mass politics at that time.?*> He sees an antinomy in the fact that “every
historical action in its essence can only be finite.. . . and yet it sets itself a
goal at infinity.” As a possible resolution, he suggests “finite action on
finite objects (in the infrastructure) with an opening to the infinite.” By
this he means “to put forth one’s action to others, as action/testimony,
to accept being put az risk by others yet to come, as solicitation.” But, he
adds, “it is as a maxim of action that this claim on infinity has to inhabit
action,” and to do so as inspiration and practical ideal, not as a blueprint
for some social engineer (V£ 84). In fact, he considers the idea of social-
ism to be just such a “maxim directive of action” (NF 102). Presumably,
one should commit oneself to action in the socioeconomic sphere (the
infrastructure), guided by the als 0 of socialist brother- and sisterhood,
but without discouragement at its continual recession into the horizon.
An index of the role of imagination in Sartre’s philosophy, such regula-
tive ideas will continue to figure in his view of society throughout his
career.>4

Sartre’s theory of action broadens when he discusses the relation of
agent to product (ceuvre) in the case of collective enterprises such as the
legal code, the conquest of Algeria, or the triumph of a temperance
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league. Here the common effect (/veuvre commune) refers me back to “a
concrete WE wherein my I gets fixed and gets lost” (M 130). He has
not yet resolved the issue of collective action as he will in his account of
the group-in-fusion in the Crizigue. Failure to do so constitutes the chief
obstacle to an adequate theory of history in the NMotebooks. But he notes
that “what is impossible at the level of the For-itself and the Project (the
ontological organization of a We), becomes real on the anthropological
level of some common work” (NVE 130). Each and every member of the
enterprise can take credit for the common work. But to the extent that he
does so, he shares “an abstract I” with the rest. Recalling his existential-
ist theory of responsibility, Sartre adds: “The infinite thickness of this I,
the contraction of a thousand concrete I’s, has a reassuring solidity. At
the same time, it also has a density of being that allows me to avoid the
anxiety of being responsible for my I” (V£ 130). This is the kind of col-
lective responsibility criticized by Arendt and others who insist that if
everyone is responsible, no one is responsible. It can easily slide into the
anonymity of the “they” (/'on), precursor of the serial being of the Crr-
tigue.

Action and Historical Intelligibility. The intelligibility of human action
depends on the agent’s intention since, as Being and Nothingness explains,
the project is intentional. Yet as exteriorization, it requires a work
(loeuvre), and it is this work that principally concerns the historian. He
must judge not only its meaning (which, as we have seen, is ambiguous)
but its historical significance, its success or failure, as well. But Sartre
wonders how one can assess a historical work’s success or failure accu-
rately when “the end [fin] [of an action] is the entire world” in its con-
creteness (/VE 436; CM 451). It is this holistic penchant, expressed in the
War Diaries as “simultaneity,” that distinguishes Sartre from Aron even
as it underscores the failings of his own existentialist social ontology.

Sartre offers detailed reasons why the comparison between projected
and realized end is impossible.?® In sum, they stem from several roots:
(1) the interconnectedness of historical events, that is, the “simul-
taneity” of the War Diaries and what earlier in the present work he called
“the fibrous unity of the historical universe” (V£ 35; F 41);3¢ (2) the
freedom and complexity of the human personality intending the end; (3)
the constant mutability of what John Dewey called the end-in-view; (4)
the impossibility of the achieved end’s resembling the originally pro-
jected one in every respect; and (5) the ambiguity with which the plu-
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rality of consciousness (the Mitsein) invests the finished product. His
conclusion is that it is a free decision of the agent whether a historical ac-
tion is a success or a failure. He may decide it is a failure, given the ambi-
guities we have spoken of and especially given his “inner distance”
from his own act. But here, as everywhere in Sartre’s existentialist
thought, the decision carries a moral weight, that is, it occurs in good or
bad faith.?”

Historical intelligibility is a dialectic of contingency and necessity.>® The
brute facticity of an agent’s being is countered by the absolute origin of his
fundamental “choice” or project. We know from Being and Nothingness
that no motive or reason can “explain” such a project in the causal sense.
Sartre recapitulates this view in the Notebooks when he writes:

Every man as such is for himself and for others an ahistorical absolute
within History. It is precisely because he is this absolute that he can-
not be completely recuperated [récupéré]® To be recuperable he
would have to become refative to the whole. It is because he is this ab-
solute that History is not ideal but tragic and it does not suffice to com-
prehend it. But he is absolute insofar as he decides and acts, .

insofar as he historializes himself [s 4istorialise] in History. . . . But in
relation to others, who are equally free—above all, in relation to other
generations that will arise when he is dead—this absolute is relative,
precisely because they are themselves absolutes. . . . History appears
to this absolute through the very fact that this absolute Aappens, as
something that becomes relative. . . . History is a relativizing and per-

petual upsurge of first beginnings. (V£ 89-90; F 96-97)

Talk of “upsurges” and “first beginnings” is vintage existentialist Sar-
tre. (Just how directly it contrasts with Foucault’s relativism without
absolutes will appear in volume 2 of this study.) Sartre continues these
remarks by noting that “the denseness of History, its tragic quality and
its reality, even its unpredictability imply that its very course must be
absolute (otherwise everything falls into relations with nothing to sup-
port them)” (NVE 90; F 97). Did we not have ample evidence of Sartre’s
antisubstantialist concept of consciousness, this last remark would seem
inconsistent. In fact, it should be read more as supporting his meta-
physical realism than as a plea for substance in any traditional sense.
Whatever absolute figures in Sartre’s theory, the absolute event, for ex-
ample, will be a function of the in-itself; consciousness, though he con-
siders it a “nonsubstantial absolute,” as internal negation of the in-itself
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is inherently relative. But reference to the “absolute upsurge” of the for-
itself accords well with his theory of the necessity and unjustifiability of
the basic project, and again contrasts neatly with Foucault’s structuralist
claims regarding the derived status of the agent-self from prior rela-
tions. 40

The Engineer and the Artist. Before concluding this discussion of hu-
man action as a basic dimension of Sartre’s nascent theory of history, let
us consider two models of human agency that he sets forth in the Note-
books, namely, the engineer and the artist.*! These types lend a certain
unity to Sartre’s reflections on history by their implicit anthropologies.
Their contrast will reverberate throughout his subsequent writings.

The world of the engineer originates in need, is itself reduced to pure
instrumentality in meeting that need, and appeals to an underlying de-
terminism in the process. We recognize in this portrait images of tech-
" nological man sketched previously by Weber, Heidegger, and others as
well as hints of Sartre’s later depiction of “scarcity man” ([homme de
rareté) in the Critigue. Sartre notes a kind of “magic materialism” at work
in the engineer’s world that in the final analysis is alienating.

Quite other is the model of the artist. Here we find that mixing of
imagination, creativity, and freedom that has emerged as a fundamental
Sartrean value since 7he Psychology of Imagination (1940). The artist’s
oeuvre is neither an instrument nor a thing in the technician’s sense. It is
what Sartre calls an “analogue”; its relation to the other’s freedom is one
of gift, invitation, or, at most, exigency—terms that will recur as we
elaborate the aesthetic dimension of his theory.#? In the next chapter we
shall see that the interpretation of another’s freedom in the optimal case
is like active aesthetic contemplation. In the present context, it is worth
noting that the corresponding optimum of activity is like artistic cre-
ativity. We shall have much more to say about this “type” of human
action when we address Sartre’s “poetics of history.”43 Most human ac-
tions, like the societies in which they unfold, are imperfect reflections of
both of these images.**

The Other

Being-for-others is one of the basic categories in Sartre’s ontology. So
the “other” must figure in any analysis of the conditions for existential-
ist action. We have remarked that its “for-others” character qualifies an
action as historical. If the historical event is the in-itself of the for-others,
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the action it records, insofar as it is historical, must likewise refer to
others, at least implicitly. |

If other consciousnesses invest the historical event with ambiguity,
according to Sartre, they alienate it in the basic sense of “objectifying” it
as well.#> Indeed, Sartre believes at this point that “History will ahways
be alienated” (NVE 49). He explains, “History is the Other. . . . [It] is the
history of men insofar as they are all for each one and each one for all #e
others.” And he adds in criticism of Hegel and Marx that “History is a/so
the history of Spirit perpetually seeking to escape otherness and never
succeeding” (VE 46, 48). This escape from alterity will be a major
theme of the Critigue. But for the moment it suffices to note that Sartre’s
talk of “spirit” and in later works of “objective spirit” should not be
taken as symptomatic of idealist tendencies (though his lifelong
struggle with philosophical idealism has not left him unscathed). It
merely evidences his special form of “materialism” that will allow for
intentionality and permit the movement of a nonmechanical dialectic.6

Although Sartre’s position on alienation is problematic, it will not do
to say he equates alienation with otherness simpliciter.#” He adds two
cryptic notes in this regard: “The Other in History: women, the preced-
ing or succeeding generation, the other nation, the other class” (V£ 47)
and “The Other, in history: the Orient (China, India, Japan)” (NE 60),
observing that the Hegelian and Marxist dialectics treat only a portion of
humanity. But however we finally sort out Sartre’s position, it is clear
that for him one cannot live history as we know it without becoming
alienated. As he states the matter: “To act in History is to accept that this
act will become other than what it was conceived to be. Here is the true
synthesis of unity and duality: to regrasp the act become other and pene-
trate it again with subjectivity (the synthesis of the same and the other),
to reappropriate it” (V£ 47-48). One’s very thoughts, the apparent core
of subjectivity, once expressed assume a life and weight of their own
(that “inertia” others confer on them) as the history of Christianity or of
Marxism attests.

If that “otherness” which constitutes the historical event as historical
(for-others) will never be overcome, Sartre leaves hope for escape from
what, following Marx, he sometimes calls “prehistory” or “alienated”
history, so termed because its “result always turns back into an object
and because there is an unperceived historical evolution, or one that is
denied by the agent of History.” With this he contrasts “History [that]
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attempts to get hold of itself again,” by which he means “action trying
to become aware of its future objectivity, or, if you will, the agent trying
to grasp the significance of his act” (VE 50). The latter resembles what
Marx praised as “disalienated labor” or “man producing himself” rather
than becoming “the product of his own product,” except that Sartre at
this stage seems less enthusiastic about the categories of economic de-
terminism than he will later be. Genuine “History” in what is emerging
as Sartre’s valuative sense will require the overcoming or “reappropria-
tion” of some forms of “otherness” while respecting other forms that
stem from the sheer multiplicity of agents and intentions. But at this
stage he still lacks a social ontology adequate to the task.

Inertia (Matter)

Sartre is fully aware that the possibility of and the threat to historical
action lies in the realm of physical matter. His entire ontology through-
out its evolution can be read as a dialectic of spontaneity and inertia,
doubtless part of his Bergsonian heritage.*® In the case of historical ac-
tion this duality surfaces not only in the ambiguity of the fact, which we
have just considered, but in the agent-inertia relationship as well. As
Sartre avows: “We are therefore in the untenable situation that nothing
comes from the outside to cut off our efforts so long as they are lived in
freedom [his principle of historicity (Aistoricié)|*” and yet these efforts
have their destiny outside of themselves” (NVE'82). To the extent that the
action is the bearer of meanings ascribed to it by others, including sub-
sequent generations, it lives a life quite independent of our original in-
tent and purpose.

Being-in-itself, Sartre insists, is nondialectical (V£ 64, 451). Doubt-
less, this is due to its “inert plenitude,” its lack of negativity on which
the dialectic turns. Whatever dialectical relationships enter the world do
so through the mediation of consciousness or the for-itself, which is the
locus of possibility, negativity, and lack.>® This is his major difficulty
with the communist doctrine of a dialectic of nature.”! And yet he does
allow that freedom and necessity reveal themselves Janus-like in the
concept of destiny. And this clearly requires a dimension of the in-itself
(see NE 94, 107).

In The Psychology of Imagination, Sartre had argued that “it is not de-
terminism but fatalism which is the converse of freedom.” Determinism
belongs to natural processes but does not apply to consciousness.
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Whereas determinism argues a tergo, from antecedent cause to conse-
quent effect, fatalism, Sartre explains, being at home in the realm of con-
sciousness, “posits that such an event should happen and that it is this
coming event that determines the series that is to lead up to it” (£/ 61).
What Sartre calls the “chained consciousness” of someone in a dream is
the paradigm of fatalism. It is a world where the concept of the possible
has collapsed and yet consciousness continues to function. Though he
uses the terms “fate” and “destiny” interchangeably, the latter predomi-
nates as the role of inertia in society and history grows more pro-
nounced. So in the Critigue he will describe destiny as “an irresistible
movement [that] draws or impels the ensemble toward a prefigurative
future which realizes itself through it” (CDR 1:551). To the extent that
human action becomes what he calls “process” (alienated behavior),
“goals lose their teleological character. Without ceasing to be genuine
goals, they become destinies” (CDR 1:663). Such is the relationship of
the proletarian to the machine, for example.>? Given this ever-present
inertial factor, Sartre concludes: “The social world is thus a perpetual
dialectic of three concepts: that of recognition of absolute freedom. . .,
that of fatality or destiny . . ., and that of determinism” (N£339; F 352).
If he were to criticize the New History at this point in his career, it would
be for neglecting the first concept in favor of the other two.

Speaking of the relation between individual intentions and general
interest in an action, Sartre distinguishes two levels that often overlap.
The first is the plane where the individual agent (subjectivity of the in-
tention) discovers that he has become objectively a historical agent
(destiny). In this case the agent’s consciousness is without connection
with the objective efficacy of the work. Sartre cites in this regard an ex-
ample close to the plot of his play, Dirty Hands: 1 kill my wife’s lover and
discover that [ have deprived of its leader a party about to seize power.
In the second volume of the Critigue, Sartre will analyze Stalin as such a
man of destiny in constructing “socialism in one country.”>3

The second level of analysis is that of subjectivity, where I cannot
will the singular without doing so in the context of more general, more
open social forms that surpass my present and my life. In this case, my
claim is “perfectly and authentically conscious.” In explanation, Sartre
begins an argument echoing that of his famous, if unconvincing, lecture
on existentialism and humanism, delivered two years earlier.>* In
choosing myself, he begins, I choose myself as communist, for example.
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But in so doing, I choose the party as the “open future” for humanity
and I choose to subordinate myself to the party and to its victory.>® Yet,
reciprocally, “in choosing the C.P., I choose a certain type of man and of
ideal human relations (in a classless society) in terms of which I define
myself:  insert myself into History, justify myself and give a meaning to
my action.” In words whose anti-Hegelian significance we shall assess
in chapter 3, he summarizes: “I save myself through the infinite Future”
(NE 4205 F 436). Of these two levels on which an action can be analyzed,
the second is the plane of existential freedom and responsibility; the
first, that of inert determinations and natural necessities. Yet both are
intrinsically related to the inertia of the physical or social world,
whether via social causality or the circulation of meanings.

As historical “cause,” as one of a sequence of events that account for
untold and unforeseeable consequences, the action as exteriorization is
invested by inertia with a force and a passivity (malleability) that es-
capes the control of the individual agent. This is the point of his appeal
to destiny in his search for historical intelligibility. It is also the basis for
the significant category of oeuvre that Sartre refers to frequently. We
know another’s specific freedom, as we shall see, by grasping his
oeuvre. In words worthy of a structuralist, Sartre directs against de-
fenders of a transcendental Ego or subjective idealism these two aphor-
isms: “The real Me[is] in the work [/ veuvre]” and the Nietzsche-like “To
live without an Ego” (NVE 414). These remind us of the import Sartre
accords the inert and the impersonal even in his “existentialist” period.

We have seen that it is the inertial aspect of the event that makes it
liable to the chance happenings of the physical and the social world, and
that, as “inert,” action bears that “fragility” which we saw exterioriza-
tion bring into the world. The inertial aspect of action underscores my
embodiedness as agent in that I must “make myself inert,” for example,
by pushing on buttons, moving a pen, or simply uttering a sound in or-
der to work in the world. This is one of the more obvious senses in
which action for Sartre is consciousness (the for-itself) as “internal
[negative] relation of the in-itself with itself” (NE 52). As embodied-
ness, inertia figures in Sartre’s historical “realism” as well: first through
the Bachelardian concept of “coefficient of adversity” (the amount of
resistance the in-itself offers our projects) employed in Being and Noth-
ingness (see BN 324) and, second, in the account his master narrative
gives us of oppression. “Oppression,” he argues, “is not some ideal. It is



42 Chapter Two

always some direct or indirect action that acts on the body; it is a con-
straint by means of the body” (VF 328). Finally, as embodiedness, iner-
tia translates my basic contingency. In the ontological order, it is my first
facticity.

From the temporal point of view, which we shall address next, inertia
marks the heaviness of the past, what Sartre calls “time-object,” as a
kind of in-itself. It absorbs my past (the past which, as facticity, I have
“to have been”) into the past in-itself of humanity which, in turn, shades
into the limiting case of the physical time that we retroject on the world
before the advent of man (see NE 90). Sartre’s time-object resembles
Heidegger’s Vergangenheit or ontic past, a kind of tomb into which pre-
vious presents have fallen, as distinct from the “living past” (die Ge-
wesenheit), the past we say is still with us.3¢ Yet as past, Sartre would
insist, both forms share a kind of inertia proper to the event, that is, to
the in-itself of for-others.

Temporality

Being and Nothingness argues that human reality “temporalizes” itself and
the world according to the threefold “ekstatic temporality” of facticity,
existence, and presence-to, which Sartre adopts from Heidegger (see
BN 107-29). Without this temporality and its concomitant ontological
freedom, there might well be a sequence of natural occurrences but
there would be no history. In the Notebooks Sartre distinguishes histori-
cal from merely biographical temporality described in Being and Nothing-
ness: “Historical time is both thing and spirit (owing to its radical
breaks), while the time of the individual is completely consciousness”
(NE108). By “thing” Sartre is referring to the in-itself of the for-others,
which, as we saw, gives the historical event an “absolute” dimension
that Sartre believed would save him from Aron’s “relativism.” By
“spirit” he is alluding to his version of Hegel’s “objective spirit” that we
mentioned earlier and shall discuss at length in chapter 8.

Sartre elaborates this distinction between historical and biographical
time in terms of what he calls the threefold dimension of historical time.
First, there is the time that “temporalizes itself with each absolute For-
itself,” in effect, individual temporality as a necessary condition for his-
torical time. Next there is “the time of intersubjectivities,” namely, the
temporal unity of the mutual looks (regards) that is both subject-time
and object-time, since each consciousness in Sartre’s existentialist on-
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tology is both looking and looked-at. The “temporal unity” between
subject- and object-time that this dimension denotes recalls one of the
functions of “simultaneity” introduced in the War Diaries. Finally, we
have what may simply be called “the Past,” that melting of my subject-
time into a prior series of object-times for both myself and others, and
that series’ dissolution into the past in-itself of all humanity and thence
into prehistoric, physical time, “that we retrospectively project on the
world before man” (V£90). So it is not the case that an objective, natu-
ral time gets “personalized” through a human project. Rather, the re-
verse is true: concrete, lived time in its three “ekstases” shades off into
the common past and further into universal time, from whence an objec-
tive, natural time is drawn.>’

This last, complex description of the Past is meant to underline its
nature as in-itself, as facticity and, above all, as a one-way relationship
with the present and the future. As Sartre observes: “Hence my time is
always dated in the past in terms of universal time, while the present and
the future are unjustifiable and undated time, absolute time.” In other
words, the “absolute time” of my lived project is rendered both in-itself
and relative to the Other’s projects by slipping into the past. As he said
in Being and Nothingness, the dead are prey to the living. And he con-
cludes: “In historical time there is a double rending apart: that of the
Other (which is reciprocal) and that of the Past (which is without reci-
procity). In the past there is just one time, the historical time that unites
the dead: they are all in the same time.” Taking issue with Heidegger as he
had in Being and Nothingness, he continues, “The essential ec-stasis is the
past (since past, present, and future are alike in that they all pass) and this
equivalence allows the retrospective illusion of explanation,” namely,
of the present by the past (NV£ 90).

Sartre uses a historical example similar to the one employed in the
Diaries to underscore the second function of “simultaneity,” its serving
as the locus for the “totality” of past events in their historical facticality
or “transcendence.” Consider the fact of Napoleon’s eighteenth Bru-
maire coup d’état. Though each of its components is temporal, “it is true
forever that Napoleon carried out a coup d’état on that day.” But the
recalcitrance of the fact leads Sartre to distinguish the level of existence
from that of signification. From the latter viewpoint, the truth of the
event “is something transcendent.” Indeed, Sartre likens it to that of
“2 + 2 = 4 which is also “a thing transcendent to consciousness.”
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Sartre’s point is not to defend the dubious thesis that mathematical
“truths” are matters of fact, but to illustrate the independence of the fact
from the biography of the historian. Translated into the discourse of ex-
istentialism, “this means that the past as past is being that I have to be.
Hence each past event is a being to be taken up by humanity as a whole.
Henceit has an origin but not an end. Truths appear in History, but when
they are there, they stay there forever” (NVE 109).

So the Greek circle of time that Nietzsche tried to reintroduce breaks
on the rocks of the Sartrean Other and the object-time of the Past.
Scarcely transcending the categories of Being and Nothingness, Sartre has
undertaken an account of historical time that distinguishes it both from
physical chronology and from individual time, while defending its di-
rectionality and the recalcitrance of the past.®® Though there is no
longer mention of “simultaneity” in the Notebooks, Sartre continues to
face the same problem of unifying and ordering a past which, in some
sense, is discovered or “given.”

Our initial tour of the Notebooks has revealed how the ambiguity of the
historical event and the conditions of historical action—agent, Other,
inertia, and temporality—are explicitly addressed throughout the work.
If not thoroughly discussed, much less interrelated, Sartre’s claims
clearly evidence a developing scheme whose elements are being
sketched in these drafts. We must await the Critigue for their elaboration
into a full-blown theory. Although his conversation with the New His-
torians and with Foucault has not yet begun, we can already see the di-
rection it will take.
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Dialectic of Historical

Understanding

y the time he starts recording his re-

flections in his Notebooks for an Ethics,
Sartre has come to realize that “existential
ontology is itself historical . . . the appear-
ance of the For-itself is properly speaking
the irruption of History in the world” (V£ 6,
11). And yet the “history” it grounds is as
ambiguous as human reality itself, and for
the same reason: both rely upon the open-
ended nature of human transcendence (dé-
passement). The nonself-coincidence that in-
troduces possibility and freedom into the

world makes an end-terminus of History an |

impossibility, or what Sartre in Being and
Nothingness called an “unrealizable,” like
death itself. There is no one “outside” of
History to summarize and take its measure.
In this, he agrees with Aron, as we saw. But
he concludes, not to the perspectivism he at-
tributed to Aron, but to the “rediscovery of
the absolute at the heart of relativity itself”
(WL 148)” Every one of us is for ourselves
and for others “an ahistorical absolute
within History” (NE 89). Consequently,
“the end of History is the end of humanity”
(NE422).

Still, Sartre remains fascinated by the dia-
lectic. His study of Hegel, Marx, and Hegel’s

French commentators after the war has re-

The fact is that the purely
imaginary and praxis are not
easily reconciled.

—Sartre, What Is Literature?

Our job is cut out for us. In-
sofar as literature is
negativity, it will challenge
the alienation of work; inso-
far as it is a creation and an
act of surpassing, it will pre-
sent man as creative action. It
will go along with him in
his effort to pass beyond his
present alienation toward a
better situation.

—Sartre, What Is Literature?

45
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vealed a dialectic that resonates with many of the seemingly Hegelian
concepts of Being and Nothingness. Indeed, some have argued that Sartre
was developing his own kind of dialectic all along.2 In contrast to causal
explanations of human behavior, only the dialectic seems capable of ac-
counting for the freedom of human action. After lamenting the fact that
by 1947 Marxist doctrine “has been degraded to a stupid determinism,”
Sartre assures us that “Marx, Lenin, and Engels said any number of
times that explanation by causes had to yield to the dialectical process”
(WL 181). The very vehemence of Sartre’s objections to the dialectic of
history in the Notebooks suggests the seriousness of its challenge to his
earlier views. He repeats Kierkegaard’s objection: “If History does not
end, . . . the dialectic cannot confirm itself.” But he adds a promising
alternative: “Marxism puts man at the heart of the dialectic: the dialectic
has no end. Therefore it is just the object of a hypothesis.” This is ba-
sically the position he will adopt a decade later in the Criigue. As evi-
dence that not everything is dialectical, he cites “Scientific Nature” and
“technology” that “introduce an antidialectical factor into the dialectic
itself” (NVE 450). What he is struggling to discover is a function that he
will later call the “practico-inert.”

But the line is drawn in the Nozebooks: speaking of the relationship
between myself and the Other, Sartre insists that there can be “an align-
ment of one of these modes of being, in its specificity, in terms of the
other but not a syntfesis. No more than one can synthesize height and
depth in space.” Still, he admits “there can be reciprocity of action or a
succession of reciprocal actions, but nothing more.” It is this “reciproc-
ity of action (praxis)” that will break the logjam that we have seen form-
ing in Sartre’s existential ontology and open the space for a more
adequate social theory. Setting the stage for the social ontology he will
finally construct in the Cririgue, he explains: “There can be a dialectic
here only if we could consider the absolute lived experience that is the
Other and the lived experience that I am as incomplete truths that a
larger truth might subsume. But as we see: (a) there is no third term or
totalization of these two terms. (b) Each one is an unsurpassable abso-
lute” (NE452). Earlier in the Notebooks, Sartre had underscored the issue
with perhaps unwitting irony as one of parts and wholes: “If there is no
whole (pure sum) there is no dialectic. And if reality is a detotalized to-
tality then there is a pseudo-dialectic or an aberrant one” (NV£ 62). For
“the true motor principle of History, which is otherness, is broader than
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the dialectic and encompasses it. The dialectic is one speczes of other-
ness” (NVE56). The very “othering” character of human consciousness,
its alterity, he is implying, both makes dialectic possible and resists its
totalizing power.3

The problem is being stated with increasing clarity and so, too, its
answer: Develop a social ontology that respects individual alterity as
an absolute, while fostering practical reciprocity through the media-
tion of a third term. It must likewise account for the seemingly anti-
dialectical character of technological culture and the natural world—
no small order!

A Diarectic witd Horgs In IT: Ture STRIKE

Before venturing further through the morass of Sartre’s Notebooks, let us
pause to consider his application of this incipient method to a specific
historical problem: the understanding of a labor confrontation. It is sig-
nificant that Sartre’s principal examples of dialectical relationships are
forms of struggle, where the twin but opposing concepts of fraternity and
violence are at work.* This will be even more pronounced in his ex-
tended analysis of the boxing match in volume 2 of the Critigue. There he
will link the intelligibility of History as we know it with the comprehen-
sibility of conflict as such. (Foucault likewise counsels that we seek the
intelligibility of history in struggle, not in linguistic meaning [significa-
tion].)> In the Notebooks, the Hobbesian world of the looking/looked-at is
still operative. The battle for dominance, refined in Hegelian fashion to
include recognition in the realm of consciousness, is waged in the meta-
phor of glances mirrored to infinity. Once praxis supplants conscious-
ness in the Critigue and after, glances turn to blows and the dialectic
materializes. At this intermediate stage, however, Sartre seems more
concerned with combatting Hegelian idealism than with social reform.

Any analysis of a labor strike simply in terms of class struggle, Sartre
insists, overlooks a crucial element, the striking worker herself. (We
have come to expect this focus on the “self-historializing” agent in any
existentialist approach.) For it is the worker who makes the strike a
subjective-objective phenomenon: subjective insofar as it is hers, objective
by virtue of its being others’ and viewed by others. Because the histori-
cal agents are never identical with themselves at any stage in the process
(Sartre’s existentialist anthropology), in other words, because they can
each assume a position with regard to their representation of the phenom-
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enon, the strike is “a prismatic object,” Sartre argues, neither dialectical
nor antidialectical, but comprehensible as “a dialectic with holes in it
[une dialectigue & trous]” (VE 459).6 The “holes” are those “unsalvage-
able” freedoms that are always “more than themselves,” as Sartre is
fond of saying. It is their “otherness” that exceeds the dialectic itself.

His point is that both individualist and collectivist approaches to the
strike, say in terms of specific instigators and spontaneous develop-
ments respectively, fail to grasp it in its open-ended nature, its untotaliz-
able totality. This is precisely what an “existentialist” approach must try
to capture. In fact, “the representation of the strike is a factor in the
strike [itself].” And when it emerges in the consciousnesses of those in-
volved as “a totality that encompasses them (insofar as they are looked at
by all the other strikers),” the strike itself becomes the object that they
are acting upon. For example, the undertaking changes its nature when
the worker ceases to view it as her affair and relegates it to the concern
of union leaders. In other words, “the historical event presupposes
something immediate that can be dialectical, and a partial reflection
whereby it passes to the status of being an object. This means that His-
tory presupposes (in assuming the most favorable case) a double action:
that of the organic and dialectical development of the process and that of
the representation of this dialectical development. And since there is a
plurality of consciousnesses, the representation of the dialectic is not
itself dialectical” (NVE 549). So he can restate his earlier claim that other-
ness, not “dialectic,” is the concept with the greater logical extension:
“History is dialectical, the surpassing of the dialectic, and the inter-
ference between the dialectic and its surpassing. Or if you prefer: the
dialectic is plunged into History” (VE 459).

Given the open-ended, precarious nature of the dialectic of History,
one must live the present moment in uncertainty. That, Sartre has been
insisting since the War Diaries, is the true absolute, what we might call
the “existential present” with its ineliminable dimension of un-
foreseeability and risk. One might be able to integrate this strike into the
larger process of class struggle, as Marx (and Hegel) would claim, but
not the decision to join it, made at the risk of one’s livelihood and in the
uncertainty of being right. If History is the study of the dead past under
the “retrospective illusion” of causal necessity, “historialization” is the
revival of these past moments as “lived absolutes,” with their contin-

gency, possibility, and risk (V£ 467).
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And this exposes another facet of the challenge of an existentialist
philosophy of history. For it seems such moments of lived experience of
the uncertainty of the future are not recuperable by any subsequent re-
flection, only their objects are. |

This incertitude gives our time span its reality. We can expect that
things will fall apart. And this Expectation as conscious of itself is an
absolute. No subsequent synthesis will make sense of it. They will
take up the object of this expectation, not the expectation itself. This
expectation, decisions made in uncertainty, weighing things, choices,
which are the characteristics of the human condition, cannot be inte-

grated into any synthesis because they are precisely what is elimi-
nated from any synthesis. (V£ 467)

To the ontological problematic sketched above must be added the spe-
cifically historical one of capturing, representing, reproducing, or other-
wise “making sense” of the “lived absolute” of the historical agent. This
will be the problem of existential “historialization” or, as he will later
put it, of arriving at the “singular universal.”” It is an invitation to intro-
duce the lived contingency of biography into historiography.

ART AND THE OTHER: BEYoND THE LooK

An existentialist philosophy of history by definition is going to be a phi-
losophy of freedom. Human action, for Sartre, is ontologically free. To
understand history “existentially,” we must comprehend that action in
its free exercise. Sartre now asks how we can grasp another’s freedom.
His response tells us much about his epistemology and, by implication,
about the comprehension of History. He quickly turns to aesthetics for a
model of such comprehension, suggesting that aesthetic considerations
have never been very distant from his reflections on history.

He recommends two ways of “unveiling” the Other as freedom.
The first is the famous experience of the look (/e regard) illustrated
graphically in Being and Nothingness and in his play, Mo Exit. The point of
those phenomenological “arguments” is to warrant the certitude we have
of the existence of other minds, which surpasses the probability that stan-
dard reasoning from analogy affords us. But Sartre now admits that this
yields an undifferentiated intuition of the other freedom in general (NVE
500). What individuates and concretizes a freedom-project is its goal (/e
but). So the problem of historical understanding for an existentialist en-
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tails gaining access to the other’s intention, to what Dewey called the
other’s “end-in-view.”

It is here that Sartre resumes the discussion of comprehension (Ver-
stehen) that he had been pursuing since the appearance of Aron’s first
books on historical thought. He summarizes tersely the distinction be-
tween scientific explanation and humanistic comprehension: “To ex-
plain is to clarify by causes, to comprehend is to clarify by ends [ fins]”
(NE 276; F 287). Borrowing from the Heideggerian lexicon, he claims
that “T have a preontological [that is, a pretheoretical | comprehension of
the original structure of every end.” In other words, I know what it is to
direct an action toward a goal. That awareness is part of my way of
being-in-the-world. It is also “an original structure of the perception of
the Other”: I perceive the deed in terms of its goal, not in a mechanistic
manner, the way I foresee the trajectory of a falling object, but by a prac-
tical, “sympathetic” reading of my own experience of goal-pursuing
into the phenomenon. When he raises the question once more, in Search
for a Method, he will insist that there is nothing esoteric about this
method. We use it every time we play tennis, watch a movie, or simply
walk down a crowded street. Comprehension, the Verstehen of German
social philosophers, will play a major role in his theory of history.

Lest we overlook the ethical context of these reflections in the Noze-
books, consider Sartre’s phenomenological description of the act of help-
ing someone in trouble. He distinguishes three attitudes that I can adopt
in face of the other’s intent. Significantly, he assesses them in terms of
authenticity. The first inauthentic mode consists of transcending the
other’s action-end complex as simply another fact in the world, devoid
of deeper meanings or further possibilities. In effect, I have suppressed
the other’s freedom, with the values and purposes it brings to the world.
I “fail to understand,” for example, why the person rushing for the de-
parting bus cannot wait for the next one.

Another inauthentic way of relating to the goal-directed activity of
the other is to incorporate it as merely a means toward my own end, like
the kibitzer looking over your shoulder in a card game. Obviously this is
the vice of “using” others, which has been decried long before Kant
made it the object of a categorical prohibition. The other then becomes
purely instrumental in my eyes, what Sartre calls “an absurd and contin-
gent thing.” The contradiction here lies in my recognizing a freedom
that I fail to respect; my use of a freedom against itself. This approxi-
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mates the traps, ruses, and feints, the “counterfinality,” that will popu-
late Sartre’s later works, except that by then he will be armed with a
concept of the practico-inert to link inauthenticity and the sorcery of
matter.8 _

The only authentic way of relating to another’s purposive activity is
to assist in its realization by “modifying the situation so that the other
can do it” (NVE 279). Elsewhere Sartre had insisted that, although we
cannot act directly on another freedom, by “changing their situations”
we can influence the actions of others.? He calls this “comprehension”
because it respects the other’s values and ends without compromising
their autonomy. I recognize the other’s freedom without transfixing it in
the look. This form of sympathy blossoms into acts of generosity and
the mutuality of authentic love as Sartre will sketch them in the Noze-
books. What is noteworthy for our purposes is his view of comprehen-
sion as practical, not merely speculative, and as involving commitment.
As such, it will constitute a major ingredient in his theory of “commit-
ted” history.

He cites our appreciation of an artwork to exemplify the authentic
way of grasping another’s goal: “The artwork presents itself to me as an
absolute end, a demand, an appeal. It addresses itself to my pure free-
dom and in this way reveals to me the pure freedom of the Other.” Sar-
tre extends this experience: “If therefore I grasp the other’s work
[/ veurre] (it matters little that it be an artwork) as absolute demand re-
quiring my approval and my concurrence, I grasp the man in the process
of making it as freedom [de faire comme liberté)” (NE 500; F 516). He al-
lows that this is an optimal case and that there are other ways to grasp
the freedom of one who denies his freedom—the more common situa-
tion. In the present case, I grasp the other in terms of his future which
appears as an unconditioned end for my freedom.

Sartre has in mind the “comprehension” (Ferstehen) of German social
philosophers, which we spoke of earlier and which will later play so im-
portant a role in his theory of history. Although at this point he is think-
ing chiefly in terms of the existentialist categories of freedom and
authenticity, he makes a notable move toward social consciousness and
collective identity when he speaks of the “comprehension” that accom-
panies my appeal (la demande) that another freedom recognize my own,
as bringing about “a certain kind of interpenetration of freedoms which
may indeed by the human realm [Sartre’s version of Kant’s kingdom of
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ends subsumed into Marx’s reign of freedom]” (NE 290).10 Unlike the
looking/looked-at model of Being and Nothingness, Sartre assures us that
“this [mutual] recognition is not alienation” (N£ 280). My comprehen-
sion of another’s end is sympathetic, not intuitive. It is “an original
structure of the perception of the Other” (V£ 276). He explains that “it
presupposes an active, original intention that is the basis of its revela-
tion. The other’s end can appear to me as an end only in and through the .
indication of my adopting that end” (N 277). Comprehension is dis-
tinct from “the look” not only in its specificity (that is, it reveals the sens-
fin of this action) but in its non-objectifying (non-alienating) character. It
is to this last feature that Sartre will later appeal in discussing his socio-
historical ideal. Although he mentions “comprehension” in the context
of grasping another’s freedom, its function in the NMotebooks, unlike in the
Critigue, is more ethical than epistemic.!!

THE DiaLEcTic AND HisTORY

We suggested in the previous chapter that the reflections on history in
the Notebooks can be read as a conversation with the French Hegelians,
specifically, with Kojéve and Hyppolite. Even if the term had never been
used, what we have said thus far about the ambiguity of the historical
event and especially about the inherent otherness of historical action
would suggest that Sartre views history in a dialectical light. But, as we
have already seen, his is a peculiarly existentialist dialectic: it generates
otherness and resists syntheses.!? Take the following historical exam-
ple.

Sweden in the seventeenth century was in a dialectical situation.
Sharp conflict existed between the nobility and the monarchy. The no-
bles appealed to the Protestant Queen Margaret of Denmark to lead
them in a unified Nordic state. But, simultaneously, the rise of national-
ism in each country and resultant competition with its neighbors fa-
vored strong national monarchies at the expense of the nobles and an
international state. Further, the introduction of religious reform both
liberated Sweden from the universal church and pushed it closer to Ger-
man religious suzerainty. Everything seemed ready for a synthesis, that
is, for a military fusion of all three states into a central one with general
sentiments replacing nationalist ones, and Sweden seemed the state to
effect this unity. But in his description of the situation, Sartre observes:
“Yet just Aere the dialectic stops. No synthesis. Because History is not a
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closed system and because in being posed, the problem was enlarged”
(NVE'105). He then refers to numerous factors that militate against such a
synthesis, chief among them being the fact that a United States of Eu-
rope presumes an industrial and a cultural development quite different
from what in fact obtained in Europe at that time. He concludes: “This is
how, in fact, History proceeds. Thesis and antithesis frequently appear
in it because the relation between consciousnesses is one of struggle and
opposition, but from this very fact—or from the fact that during this time
the world gets completely turned around—the struggle loses its mean-
ing [sens] and is integrated into a new universe that is the negation of the
possible synthesis and the forgetting of the meaning [sens] of the
struggle” (N£'106).

At this point, Sartre would agree with Aron that there is no single
meaning [sens] to history; and yet historical events are related dialec-
tically. What kind of historical dialectic not only relies on “otherness”
(alterity as “the true moving principle of History”) but is encompassed
by that same alterity? The sheer multiplicity of interpreters, not to men-
tion the ambiguity of the interpreted itself, leads Sartre to conclude: “It
is precisely the denseness of the multiple faces of History that makes
this quasi dialectic just one of the historical dynamisms. . . . Far from the
dialectic explaining History, it is History that closes in on all dialectic
and digests it” (NVE'55-56). Then, too, there is the inevitable problem of
expressing this dialectic linguistically (Hegel’s history as narratio), per-
haps the chief instance of alterity among so-called postmoderns.!> We
have already observed Sartre offering this as an example of the greater
logical extension of “alterity.” As soon as one attempts to conceive the
dialectical relationship, to represent it mentally, one slips into non-
dialectical otherness. Sartre is already painfully aware of this limitation,
yet it constitutes a major criticism that Lévi-Strauss and Aron will level
against the Critigue over a decade later.'* Again, if a dialectic of history is
to succeed, it must be “understood” and expressed in a more fluid dis-
course than that of standard “analytic” thought. Another form of dis-
course and an alternative form of “rationality” seem called for.

NATURE OF THE HisTtorIicAL DIALECTIC

By “dialectic” Sartre understands the “synthetic unity of a totality
spread out over time” (NE 456). It is a part-whole relationship, where
each part assumes its meaning in relation to the whole that it constitutes



54 ‘ Chapter Three

but which reciprocally constitutes it as a part. In other words, it is like
the organic relationship to which Aristotle appealed when he pointed
out that the human finger separated from the living body is no longer
literally a human finger.!> But dialectic for Sartre is a temporalized total-
ity, meaning that the reciprocal significance of part and whole depends
on what each was and/or will be (see NE 457). In fact, it is the future, the
“will be,” that counts most in Sartrean dialectic. Of course, the existen-
tialist project is essentially forward-looking. But Sartre will subse-
quently refer to “a certain action of the future [on the present]” as the
touchstone of any dialectic.1® In what sense does this apply to history?
Can we speak of a historical as distinct from a merely biographical dia-
lectic? And how can the “future” be said to act upon the past? The “not
yet” upon the “no longer”? For it is often argued that neither term in
this relationship exists.

Sartre allows that “in certain regions of being certain temporal forms
develop dialectically.” But he quickly cautions that “this in no way im-
plies the possibility of affirming that everything is dialectical.” Indeed, he
insists that “no matter of fact [constatation de fait] can prove that dialectic
is a universal law.” Still, he acknowledges “three aspects of human his-
torialization by which a certain ‘dialecticization’ can be introduced into
History,” namely, the ambiguity of the for-itself that generates tension
between contraries, the subjective process of comprehension as a tran-
scending (dépassement) that involves negativity and creation, and the re-
lation between the for-itselfs or the detotalized totality (VE 450-51; F
465-66). We have already considered these potentially dialectical fea-
tures of human reality, its actions, and its relations. The critical issue
seems to be what kind of “totalities,” if any, we can ascribe to the plu-
rality of consciousnesses that yields history as a category of being-for-
others. This is a matter that will assume increasing importance in the
Critigue and 7he Family [diot.

Sartre’s attitude toward totalities at this point and with it his under-
standing of a dialectic in history can be summarized in two theses and a
set of contrasts. First, there are totalitées, not a totality, in history. Since
Being and Nothingness, he has insisted that any totality of which the for-
itself is a part must always be a “detotalized” totality (see BN 181). A
totality in history is the kind of unity that respects the singularity of the
historical event. This distinguishes it from the universality of a law and
hence from the domain of sociology. Sartre writes:
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If History has its own consistency, if by itself it refuses to evaporate into
sociologys, it is precisely because of its uniqueness. The first historical
event is that there be a history [a story, une historie]. And if there is a
history, it contains the universal in itself as one of its abstract struc-
tures rather than being able to be universal. Pascal saw this clearly:
the original fault that makes all universalization impossible. Free, a
sinner, historical, man is a being to whom something has happened.

(NE 58)

Sartre, still the realist, is struck by what others have called the singu-
larity or nonrepeatability of the historical event. If this is to be rendered
intelligible, however, and not simply listed in a chronicle, it must be in-
corporated in a totality of some kind. One would expect the analyst of
the kaiser’s withered arm to totalize these events in a biographical narra-
tive. Instead, here and in the Critigue, Sartre opts for the “concrete uni-
versal” understood here as “those men who find themselves in the same
historical situation” (V£ 7). It is only with his massive Flaubert study
that the two approaches converge. Human reality is “in society” the
way Heidegger’s Dasein is “in the world” (VE'112); the concrete situa-
tion is the social one (see NE 7).

The building block of history is human reality which, because of its
facticity and its freedom, is both opaque to historical rationalism and
unsubsumable into organic social wholes. Each individual is doubtless a
totalizing, absolute subject. But for that very reason he is not totalizable
without remainder. Whatever social whole he belongs to, for example, a
party or socioeconomic class, will be a “quasi totality,” enjoying a quasi
unity and exhibiting a “quasi dialectic” that is frustrated by the insuper-
able exteriority-otherness of the for-itself-for-others relationship (see
NE 57, 456). The deep reason, again, for the failure of historical syn-
thesis consists in the fact that “the dimension of the For-itself and that of
the For-others . . . are existential categories and incommunicable di-
mensions” (NE 468).

As there are totalities, second, so there are dialectics in history, each
related negatively to the others. These dialectics are coterminous with
existentialist projects understood as transcendings of situations, nega-
tions that conserve as they surpass (see NE 462). While there are no
epistemological “breaks” in Sartre’s account similar to the Bachelardian
ones later employed by Foucault, insofar as the for-itself is a “sponta-
neous upsurge” and Sartrean fundamental choice an absolute begin-
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ning, Sartre’s ontological landscape is riddled with “holes” that suffer
no explanation by appeal to antecedent conditions. Where they differ
from Foucauldian “gaps” is in their explanatory power: consciousness
and “choice” are ultimate explanations in terms of freedom, a thesis that
Foucault categorically denies.

Finally, Sartre’s “dialectic” differs from the classical, that is,
Hegelian, dialectic in the following respects: 1) In the contingency that
pervades it. This stems both from the “spontaneous upsurge” of con-
sciousness and from the hazards of the in-itself to which, as we have
seen, all action is liable. 2) In the irreducible heterogeneity of its basic
components, notably the in-itself and the for-itself. This does not pre-
vent classical dialectical relationships at another level, for example,
among situation, choice, and goal (buz). But it does preclude any ulti-
mate synthesis. 3) In the role of the imaginary, both in projecting a total-
izing goal and in the creative moment that Sartre attributes to
fundamental choice. 4) In the specific Sartrean understanding of creative
freedom.!” Sartre agrees that “the dialectic is until now the only method
available for making sense of freedom, for rendering it intelligible, and
for at the same time preserving its creative aspect” (NE 466). Still, he
distrusts the Marxist version as he then understands it: “The connection
among the structures of the historical fact are much /oser than Marx
would have liked them to be. This is necessary because man is not the
reflection [of his circumstances] but transcendence and invention. . . .
Each of his works reflects and expresses [his] situation . . . by surpassing
it” (NE 74; F 80). Perhaps, above all, Sartre’s dialectic differs from the
classical one by its insistence against Hegel that if History is not fin-
ished, the dialectic becomes a Aypothesis and human existence an absolute
(see NE 466). |

Despite these major differences, Sartre’s dialectic resembles the clas-
sical variety in being a revolving relation of same and other. The “other-
ness” (alterity) that permeates History comes from several sources, as
we have seen, but primarily from the nature of the historical agent. Ex-
plaining that “History escapes itself” (an implicit reference to being-
for-others and to detotalized totalities), he adds: “To act in History is to
accept that this act will become other than what it was conceived to be.
Here is the true synthesis of unity and duality: to regrasp the act become
other and penetrate it again with subjectivity (the synthesis of the same

and the other), to reappropriate it” (V£ 47-48). And to do so without
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end till death transforms the entire person into alterity. Thus, he con-
cludes, “History will ahways be alienated” (NVE 49).

In a striking anticipation of his master dialectic of series-group-
institution in the Critigue, Sartre observes that “the true historical dialec-
tic. . . [consists in] the given Alienation, Apocalypse and alienation of
Apocalypse” (NE 414). He explains “apocalypse,” a usage borrowed
from André Malraux, as “the human moment, the ethical moment” that
paradoxically is most often also “the moment of violence.”!8 As if to
prophesy the spirit of the student events of May, 1968, he writes twenty
years before the fact: “Festival, apocalypse, permanent Revolution,
generosity, creation—the moment of man.” Against which he counters:
“The Everyday, Order, Repetition, Alienation—the moment of the
Other than man.” And he concludes: “Freedom can exist only in libera-
tion. An order of freedoms is inconceivable because contradictory” (NVE
414). These Zarathustrian aphorisms form an apt manifesto for an anar-
chist politics but seem to leave “History” in the Notebooks as either a
chronicle of alienation or a calendar of feasts.!?

Scopre oF THE HistoricaL DiaLEcTIC

So there are dialectics because there are totalities. But is there in any
sense a totality and hence a dialectic of History? This is the final ques-
tion of the first volume of the Cririgue as well. At this stage of his reflec-
tion, Sartre warns against attributing the unintended results of our
actions to the “cunning of Reason.” For “to do this would require that
there is one Reason, that is, a principle of unity situated behind individ-
ual consciousnesses and particular collectivities . . . or simply a real
presence of the whole yet to come in the parts” (V£ 106-7). In place of
such Reason, he suggests that our actions are alienated and their mean-
ings stolen by an “anonymity with a thousand heads” (NVE 107; F 114).
Still, these and other misgivings about one totality and one dialectic of
History do not dissuade Sartre in the Notebooks from offering a tentative,
positive answer:

If we assume that a man can conceive the whole (the final state of hu-
manity), we must also assume that this whole is now and always
given. This is what I believe. It is always given as the whole of free-
dom (freedom as comprehension of the human condition and as im-
plying the freedom of everyone). Except there is no longer a dialectic.
To put it another way: either History is finite or we can grasp its dia-
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lectic only partially, in the past and by extending it (a bit) through
extrapolation. (V£ 467)

Reference to “the whole of freedom” is the point at which “History”
crosses over into moral philosophy and the dialectic assumes a valuative
stance. Here the style of life Sartre terms “authentic” enters his theory
of historical dialectic.

Though we shall pursue this ethical dimension in the next chapter,
let us note Sartre’s picture of “the human condition” as it emerges
from this dialectical vision of the end-goal of History: “If the dialectic is
not a closed system, then we have to live with the incertitude of the
present moment. And this life of incertitude becomes an absolute. But it
is no longer the Hegelian absolute, it is the absolute of the lived [/e
vécu]. . . . Expectation, decision made in uncertainty, oscillation,
choice—precisely the features of the human condition—these cannot
be integrated in any synthesis because they are exactly what are elimi-
nated from a synthesis.” From this he draws the conclusion and the
moral, “if each human being is a risk, humanity as a whole is a risk” (NVE
467; I 483). His philosophy never lost this sense of risk or of hope as the
response. There is no guarantee that History will finally issue in lasting
freedom, harmony, and peace. The “absolute” consciousness may
choose unfreedom, discord, and violence instead. So a dialectic of History
asagiveninthe nature of things isruled out of court, as we have seen. Still,
the possibility, the image, the idea/ that can retrospectively turn histories
into History is beginning to take shape on Sartre’s horizon.

LiMmiT oF THE HisToricAL DIALECTIC

But what of Sartre’s “reign of freedom” and “city of ends” discussed
earlier? If it becomes an end-terminus, History is finished and so too is
humanity. We revive alienation in a closed society a la Bergson. But if
the end-goal is “what we shall do when these conditions are realized,”
then humanity realizes itself in a project of transcendence. As Sartre ex-
plains, “this is why every historical system that szgps the development of
humanity at the phase of the self recuperating the self becomes a form of
authoritarianism. This, properly speaking, is the totalitarian idea” (NE
169). This would be the social equivalent of existential “bad faith” as the
attempted collapse of transcendence into facticity (otherness into iden-
tity). In the Critigue, this authoritarian move will characterize the leader
and followers of the institution. On the other hand, it is this collective
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project of transcendence as a practical idea/ that constitutes the “action
of the future on the past” which Sartre’s existential dialectic demands.

The glimmer of hope that breaks forth from Sartre’s theory at this
stage springs chiefly from his existentialist thesis that meaning (sens) is
created, not discovered. Whatever meaning in the sense of “synthesis”
or “unity-totality” History bears will result either from our attitudes or
our oeuvres, the subjective and objective views respectively. We have
discussed the role of the “work” in revealing the project of another’s
freedom. Sartre has addressed this issue amply in his writings on aes-
thetics.?0 Here he repeats a claim made elsewhere that the aesthetic
oeuvre is an act of generosity by the artist and an invitation to the specta-
tor. Art, as we have seen, is Sartre’s ideal form of communication among
freedoms (where the looking/looked-at relationship of Being and Noth-
ingness seems suspended or overcome). But he adds in the Nozebooks that
the nonaesthetic work can likewise suppress contradiction between self
and Other, that it can unify “on the plane of the real, made object,” that
is, in the real as distinct from the imaginary world. Yet he speaks of
“suppression,” not “synthesis”; he insists that “this contradiction still
remains within it” (V£ 468).

What Sartre suggests in these notebooks is “a lived through solution,
that is, [one that takes place] on the plane of actual experience, of con-
sciousness.” He is recommending what elsewhere he calls a “moral con-
version,” namely, a change in “existential attitude.”?! This entails
“undertaking one’s project while taking into account the double contradic-
tion [between for-itself and for-others] or, if you will, extending a bridge
between them, realizing through a perpetual tension, an attitude that
‘takes account of both terms” (V£ 468; F 484). For example, the constant
attempt to be for-others what I am for myself (and the converse) re-
quires that I live this contradictory status either by opting for one of the
terms (inauthenticity) or by sustaining the perpetual tension (authen-
ticity). The sustained tension that perpetuates without resolving the
“dialectic” of my personal project becomes the recommended form of
interpersonal relations as well as the (ideal) end-goal of History. This is
what Sartre calls “the whole of freedom” (NFE 467) and its foretaste, as
later in the Critigue, is the all-for-one-and-one-for-all of the combat
group.

He extends this “authentic” mode of acting to one’s historical exis-
tence earlier in the Notebooks when he writes, “The virtue of the histori-
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cal agent is generosity. But here true friendship intervenes: the friend,
the one for whom the other is the same. Combatants who together cre-
ate a setting of intersubjectivity in their own way. In this instance, rather
than the same being in the other, the other is in the same. Nuance of
quasi objectivity in this common subjectivity” (NE 48). This extension
of an existentialist “virtue” to the social realm prepares us for the posi-
tive values of mutuality and “free alterity” among group members set
forth in the Critigue. In fact, it is the concept of “free” alterity that re-
solves one of the problems of historical dialectic that we noted above,
specifically, that of achieving a nonalienating otherness.

Sartre later repeats the move when characterizing the “conversion”
of the authentic person as achieving a new relation of “accord with self,”
yielding a “unity of existence” instead of an [inauthentic] “unity of be-
ing.” He sees this as a kind of solidarity (not solidity) of the person with
himself that can later be modified into “solidarity with others,” a special
type of existence that excludes “possession” of self or others and which
Sartre terms “ethical unity” (V£ 479). In the second volume, we shall
question whether Foucault’s “aesthetics of existence” and “constitution
of the moral self” formulated toward the end of his life make possible an
analogous social solidarity.

The foregoing could be termed a “practical” synthesis of otherwise
heterogeneous elements. Sartre will elaborate but not deny such a reso-
lution of his basic antitheses later in his career. It accords with the mora/
dimension of his theory of History, which we shall examine in the next
chapter.

CorrLeEcTivE REALITIES: THE SUBJECT OF HisToRY

Elsewhere | have charted the evolution of Sartre’s social ontology from
Being and Nothingness to the Critigue of Dialectical Reason.?? Such an ontol-
ogy is integral to any complete philosophy of history since it addresses
the issue of the ontological status of those entities such as armies, prime
ministers, and socioeconomic classes of which historians speak.
Briefly, Being and Nothingness adopts what 1 have been calling the
“looking/looked-at” model of social relations grounded on Sartre’s
well-known description of the “look” (/e regard). The upshot of this ap-
proach is that social relations are viewed as intrinsically objectifying-
alienating and the social subject, the “we” of collective identity, as a
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purely psychological phenomenon. This has been a view favored by so-
called methodological individualists in the social sciences.?

The Critique, on the other hand, introduces what I have called the
more versatile “praxis” model of social ontology, which we shall dis-
cuss later. What the Notebooks employ is a more supple theory than Being
and Nothingness but one still in thrall to the existentialist model of the
social. It is a transitional position that highlights its own inadequacies.

To begin with, Sartre allows that the individual intends objects that
largely surpass his historic personality. We have noted this kind of his-
toric causality earlier, ascribing it to the Other and to inertia as compo-
nents of historic action.

Second, he admits that a “collective unity” is never abstract: “It is the
unity of the doings [ faire] of Others” (NE'110; F 117). Such, for example,
is the postal service, which is united for me by its common function, its
end, and its rules. Significantly, Sartre speaks of a whole set of “relations
among individuals” that constitute this “collectivity.” He lists six, with-
out any claim for completeness: a form of work, a condition of life, inter-
ests, a hierarchy, rituals, and frequently a myth. But as evidence of his
abiding existentialist ontology, he cautions, “society exists when [ am
conscious of it,” and adds, “I first become conscious of it in the gaze of the
other” (NE'111).

Thus far, Sartre has merely elaborated his remarks on the “Us” and
the “We” in Being and Nothingness, passages he later judged as “partic-
ularly bad.”?# He distinguishes an “internal objectivity”—the “look” of
another member of the collectivity—from the “external objectivity” of
the nonmember’s gaze. The former, since it is gua member that the other
is looking at me, Sartre characterizes as “recognition of the totality by
itself” (VE 112). At best, what the collective unit consists in is a revolv-
ing series of objectifying (and hence alienating) looks—what he will
criticize as “serial” relationships in the Criigue. Suggesting his analysis
in this later work, he notes that I am both within and without this totality,
since I can take perspective on it and appropriate my own membership
as I wish. As we have come to expect, “the historical collectivity is a
detotalized totality” (V£ 20).

But the advance over his earlier thought appears when Sartre con-
cludes, “Hence, Society is a real, noematic being,? but one that is nei-
ther the sum of individuals nor their synthesis. It is always the synthetic
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totality of persons insofar as this totality is brought about by ozhers.
Hence it is always and everywhere present without ever being” (NE 113).
Sartre grants society the ontological status of the “objects as meant”
(noemata) in Husserlian phenomenology. These are knowable, effi-
cacious, and “real” in the sense that they are not simply imaginative fig-
ments. Yet if social phenomena are noematic, not all noemata are social.
This led Husserl, when discussing social groups, to speak of “person-
alities of a higher order.”2% Sartre will not pursue the problem of the
specificity of the social or develop a social ontology until the Critigue.
But the infection of social wholes with otherness, their inevitably objec-
tifying character, is another reason why History in the Notebooks is
judged alienating. If Sartre is to give a plausible account of History as
disalienated, he must defend its ontological possibility with an alterna-
tive theory of collective reality.

True to his individualistic proclivities, he adds that society is torn in
three segments that cannot be conjoined: exterior and interior objec-
tivity as well as “the intimacy of alienation” (that characterizes me as
being both inside and outside). But society is rea/, he insists, because
whichever of these segments I choose to deny, the others force them-
selves upon me. Finally, as another sign of the existence of Society, he
appeals to its (collective) representations (again, Durkheim’s term for
an essential constituent of social life), and what we would today call
“social facts” (another Durkheimian term) such as the banking system,
an ideology, or the network of diplomatic relations between states.
They cannot be ascribed to an individual nor produced by one (VE 112-
13).

This marks a notable advance beyond the “purely psychological
Erlebnis” to which Sartre had consigned the “We” in Being and Nothing-
ness, especially when these remarks are conjoined with others about “in-
terpenetration” of freedoms, a concrete “We,” and “the common
oeuvre” (NE 130; I 138). But throughout the Notebooks, this theory re-

mains hobbled by its ocular model.

TuE MaArxisT SENs oF HisToRrY

We know that there was an evolution in Sartre’s attitude toward histori-
cal materialism (which, following the Soviet custom, he usually distin-
guishes from dialectical materialism [piaMAT] or the materialist
metaphysics that includes a dialectic of nature). His opposition to dia-
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lectical materialism is voiced unequivocally in “Materialism and Revo-
lution,” published in 1946. The Notebooks addresses historical material-
ism, the Marxist theory of history and society. There Sartre both
expands and softens this opposition in significant ways. This is best ob-
served in his response to three major theses of historical materialism:
the explanatory ultimacy of economic considerations (so-called eco-
nomic determinism “in the last instance”), the crucial role of class
struggle in historical progress in the West, and the possibility of and
hope for the advent of a classless society at the end of “prehistory.”

In remarks scattered throughout the Nozebooks, Sartre indicates that,
while respecting the importance of economic conditions in the directing
of history, equal value must be accorded technological considerations
and primacy reserved for individual choice and hence moral respon-
sibility in determining the course of history. Locating economic consid-
erations in the realm of facticity, he argues that “a man is always beyond
the economic, which, moreover, he conserves as a surpassed founda-
tion” (NVE 76; F 82). It is easy to attack a crude understanding of the
ideological superstructure merely “reflecting” an economic social base.
Sartre sometimes aims at such simple targets. But when economic de-
terminism is read as technological determinism, as it is by some current
authors,?” the matter becomes more complex. As we noted earlier, Sar-
tre acknowledges this interpretation when he writes: “Even in the name
of Marxism, the most important event in the last fifty years is not the
Russian Revolution, but the atomic bomb.” But he turns the argument
against historical materialism as he understands it when he continues:
“Marxism is true only if we assume that industrial discoveries are sec-
ondary and occur in the same direction as preceding ones. A discovery as
important as the steam engine suppresses the very conditions in which
Marxism had a chance of being true. It suppresses its own future and
replaces it by a true future” (NVE81). Although the validity of this objec-
tion will be denied by many, my point in citing it is to indicate Sartre’s
assessment of historical materialism at this stage of his career.

But it is his lengthy reflections on the Engels-Diihring controversy
over the relative importance of political and economic considerations in
historical explanation (see N£ 340-48) that best reveal his studied opin-
ion at this stage. Despite the idealist motivation for Diihring’s support
of the political, Sartre preferred it for respecting moral categories, for
example, the “just and unjust,” grounded in human choice. These are
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the same reasons why Sartre would later favor “les Maos” over the
French Communist Party.?® According to Sartre’s Diihring, “in every
given material situation, the decision for association or oppression must
be possible” (NVE 341). This resembles Sartre’s own remarks about
consciousness-freedom. But the matter is complicated when Sartre
agrees with Engels that Diihring’s “freedom” is abstract and ahistorical.
Sartre’s Engels goes on to claim that “the dialectic of economic forces
suffices to place men in a situation of oppressor and oppressed” (NE
341). In fact, he finds Engels’s position ambiguous in that it allows a
degree of personal freedom-responsibility in 7%e Origin of the Family that
it denies in Anti- Dithring, works written within a few years of each other.
Sartre’s conclusion suggests the program he will follow in the Critigue:

Therefore we arrive at the necessity of attempting a synthesis of Diih-
ring and Engels. Oppression is not a gratuitous decision, however it s
a human fact. It appears in a favorable economic situation, but this
situation by itself is not sufficient to give birth to oppression without
at the same time dehumanizing it and making it lose its meaning. The
original communitarian society may or may not decide to have slavery
and if it does so, this is not just an economic fact. The addition of some
size of labor force to that of the tribe is a decision that implies an affir-
mation affecting the existence and value of man and is possible only
on the basis of some prior relationship of man to man. (V£ 348)

This effort to concretize and “humanize” the most abstract phenom-
ena by linking “fact” to “decision” continues to be the mark of an exis-
tentialist approach to history. What Sartre regards as a union of Engels
and Diihring, Aron will later criticize as Sartre’s impossible synthesis of
Kierkegaard and Marx.?®

As for the second Marxist thesis, Sartre argues that “the class
‘struggle’ determines none of the important phenomena in ancient his-
tory: neither the struggle for the Mediterranean, nor the constitution of
Empires. Nor the appearance of Christianity” (MV£ 453). Though far
from denying the fact of conflict among socioeconomic classes, Sartre is
opposed to the quasi-automatic interpretation he believes Engels gives
it in Anti-Diihring. “What happens,” he asks, “to the class struggle?. . . A
principle of economic disequilibrium cannot be likened to a struggle. In
fact, there is a universally accepted system, but one that contains within
itself the seeds of its destruction. There is no opposition between men.
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Here man is an epiphenomenon” (V£ 345; F 359). This will continue to
be an existentialist criticism of all historical determinisms. We can al-
ready sense the stirring of Sartre’s self-proclaimed mission ten years
later “to reconquer man within Marxism” (SM 83).

Finally, despite the functional similarity and common Hegelian in-
spiration of the Marxist and the emerging Sartrean ideas of the “end of
prehistory” as a unifying historical concept, Sartre’s is a socioethical
ideal that does not deny the individual transcendence (dépassement) syn-
onymous with human freedom nor the element of chance involved in
the “conversion” of an entire generation. In contrast, for Sartre, the
Marxist ideal casts a retroactive necessity over the movement of prehis-
tory that fails to respect the contingency of the ideal, much less the loose
historical connections leading up to it.3°

In sum, the Sartre of the Motebooks remains a critic of historical mate-
rialism in its attempt to discover #he philosophy of history based on
“objective” historical necessities, whether strictly economic or techno-
logical. And yet he is more sensitive to the economic factors condition-
ing the historical situations than the popular reading of Being and
Nothingness would have led us to expect. Although scarcely presenting a
systematic theory of history, the remarks gathered in these notebooks
represent Sartre’s most serious and sustained, if still hypothetical, re-
flections on the topic thus far in his career. They presume the anthropol-
ogy of Being and Nothingness but evidence a greater respect for historical,
especially economic and technological, conditioning than his earlier
work allowed. In particular, they attest Sartre’s growing awareness of
his task as a committed philosopher of history to somehow synthesize
individual freedom and socioeconomic necessity—Diihring and En-
gels. Yet the word “synthesize” is scarcely appropriate. The Sartrean
“dialectic” as continued from Being and Nothingness remains truncated,
resembling rather the Kierkegaardian in its move to push each antithesis
to its extreme.

The Notebooks, itself an ambiguous work due to its posthumous pub-
lication and aphoristic style, carries as its chief message for a philosophy
of history the multifaceted ambiguity of the historical fact. This derives
primarily from the inherent otherness of the fact as historical (a gloss on
Sartre’s remark in Being and Nothingness that the dead are prey to the liv-
ing [BN 543)), from the hazards of being-in-itself, and from the nonself-

coincidence that grounds individual freedom.
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Sartre respects the need to base a philosophy of history on an ontol-
ogy of action by addressing the questions of the individual and the social
subject, the Other, temporality, and inertia—all essential to historical
agency. But the ambiguity of the historical fact coupled with the “inner
distance” of the human agent leads him to essay a properly (that is,.
quasi-Hegelian) dialectical approach to meaning in history, one that ap-
peals to otherness or negativity, to the intrinsic temporality of the phe-
nomena in question, and to the telic unity of a (detotalized) totality
conveyed by the practical ideal of the reign of freedom. On the other
hand, this ideal articulates the characteristically Sartrean marriage of the
moral and the historical (means-end; violence-fraternity); on the other,
it differs from its Marxist equivalent, the classless society, by its status as
practical, moral ideal. It is to the Sartrean concept of History as ethical
ideal that we now turn.



Chapter Four
History as Fact and as Value

here is little doubt that the later Sartre,

author of the “Marxist” Critigue of Dia-
lectical Reason, subscribed to a theory of his-
tory in the grand style of his nineteenth-
century predecessors, though he did it as he
did everything else, in his own way. But it is
often assumed that his “discovery” of His-
tory coincided with his “discovery” of soci-
ety during the German occupation of France
in the Second World War. Indeed, Sartre
implied as much.! In this chapter, I shall ex-
pand my initial claim that the “pre-Marxist”
Sartre had a lively interest in the philosophy
of history by continuing to analyze how that
theory developed along characteristically
“existentialist” lines. I shall appeal chiefly
to the same posthumously published evi-
dence to exhibit Sartre’s concept of the his-
torical process evolving from a descriptive,
through an interpretive, to a valuative view.
These texts reveal, in effect, that soon after
the war, without discounting the concept of
historical fact so central to his early reflec-
tions, Sartre adopted a concept of “History”
as value to be fostered in our social life. An
appreciation of this valuative dimension of
his thought, confirmed by his contempor-
aneous theory of “committed” literature,
softens considerably the scandal of his final

The absolute is not God’s
point of view on History, it
is the way in which each
man and each concrete col-
lectivity Jives its history.
—Sartre, Notebooks for
an Ethics

But what makes our posi-
tion original, I believe, is
that the war and the occupa-
tion, by precipitating us into
a world in a state of fusion,
perforce made us rediscover
the absolute at the heart of
relativity itself.

—Sartre, What Is Literature?

67



68 , Chapter Four

interviews with Benny Lévy, so criticized by Simone de Beauvoir and
others.? More importantly, it should serve to temper an excessively
Marxist reading of his subsequent work in theory of history.>?

Concomitant with this valuative concept of History is Sartre’s
unique attempt to conjoin historical “objectivity” with existential
authenticity—values that are commonly taken to be mutually exclusive.
What he calls “historialization [Aistorialisation],” a defining feature of
what [ am calling an “existentialist” theory of history, is both the vehicle
for achieving “authentic” history and the key to understanding a histor-
ical period in its lived contingency, not as a museum piece.

AGAINST RELATIVISM: THE ABsoLuTE Fact

We have observed two absolutes stabilizing Sartre’s notoriously Her-
aclitian philosophy. One is consciousness-freedom, which, as a “spon-
taneous upsurge,” simply appears, without cause or ground. This may
seem to afford an odd kind of stability, if one forgets that Sartre’s philos-
ophy is primarily moral and that the “buck” of moral responsibility
stops with individual consciousness-freedom. Talk of grounds or
causes, Sartre believes, would simply pass the buck elsewhere and ulti-
mately to natural processes. Consciousness thickens into the “lived ab-
solute” (le vécu) in the Notebooks, where its historical, as distinct from
ontological, relevance is more easily appreciated. '

Sartre’s other anchor is the in-itself in its various functions. In the
theory of history it serves as the basis of the recalcitrance of the histori-
cal event or fact. The status of the historical fact as the in-itself of for-
others conveys hard facticity to the human condition and as we have
seen, gives history its unidirectional character: Pascal’s “something hap-
pened to man.” Henceforth, every attempt to dissolve history in a liquor
of interpretations of interpretations must stop at the insoluble facts: the
grain of sand in Cromwell’s gallbladder, the failure of Grouchy to arrive
on time. It is in this recalcitrance that the historical “realist” Sartre has
sought refuge from the ravages of relativism since his initial conversa-
tion with Aron in the War Diaries.* ‘

And yet from the start he has been keenly aware of the plurality of
interpretations to which a fact or event is liable. We have seen him insist
on the perspectival nature of our grasp of a historical epoch, the “plu-
ridimensionality” of the event (NVE 35). How shall we reconcile this per-
spectivism with existential facticity in history? What kind of historical
“realism” is possible for an existentialist?
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HistoricaL REaLisM AND THE THREE LEVELS

To begin to answer these questions, we must return to the three levels
on which Sartre claims the historian labors, namely, those of the for-
itself, the in-itself, and the for-others, corresponding to the basic dimen-
sions of his ontology. At this point, we shall focus on each level in terms
of historical realism and the absolute fact, reviewing these same levels
from the perspective of “History” as a valuative concept later in the
chapter. :

Recall that in the War Diaries Sartre had appealed to the plane of the
in-itself and the event “in its absolute existence” as “what the historian
intends.” What makes this claim interesting but problematic is his insis-
'~ tence that the absolute event is “temporal but not dated” (WD 300; I
364). Recall, too, that Sartre attributed Aron’s “relativism” to lack of the
concepts of “absolute event” and “simultaneity.” In chapter 2 we saw
how these concepts were related, although the functions of “simul-
taneity” were subsequently absorbed by “facticity” and “totality.” We
listed temporality as one of the conditions for historical activity and
noted Sartre’s distinction between historical and biographical time as
well as the unidirectionality of the former and the “absolute” status of
the latter. Let us now pursue this last topic as the key to his historical
“realism.””

Sartre seems to think that the second plane, that of the “absolute
event,” belongs to the chronicler or the potential chronicler. Presum-
ably, the absolute event has an “objective” status, available for discov-
ery and interpretation. One would think that the event or fact, as
temporal though not “dated,” stands in sequential relation to its prede-
cessors and successors, however one might choose to interpret that rela-
tionship, very much like the events in McTaggart’s B-series mentioned
in chapter 1. That Brutus stabbed Caesar, for example, is a fact, but not
the reverse. So too is its sequential relation to the battle of Actium.

One could object that, in the ontology of Being and Nothingness which
is anticipated in the Diaries, being-in-itself has no relations; relations are
introduced by the for-itself or consciousness (see BNV 184). Still, rela-
tionality seems predicable of the event, particularly insofar as it is tem-
poral. Moreover, Sartre does refer to “that original temporality of
being-in-itself” (BN 124). Clearly this is relevant to the historical fact
inasmuch as the fact is being-in-itself of for-others. What, then, is one to
make of the “undated” temporality of the “absolute” event?
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The solution Sartre offers in Being and Nothingness appeals to his con-
cept of “universal time,” the objective time dated by chroniclers and
measured by clocks. It is here that he locates the temporality of the in-
itself. He admits that the in-itself, being essentially self-identical, “is not
adapted to temporality precisely because [temporality] is a being which
is perpetually at a distance from itself and for itself” (BNV204). Universal
time, though it arises with consciousness, nonetheless is discovered “on
being [-in-itself] [sur ’étre]”; that is, it reveals itself as “objective,” as
“already there.” He explains: “It is not true therefore that the non-
temporality of being [-in-itself] escapes us; on the contrary, it is given in
time, it provides the foundation for the mode of being of universal time”
(BN 205).

But this mode of being is primarily the past: “Thus there is only one
Past, which is the past of being or the objective past in which [ was. . . . It
is through the past that I belong to universal temporality” (BN 208). We
must admit, however, that Sartre never pursues further the meaning of
the undated temporality of the historical event, other than to locate it in
the horizon of universal time, a dimension prepared by his earlier con-
cept of “simultaneity,” even though the issue arises by implication in
Being and Nothingness. W e can presume that it includes the “datability” of
which analytic philosophers would later speak, but fixed, however
problematically, in the inert facticity of the in-itself.6

Sartre both confirms the ontology of undated temporality in Being and
Nothingness and opens a path for understanding the two other planes in
the context of his historical “realism” when he writes:

We shall see later that we continually preserve the possibility of
changing the meaning of the past in so far as this is an ex-present which
has had a future. But from the content of the past as such I can remove
nothing, and I can add nothing to it. In other words the past which /
was is what it is; it is an in-itself like the things in the world. The rela-
tion of being which I have to sustain with the past is a relation of the
type of the in-itself—that is, an identification with itself. (BN 116)

Note his distinction between content and sens (meaning/direction). It is
crucial to our thesis in the next two chapters that, for Sartre, the mean-
ing/direction of history is decided, not discovered. No doubt one dis-
covers the raw material for history (its “content”) from the facts and
events of the past, including the “coefficient of adversity” exerted by
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these facts as we try to marshal them in one direction rather than an-
other. But these mute monuments must be rendered vocal not only by
the questions we address to them but by the chain of relationships into
which we introduce them, including our present freedom and possi-
bility. Further, the “dead” past of inert facts and events can be vivified
only by incorporating the choice of the present and the risk of the future,
that is by “situating” them in the existentialist sense of uncovering the
tension between facticity and transcendence that they conceal. This is
the task of “historialization,” which we discuss below.

The first plane of historical research that Sartre delineates, that of
“the man projecting himself [se jetant] through situations and living
them in the unity of human reality” (/7D 301; F 365), need not detain us
here. It entails its own kind of “absolute,” what he calls “historializa-
tion.” We shall discuss this level and the term that distinguishes it when
we consider the valuative dimension of Sartrean History later in the
chapter.

DirFIicULTIES WITH THE THIRD LEVEL

But problems arise when we move to Sartre’s third plane of historical
investigation, what might be called the “historical” properly speaking.
This is the field of the for-others, the social realm, and it takes note of the
event’s being “dated” and becoming “of the world.” Several difficulties
surface at this level. Let us consider four.

First, there is the question of the “world” in which the event becomes
ingredient. From the Husserlian perspective that Sartre presumably is
adopting with this term, there is only “one” world. On the other hand,
Sartre from the outset has denied any transcendental ego—the Hus-
serlian vehicle of world singularity. Given the relation between con-
sciousness and world in Being and Nothingness (“Without the world there
is no selfness, no person; without selfness, without the person, there is
no world” [BN 104]), “world” assumes a valuative cast, correlative to
the project which constitutes my self. By becoming “of the world” at
this third level of investigation, the event enters a circle of relations
formed by the projects that subsume it. Absent a transcendental ego,
“objectivity” in a realist sense seems difficult, if not impossible, to at-
tain. Again, we encounter the fundamental ambiguity of the “given”
and the “taken” in Sartre’s thought, a difficulty that haunts his entire
corpus.
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The next problem is ontological. What is the status of these “others”
who “surpass” the event in constituting their “world”? If the event is by
definition a form of being-for-others, then the concept of a “private”
event would seem contradictory. Of course, one could respond that the
“other” in question is purely conceptual, a feature of the “embodied-
ness” of the event, like the wind rustling the bush in Sartre’s famous
example of “being-looked-at” (see BN 276). But if there is indeed a
being-in-itself of being-for-others, and if this is the locus of the histori-
cal event, then any adequate theory of history will have to examine that
peculiar ontological state, its “publicness.”

Thirdly, what does it mean to “date” an event? Is this equivalent to
incorporating it into a narrative? Sartre would have no trouble with this
account, as long as it did not reduce the ontological to the discursive,
being to the language of being.” After all, he agrees with Aron and Paul
Veyne that the historian’s craft produces un roman vrai (a novel that is
true).® But he would resist what Fredric Jameson calls “the fashionable
conclusion that because history is a text, the ‘referent’ does not exist.””
Sartre’s point in insisting on the second plane of historical investigation
is to underscore a referent that is real, not imagined. If Sartre nods to-
ward linguistics (as he will do in Search for a Method, for example), it is in
order to underscore the primacy of lived experience. As Denis Hollier
encapsulates it: “I myself am the signifier (Le signifiant, cest mor), says
Sartre in all simplicity.”1° .

Nonetheless, as narrative (un roman), the hlstorlans history is a form
of “doing” and is subject to the moral categories of good and bad faith.
Insofar as history can be “committed,” in the sense to be described
shortly, Sartre can be presumed to consider “detached” narrative a form
of bad faith, that is, an unacknowledged acquiescence in the economic
and political status quo (see #Z 201). Since “to be dead is to be a prey
for the living” (BN 543), we are free-responsible to read the past as we
choose. But the “text” through which we read (realism) is an instrument
of our own creation (constructivism). We shall discuss this claim in
chapter 6.

Finally, what is the relation between these three “planes”? In particu-
lar, how should we connect the first and the third, biography with his-
tory in the strict sense? In many ways, the remainder of our volume is
the answer to this last question.

We have already situated the first difficulty in the larger context of the
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ambiguity of the given/taken disjunction in Sartre’s thought overall. Let
us examine each of the remaining problems in order. The question of
ontological status is resolved indirectly after Being and Nothingness, when
Sartre exchanges his looking/looked-at concept for the praxis model of
social relations. It then becomes possible to account for group actionin a
way that enriches individual projects without dissolving them in some
organic whole. Whereas a plural “look” is impossible except in a purely
psychological sense, group “praxis” is a quite common, ontological
phenomenon. And the increased “power” of group membership en-
hances historical causality considerably.!!

Similarly, the matter of “dating” the event emerges as the problem of
“totalizing” the fact(s) in an ongoing project. Whoever reads or tells a
story is engaging in a “totalizing” act. The individual agent’s way of
“subsuming” historical events into a life project—which is his or her
“story,” no doubt, but presumes a “choice” of goal and action in-the-
world, in addition to an “account” of where one is heading (sens)—this
carries a moral value that transcends the “story” and is presumed by it.
The very use of narrative presumes a moral to the tale. As Hayden
White observes, “where, in any account of reality, narrativity is present,
we can be sure that morality or a moralizing impulse is present t0o.”12

This third-level question helps focus the existentialist view of histori-
cal understanding as it moves from Being and Nothingness into the dialec-
tical relations of the Critigue. For it reminds us never to overlook the
primacy of individual praxis, to which responsibility can be ascribed in a
moral sense. So if “to make the event ‘of the world’” means “to incorpo-
rate it into a narrative,” as we said, Sartre would insist that the narrative
be performative, not merely descriptive. When the rioting Parisian shouts
“we are a hundred strong,” he is not only incorporating his project into
the collective narrative known as the French Revolution, he is effecting a
qualitative enrichment of his individual undertaking: “interiorizing”
multiplicity, as Sartre will later put it, and creating History, not merely
being drawn in its wake as some isolated flotsam.

As for relating biography and history, the individual and the social,
though this is faced in the Notebooks, it is not resolved until 7he Family
Idiot, his monumental study of Flaubert’s life and times. But by then the
matter of historical fact (and of facticity in general) has been incorpo-
rated into the issue of “History” as practical ideal, to which we now
turn.
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HisTORY AS VALUE: FRATERNITY AND VIOLENCE

If the terminus a quo of Sartre’s theory of history is a somewhat naive
understanding of historical facts or events as seeming to await our selec-
tion like fruit for the picking, its terminus ad quem is a rather subtle
defense of “History” as the ideal achievement of our common strivings.
This image surfaced in the interviews Sartre gave Benny Lévy toward
the end of his life. There he spoke of “fraternity” and a morality of the
group in terms that shocked those who had grown used to the rugged
existential “individualist,” leading some to speak of senility (in Sartre)
and/or betrayal (in Lévy). By focusing on several passages from the
Notebooks, | hope to show that these ideals were not so novel, that Sartre
had nurtured a quasi-communitarian concept of History as value even
from his vintage existentialist days.

Among the issues of relevance to the philosophy of history discussed
in the NMotebooks, one emerges as a leitmotiv that will henceforth sound
‘throughout Sartre’s work, namely, the recurring antithesis of fraternity-
violence. This value/disvalue duality employs a parody of the social
contract to introduce the historical efficacy of the pledged group in the
Critigue. That each member swears loyalty to all the others, each being
considered “the same” as every other (fraternity), and does so under
pain of death (terror), is a well-known feature of the later Sartre’s social
thought. But his mature position on violence is already enunciated in a
work contemporary with the Notebooks, where he writes: “I recognize
that violence under whatever form it may manifest itself, is a setback.
But it is an inevitable setback because we are in a universe of violence;
and if it is true that recourse to violence against violence risks perpetuat-
ing it, it is also true that it is the only means of bringing an end to it” (WL
200). Moreover, the voluntarism of Sartre’s philosophy generally and
the appeal to direct action and counterviolence in his polemical writings
in particular are aspects of his thought in the sixties and seventies that
linked him with the ultra Left and “les Maos.”13 Toward the end of his
life he avowed: “But in all truth, I still don’t see clearly the real relation-
ship between violence and fraternity” (“LW?” 415).

A number of passages from the NMotebooks strikingly reveal the valua-
tive nature of “History” as Sartre is coming to use the term. In one, he
redescribes his standard duality, totalization-detotalization, in terms of
fraternity and violence respectively:
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The more the historical agent chooses violence, lies, and Machiavelli-
anism as his means, the more efficacious he is. But the more he con-
tributes to division, the more he puts the accent on detotalization; the
more he is himself an object in History and the more he defeats His-
tory (whose ideal existence would be in terms of totalization). The
true historical agent is less efficacious; but by treating human beings
as himself, he tries to make the Spirit exist as a unity, therefore [as]
History. It is through him that a History is possible (through the
writer, the philosopher, the saint, the prophet, the scholar). (NVE 21-
22, F27-28)

In view of his subsequent plaidoyer for counterviolence, one is tempted
to quote Sartre from another context against himself in this one: “When
I read this, I said to myself: it’s incredible, I actually believed that!”
(BEM 34). But given his view of violence as a necessary evil and of our
current “prehistory” as the locus where ethics is both necessary and
impossible—a thesis he later articulates in Saint Gener but which he is
already implicitly defending in What Is Literature? and the Notebooks—
this text is compatible with his later work and certainly corresponds to
the position expressed in his final interviews.

Read in light of Sartre’s social ontology of series and groups devel-
oped in the Critigue ten years later, these remarks indicate that “History”
denotes both an objective process (totalizing unity) and an ideal term
(that set of positively reciprocal relations among freedoms that here he
terms “spirit,” but which he often calls the “reign of freedom” or the
“city of ends”). In a way reminiscent of Hegel and Marx, he warns that
one can be the “object” of this totalizing process, whereas, presumably,
itis better to be its “subject.” One cannot fail to note here the disvalue of
detotalization as that which divides and separates, much as the practico-
inert in the Criigue will falsely “unify” in serial impotence those alien-
ated individuals whom mass society produces and sustains.

This is the first example of Sartre’s conception of “History” as value
to be fostered. It is a clear synthesis of “fraternity” or the rule to “treat
others as one does oneself” and those social functions and roles that are
nonexploitative by nature. Sartre has not yet incorporated the concepts
of seriality and praxis fully into his vocabulary, much less has he
adopted the historical materialist discourse of “forces and relations of
production.”!* But he is already in possession of a concept of history
that includes a normative ideal by which to assess the disvalues of vio-
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lence, division, and alienation. His imminent “conversion” to Marxism
is thus not the volte-face it is commonly taken to be.

Nowhere else in these notebooks does Sartre better describe that
amalgam of moral vision (fraternity) and sensitivity to the contrary
forces of the times (violence) with an antistatism that we may call “po-
litical existentialism”1> than in the following paragraph, which bears
quoting at length:

History will afways be alienated. There may be happy periods, but
though the opposition of interests is not so strong, otherness remains.
Our actions are stolen from us just the same. If however we imagine a
utopia where each treats the other as an end—that is, takes the other
person’s undertaking as an end—we can imagine a History in which
otherness is recuperated by unity, even though, ontically, otherness
always remains. But no Szaze as mediator between individuals can re-
alize this situation since the State cannot deal with individuals as free.
It takes an ethical determination of the person to treat other persons as
ends. So the passage from pseudo-History to true History is subjected
to this ahistorical determination by everyone to realize what is ethical.
The historical revolution depends on moral conversion. What makes
this utopian is the fact that the conversion of all at the same time,
though always possible, is the least probable combination (because of
the diversity of situations). One must therefore seek to equalize these
situations to make this combination less improbable and to give His-
tory a chance of getting beyond pseudo-History. At present, we are
historical agents within pseudo-History, because we act on these situ-
ations in the hope of preparing a moral conversion. That is why it is
absurd to declare that people nowadays are too evil for anyone to de-
vote himself to them. For, in fact, one devotes oneself to what they
might be, how they might be better if the situation were changed. (NE
49; F 54-55)

In his Anti-Semite and Jew, written shortly before the Nozebooks, Sartre
had argued: “Since [the anti-Semite], like all men, exists as a free agent
within a situation, it is his situation that must be modified from top to
bottom. In short, if we can change the perspective of choice, then the
choice itself will change” (4/ 148). Now he encourages us to work for
greater equality among situations (only in his openly Marxist works
will he emphasize socioeconomic equality) in order to facilitate a conver-
sion from individualistic egoism to generous cooperation among free-
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doms respecting one another. For Sartre as for Marx, the passage from
pseudo to true History requires an end to the state (though at this point
Sartre does not elaborate that claim) and bears a kind of moral signifi-
cance. Admittedly, the significance of “morality” is ambiguous for both
thinkers; but in either case the change from false to true History is dis-
alienating.

That Sartre places such stock in moral conversion (and in its objec-
tive conditions) to overcome selfish individualism and, in an as yet
vague way, in friendship and community building as well, presages his
later stance on morality and fraternity.1¢ In other words, it is beginning
to appear that the “problem of History” for Sartre is primarily moral
rather than ontological or epistemological. For the committed thinker, it
is a humanistic concern. This reflects his belief that “man is a/so a value
“and that the questions he raises are always moral” (WL 203).

Addressing the insurmountable inequality between totality and sin-
gularity, Sartre again raises the issue of morality, this time in the context
of the ideal end of History:

The end [fin] of History is supposed to be the advent of Ethics [/a Mo-
rale]. But this advent cannot be provoked from within History. Itis a
chance combination since it requires that everyone be moral at the same
time, which presupposes an infinite chance relative to each individual
consciousness. Moreover, morality is not the fusion of con-
sciousnesses into a single subject, but the acceptance of the detotalized
Totality and the decision from within this acknowledged inequality to
take each consciousness in its concrete singularity as a concrete end

(and not in its Kantian universality). V£ 88-89; F 95)

Sartre’s ideal, again, is a city of ends where each freedom respects the
others’ freedoms in their singularity and multiplicity. There is no talk
yet of praxis or even of common projects. But Kantian formalism is un-
der attack as the paradigm of a morality that stands in direct opposition
to lived historical realities. That is why he can speak of looking “beyond
the antinomy of morality and History” (V£ 104). The morality he is
criticizing is abstract and universalist, and the History he envisions, con-
crete and totalizing. Yet, repeating an argument used in “Existentialism
Is a Humanism” he believes that every historical agent proposes for
himself a goal that “presumes a certain conception of man and of values;
it is impossible to be a pure agent of History without an ideal goal [6uz].”
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Whence he concludes that beyond this antinomy of morality and His-
tory one glimpses “a concrete ethics that is like the logic of effective action™
(NE104).

This contrast between pseudo and true History restates the view of
History as value which we have been proposing. The ideal of “a History
in which otherness is recuperated by unity, though ontically it still per-
dures” presupposes a “moral conversion” from individualistic formal-
ism to “a concrete ethics.” In another interview toward the end of his
life, Sartre describes his collaborative effort with Benny Lévy (being
composed on tape because of Sartre’s blindness) as formulating an
“ethics of the We [une morale du nous]”!7 Though the ontological foun-
dation for such an ethic is laid in the Critigue, especially in those sections
that describe the “resurrection of freedom” in the apocalyptic emergence
of the group from serial impotence, such texts as the present one reveal
that the search for an end (but) to history as a normative quest is not just
a feature of his later, neo-Marxist thought.

Toward the end of the second notebook, Sartre finally sketches his
projected existentialist ethics in a numbered series of topics. All of the
entries in his proposed second section deal explicitly with history. In
what are cryptic notes to himself as he plans this investigation, he claims
that alienation “gives the meaning [sens] of history: alienation—
negation of alienation—new Alienation” and that “the suppression of
alienation must be universal [because of ] the impossibility of being ethi-
cal alone.”!8 He continues: “Whence the problem: History <> ethics
[morale]. History implies ethics (without universal conversion, there is
no meaning [sens] to evolution or to revolutions). Ethics implies History
(no morality is possible without systematic action on some situation).”
And he notes under “Man’s role in History”: “The true (concrete) ethics:
to prepare the realm of ends by a revolutionary politics that is finite and
creative” (NVE 471; F 487).

Translated into the language of Sartre’s subsequent works, this
means that the Aistorical (chiefly socioeconomic) conditions for mutual
recognition among freedoms and for concrete moral ties of generous
cooperation, that is, the conditions for true fraternity, must be realized
before we can expect this otherwise merely utopian end to prehistory to
come about. The question of a meaning-direction (sens) to History be-
comes a function of the moralimperative to liberate all humankind from
its historical bond of alienation. Sartre’s project of giving a meaning to
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History, however, remains programmatic in the Notebooks and without a
social ontology to sustain that union of personal conversion and socio-
economic revolution which it clearly prescribes. Moreover, the histori-
cal source of disvalue (of exploitation, oppression, and violence in
general), which he will subsequently discover in the “fact” of scarcity,
will make its appearance only with the Critigue. But, by then, its defeat,
or even its diminishment, seems to require some kind of technological
victory issuing in a “socialism of abundance” (#75:171).

THE THREE PLANES REVISITED

We noted that in his War Diaries Sartre distinguished three levels at
which historical scholarship might be carried out, what we might desig-
nate the factical, the autobiographical, and the historical properly speak-
ing. We raised but did not address the question of how the last two,
history and (auto)biography, were interrelated. Although the topicis so
complex and important in Sartrean thought that I shall devote chapters 8
and 9 to its explicit discussion, what we have just said about history as
fact and as value may serve to broach the topic and begin to illuminate
the biography-history question. In the following section, under the
rubric “History and Historialization,” we shall examine this question
from another perspective, this time reflecting on the matter of auto-
biography. In chapter 3 we treated the epistemological issue of how our
understanding (compréhension, Verstehen) of an agent’s life project con-
tributes to our grasp of the meaning-direction (sens) of a large historical
phenomenon such as the First World War and vice versa. Let us now
concentrate on the valuative aspect of the existential project and histori-
cal unity, turning to the problem of how the project and the historical
enterprise are interrelated. The concept of “conversion” will serve as a
helpful bridge from the Notebooks, connecting biography with History as
value.!®

In a frequently cited footnote to Being and Nothingness, Sartre speaks
of “the possibility of an ethics of deliverance and salvation,” but warns
that “this can be achieved only after a radical conversion which we can
not discuss here” (BN 412 n). Given the individualistic context of that
work, “deliverance” from the reefs of sadism and masochism on which
desire founders seems to require a radical change in fundamental pro-
ject. Specifically, it seems to call for the willingness to live in creative
tension the impossible desire to coincide consciously with oneself—
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that playful state of “chosen” contingency and unjustifiability that Sar-
tre terms “authenticity.” But, of course, at the time of that footnote this
condition was notoriously asocial.

Yet the texts cited from the Nozebooks indicate that “moral conver-
sion” entails both the rejection of alienation and a positive respect for
the other’s freedom that adds an interpersonal dimension to “authen-
ticity.” Although he qualifies this prospect as a “rubric” and an “ideal
direction,” Sartre claims that “we can conceive an absolute conversion
to intersubjectivity. This conversion is ethical. It presupposes a political
and social conjuncture (suppression of classes and of the State) as its
necessary condition, but [he warns] this suppression is not sufficient by
itself” (NVE 407). ,

The insufficiency of such “situational” determinants as political and
social conditioning leads us to the “lived absolute” of individual
freedom-responsibility and Sartrean biography. The biographical plane
of historical research enables us to determine the contingency of this
individual’s living his situation in the totalizing process that constitutes
his project. How, for example, did Flaubert “live” the debacle of Sedan
or the entire Second Empire? A major thesis of 74e Family Idiot is that the
novelist, living in a society of massive bad faith, “totalized” his age as a
“demoralizer,” whose “choice” of the imaginary (the literary as “un-
real”) resonated with the self-deception of his Second Empire reading
public. In other words, this was “art as subversion” of bourgeois values,
not in favor of “fraternity” and History, but for its own nihilistic sake.
Not all art is salvific nor every conversion “moral.”

Thus “existential psychoanalysis” illuminates the singular way a his-
torical event or period is assumed by an agent even as it contributes to a
moral assessment of that agent and his age. Without this personal as-
pect, talk of “morality,” much less of “moral conversion,” in Sartrean
terms is useless. This yields the concrete ethic (morale) that Sartre char-
acterized in the Notebooks as alone compatible with History in its valua-
tive sense. In other words, the moral ideal of History as the “reign of
freedom” or the “city of ends” is unthinkable without the “conversion”
of individual projects from negative to positive reciprocity, from conflict
to mutual respect. Whether this will happen is a matter of fact to be es-
tablished empirically. But its general occurrence is a sufficient condition
for the advent of History, and anyone who would work for its realiza-
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tion must be guided by “fraternal” aspirations here and now. Such is the
“true historical agent” described earlier.

So the nineteenth-century socialist ideals of fraternity and solidarity
are revived in Sartre’s view of History, duly modified to require more
than just a change in the material conditions of life. This convergence of
the social and the ethical, of History and biography, which emerges
from the notebooks for his “existentialist” ethics, forms the focal point
of Sartrean Agpe. It shines brightly even near the end of his life when he
reflects to Benny Lévy: “The world seems ugly, evil and without hope.
Such is the tranquil despair of an old man, who will die in that despair.
However, I resist, and I shall, I know, die in hope. But this hope must be
well grounded.” Setting the task for the ethical study he and Lévy are
engaged in, he continues: “We must try to explain why the world of
today, which is horrible, is only one moment in a long historical devel-
opment, that hope has always been one of the dominant forces of revo-
lutions and insurrections, and how I still feel that hope is my conception

of the future” (“LW” 422).

HisTorRY VERSUS HISTORIALIZATION

« OK/ € make one klnd Of hiStOI‘y and anotﬁel oneis wn‘tten.”
!
——Sartre, 1 rutﬁ andExistence

“Hegel’s philosophy,” Sartre observes, “is a History in the sense that
History is a discipline turned toward the past. Not a Aistorialization | histo-
rialisation] in the sense that it really unveils the future dimension. For the
future dimension is ignorance, risk, uncertainty, a wager. If each human
being is a risk, humanity as a whole is a risk” (V£ 467; F 483).20 Recall
from the War Diaries Sartre’s concern to describe the way a concrete in-
dividual “historializes” himself, that is, how he distills abstract condi-
tions and atomic facts into a situation (facticity and transcendence)
unified by his individuating project:

William is nothing but the way in which he Aistorializes himself s histo-
rialise]. And one can see that, in the unity of that historialization, the
most disparate layers of signification are linked: the reign reveals the
disability, which in its turn exposes the family, England, the anti-
liberalism and the Prussian militarism. It’s not a question of one single
thing, but of situations that are hierarchized and subordinated accord-
ing to the unity of a single original project. (WD 318; F 386)
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The principle of existential psychoanalysis introduced in Being and
Nothingness is “that man is a totality and not a collection.” Its goal is “to
decipher the empirical behavior patterns of man” in order, by an appro-
priate hermeneutic, to lay bare the fundamental choice that gives mean-
ing and direction to these patterns (BN 568—-69). In Cartesian fashion,
Sartre announces its criterion of success as “the number of facts which
“its hypothesis permits it to explain and to unify as well as the self-
evident intuition of the irreducibility of the end attained” (BN574). This
evidential grasp of the individual’s existential decision is confirmed, Sar-
tre suggests, by the testimony of the person in question when such is
available. But, of course, Sartre would be the first to admit that the sub-
ject could misread himself and mislead us.?!

As if to gloss his remarks about William in the Diarzes, Sartre explains
in Being and Nothingness:

If we admit that the person is a totality, we can not hope to reconstruct
him by an addition or by an organization of the diverse tendencies
which we have empirically discovered in him. On the contrary, in each
tendency the person expresses himself completely, although from a
different angle. . . . But if this is so, we should discover in each ten-
dency, in each attitude of the subject, a meaning which transcends it. A
jealousy of a particular date in which a subject historializes himself
s Aistorialise] in relation to a certain woman, signifies for the one who
knows how to interpret it, the total relation to the world by which the

subject constitutes himself as a self. (BN 563; F 650)

At this stage, Sartre is still less interested in history than in biography.
But reference to “totality” and “total relation to the world” suggests
that the concrete individual is not the atomic agent but the historical
individual—a thesis defended in the Notebooks.?> The agent enters his-
tory by his or her project. History enters the agent via the existential
situation.

If the project transforms circumstances into “situation,’
colors the original project. “Situation and project are inseparable, each
is abstract without the other and it is the totality, project and situation,
that defines the person” (NVE 463). Moreover, this totality is dialectical
in nature; its goal guides and unifies the process, but has no existence
except as sustained by the ongoing choice of the project. Because of the
creative nature of existential choice as well as the “not yet” character of

> situation
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the goal, dialectic is essentially tied to the imaginary (see N 464). Given
the pivotal role of the imaginary in Sartre’s philosophy in general, it is
not surprising that it figures centrally in dialectical relations as well.??
Sartre uses s #istorialiser quite often in his reflections on history in the
mid to late 1940s. It occurs in “Materialism and Revolution” (“MR”
227; §3:181) and frequently in What Is Literature? (WL 80, 147, 148, 175,
190). He continues to employ Aéstorialisation in 7The Family Idiot (for ex-
ample, /7/5:397; F 3:429). But only in Truth and Existence (1948) does he

discuss the distinction at any length:

I distinguish historiality [Aiszorialié] from historization [Aistorisation).
To me historiality is the project that the For-itself makes of itself in
History: by deciding to undertake the coup d’état of the 18th Bru-
maire, Bonaparte historializes himself. And I call historization the
passing of historialization to the objective. It results in historicity, or
belonging objectively to an age. It is evident that historialization is the
objective transcendence of the age and that, on the other hand, histo-
ricity is pure expression of the age. Historization is the outcome of
transcendence from the point of view of a subsequent age, or the pas-
sage from historialization to historicity.

From which he draws the inevitable moral:

Thus there is perpetual mystification. And for a transcendent and non-
committed [emphasis mine] consciousness, completed history would be
the historicity of all mankind, that is, the free historialization of men
turned into congealed Destiny. We make one kind of history and an-
other one is written. Kaiser Wilhelm II decides to struggle against British
imperialism and this historialization falls back into historicity:
through Wilhelm II a civil war began on a world scale opposing the
proletariat to the propertied classes. But what must be understood is
that it is in historialization that the concrete absolute, and the unveil-
ing of truth to the absolute-subject, reside. The mistake is in seeing an
epiphenomenon of historicity there, instead of seeing historicity as
the meaning conferred on my project insofar as it is no longer lived or
concrete, but pure abstract in-itself. (7"79-80)

In what is a virtual repetition of a passage quoted earlier from the Note-

books (NE 490), he concludes:

Therefore we must make ourselves historical against a mystifying his-
tory, that is, historialize ourselves against historicity. This can be done
only by clinging to the finitude of the lived experience as interioriza-
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tion. It is not by attempting to transcend our age towards the eternal
or towards a future of which we have no grasp that we will escape
from historicity; on the contrary, it is by accepting to transcend our-
selves only in and through this age, and by seeking in the age itself the
concrete ends that we intend to propose to ourselves. . . . I most cer-
tainly do not escape from historization, but it is a minima/ historization:

only of my age. (7'80)

For Sartre, history (on the third level of the historians) is now a matter
not only of how we “date and make ‘of the world’” the actions of pre-
vious generations but of how future generations see us. It is a question
of how the living prey upon the dead. Inauthenticity and flight from his-
torialization merge in the futile act of self-justification by which, for ex-
ample, Franz, the guilt-ridden suicide of 7%e Condemned of Altona, makes
a tape recording of his “defense” to be played to the denizens of another
century. Sartre warns: “By not pretending to be living with my grand-
children, I keep them from judging me by their standards. By giving
them my act as a proposition, in order that they may do with it what they
want, | escape the risk that they do with it something other than
I wanted” (7" 80). He twice remarks: “A long time ago we got rid
of our grandfathers’ ghosts. We should now get rid of our great-
grandchildren’s ghosts” (7°8 n).

To the extent, then, that Aistoricité is related to Aistorialisation as history
to biography, this distinction forms a subplot running through our en-
tire study. Thus, the existential historian, committed to the value of indi-
vidual and collective freedom, must focus on such phenomena as.the
kaiser’s Aistorialisation, if he or she will give us concrete history and not
the “Destiny” of impersonal “laws” and historical “necessities.”24

HistoR1ALIZATION AND HisTORICAL AUTHENTICITY

The concept of historialization presumes that action is “reveal-
ing/unifying” and that it reveals Being “from my point of view” (NE
486). Far from being a disadvantage, Sartre sees this as providing our
access to the concrete. One must resist the illusion of universality, that
is, the claim to grasp reality without a point of view. That would be a
matter of contemplation, not action, and would yield only abstractions.
Rather, he urges, “uncovering the concrete is done by claiming myself as
this point of view.” Using an expression that de Beauvoir had employed
in her Ethics of Ambiguity and which he will repeat in his manuscript,
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Truth and Existence,?> Sartre insists that the sole aim of such an action
must be “unveiling the maximum of being by being oneself to the utmost
(not as Me but in terms of ipseity).” The allusion to de Beauvoir is not
unimportant; it reminds us of the valuative dimension to Sartre’s theory,
which we have been pursuing in this chapter. But of greater relevance to
the matter at hand is his claim that by intensifying my authenticity, the
circle of selfness by which I both constitute the world as mine and tran-
scend it toward an ideal, I reveal “the totality of being,” albeit from my
perspective (VE 487).26

Recall the ambiguity that infected the absolute event in the War Di-
artes as soon as one attempted to date it and concretize it in-the-world.
Sartre now extends the revelatory assumption of contingency to the
very date at which one finds oneself in history: Whatever I do, in effect,
my historical presence calls into question the “course of the world,” and
a refusal to call it into question is still a calling into question and an in-
vented answer. My concrete situation is defined as a particular point of
view on my historical situation. “I-am-in” History and every one of my
acts will provoke a modification of the course of the world or, on the
contrary, will express this course (V£ 489).

Hegel resolved this problem of perspectival truth by placing himself
at the end of History where “the Truth is the Whole.” But since History
is not finished, Sartre concludes:

I can assume my contingency and make it the absolute that I defined
above only by assuming it within History. And that is precisely what
is called historializing oneself [s %istorialiser].

So I historialize myself in laying claim to myself as the free con-
sciousness of an epoch in a situation within that epoch, having its fu-
ture in the future of this epoch, and being able to manifest just this -
epoch, not being able to surpass it except by assuming it, and knowing
that even this surpassing of my epoch belongs to this epoch and con-
tributes to its taking place. Hence my epoch is mine. . . .I am nothing
other than its pure mediation. Except this mediation, being conscious-
ness (of) self and assuming itself, saves the epoch and makes it pass

over to the absolute. (NVE 490-91)27

Consider the famous example from Being and Nothingness of the thesis
that, for Sartre and his contemporaries, the Second World War is “my
war” and that “it is in my image and I deserve it” (BN 554). There the
point is to elucidate the meaning of “being-in-situation” and the bad
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faith entailed in trying to deny that fact. Elsewhere, he says that “in
choosing myself, I choose all men” (£/7291). These claims converge in
the concept of historialization: “To will myself'is to will my epoch” (V£
490). As he explains, I cannot wish to abolish war in general. We lack
the means at hand to do so and, besides, the next generation could use
their freedom to reinstitute it. But I can wish to do away with tAss present
war, and to do so by appealing to the same principles used by pacifists to
suppress war in general. In other words, “I can want my zime to be one
where a certain imminent war was avoided” (V£ 490).

It is not simply that I am thinking and acting concretely, with full
awareness of the tension between my facticity and my freedom (as “au-
thenticity” demands). It is that my incorporation of the moral principles
of my age into my project, as in the present example, vivifies an other-
wise abstract and lifeless phenomenon with my absolute freedom. And
so it is for all my contemporaries as well.?2 “For an epoch is nothing if no
one thinks about 1z, it is at the heart of every thought that it attains itself. So
it has a thousand absolute facets but is never the unizy (detotalized total-
ity) of these facets, even though in each of them it is unified.” Once
again, Sartrean anthropology of nonself-coincidence, of the inside/
outside relation between individuals and the whole, generates what we
might call “historical authenticity”:

Each of them, as thinking and changing this epoch, remains outside of it
as what upholds it within the absolute—and when thought and uni-
fied as one epoch by another they are within it.

Each facet, therefore, will attain absolute authenticity if it realizes
the tension of thinking its epoch as the absolute that attains itself can
think it and itself think itself (the passage to the objective) in that ep-

och as the others think it. (V£ 491)

Within the limits of a looking/looked-at model, this “authentic” rela-
tionship to one’s era is the most Sartre has to offer.

Yet a real glimmer of hope, albeit one incompatible with the ocular
model, dawns in the Nozebooks when Sartre links historialization with the
dialectic as he does in the following:

In fact there are three aspects of human historialization through which
a certain dialecticalization of History may be introduced: Ist, the ambi-
guity of the For-itself, the tension between contraries; 2nd, the subjec-
tive process (grasped in the cogito) of comprehension as surpassing
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(therefore as negativity—creation); 3rd, the relations among For-
itselves or detotalized totality. (NE 451; emphasis mine)

Although he hastens to add that these aspects also show us the limits of
the dialectic, I shall argue that his whole-hearted adoption of the praxis
model (internalization of the external and externalization of the internal)
as it has already begun to insinuate itself will allow the “dialecticaliza-
tion of History” to flower.

Still, the problem of understanding a historical object, the First
World War, for example, by grasping how someone historializes him-
self, continues to press Sartre. What he now calls an “antinomy”—that
great figures both express their epoch and transcend it—is more inten-
sified than resolved by his existential dialectic:

So before manifesting my epoch to itself, before changing it into itself
and for itself, I am nothing other than its pure mediation. Except this
mediation being consciousness (of) self and assuming itself saves the
epoch and makes it pass over to the absolute. This is what allows us to
resolve the following antinomy: it is said that great men express their
epoch and that they surpass it. The truth is: I can express my epoch only
in surpassing it (to express in a surpassing the given—and further-
more expression is marginal. One expresses in a surpassing meant to
change) but this surpassing is itself part of this epoch—through me
my epoch surpasses itself and contains its own surpassing. For my
epoch, being a detotalized totality of transcendences, is itself a tran-

scendence. (NVF 490)

Only in his extended study of Flaubert’s life and times twenty-five years
later will Sartre arrive at his mature solution to this problem when he
states as a heuristic principle: “A man—whoever he is—totalizes his
era to the precise extent that he is totalized by it” (#L 5:394).2°

MorariTty AND History: Tue Seconp EtHics

In the manuscript room of the Bibliothéque Nationale in Paris,
alongside copies of rare medieval codices and diaries of seventeenth-
century explorers, one can consult the quadrated papers on which Sartre
penned his “second” thoughts on substantive ethics. Along with two
other manuscripts conserved elsewhere, these pages constitute what
Sartre called indifferently his “dialectical” ethics, his “realist” ethics, or
simply his “second” ethics.30 Although access to this material remains
limited and I have not seen the second manuscript, my reading of the
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other two confirms their pursuit of the close relation between history
and ethics sketched in the Notebooks, even if Sartre’s position by now has
shifted to a new and “realist” phase.?!

It is this first manuscript, known as the Rome Lecture Notes because it
consists of material for a talk given at the Gramsci Institute in that city
on 23 May 1964, that de Beauvoir described as “the culmination” of Sar-
tre’s ethics.?? In it, Sartre develops his remarks from the Notebooks, now
couched in language from the Critigue. He writes, for example,

It is nonetheless the case that history and ethics are mixed together [se
confondent| in the sense that history affirms its unity against historical plu-
ralism only by revealing itselfin struggle as what is continually lost in the
system and as what is always regained by its unconditioned possibil-
ity for destroying from within the system that imprisons it. True ethics
founds and dissolves alienated moralities in that it is the meaning [sens]
of history; that is to say, the rejection of all repetition in the name of the
unconditioned possibility of making man | faire [homme]. (RLN 47)

He is explicit about the normative character of history: “But we do not
share the idealism of 1848, because we think that history as norm, that is
to say, as pure future, is always concealed [voilée], even for the exploited
and the oppressed, by the institutional ensemble and by the alienated
moralities maintained by the dominant classes, which are inculcated
into the disadvantaged classes from their childhood” (RLN 46).33

In a way that leaves his Marxist orthodoxy in question, Sartre charts
the relation between morality and history by afhrming that “history is
the rigorous combat between the practico-inert and praxis,” not be-
tween socioeconomic classes (RLN 45).34 In other words, from the nor-
mative perspective, it is the praxis/practico-inert distinction that counts,
though historically the moral agonistic reveals itself in class struggle.

He fleshes out the ethics which is the sens of history with the humanist
claim that the ongoing realization of integral humanity “is what gives
history its human meaning/direction [sens}” (RLN 50). “Integral hu-
manity” ({homme intégral) is the value concept that dominates these
manuscripts. It denotes associated organic individuals in positive reci-
procity, free from the alienating force of material scarcity, as I shall
show in my discussion of the Critigue in chapter 6. Its counterconcept is
“subhumanity,” which denotes our present alienated condition, mired
in a static morality (“repetition” as a form of the practico-inert) and sub-
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ject to the violence of material scarcity. Still, it would be naive to read
this as a simple humanism sans phrase. For the nature of the ethical radi-
calism in the Cornell manuscript and the indications from the second
manuscript warn us against subscribing to some easy reconciliation of
fact and value, some final synthesis of praxis and the practico-inert as
the realization of the ethical and the end of History.3>

From the other direction, need (“felt exigence™) is the moving princi-
ple of these manuscripts that gives the second ethics its quasi-naturalist
character. Consider, for instance, the following: “The root of morality is
in need, that is to say in the animality of man. It is need which poses man
as his own end, and praxis as domination of the universe 0 be effected
through work.”3% 1 say “quasi-naturalist” because the unresolved ambi-
guity of the “given” and the “taken” (in this case, fact and value) in
Sartre’s ontology returns to haunt his dialectical ethics as well.?”

In sum, History stands to “prehistory” as “integral humanity” stands
to “subhumanity”—and they coalesce in a common ideal, or value and
disvalue. Humanity, as Sartre explains, “is the end [fin]—unknowable,
but graspable as orientation—for a being that defines itself 4y praxis, that
is, for the incomplete and alienated men that we are.”>8

The third, Cornell manuscript bears a title that could have been the
subtitle for the Notebooks, “Morality and History.”3? These are the un-
published notes for the Messenger Lectures that Sartre was to deliver at
Cornell University in 1965. They too incorporate the vocabulary of the
Critigue of Dialectical Reason, in the same way that the Notebooks employed
that of Being and Nothingness. They take a major step toward constructing
that “concrete ethic” he spoke of earlier, what we shall soon be calling
“committed history.” Such an ethic must be one of situations, and these
situations, after the Motebooks, are seen to be historical.

By an examination of several cases, Sartre lays bare what he calls
“the paradox of ethics,” namely, that the ethical moment, which he
terms the moment of “unconditional possibility” or “invention,” is a di-
mension of historical praxzs. As such, it is subject to the inertia and ambi-
guity of historical institutions and events, including what Weber would
label the “routinization” of creative moral choices. Coming after the Cri-
tigue, with its analysis of the only history we know as a tale of conflict
and violence due to the pervasiveness of material scarcity, the paradox
of ethics recalls Sartre’s thesis in Saint Genet that ethics in our day is both
inevitable and impossible (SG 186 n.). Every action as unconditional
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contains an “ethical moment,” namely, the surpassing of its conditions
toward an end (nonbeing, the correlate of creative imagination), which
is human autonomy. But in that very surpassing it reveals its historical
conditioning and practico-inert destiny. This dimension of uncondi-
tionality, Sartre writes, “if it could fully bloom [s épanouir], would make
historical action and ethical action homogeneous.”#? But for that to oc-
cur, the alienating effects of the practico-inert would have to be nulli-
fied. And this seems impossible short of that “socialism of abundance”
he will speak of in The Family Idiot (5:171). To put it another way, this
paradox seems to be the ethical elaboration of the maxim of Sartrean
humanism that “you can always make something out of what you have
been made into” (BEM 35; § 9:101). Ethical action (“authentic moral-
ity”) in an alienated world is this project of living the unconditional
despite one’s historical link with the practico-inert (institutions, impera-
tives, rules, values, and the like) and because of it.

A decade earlier, in What Is Literature?, Sartre had spoken of the “para-
dox of ethics” in simpler terms as the need in a society such as ours to
“take advantage of oppression in order to do good” (L 190). Here, he
insists that “the moral requirement [demande|, whatever its conditions,
remains inert. Consequently, the undertaking in interiority [/entreprise
en intériorité] becomes unconditional because it can act on the conditions
rather than on the norm.” But this means that “the unconditional ob-
tains when the pure future is subjected to an inert and repetitive past,” a
formula that Sartre admits has “something absurd and indefensible
about it.” But in Juliette Simont’s judgment, this constitutes “the point
of no-return for Sartre’s reflections on the ethical, and the reason why he
always abandoned these reflections rather than ever completing them.”
But, as she is quick to add, this does not keep one from assuming the
ethical as a paradox and living it from within as “effecavely absolute.”*! It
looks as if Sartre’s second, “realist” ethics in a society of “subhumans”
is necessarily an ethics of “dirty hands.”#2

We have noted throughout Sartre’s work a fundamental ambiguity
between the “given” and the “taken” in every being-in-situation. This
ambiguity finds its fullest expression, appropriately, in this “paradox of
ethics.” The autonomy of consciousness, its “absolute” character, en-
tails its being value-constituting or “inventive,” as he sometimes says.
The paradox arises from the internal relation that obtains between con-
sciousness and the content of moral judgments, in other words, between
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moral invention and what one invents as well as the resultant example
and ideal image that accompany this creative act. It is often overlooked
that the argument of Sartre’s problematic “Existentialism Is a Human-
ism” lecture turns on the “image” of what humans ought to be that is
implicit in every moral choice.#® This value-image is a form of the im-
possible ideal of conscious self-coincidence (being in-itself-for-itself)
that we recognize from Being and Nothingness. It recurs in the Cornell
lectures as what Simont calls “an imaged coincidence [une coincidence
phantasmée|” of the self and its moral character.** It is a question of the
historicity of the ends chosen and the inert permanence of the action
taken, on the one hand, and the unconditioned, “pure” future of the ethi-
cal choice involved, on the other. The conflict between ethics and His-
tory arises precisely from the tendency of the ethical ideal to crystallize
into inert rules and maxims—that is, into the same inauthentic, repeti-
tive mode that (in the Critigue) characterizes “serial” existence in gen-
eral. One would die for the honor of one’s family, for example, in some
societies and in some periods but not in others. Simont points out the
tension that obtains between Kantian formalism and Marxist naturalism
in Sartre’s argument here and, we might add, henceforth.

The Rome Lecture Notes conclude with the recommendation that we
create an “ethics of history,” that is, “the identification of history with
the dramatic development of morality” (RLN 162). In his own vocabu-
lary, this constitutes an appeal for a committed history.
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Conclusion to Part One:

History and Commitment

ver several issues of his newly foun-

ded journal, Les 7emps modernes, Sar-
tre published a series of essays that later
appeared as the book What Is Literature?
There he elaborated his theory of commit-
ted literature enunciated in the inaugural is-
sue. I do not intend to rehearse the rather
well-known concepts developed in that re-
markable opus—its distinction, for exam-
ple, between poetry, which could not be
committed, and prose, which could be, or its
trenchant critique of surrealism. But since
history is already emerging in Sartre’s mind
as a form of literature, we shall gain insight
into his existentialist understanding of his-
tory by briefly considering his remarks on
committed literature in that seminal text,
published the year the Notebooks began. To
begin with, the following observations are a
virtual gloss on what we have said about
History as value:

The prose-writer is a man who has cho-
sen a certain method of secondary ac-
tion which we may call action by
disclosure. It is therefore permissible to
ask him this second question: “What
aspect of the world do you want to dis-
close? What change do you want to
bring into the world by this dis-

But if perception itself is ac-
tion, if, for us, to show the
world is to disclose it in the
perspectives of a possible
change, then, in this age of
fatalism, we must reveal to
the reader his powers, in
each concrete case, of doing
and undoing, in short of act-
ing.

—Sartre, What Is Literature?
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closure?” The “engaged” writer knows that words are action. He
knows that to reveal is to change and that one can reveal only by plan-
ning to change. He has given up the impossible dream of giving an
impartial picture of Society and the human condition. (WL 14)

Sartre is raising the question of the social responsibility of the writer
and, by implication, of the historian as well. We are responsible for the
aspects of the world we choose to unveil.

It is clear that Sartre as a “committed” historian has also sacrificed the
impossible dream of an impartial picture for the (possible?) one of a dis-
alienated society, that is, of History in the valuative sense. He cannot
simply follow Engels’s “choice” of one History through a dialectic
which appeals to “the viewpoint of totality—classless society,” because
Engels thereby “transforms a hypothetical determinism into an apodic-
tic necessity” (NVE 347). In Sartre’s eyes, this removes the essentially
moral core of history, a criticism he will level against Marxist econom-
ism in Search for a Method. Rather, the sole “authentic” choice of a
meaning-unity-totality for History is the moral one of the career of
freedom-fraternity, which thereby furthers the advent of that value
which directs the original choice.!

Of immediate relevance to our present topic are three theses ingre-
dient in this committed literature that apply equally to written history as
we have been discussing it. First, Sartre claims that freedom, of which
literature is an expression, is both negative and constructive in its cri-
tique of unfreedom or alienation. He writes:

Our job is cut out for us. Insofar as literature is negativity, it will chal-
lenge the alienation of work; insofar as it is a creation and an act of
surpassing, it will present man as creative action. It will go along with
him in his effort to pass beyond his present alienation toward a better
situation. If it is true that to have, to make, and to be are the prime
categories of human reality, it might be said that the literature of con-
sumption has limited itself to the study of the relations which unite
being and having. . . . We, on the contrary, have been led by circum-
stances to bring to light the relationship between being and doing in the
perspective of our historical situation. . . . What are the relationships
between ends and means in a society based on violence? The works
deriving from such preoccupations . . . will present a world not “to

see” but “to change.” (WL 163-64; § 2:262-63)
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So committed literature performs the practical, “moral” function of
bringing our alienated condition to critical awareness, while proposing
the possibility of change. (In this respect it performs a task Foucault
would later assign to his archaeology: revealing the contingency and
possibility that underlie the supposed “necessities” of our practical and
theoretical lives.)

Secondly, committed literature is one of praxis as distinct from a liter-
ature of Aexis (habit): “Praxis as action in history and on history; that is,
as a synthesis of historical relativity and moral and metaphysical abso-
lute, with this hostile and friendly, terrible and derisive world which it
reveals to us. There is our subject. . . . It is not a matter of choosing
one’s age but of choosing oneself within it” (WL 165-66). We recog-
nize here the call to “historialization” as “historical authenticity,”
though neither term appears in the text. Nor are we astonished to hear
Sartre speak of a moral and metaphysical “absolute.” If there is any ab-
solute “value” in his thought, it is certainly “freedom,” a term that is
growing in extension as Sartre’s social sense develops. This concrete,
historical freedom is realized in the “socialist collectivity,” his Kantian
“city of ends,” for he insists, “Only in a socialist collectivity would liter-
ature, having finally understood its essence and having made the syn-
thesis of praxis and exzs, of negativity and construction, of doing, having,
and being, deserve the name of weal literature” (WL 166). But it is pre-
cisely in these terms that he has described the end of “prehistory” or
“alienated history” in the Notebooks. 1t is perhaps no coincidence that the
concept of “total history” was being propounded by certain Annales
historians at that time.?

The third thesis concerns the very content of committed literature. It
is moral in nature and focuses on our experience of the impossibility of
living a moral life in an immoral society.

It is up to us to convert the city of ends into a concrete and open
society—and this by the very content of our works. If the city of ends
remains a feeble abstraction, it is because it is not realizable without an
objective modification of the historical situation. . . . But if we start
with the moral exigence which the aesthetic feeling envelops without
meaning to do so, we are starting on the right foot. We must Aéstorialize
[Aistorialiser] the reader’s good will, that is, . . . provoke his intention of
treating men, in every case, as an absolute endand . . . direct his atten-
tion upon his neighbors, that is, upon the oppressed of the world. But
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we shall have accomplished nothing if, in addition, we do not show
him . . . that it is impossible to treat concrete men as ends in contem-

porary society. (WL 190, § 2:297)

This is the ideal that will unify and direct Sartre’s writings from then on:
“The freedom of the person and the socialist revolution” (WL 190; §
2:297). ‘

Sartre continued to wield his pen as a sword on behalf of the exploited
and the oppressed of society. His existentialist emphasis on the primacy
of individual praxis, which we shall study in the Crizigue, requires that he
emphasize oppressive praxis over institutional exploitation. But his
works of imaginative literature, including his existential psycho-
analyses of Baudelaire, Genet, and Flaubert, must be read as forms of
the literary commitment proclaimed in What Is Literature? Each in its
own way intends to “historialize” our good will, luring us into thoughts,
as he once said, “traitorous to our class.”

This same existential primacy of praxis leads Sartre to write history in
such a manner that individual biography becomes integral to its unfold-
ing. This is not simply because, as he proclaims at the outset of his mul-
tivolume study of Flaubert, he is keen on learning “what we can know
about a man nowadays.” His overall aim is to comprehend our common
project in order to “objectively modify” our historical situation so as to
liberate us from exploitative social relations. The panoply of technical
terms that we shall see him introducing in the Critigue—praxis, practico-
inert, process, passive activity, and the like—is marshaled to construct a
social ontology that leaves space for moral responsibility while respect-
ing the specificity and efficacity of social wholes. This is what I am call-
ing “committed history” at its inception. We shall review its progress in
chapter 6.

This study opened with the question of whether Sartre, feeling the
sting of current history, would allow for a meaning to it aZ. His answer
to this question completes the foregoing guide to the elements of an ex-
istential philosophy of history. It can be summarized by a brief recon-
struction from previously discussed material.

Given the multiplicity of consciousnesses, the ambiguity of historical
facts, and the noematic status of social wholes, whatever meaning (sens)
history has will be a product of creative decision, not discovery. The
Marxist concept of one History as a scientific law or cultural fact, for
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example, can be dismissed as an expression of “social and metaphysical
prejudices” (VE 80). We have seen that, for Sartre, in history as in indi-
vidual life, “existence precedes essence” (V£ 32); in other words, mean-
ing in both cases is chosen, with all the risk and anguish attendant upon
such commitments. And in both cases Sartre “chooses” authentic unity-
totality on moral grounds, that is, in pursuit of the socioethical ideal of
mutual recognition of freedoms (fraternity), the city of ends.?

Sartre does not defend these maxims in the Notebooks, but he does ac-
knowledge the need for totality (not yet realized but as to-be-realized,
that is, as an ideal [maxim]) to confer unity—that is, meaning—on His-
tory. In other words, his concept of a “science” of history is that of a
committed thinker whose reading-interpretation of the ambiguities of
history will occur from the valuative perspective of maximizing the con-
ditions of freedom for all. In effect, this means extending to the historian
the concept of “committed literature” that Sartre was making famous at
about the same time.

Hayden White has warned: “Take the vision out of Marxism, and what
remains is a timid historicism of the kind favored by liberals and the kind
of accommodationist politics that utilitarians identify as the essence of
politics itself” (C 143). Sartre’s existentialist approach to history, even
in this first phase, clearly issues from a philosophy of vision. That he is a
philosopher of the imagination is as much in evidence here as in his aes-
thetic writings. His early adoption of imaging consciousness as the
paradigm of consciousness zout court has continued to touch every facet
of his work. If Etienne Barilier could confront Sartre and Aron on their
respective conceptions of the relation between thought and reality, be-
tween the imaginary and the real,* it is because the decisive role of imag-
inative vision gave Sartre’s entire philosophy an aesthetic flavor which
the sober Aron never managed to produce. Whether “committed his-
tory” is a cover for ideology or whether it honestly voices the social
responsibility of the historian cannot be decided fairly until we have the
full dossier at hand. But in this initial stage of our inquiry and of his
formulation, it is evident not only that Sartre writes with a certain set of
values and disvalues in view, but that the conjunction of the historical
and the moral permeates his thought and seeks resolution in a writing
that effects what it portrays. Such is the message of this existentialist
philosophy of history in its first phase.
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It is often overlooked that the conviction that one
can make sense of history stands on the same level
of epistemic plausibility as the conviction that it
makes no sense whatsoever. My point is that the
kind of politics that one can justify by an appeal to
history will differ according to whether one pro-
ceeds on the basis of the former or the latter
conviction. I am inclined to think that a visionary
politics can proceed only on the latter conviction.

—Hayden White, 7%e Content of the Form
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Chapter Five
History Has Its Reasons

I t is worthwhile recalling at this juncture
that we are addressing the general issue
of reason in history. Sartre is not a rational-
ist, not even like Hegel and perhaps Marx, a
dialectical rationalist. One feature that
marks his theory as existentialist is its insis-
tence that we have a choice in the reason we
employ. Not that there is a menu of ratio-
nalities from which we can select to suit our
needs or whims. His point is that our life-
directing project includes the valuing or the
disvaluing of the rational as we understand
it. And if there are kinds of rationality, our
manner of being rational is part of our self-
definition. So we cannot avoid respon-
sibility even for being rational.

A CoNFLICT OF RATIONALITIES

Sartre seems to believe that historical “rea-
son,” or sense-making, at least in the West
and in our days, is of just two kinds, the ana-
lytic and the dialectical, and that each fosters
a corresponding set of values. In fact, he ar-
gues that “at a certain level of abstraction,
class conflict expresses itself as a conflict of
rationalities” (CDR 1:802).

Put somewhat crudely, the analytic sums
but does not totalize; it is blind to social
wholes and, hence, to class conflict. It is at-

Reasoning has a human air.
And it is not merely the ob-
jective presentation of
arguments (as in a philoso-
phy class): it is also struggle
and tactics. There is a will in
that voice which wants to
find me wrong.

—Sartre, Notebooks for
an Ethics

99
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omistic and determinist, atemporal and formal (structural). In the face of
historical events, the most analytic reason can offer is statistical general-
izations and abstract causal laws. It is the rationality proper to the engi-
neer in the Notebooks. Sartre sometimes calls it “bourgeois” reason since,
in its passion for the “objective” as the value-free, it roundly endorses
the status quo: “One makes oneself bourgeois by once and for all choos-
ing a certain analytic vision of the world which one tries to impose on all
people and which excludes the perception of collective realities” (§
2:19). Dialectical reason, on the other hand, is totalizing and temporaliz-
ing. It is not deterministic, though the kind of (positive) freedom it ad-
vocates is much disputed. And it is developmental; its “truth,” as we
have seen, is a “becoming” truth in a sense redolent of pragmatism.

With “dialectical Reason,” we have reached the core of Sartre’s the-
ory of reason in history. He encapsulates that view when he writes
in Search for a Method: “Without these principles [of his progressive-
regressive method], there is no historical rationality. But without living
men, there is no history” (§M 133). The rationality he refers to is dialec-
tical. Its proper field comprises those ambiguous facts, conflicting inter-
pretations, objective contradictions, and time-bound realities that make
up history in the concrete. Since his mature theory of history turns on
his notion of dialectical reason, we must scrutinize that term in its many
aspects. In addition to the concepts of comprehension, totalization, and
progressive-regressive method to be discussed in this chapter, “dialecti-
cal reason” entails two basic forms of mediation by means of which the
abstract individual enters concrete history, namely, the practico-inert
and praxis. For clarity of exposition, we shall defer consideration of
these until chapter 6.

Sartre’s first systematic treatment of the issue of historical under-
standing is Search for a Method. In the nine years that separate it from the
Notebooks, he has followed his own advice regarding the committed his-
torian and has entered the political arena via a series of essays, inter-
views, and politically oriented plays, not to mention his participation in
protest movements of various sorts.! Yet his belief in the mission of the
political Left to further the conditions for realizing the “city of ends”
does not blind him to the theoretical difficulties such a project entails.
“Do we have today the means to constitute a structural, historical an-
thropology?” he asks at the outset. And he answers with the conditional,
“if such a thing as a Truth can exist in anthropology, it must be a truth
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that has become, and it must make itself a totalization.” Showing the fruit
of his long conversation with Hegel and the French Hegelians in the
Notebooks, he adds that such a becoming, a totalizing truth which refers
both to being and to knowing is what Hegel meant by “dialectic.” He
takes it as a basic postulate of the book that “such a totalization is per-
petually in process as History and as philosophical Truth” (SM xxxiv).
With the help of this postulate, his task is to offer provisional solutions
for the internal conflicts of philosophical anthropology.

Sartre seems to have laid aside the perplexities about History/
histories that bothered him in the Nozebooks. He now allows that his pos-
tulate is incompatible with the “positivists’” (and his own former)
claims that “there are severa/ Histories and several Truths.” Yet ac-
knowledging that his “postulate” must in some sense be defended, he
describes his task in Search for a Method as answering the question
“whether there is any such thing as a Truth for humanity.”2 This trans-
lates into the challenge to show a relation (rapport) between historical
totalization and totalizing Truth, his code word for historical materialism.
That relation he calls “dialectical Reason,” and he devotes the formida-
ble Critigue of Dialectical Reason published three years later to its defense.

Unlike Kant’s Critigue of Pure Reason, Sartre’s Critigue must answer not
only the quaestio juris (How does one warrant the claims of dialectical
Reason?) but also the guaestio facti (Is there such a thing as dialectical
Reason at all?). In this he joins the post-Kantian philosophers of history
such as Dilthey, Heinrich Rickert, Georg Simmel, and Weber, who seek
to establish the guid factias well.® Yet it is not a matter of “discovering” a
dialectic the way one discovers a planet or even a mathematical proof,
for dialectical reason by definition encompasses the inquirer along with
the stated object of inquiry.# Rather, the dialectic must emerge, must
come to consciousness in such revelatory moments as the experiences of
negation, necessity, counterfinality, and dépassement (translated as
“transcending” or “overcoming”). But these moments, like the dialectic
of which they form a part, demand the counterposition which Sartre
calls “positivist, analytical Reason” (CDR 1:823). The negative side of
Sartre’s justification of the dialectic is his argument that analytic Reason
fails to render human reality comprehensible.

In his introduction to the Critigue, Sartre warns that volume 1 will
comprise a theory of practical ensembles “as moments of totalization,”
whereas volume 2, the notes for which were published posthumously in
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1985, will consider “the problem of totalization itself; that is to say, of
History in its development and of Truth in its becoming” (CDR 1:824).

MaxkinG SEnsE oF HisTory: Search for a Method

Turning to a more detailed examination of the first of these works, we
find Sartre’s theory of history hinged on three cardinal concepts: com-
prehension, totalization, and the progressive-regressive method. As the
previous quotations indicate, these are to be understood dialectically,
that is, with a certain spiraling reciprocity, though the dialectic as such
will be reviewed with the Critigue.

Comprehension of Oneself

Recent philosophical literature is replete with articles and books assess-
ing the difference between understanding and explanation as well as the
specificity of the former to the human sciences.” Indeed, Raymond Aron
has remarked that “understanding [la compréhension] is fundamentally
the decisive problem, one could almost say the sole [unigue] problem, of
the logic of history.”¢ Since the War Diaries, we have seen that Sartre has
accepted the concept of comprehension (Verstehen), if not uncritically.
But only in Search for a Method does he examine it closely. There and in
the Critigue, he sees it as the nonreflective awareness of praxis, heir to the
“self-translucency” of the for-itself in Being and Nothingness. In other
words, Sartre differs from classical Ferstehen theorists by insisting that
one begins by understanding the field of one’s own practical concerns,
one’s “circuit of selfness.”

The same lingering Cartesian ideal of unqualified self-awareness
from Being and Nothingness permeates Search and the Critigue. In Sartre’s
case, however, that clarity is not theoretical but practical and is vulner-
able to a very un-Cartesian mystification.” Because the historical agent
understands what he is about, Sartre is arguing, we have the possibility
of comprehending him as well. But what we comprehend ideally is his
own comprehension of his project, the “inside” of the action, if you will,
the first of the three “planes,” according to the Diaries, on which the his-
torian moves (see WD 300). Since this self-comprehension is prereflec-
tive (and in many ways a functional equivalent of Freud’s unconscious),
it is conceivable that we can (reflectively) know an agent better then he
(reflectively) knows himself| the ideal of historical hermeneutics since

Dilthey.®
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In an important passage in 7he Family /diot, Sartre explains a distinc-
tion he has used virtually without comment since 7%e Psychology of
Imagination, that between the prereflexive and the unreflected:

[Comprehension] is itself lived experience [vécu], and [ shall call it pre-
reflexive [préréflexive] (and not unreflected [irréfléchie]) because it ap-
pears as an undistanced redoubling of internalization. Intermediary
between nonthetic consciousness and reflexive thematization, it is the
dawning of a reflection, but when it surges up with its verbal tools, it
frequently falsifies what is “understood”: other forces come into play

. ., which will divert it or compel it to replace meaning [sens] with a

network of significations, depths glimpsed through verbal and super-
ficial generalities. (#73:429; F 2:1544)

Close to what G. E. M. Anscombe calls “non-observational knowl-
edge,”” and closer still to what Dilthey terms “reflective experience,”
comprehension is an intensification of our immediate awareness that is
neither objectifying, as is reflective knowledge, nor simply immersed,
the way nonthematic (nonthetic) being-in-the-world appears to be. As
an “undistanced redoubling of internalization,” comprehension might
appear to be more on the “subjectivizing” than on the “objectivizing”
side of the dialectic of internalization-externalization. But Sartre’s use
emphasizes its telic, externalizing character as well. In sum, comprehen-
sion is our lived, fallible awareness of what we are about.!9

Comprehension of the Other

The way is open for such a hermeneutic of another’s action because, as
Sartre puts it, “man is for himself and for others a signifying being . . . a
creator of signs” (SM 152). It is this grounding of semiotics in the signi-
fying power of human praxis that maintains its “existentialist” charac-
ter: “Le signifiant, c'est moi,” in Denis Hollier’s summation of Sartre’s
view.!l As examples of such interpretation, Sartre cites the participants
in a boxing match (a case that will figure centrally in Critigue 2) and the
people in a stuffy room who observe someone walking toward the
closed window (see SM 157, 153 respectively). We understand the
other’s project in a practical way. Neither a special faculty nor an arcane
talent, “comprehension” is described by Sartre as “the dialectical move-
ment that explains the act by its terminal signification in terms of its
starting conditions” (SM 153). We must note this reference to the end
and the initial conditions because comprehension, though originally



104 , Chapter Five

progressive, may be entirely regressive or both at once. In fact, what he
will call the “progressive-regressive method” aims at just such “com-
prehension” of a concrete historical action.

In the Critigue, he explains: “Whenever a praxis can be traced to the
intention of a practical organism or a group, even if this intention is im-
plicit or obscure to the agent himself] there is comprehension” (CDR
1:76, emphasis mine). The reason is that consciousness is intentional,
and “praxis” in Sartre’s later works has subsumed the “directionality”
of the for-itself in his earlier writings. But of special note for the philoso-
phy of history is Sartre’s claim that there may be a group intention and
that this can be discovered. We shall not pursue this matter until we
have discussed the origin and nature of the group. But it is already clear
that Sartre wishes to carry into historical understanding that compre-
hension he ascribes to individual awareness. A kind of social hermeneu-
tic is entering the list of Sartre’s methodological tools. Although he
employed an individual hermeneutic in the existential psychoanalysis of
Being and Nothingness (see BN 569), he was in no position to extend this
to the collective. But until he does so, his comprehension of history re-
mains seriously impaired. Still, the application of “comprehension” to
groups requires a change in Sartre’s social ontology. If the individual is
absolute, what kind of purposiveness can one ascribe to collectives?
Though he steadfastly rejects Durkheim’s “collective consciousness,”
Sartre in the Critigue will occasionally speak of “collective representa-
tions” and refer to the constraint we feel from phenomena like public
opinion—evidence of collective consciousness for Durkheim. In other
words, the matter of collective intention is as much ontological as epis-
temological, as we shall see.

Sens and Signification

It is in the context of comprehension that we must distinguish sens from
signification in Sartre’s theory. Though both words can be translated as
“meaning,” signification refers to a static, conceptual meaning whereas
sens denotes the ongoing unity of a lived process, what he sometimes
calls a “presence.” As such, the terms seem consonant with analytic and
dialectical reason respectively. Significantly, Sartre first employed the
distinction in aesthetics where he differentiated between images, which
“presentify” sens, and signs, which communicate signification. As he in-
sists, “I shall say that an [aesthetic] object has sens when it is the incarna-
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tion of a reality that surpasses it but which cannot be grasped aside
from it and whose infinity does not allow adequate expression in any
system of signs; it is always a case of totality: totality of a person, a mi-
lieu, an epoch or the human condition.”!? Thus the paintings of Paul
Rebeyrolle, for example, are said to present the sens of the Cold War.!?
The terminological bridge to Sartre’s later dialectic of history consists
in the equivalence he sees between sens and what he calls the “singular
universal.”!* The latter term, of Hegelian inspiration, appears more
frequently in the later Sartre. Just as life is in every part of the body but
is identical with none, and just as the soul, in medieval parlance, “is
where it acts,” so Sartre argues, is the entire Renaissance present in
Michelangelo’s David or in the Mona Lisa’s smile.!> This equivalence
of sens and singular universal will lend a key to understanding the cru-
cial, related terms “totalization” and “incarnation” to be considered
next. Sartre recapitulates the relatiori between “comprehension” and
sens when he later describes “comprehension, a silent adjunct to lived
experience [/e vécu],” as “an obscure grasp of the sens of a process be-
yond its significations.” !¢

In the introduction, I referred to Sartre’s “poetics” of history. I have
already noted one aspect of this in his likening comprehension of an-
other’s free action to that of a work of art. In “Existentialism Is a Hu-
manism,” he even repeats the Nietzschean maxim, echoed by Foucault,
that we make of our lives a work of art. But the similarity between his-
tory and art in Sartre’s view grows closer still in the above passage
where the aesthetic object is described as capable of incarnasing an infi-
nite reality which is nonetheless a totality, such as a milieu or an ep-
och.’” What makes the “incarnation” aesthetic, we can presume, is,
among other things, its occurring through an image and not a “system
of signs.” Now this reference to the sens of an epoch such as the Renais-
sance suggests that “History,” not as an analytic system of signs to be
summarized in a conjunction of objects or attributes but as a dialectical
totalization, might “incarnate” the “spirit” of a person, a people, or an
age. This would presume a “poetic” use of the language of history that
Sartre has not yet acknowledged, but which Jules Michelet, for example,
championed in French historiography.!® And Sartre’s aesthetic theory is
ready to accommodate the sens-totalization relationship that he now dis-
cerns in the historical realm.!?

It is one of the assumptions of Sartre’s theory of history that collec-
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tive as well as individual lives have a sens that is comprehended by their
agents and, given the proper hermeneutic, is available to others as well.
The only evidence he offers for this momentous presupposition, as we
have seen, is the understanding it confers on the otherwise disparate
events under consideration. The method for unlocking this sens is both
progressive and regressive.

Another major assumption of Sartre’s method is that “common ac-
tion and individual praxis exhibit a real homogeneity.” This is necessary
lest the agent not understand the action of his own group. But it has the
added advantage of leaving historical action in principle open to the out-
sider as well. This is not to deny the specificity of social facts. Sartre
allows that “group status is indeed a metamorphosis of the individual.”
But he continues, “the formal structure of the objective and of the oper-
ations is still typically individual” because, as we shall see in detail
shortly, only individual praxis is constituting; group praxis is entirely
constituted by its individual members.?? As Sartre points out: “If the ob-
jective of the group is by definition incapable of being realized by an iso-
lated individual, then it can [at least] be posited by such an individual (on
the basis of need, danger or more complex forms)” (CDR 1:510). In
other words, “the dialectical rationality of common praxis does not tran-
scend the rationality of individual praxis” (CDR 1:538). What remains
for Sartre to account for, lest his postulate be dismissed as mere question
begging, is the cognitive homogeneity that obtains in the midst of an
ontological heterogeneity between the individual and the social. He will
attempt this in the Critigue by distinguishing constituting (individual)
from constituted (group) praxis.

Totalization

From the introduction to Search for a Method through the final pages of
the Critigue 2, the term “totalization” dominates Sartre’s theory of his-
tory. Mikel Dufrenne called it the key term to unlocking the Critigue. He
also acknowledged that its meaning was difficult to delineate.?! Georg
Lukdcs is credited with introducing the term into Marxist literature. Sar-
tre was familiar with the latter’s History and Class Consciousness and the
Marxist humanism it propounded.?? Whatever his conceptual borrow-
ing from the Lukacs volume, it will suffice here to grasp the term’s func-
tion within the emerging Sartrean system.

“Totalization” denotes the unifying function of “praxis” once this
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has replaced “consciousness-project” in the Sartrean vocabulary.
“Praxis” signifies roughly “purposive human activity in its material-
social environment.”?3 We noted Sartre’s early criticism of Aron’s fail-
ure to correlate or unify the plurality of significations to which the ac-
tion or event was subject. I'wenty years later he continues to warn that
“we lose sight of human reality if we do not consider [these] significa-
tions as synthetic, multidimensional, indissoluble objects, which hold
individual places in a spacetime with multiple dimensions.” As he ex-
plains, “the mistake here is to reduce the lived signification to the simple
linear statement which language gives it” (S4/ 108-9). In other words,
one must adopt a dialectical discourse in order to respect human reality
and its lived meaning (which, were he observing his own distinction at
this point, he should call sens). Totalization “as a movement of History
and as a theoretical and practical attempt to ‘situate’an event, a group or
a man” seeks to capture this unity: “what totalization must discover is
the multidimensional unity of the act” (M 111; emphasis mine).

One of the major differences between Sartre and Foucault, as we
shall see, is their respective assessments of this “multidimensionality”
of the act (event). Where Sartre strives to gather these dimensions into
the unity of a praxis-project, Foucault will insist on their irreducible
multiplicity.>* As befits a poststructuralist, he is opposed to totalizing
acts of any kind.

So praxis is totalizing. But it is likewise dialectical. Its practical total-
ization is no mere “summing up.” Nor is its unity that of the abstract
universal concept or term such as Aristotle advocated. Indeed, it was his
preference for such universals that led Aristotle to deny any “science of
the singular.” No doubt Aristotle too favored the knowledge of “the
many through one.” But the one he championed was abstract and eter-
nal, not concrete and historical. Sartre joins Hegel, the German Aris-
totle, and dialectical thinkers thereafter in trying to respect the unique
character of the individual while appreciating the greater degree of un-
derstanding conferred by relating individuals among themselves and to
the whole. Individual organic praxis does not suppress its components
but constitutes them as parts in a dynamic, ongoing whole. Organic
praxis alone is “constituting” of such wholes; what Sartre terms the
“group” is constituted by such organic praxes. Although “synthetically
enriched” in group praxis, the individual retains ontological primacy.
Where there is praxis there is dialectic. This ontological primacy of or-
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ganic praxis renders Sartre’s dialectic “nominalistic,” as we shall see.
Constituting dialectic characterizes the individual; constituted dialectic,
the group.

Later, in 7he Family Idiot, Sartre will distinguish “the simple Aufhe-
bung of a given from the totalizing return that we effect upon it at one
and the same time to integrate it in the organic unity that we are trying
to be and to prevent it from undermining the same.” For, he explains,
“in human reality . . . the multiple is always haunted by a dream or a
memory of synthetic unity; so it is detotalization itself that demands to
be retotalized and the totalization is not a simple inventory followed by
a totalitarian constant, but an intentional, oriented enterprise of re-
unification” (#7 2:3; F 1:653). Sartre seems to see totalization as both an
ontological and a psychological necessity, analogous to the “futile de-
sire to be God” in Being and Nothingness. He now focuses on our totaliz-
ing drive toward the impossible goal of full integration into the social
unit conceived as an organic whole.

Totalization is a practical act (as is comprehension) that effects this
interrelation and focus of acts and environment. Like Husserlian con-
sciousness, it is meaning-giving (Sinngebende), but this meaning-
direction (sens) is primarily telic and practical. For example, Sartre ob-
serves in the Critigue that the single group in process of formation is,
from the methodological viewpoint, “the most simple form of totaliza-
tion” (CDR 1:407).

But totalization is a valuative act as well, though Sartre seldom speaks
in such terms. It assesses what is and what is not relevant to an end-in-
view. And, more important, it establishes that end itself, as in classical
Sartrean existential choice and in the sense of committed history dis-
cussed in chapter 4. This is the point of his remarks on the Kronstadt
uprising during the Bolshevik revolution:

The condemnation of the insurgents at Kronstadt was perhaps inevi-
table; it was perhaps the judgment of history on this tragic attempt.
But. . . this practical judgment (the only real one) will remain that of
an enslaved history so long as it does not include the free interpreta-
tion of the revolt in terms of the insurgents themselves and of the contradic-
tions of the moment. . . . The historian, by consenting to study facts
at all levels of reality, liberates future history. This liberation can come
about as a visible and efficacious action only within the compass of the
general movement of democratization, but conversely, it cannot fail to
accelerate this movement. (844 99 n; emphasis mine)
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A good example of “committed history,” Sartre’s advice is likewise
an expression of the Marxist “unity of theory and practice” which his
existentialism has always maintained. In the present case, it indicates
that the goa/ of historical description should be the liberation of the
oppressed. By paying attention to the level of choice-freedom-
responsibility (“historialization,” in his earlier discourse), in other
words, by respecting the “praxis” dimension of historical events, the
historian saves human reality from submersion in antecedent “necessi-
ties” and impersonal accounts. She makes the reader feel the pinch of
the real, the contradictions of the situation. She likewise contributes to
the advent of the reign of freedom by raising the social consciousness of
historians and others who read her work.

Finally, totalization is ongoing. It is correlative both to praxis and to
the fact that human reality and the social wholes human reality consti-
tutes are at best “detotalized totalities” (see BNV 165 and CDR 1:407).
Sartre gives the reason why individual and social wholes will always be
unfinished and ambiguous when he notes: “A totalizing praxis cannot
totalize itself as a totalized element” (CDR 1:373).

One consequence of this open-ended character of social wholes is
that the outsider who would “comprehend” a group praxis stands in the
same condition as one who would join the group; total integration as if
into some organic whole is impossible in either case, and for the same
reason: the “inner distance” of the individual agent-consciousness. No
doubt, a certain interpenetration of interests-ends is possible, not unlike
the “fusion of horizons” (Horizontverschmelyung) of Gadamer’s her-
meneutic.?> As the group members can subordinate their personal inter-
ests to “ours,” so the historian can practice a kind of ascesis, what Sartre
calls a “practical negation of the negation which defines his life,” in or-
der to comprehend the process, not “wie es eigentlich gewesen ist,” but
as the participants understood it themselves.?6 Hence the importance of
the project, both individual and group, in understanding the sens of a
historical event. To the extent that events have a meaning-sens, they are
the effects, countereffects, or intersection of human projects. This is the
principle of the primacy of praxis that guides Sartre’s theorizing on society
and history for the remainder of his career.?’

Sartre formulates what we may call the principle of totalization in his
philosophy of history when he claims that “a man—whoever he is—
totalizes his epoch to the precise degree that he is totalized by it” (#/
5:394; I 3:426). He was groping for such a principle as early as the #ar



770 Chapter Five

Diaries when he spoke of the kaiser’s withered arm and again, in the
Notebooks, with his discussion of surpassing and expressing one’s epoch
through historialization. He approached significantly closer when he re-
lated Michelangelo’s David to the sens of the Renaissance. But despite
the distinction between sens and signification, one could dismiss these
totalizations as merely symbolic.?2 More difficult to dismiss (or to ac-
count for adequately otherwise) is the totalizing reciprocity that directs
Sartre’s massive study of Flaubert, 7%e Family Idio.

He gives some indication of this reciprocity when in Search he recom-
mends that the progressive-regressive method be fortified by “cross-
references between the object [ Madame Bovary, for example] (which con-
tains the whole period as hierarchized significations) and the period
(which contains the object in its totalization)” (SM 148). Thus, Leconte
de Lisle, as both signifier and signified (signifiant-signifié), “signifies . . .
the unspoken and lived sens of the epoch by his singular appropriation of
the sign,” for example, by wearing a monocle (#75:399-400; F 3:432).
In the case of Flaubert, Sartre explains, “the man and his time will be
integrated into the dialectical totalization when we have shown how
History surpasses this contradiction” between how Flaubert was and
how his age took him to be ($M 150). The point is not simply to note
these facts, nor merely to connect them chronologically, causally, or
even narratively. Totalization requires that we grasp the dialectical ne-
cessity of the contradiction, for example, between these two views of
Flaubert, in terms of the praxis of the agent and the inertia and contrary
praxes of his society. In other words, the historian’s task is to bring to
light the “synthetic bonds of History,” its bonds of “interiority,” as he
had said in the War Diaries. Sartre’s dialectical investigation aims to de-
termine what, in the process of human history, “is the respective role of
relations of interiority and exteriority” (CDR 1:56-57).

Reflecting on culture as a “temporalizing totalization” in the Critigue,
Sartre points out that each of us gua cultured, totalizes himself by “dis-
appearing as a cultivated individual and emerging as the synthetic bond
between everyone and what might be called the cultural field” (CDR
1:54). What he means is that we are dialectically conditioned by the to-
talized past and totalizing future of the process of human development.
A cultural object, as it were, wears its history, and we are internally re-
lated to the field of cultural objects in which we act.?? Sartre admits that
talk of an individual is merely a methodological point of departure, that
one’s short life soon becomes diluted in the “pluridimensional human
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ensemble which temporalizes its totalization and totalizes its tempo-

rality.” Anticipating the theory behind his Flaubert study, he adds:

To the extent that its individual universals are perpetually aroused, in
my immediate as well as my reflective life, and, from the depth of the
past in which they were born, provide the keys and the rules of my
actions, we must be able, in our regressive investigation, to make use
of the whole of contemporary knowledge (at least in principle) to elucidate a

given undertaking or social ensemble, a particular avatar of praxis.
(CDR 1:55)

Totalization can be either synchronic (structural) or diachronic (his-
torical). The former is the terminus of a regressive argument in Sartre’s
vaguely Kantian sense of reasoning from the fact to the formal condi-
tions of its possibility. Thus the first volume of the Critigue employs a
mainly regressive method to arrive at “the elementary formal struc-
tures” of sociohistorical development, namely, the series, the group, the
institution, and their dialectical interrelation (CDR 1:818).

Diachronic totalization, also called “temporalization,” is an essential
feature of individual praxis. And since only organic praxis is constitutive
of social wholes, its diachronic totalizations constitute History. Indeed,
Sartre claims that “History is a totalization that temporalizes itself”
(CDR 1:54). In other words, history is to be grasped by a “progressive”
movement, one that comprehends its “end” and its means. In that re-
spect, history is more about the future than the past, though as history it
will be the future perfect. The second volume of the Critigue was to pursue
this movement. Sartre’s Flaubert study, in many ways the culmination
of his theoretical work, employs both synchronic and diachronic totaliz-
ations. ' |

Finally, and in a way that invites our analysis of the Flaubert case in
chapter 8, Sartre distinguishes micro- and macrototalization. A rich, if ex-
tended, instance is the following:

So in each totalization in progress, one must always envisage in their
dialectical relations the direct connection between the general totaliz-
ation and the singular totalization (a totalization of the singular by the
concrete generality), that is, of the whole to the part. And one must
keep in mind the same dialectical relationship of the macrocosmic to-
talization to the microcosmic totalization through the mediation of the
historical moment [/a conjuncture]—of the concrete universal produced
by it, retotalized by every part, and determining individual singularity
at once by the historical event (the totalized incarnation of the totaliza-



772 ' Chapter Five

tion) and by the general face of the world (i.e., by the real relation
among all the parts, not insofar as they directly express the whole but
as they are distinguished from it by their movement to retotalize it—
in order to reexternalize it as it was internalized by them). (#75:399 n;
F 3:432 n; third emphasis mine)

The difference between the micro and the macro seems to be one not
only of scope but of quality and even of kind. This is an elucidation of
the principle of totalization mentioned above. It both guides and war-
rants Sartre’s Flaubert study. In explaining the principle, as always, we
must begin with the praxis of the organic individual. The individual is a’
signified-signifier. Sartre has long accepted the Husserlian notion of
consciousness as meaning-giving. He now conjoins this with the semi-
otic concept of man as sign-giving, in a sense, the social side of the Hus-
serlian position. The individual finds himself in the midst of a network
of signs that designate him as a class member, a professional, and the
like, but also as a man of his times (or a misfit). These are macrototaliza-
tions; they occupy the space between organic individual praxis and
physical nature, in other words, the cultural, historical world.3? Those
like Hollier and Jean-Marie Benoist, who see Sartre as insensitive to the
specificity and relative autonomy of linguistic meaning, seem to dis-
count his claim that the individual is signifié as well as signifiant.3! This
will come to the fore in our discussion of the practico-inert in chapter 6.

Yet, unlike the structuralists, Sartre sees this signifying network both
as itself historical (the “sedimentation,” in Husserl’s term, of prior total-
izations) and as dialectically related to the totalizing praxes of organic in-
dividuals, that is, to micrototalizations. What counts in this respect,
Sartre writes, is the “action of the future as such” (SM 94). We must
consider society as penetrating each action-motivation from the “per-
spective of the future” (SM 96). In fact, micrototalization emerges as the
proper way to “appropriate” historical meaning as called for by the Dr-
artes and the Notebooks. In pursuing his own end, the agent “interiorizes”
his social world, using it as an instrument in his totalizing project. But he
thereby concretizes that same world, moves it forward in time and
changes it the way a colonialist, for example, brings his culture to an-
other people while distancing himself in several senses from that very
culture, to which he can never fully return.

The relation between micro- and macrototalization is dialectical, and
the dialectic is mediated by what Sartre calls the “singular” or “concrete
universal” (#75:399 n.)—for example, the monocle as worn by Leconte
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de Lisle, which, as we saw, signified “the unspoken and lived sens of his
epoch,” or the practice of bourgeois “respectability” as maintained in
late nineteenth-century France (CDR 1:774). The paradigm, of course,
is Madame Bovary, which is not a type but a singular universal (#72:390).
But again, it is the novel as written by Gustave Flaubert. The concrete
universal “incarnates,” in Sartre’s term, the objective spirit of an age,
but it does so as more than a symbolic form.>? It mediates praxis en-
abling the generation of sens (meaning/direction) out of the interrelation
of individuals with each other and with their cultural environment. In
this sense the Victorian practice of respectability both signified and ef-
fected a certain oppressive relation between the bourgeoisie and the
working class. The pivotal role of “incarnation” in Sartre’s theory of
history comes to the fore in his study of Stalin and Soviet society in vol-
ume 2 of the Critique.

Before moving to our last conceptual element of a philosophy of his-
tory from Search for a Method, we should distinguish “totalization” from
the “invisible hand” of the utilitarians and the “cunning of Reason” of
the Hegelians. Despite a superficial resemblance—all three theories of
history view the individual as bearer of a message she may not be able to
translate herself—Sartre’s differs from the others significantly. He con-
ceives the relationship between individual intention and common result
dialectically, unlike the utilitarians, who understand it in merely cu-
mulative terms or after Newton’s model of the parallelogram of forces.
But what distinguishes him from Hegel and the orthodox Marxists in
this regard is his emphasis on the constitutive role of individual totaliz-
ing praxis. Throughout Search Sartre’s recurrent criticism of Marxism is
that it “lack[s] any hierarchy of mediations” (SM 56). We recognize a
form of his initial critique of Aron. Indeed, this respect for individual
praxis sustains the specifically existentialist tilt of his theory of history.

THE ProGRrREssiVE-REGRESSIVE METHOD

“I have a passion for understanding men” writes Sartre in the course of
his extended introduction to Jean Genet’s collected works (SG 137). His
three-volume study of Flaubert confirms that claim. Sartre’s interest in
history flows from that passion as well. He approaches history via the
singularity of an individual existence (the principle of totalization) in
order to clarify the one by illuminating the other. This bifocal method,
so appropriate to an existentialist theory, lends greater precision to what
has motivated his approach to historiography from the start, namely,
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the desire to attain that mutual comprehension of the kaiser and the war.
Brought to reflective awareness in Search, this procedure is christened
the progressive-regressive method. It consists of three stages.??

Sartre recommends we begin with a rigorous phenomenological de-
scription of the object of our inquiry at the general level of its eidos or
intelligible contour. This resembles the method employed in Being and
Nothingness to reveal the essential structure of “human reality.” We have
recorded those structures as being-in-itself, -for-itself, and -for-others.
But if the point of Sartrean existentialism is to ferret out the unique, the
concrete individual from the faceless human mass, the descriptive an-
alyses of Being and Nothingness are but the end of the beginning. They
uncover the basic elements of the human condition and, above all, reveal
that human reality, the existentialist everyman, is not a self but a
presence-to-self, this being the ontological root of its freedom. More-
over, these phenomenological descriptions show that our fundamental
project, not space-time or matter, is what individuates each of us.

But such descriptions do not capture that project and hence our indi-
viduality in its uniqueness—nor could they. Of their nature, phen-
omenological descriptions are static or timeless. Their fruit is the
Wesensschau or immediate grasp of the essence (eidos) of the object in
question. Phenomenology continues to yield “concepts,” not “notions”
in Sartre’s technical sense of those terms. Though he continues to em-
ploy arresting descriptions of paradigmatic cases in his later works, he
no longer calls his method “phenomenological.”3* It is becoming clear
to Sartre, even in Being and Nothingness, that another, supplementary
method is required in his search for the concrete, one that “reads” this
agent’s actions as expressions of a unique life project or what we have

‘been calling the agent’s “historialization.” Such is the hermeneutic of
existentialist psychoanalysis, introduced in that same text.

The second, regressive stage of Sartre’s method, like its Kantian
counterpart, moves from facts to the conditions of their possibility. Sar-
tre sometimes calls these conditions “formal” (see, for example, CDR
1:671). The mediating factors in Sartre’s social ontology that we shall
discuss in the following chapter—praxis, practico-inert, mediating
third, and praxis-process—are examples of such “formal” conditions of
social possibility. So too are the concepts of class identity, economic
base, and ideological superstructure so dear to historical materialists. In
fact, Sartre believes that Marxist economism is the result of concentrat-
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ing on this regressive method to the exclusion of its “progressive”
complement. “Marxism as a method,” he argues, “gives us ‘general par-
ticularities,” i.e., abstract, universal relations masking as particular, his-
torical realities” (844 24). But not all of the structures or conditions that
regressive analysis yields are formal. Some are clearly material or exis-
tential, for example, the details of Flaubert’s early childhood milieu. The
latter make intelligible those factors, especially intrafamilial relation-
ships, that mediate more abstract forms and structures. In a remark that
alludes to his existential psychoanalysis of Jean Genet and foretells his
massive study of Flaubert, Sartre insists that we achieve the required
link between socioeconomic constraint and personal project “if we un-
derstand that everything took place in childhood” (§4/ 60). For he has
come to believe that “the particular family [serves] as mediation be-
tween the universal class and the individual” (SM 62). So existential
psychoanalysis—the hermeneutic of the signs of an individual’s self- -
defining life project—is “concerned above all with establishing the way
in which the child lives his family relations inside a given society” (SM
61). The regressive analysis must be completed by a progressive grasp
of the individual’s “personalization” or what in our historical context he
calls “historialization.” ,

The agent’s progressive advance through a dialectical spiral of total-
ization and retotalization, Sartre believes, will account for what he calls
the “inner necessity” of the historical phenomenon. A more complete
comprehension of the agent-event is achieved when it is linked with the
macrototalization of social ensembles. He studies Flaubert in the context
of the rise of the modern novel as a bourgeois art form and the social and
political ambiguities of the Second Empire. Similarly, his sketch of a
study of Stalin is framed in the dialectic of the dictator’s personal choices
and the objective possibilities in the 1930s for building “socialism in one
country.” This greater specification yields more concreteness in the
quasi-Hegelian sense that Sartre has come to adopt.?> Our historical in-
vestigation will have succeeded when we have comprehended their re-
spective comprehensions of their epochs—their unique manners of
“historializing” their times.

The last two movements in the method constitute a kind of synthesis
of existential psychoanalysis and historical materialism. Without an ex-
istentialist hermeneutic of the signs of an original choice (the progres-
sive movement), we would have to be satisfied with such “general
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particularities” as “the Soviet bureaucracy” or “the petite bour-
geoisie”—terms Sartre associates with Marxist economism. Biography
would be dissolved in impersonal history. But without the dialectical
interplay of micro- and macrototalization (the regressive movement),
history would shrivel into biography.

As we conclude our discussion of the key concepts of Sartre’s philoso-
phy of history introduced in Search for a Method, we should reflect on the
relation of this work to the Critigue, for it is a curious one. One of Sartre’s
most astute commentators, Klaus Hartmann, argues that the former has
little to do with the latter, that their respective methods are quite inde-
pendent of one another.?¢ Indeed, Sartre himself seems rather unclear
on the matter. In his preface to the edition that contains them both, he
notes: “Logically, the second [the Critigue] should have come before the
first, since it is intended to supply its critical foundations. But I was
afraid that this mountain of notes might seem to have brought forth a
mouse” (CDR 1:821). So he retained the chronological order in which
they appeared.

By his own admission, Search takes for granted what the Critigue aims
to establish: “whether there is such a thing as a Truth of humanity.”
Recall that this was the issue in the Notebooks on which the reality of a
dialectic of History hung (see NE 460). Sartre now assumes that this
truth is totalizing, that a dialectical movement characterizes both being
and knowledge. As we said at the outset, the Critigue must establish both
the existence and the warrant of dialectical reason. And yet Sartre admits
that the method of the Critigue “must also be dialectical” (CDR 823). So
we should not be surprised to find him shifting from regressive to pro-
gressive movements in the course of his argument in the Critigue, even
though the general direction of the two volumes is supposed to be re-
gressive and progressive respectively. Such circularity in methodologi-
cal questions in inevitable; as dialectical, it is by definition not vicious.

We live in a polyvalent world, Sartre argues, with a plurality of
meanings. “Our historical task . . . is to bring closer the moment when
History will have only one meaning, when it will tend to be dissolved in
the concrete men who will make it in common.” He repeats a claim we
saw him make in the Mozebooks, namely, that these plural meanings can
be dissolved “only on the ground of a future totalization” (SM 90). In
the next chapter I shall argue that this task is more a matter of decision
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than of discovery and that it is hence intertwined with ideal vision and
moral responsibility as befits a properly “existentialist” theory.

Totalization thus assumes both a moral and an epistemic task in
Search that links it with the earlier works and with the Critigue. It is the
leading instrument of the committed historian. “The real problem of
History,” as Sartre surveys it at the close of the Critigue volume 1, is
whether we can toralize the vast plurality of totalizations with their partly
erased, partly transformed meanings “by an intelligible totalization
from which there is no appeal.”?” This, in effect, is the problem of “to-
talization without a totalizer.” He challenges himself and us to seek “its
motive forces and non-circular direction” (CDR 1:817).”
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Cflapz‘er Stx
The Sens of History:

Discovery and Decision

f the “objectivity” of analytic Reason

masks a certain commitment to the status
quo by disregarding its vain effort to be a
viewpoint without a point of view, dialecti-
cal Reason avows its involvement in the
contextual and valuative nature of compre-
hension. Sartre joins a line of distinguished
thinkers who have attempted a critical justi-
fication, a “critique,” of historical Reason to
complement Kant’s famous critiques of the-
oretical, practical, and aesthetic Reason. But
his method, though vaguely Kantian in its
regressive-progressive movements, is not
transcendental.! Sartre has never relented in
his opposition to a transcendental Ego,
which he rejected in one of his first philo-
sophical publications.? Rather, he under-
takes a dialectical investigation (/expérience)
of dialectical experience ({'expérience) in or-
der to reveal the formal conditions of the
“dialectical necessity” that we encounter in
our dealings with one another and with our
history.

The ambiguity of the word lexpérience is
crucial. It attests to Sartre’s abiding phe-
nomenological conviction that we must wit-
ness the overlap, though not the identity, of
the logical and the ontological, of the “ratio-
nal” and the “actual,” as Hegel would say,

Some day I am going to de-
scribe that strange reality,
History, which is neither
objective nor ever quite
subjective, in which the dia-
lectic is contested,
penetrated, and corroded by
a kind of antidialectic, but
which is still a dialectic.
—Sartre, What Is Literature?
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in order to bring our investigation to an end. If this is epistemological
foundationalism, it is of a very attenuated sort. It labors in the mode of a
hypothesis: “/f' something like socioeconomic classes exist . . .” Sartre
cautions. Despite frequent lapses into the language of apodicticity, the
two volumes of the Criigue remain hypothetical. Their plausibility
stems from the explanatory force of their master concepts—totalizing
praxis, practico-inert, and mediating third—and what I shall term the
“moral” force of their larger picture, their invitation to make sense of
history by fashioning it into a narrative of oppression and liberation.?
This ethicopoietic dimension of Sartre’s project, to which I alluded in
chapter 5, will become increasingly important throughout the remain-
der of our study. But the “making evident” of dialectical Reason as the
“logic” of history will be a function of its ability to account for the “dia-
lectical necessity” that we experience in our lives.

Basic ForMs oF MEDIATION

Foucault’s former professor, Louis Althusser, once described Sartre as
“the philosopher of mediations par excellence.” It is the absence of me-
diating concepts (or their reduction to functions of the objectifying
“gaze”) in Being and Nothingness that accounts for its basic poverty as a
social ontology. But it also helps explain the remarkable absence of a
theory of history operative in that masterwork composed at a time
when, as we have seen, Aron had awakened Sartre to the philosophy of
history. If Sartre is to formulate a theoretical approach to history, he
must move beyond his looking/looked-at model of interpersonal rela-
tions. Something must mediate the harsh objectification of the alienat-
ing gaze.

Dialectical Reason is a logic of mediations. The key to Sartre’s theory
of history is the nature and scope of the forms of mediation that he in-
troduces to account for our “dialectical experience” (/expérience). Marx
captured this phenomenon when he distinguished between an “alien-
ated” society in which people are “the products of their products” and a
properly human one in which workers “produce” themselves via their
labor. For Sartre, this instantiates the dialectical principle that “man is
mediated by things to the extent that things are mediated by men.” This
reciprocity must not be lost sight of. He considers it to be “the crucial
discovery of dialectical investigation [expérience]” (CDR 1:88). “In a
sense,” he insists, “man submits to the dialectic as to an enemy power;
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in another sense he creates it; and if dialectical Reason is the Reason of
History, this contradiction must itself be lived dialectically, which
means that man must be controlled by the dialectic insofar as he creates it,
and create it insofar as he is controlled by it” (CDR 1:35-36). So the
meaning/direction (sens) of history is a dialectical interplay of media-
tions that both thwart and foster historical agency.

The Practico-inert

Recall that a theory of the historical agent is central to Sartre’s enter-
prise. Absent such an emphasis on agency, history loses the moral di-
mension that we saw is essential to his existentialist approach. But this
leads to criticism such as this from F. R. Ankersmit: “Philosophy of ac-
tion can never speak the language of the unintended consequences of
human action. As a philosophy of history, philosophy of action is only
suited to prehistorist historiography. Being unable to transcend the lim-
itations of methodological individualism, it is historiographically naive”
(HT35). Aron, arguing from Sartre’s ontology, draws a similar conclu-
sion, namely, that “the Critigue tends towards the following objective: ¢
establish ontologically the foundations of methodological individualism.”> In
fact, both critics miss the point of Sartrean mediation. The mediating
factors that I shall now examine, especially what I call the “mediating
third,” serve to keep Sartre from the extremes of both individualism and
holism in the social sciences. This nuance of Sartre’s “dialectical nomi-
nalism” seems to have eluded his critics. And the practico-inert as the
vehicle of counterfinality accounts for those unintended consequences
that provide the evidence which dialectical Reason demands.
Functional heir to “being-in-itself” of the earlier Sartre, the concept
of the practico-inert is antidialectical in the sense that it negates the con-
stituting dialectics, “not by destruction or dissolution, but by deviation
and inversion” (CDR 1:340). Sartre’s now classic examples are Chinese
deforestation and Spanish hoarding of New World gold (see CDR 1:161
ff.). In both cases the achievement of certain intended consequences en-
tailed unintended results that undermined the original end in view. The
Chinese peasants lost land to flooding and the Spanish lost the buying
power of their gold to inflation. Thus Sartre points out that “within
praxis . . . there is a dialectical movement and a dialectical relation be-
tween action as the negation of matter. . ., and matter . . . as the nega-

tion of action” (CDR 1:159).
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“Practico-inert” denotes that realm of worked matter, sedimented
praxis, passivity, and counterfinality—matter as the negation of action.
It extends and refines the notions of “otherness” and recalcitrance that
Sartre, since the War Diaries, has attributed to the historical event as in-
itself. It applies these notions to the social field of collective objects like
the newspaper or the Gothic cathedral, to ideas and systems like racism
and colonialism, and to institutions like the army or the state bureau-
cracy.6

But he refines these earlier uses of the in-itself, and so of the historical
event, when he describes the practico-inert as “simply the activity of
others insofar as it is sustained and diverted by inorganic inertia” (CDR
1:556). The sustaining function of the practico-inert accounts for what
philosophers of history have called the “trace,”” which for Sartre is sim-
ply the “worked matter” that mediates our social and historical relations
even as it preserves the sediment of past praxes. It is this “dialectical,”
that is, mediating, role that distinguishes the practico-inert from other,
analytical uses of the term. Unlike the analytical “trace,” the practico-
inert is intrinsically subject-referring; it functions as practico-inert only
while interiorized-totalized in our activities.

Moreover, despite its antidialectical character (Sartre limits h1s dia-
lectic to the interpersonal realm, joining revisionist Marxists in ques-
tioning a dialectic of nature), the practico-inert does exert a kind of
negative, deforming influence on individual and collective projects.
Sometimes Sartre refers to this as a “force of inertia” (CDR 1:278). It
appears, for example, in the “objective, negative exigencies” (CDR
1:159) made by the colonialist or the capitalist systems on their practi-
tioners,? in the logic of a series of human decisions that entails uninten-
ded, contrary consequences such as the inflation and concomitant
devaluation that followed upon Spanish gold policy under Philip II (see
CDR 1:165 ff.), or in the “serial rationality” of the Great Fear of 1789
(see CDR 1:295). In effect, the practico-inert serves to connect a class of
automatic and impersonal precesses with underlying praxes, while re-
taining a certain rationality of its own: “there is a rationality of the theo-
retical and practical behavior of an agent as a member of a series [a social
whole mediated by the practico-inert],” Sartre insists (CDR 1:266). It is
the logic of otherness, of exteriority, of passivity, of alienation, of social
impotence and “flight.” Indeed, Sartre refers to such “serial Reason” as
“a special case of dialectical Reason” (CDR 1:642). It is in our experi-
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ence of these counterfinalities that Sartre locates the “dialectical neces-
sity” that we said is so critical for justifying historical Reason.

“Social objects,” that is, what since Durkheim has constituted the
subject matter of sociology, Sartre observes, “are at least in their basic
structure, beings of the practico-inert field” (CDR 1:253). Those objects,
divided into “collectives” (series and institutions) and “groups” are the
concern of the historian as well, first because, in Marxist terms, they
constitute the object and the subject of History respectively (see CDR
1:255), and, second, because as practico-inert they transmit sedimented
past praxis into the present field of action. No doubt, these are ideal
types since concrete reality is an admixture of both in various degrees.
Still, Sartre admits, “we can identify, at the extremes, groups in which
passivity tends to disappear entirely . . ., and collectives that have al-
most entirely reabsorbed their group” (CDR 1:254).

A social object of major importance for Sartre’s theory of history is
the socioeconomic class. He claims that “on the ontological plane . . .
class-being is practico-inert” (CDR 1:686). As long as society remains
divided into classes, he is claiming, the practico-inert will “mediate” so-
cial relations. In the language of the Other and the Same that he em-
ploys throughout the Critigue, class relations link individuals as Other,
that is in exteriority; they are alienated and alienating.

The practico-inert mediates at the level of meaning as well. Recall
that the human is a signified-signifier. Regarding the practico-inert, Sar-
tre notes that each agent’s actions are situated “within a framework of
exigencies that cannot be transcended; they simply realize everyone’s
class being. Everyone makes himself signify by interiorizing, by a free
choice, the signification with which material exigencies have produced
him as a signified being. Class-being, as practico-inert being mediated by
passive syntheses of worked matter, comes to men through men” (CDR
1:238). In fact, he defines “objective class spirit” as “milieu for the circu-
lation of significations” (CDR 1:776). As the young man in the Diaries
inherited a facticity that included the Great War, so the working-class
youth of the Cringue discovers himself “signified” by his class status, and
his possibilities limited by this same class being. The vehicle for such
signification and objective conditioning is the practico-inert.

This provides the second major instance of practico-inert mediation
in Sartre’s theory of history, his concept of “objective spirit” or “culture
as practico-inert” (#75:35). Objective spirit combines the semiotic and
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the historical. Sartre introduces it in the Critigue mainly to account for
that “medium for the circulation of meanings” which enables the mem-
bers of a class to interpret the meaning of a particular event, practice, or
institution in light of the class struggle. In that context, he calls it “objec-
tive class spirit.” So the Parisian Commune of 1871, the bourgeois prac-
tice of respectability (exchanging calling cards, social and economic
Malthusianism, personal abstemiousness and the like), the great gov-
ernmental bureaucracy as well as the aesthetic and religious norms of an
epoch are all aspects of objective spirit. In the context of material scar-
city, that is, in Western history with is haves and have-nots, these forms
of practico-inert mediation constitute a kind of violence, what Sartre
calls “the judgment of things on persons” (#75:589).7

It is practico-inert mediation, therefore, that supplies the “mate-
riality” requisite for the artifact, the trace, the historical residue as well
as that numerical multiplicity which figured so prominently in the re-
flections of the Notebooks. In so doing, it separates as it unites (what Sar-
tre calls “serial” unity or “unity in exteriority”). This unity-in-
otherness effected by practico-inert mediation is exemplified in the
“passive activity” of “serialized” agents like the television-viewing
public or the lynch mob. Sartre sees ideology likewise as a “practico-
inert determination” (#75:193 n). It, too, bears the marks of serial “oth-
erness” such as passive activity and unity in exteriority that he associ-
ates with practico-inert mediation. In fact, he promises to show in
volume 2 of the Cririgue that “exteriority [that is, quantity, Nature, the
practico-inert] is the inert motive force of History in that it is the only
possible support for the novelty that places its seal on [exteriority] and
which exteriority in turn preserves both as an irreducible moment and as
a memory of Humanity” (CDR 1:72; last emphasis mine). This role of the
practico-inert in the novelty-memory relationship yields a past that is
both nonrepeatable and cumulative; in other words, a past that is histor-
ical.

We have pointed out the analytic and structural reason that finds its
basis in the practico-inert field. But the practico-inert also grounds a
kind of rationality (serial rationality) proper to human activity (what
Sartre sometimes calls “serial praxis™) in a space otherwise consigned to
brute facticality.!® This cannot simply be reduced to generically “ana-
Iytic” reason, because, as praxis, it is inherently dialectical, even if that
dialectic has been countermanded and rendered socially impotent by
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practico-inert mediation. The ontological source of Sartre’s historical
optimism, of his utopian hope for an end to prehistory, if you will, is this
dormant seed of organic praxis in the humus of seriality.

Finally, and perhaps most important, as modified by the brute fact of
material scarcity (/a raret¢), the practico-inert marks human history as a
continuous violent interchange. Assessing the human enterprise thus
far, Sartre concludes: “Man lives in a universe where the future is a
thing, where the idea is an object and where the violence of matter is the
‘midwife of History’” (CDR 1:181). One can scarcely exaggerate the
role of violence; which Sartre describes as “interiorized scarcity,” in his
social theory and his philosophy of history in particular. Given our pur-
suit of the role of reason in history, it is important to note that for Sartre
“human violence is meaningful.” Not only does it render intelligible the
tragic course of class conflict in the Western world, including conflict
within what were then socialist states, but it emerges as itself something
more than “the contingent ferocity of man,” namely, “everyone’s intel-
ligible reinteriorization of the contingent fact of scarcity” (CDR 1:815).
It is for this reason that he devotes so much space in volume 2 of the
Critigue to a phenomenology of the boxing match as the intelligible in-
carnation of struggle in general and of class conflict in particular.

If the fact of scarcity’s rendering practico-inert mediation violent
gives a tragic tone to the voice of history, the contingency of scarcity, its
superability, offers hope that Sartre’s reign of freedom might be realized
in a true “socialism of abundance” (#75:171). This is the factical dimen-
sion of his historical ideal.!!

Structure, not Structuralism

In his drive for dialectical intelligibility, Sartre has not claimed complete
historical rationality. First among the limits to such intelligibility is the
surd of material scarcity itself. There is a sense in which even this can be
subsumed in a society of abundance that technology may usher in. But,
of course, the ontological scarcities of time and space remain, not to
mention that ultimate facticity which hovers over Sartre’s existentialist
universe. So the dream of complete historical transparency remains just
that.

A limiting form of facticity that directly implies temporality is what
Sartre calls “the depth of the world” (CDR 1:541). By this he means

those serialities of the society out of which the group is engendered
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along with the “memory of humanity” mentioned above. Just as the for-
itself relies on the in-itself of which it is the internal negation, so the
group carries with it those practico-inert serialities that it is continu-
ously overcoming. They cloud its intelligibility even as they condition
its being.

Besides the limits established by facticity in general and scarcity in
particular, complete historical (dialectical) intelligibility comes to grief
on three additional obstacles. First, the antidialectic of practico-inert
process, such as the capitalist or colonialist systems mentioned earlier, in
its very serial rationality masks the irreducibility of individual praxes
deformed by practico-inert mediation. Agency in these contexts is lim-
ited to passive activity like the impotent actions of the public before the
mass media or the “impossibility” of the factory owner’s meeting the
labor union’s demands.

An additional limit stems from the fact that totalization, as we have
seen, cannot include the totalizer himself. This generates the traditional
problem of perspectivism or what Sartre calls “situated knowledge.”
Despite the homogeneity of individual and group praxis, and not with-
standing the power of comprehension, the anthropologist or historian
cannot entirely escape her own situation. This renders especially acute
the problem of “totalization without a totalizer,” the overarching issue
of the Critigue.

The final obstacle to full dialectical intelligibility in history arises
from the impossibility of free organic praxis being completely inte-
grated into the group. The social dialectic of the group (the “constituted
dialectic”) is a totalization by its members, not a totality; full organic
unity is at most a Kantian ideal (see CDR 1:708).

Praxis and the Mediating Third

The two most significant conceptual innovations in the Critigue are the
practico-inert and the mediating third. The former accounts for the oth-
erness and, modified by scarcity, the violence that colors human history
as we know it. The latter carries the intelligibility of organic praxis to
the interiority of the group. According to Sartre, each organic individual
is a third, but this feature is submerged in serial dispersion. “Neverthe-
less,” he insists, “it does exist in each of us as alienated freedom” (CDR
1:366). Disalienated freedom, then, is the actualization of our status as
mediating thirds: we are free, so it seems, only in the practical group.
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Because the third is a function of praxis, let us first consider that funda-
mental term.

“Praxis” is purposive human activity in its material, social, and his-
torical context.!? Sartre will often identify it with “labor” in the Marxist
sense that includes mental as well as physical work (see CDR 1:90, 124).
In fact, he claims that “the essential discovery of Marxism is that labor
. . . is the real foundation of the organization of social relations” and
adds that “this discovery can no longer be questioned” (CDOR 152 n). In
his commentary on Critigue 7, Joseph Catalano distinguishes praxis from
action, describing “action” as “praxis stripped of its historical relations
and limited to a very local context,” which underscores the totalizing
and social nature of praxis as such.13

Sartre develops what I call “the principle of the primacy of praxis” in
the Critigue when he writes that “praxis alone . . . is, in its dialectical free-
dom, the real and permanent foundation (in human history up to the pre-
sent) of all the inhuman sentences which men have passed on men
through worked matter” (CDR 1:332). Elsewhere, I have elaborated this
principle by discussing the threefold primacy of praxis—ontological,
epistemological, and moral—in Sartre’s social ontology.14 I shall not
repeat that argument here, except to note that what I have said about
comprehension as the self-awareness of praxis and about the moral as-
criptions for collective effects to individual moral agents indicates how
the epistemic and ethical primacy are linked to the ontological primacy
that we are exhibiting at present. This threefold primacy comes into full
view with the concept of the mediating third.

The true “subject” of history is the closely knit group, in the sense
that only in the group does one overcome the passiveness and exteri-
ority of the practico-inert and achieve a degree of mutual recognition
among freedoms that Sartre visualizes as the “reign of man.” He has in
mind those combat groups he experienced, if only vicariously, during
the Resfstance as well as those spontaneously formed bands of revolu-
tionaries that sprang up during the French Revolution. “Our History is
intelligible to us,” he writes, “because it is dialectical, and it is dialectical
because the class struggle produces us as transcending the inertia of the
collective towards dialectical combat-groups” (CDR 1:805). Notwith-
standing his abiding interest in biography and his commitment to the
ontological primacy of individual organic praxis, Sartre has admitted
that historically the solitary individual is impotent.!®
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We need not pursue that revolving set of practical relations that con-
stitutes the inner life of the group. The “mediating third” is a functional
concept denoting the praxis of the organic individual as group member,
that is, as communicating identity of interest and purpose (each member
is “the same” for the others in that regard and each action occurs “here”
in terms of common concern), without claiming an impossible unity
within some superorganism. This example of what Sartre calls “dialecti-
cal nominalism” allows for a true “synthetic enrichment” of individual
praxis, justifying such social predicates as “power,” “function,” “right/
duty,” and “fraternity-terror,” while ostensibly avoiding the collective
consciousness of Durkheim or the organic theories of idealist social phi-
losophers generally.

Above all, the function of the mediating third is to foster the fullest
possible mutual comprehension among the members of the group. This
is the Sartrean ideal of positive reciprocity which forms the counter-
value to alienation in his writings after Being and Nothingness. Indeed, his
discussions of “the gift” and “authentic love” in the Motebooks reveal him
as prizing positive reciprocity already in his vintage existentialist days
(see NE 370, 508). In the Critique he explains: “In reciprocity, my part-
ner’s praxis is, as it were, at root my praxis, which has broken in two by
accident and whose pieces, each of which is a complete praxis on its
own, both retain from their original unity a profound affinity and an im-
mediate understanding” (CDR 1:131). Again, the afhnity is valuative
and the understanding practical. The partners have cast their lots to-
gether.

By calling the group’s life and action “constituted dialectic” and that
of the organic individual “constitutive,” Sartre again underscores the
principle of the primacy of individual praxis. He sees the impossibility
for a union of individuals to transcend organic action as a strictly indi-
vidual model to be the basic condition of historical rationality; in other words,
“constituted dialectical Reason (as the living intelligibility of all com-
mon praxis) must always be related to its ever present but always veiled
foundation, constituent rationality” (CDR 1:678). In fact, early in the
Critigue he redescribes his project: “When our whole investigation is
complete, we shall see that individual praxis . . . is at the same time con-
stituting Reason itself, operating within History seen as constituted
Reason” (CDR 1:96).

The master key to the logic of History, therefore, is that sequence of
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mediations that enable organic praxis to effect group activities or that
deviate and maintain praxes in serial impotence as passive, manipulated
“objects” of history. Generically, Sartre’s synchronic analysis has
yielded praxis, the third, and the practico-inert as those crucial mediat-
ing factors. Sartre further specifies praxis and the practico-inert (the
third is a specification of praxis), but he leaves us to establish empirically
how they operate in historical fact. That is why he claims to deliver in
the first volume of the Crizigue “not the real concrete, which can only be
historical, but the set of formal contexts, curves, structures and condi-
tionings that constitute zAe formal milieu in which the historical concrete
must necessarily occur” (CDR 1:671; emphasis mine). It is the double
circularity of the constituted dialectic, namely, static (horizontal and
vertical) and dynamic (perpetual movement that sooner or later de-
grades groups into collectives), “that constitutes the final moment of the
dialectical investigation and, therefore, the concrete reality of sociality”
(CDR 1:671). More specifically, his intent is to demonstrate that “jf
classes do exist,” then one is forced to choose either to grasp them by
static, analytic reason that allows them “no more unity than the compact
inertia revealed by geological sections” or to understand that “their
moving, changing, fleeting, ungraspable yet rea/ unity” comes to them
from a “practical reciprocity of either a positive [cooperative] or a nega-
tive [violent] kind” (CDR 1:794). (This not-so-veiled critique of struc-
turalism also asserts the link between historical intelligibility and unity
that he has been seeking since his initial debate with Aron.) Compre-
hension will terminate in discovering “a real project of violence [or
counterviolence]” between members of opposing classes (CDR 1:794).
For a society such as ours, divided along class lines, this is the under-
standing that dialectical Reason accords to History as we know it. Its
emblem will be the boxing match.

Praxis-Process

Sartre distinguishes three “modalities of human action”: individual
praxis, common, constituted praxis, and praxis-process. They are, he in-
sists, “in themselves distinct from the practico-inert process and are its
foundation” (CDR 1:789). By itself, the term “process” denotes that im-
personal sequence of events proper to the practico-inert field. “The
social field,” Sartre writes, “is full of acts with no author” (§M 163-64).
What he calls the “systems” of colonialism and capitalism, for example,
are processes. “In this [practico-inert] field,” he explains, “everyone’s
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action disappears, and is replaced by monstrous forces which, in the in-
ertia of the organic and of exteriority, retain some power of action and
unification combined with a false interiority” (CDR 1:319). Praxis-
process reminds us that the “monstrous forces” whose effects we wit-
ness and whose exigencies we feel are deviations and mutations of a
praxis that simultaneously sustains and is sustained by the necessities of
the process. His crucial example of the boxing match in Critigue 2 will
appeal to the unity and intelligibility “of a very particular praxis-
process, since the process is defined here as the deterioration of one
praxis by the other” (CDR 2:11). Again, he points out “the human fea-
tures of praxis, as a lived aspect of praxis-process and as the motor of the
process itself” (CDR 2:182). This fruitful, hybrid concept figures in Sar-
tre’s historical accounts of systems, institutions, and historical customs
and practices.

TEMPORALIZATION

Praxis is not only totalizing, it is also temporalizing. Like Sartrean “con-
sciousness,” which it supplants in the later works, praxis brings into
play a specifically human time, the “ekstatic” temporality of facticity,
presence-to, and Fxistenz or transcendence. But the omnipresence of
praxis in Sartre’s social theory temporalizes not only the constituted dia-
lectic of the group but the antidialectic of the practico-inert as well. It is,
after all, practico-inert. So let us examine each dimension of temporaliza-
tion as it affects Sartre’s philosophy of history.

The Future

Sartre argues that “dialectic as a movement of reality collapses if time is
not dialectic; that is, if we refuse to recognize a certain action of the fu-
ture as such” (834 92 n). This “action” of the future is, first of all, that
yet-to-be-achieved totality toward which praxis transcends (dépasse) the
present. It unifies and directs present praxis through the spirals of dia-
lectical advance. This is the classic existentialist concept of the future as
possibility. But it has undergone a modification reflecting Sartre’s praxis
philosophy and his discovery of Marx. Besides being the “lack” which
illumines present reality, the possible serves as a limit in that it counter-
poises the impossible. Thus, Sartre speaks of “the real an