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Literature is the art form in which Sartre expresses his own philosophy. The
novels and plays are strewn with characters in bad faith: Garcin in No Exit,
Goetz in The Devil and the Good Lord, the senator in The Respectable
Prostitute, Hugo in Dirty Hands, Franz in Altona, Lucien in the short story
‘Childhood of a Leader’ in The Wall, Daniel in The Roads to Freedom, Kean
in the play of that name, and of course, the café waiter who features not only
in The Age of Reason, the first volume of The Roads to Freedom, but in
Being and Nothingness.

Opposed to them, but fewer in number, are the characters who in differing
degrees recognise their own freedom: Mathieu in Iron in the Soul (but not in
The Age of Reason and The Reprieve), Oreste in The Flies, the tortured
resistance fighters in Men Without Shadows, Lizzie in The Respectable
Prostitute, Roquentin in Nausea. Works of fiction provide a criterion for the
truth of a ‘humanistic’ philosophy such as Sartre’s existentialism.

Sartre draws a sharp distinction between literature and science: Literature
is ambiguous but each sentence of science or philosophy has, or should
have, one and only one meaning. Sentences of literature may have multiple
meanings, or may express different propositions. This presents Sartre with
a dilemma. To the extent to which the sentences making up his novels,
stories and plays are ambiguous they do not serve as a vehicle for his
philosophy. To the extent to which they are unambiguous, they are not
literature, at least by his own criterion. This dilemma is never fully resolved
in his work.

Sartre’s literature, especially Nausea, contains putative solutions to
philosophical problems. For example, in Nausea, some versions of the
problem of induction are depicted as genuine and as at once psychologically
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liberating and disturbing to the central character, Antoine Roquentin. What
exists exists contingently rather than necessarily, and what is is what it is
contingently, not necessarily. What passes for reality is constructed by
language which in turn is driven by pragmatic pre-conceptions, but these
can in principle be set aside by certain unusual experiences. Existence is
shown to precede essence in the case of human beings, but it is shown to
coincide in naturally occurring objects such as the root of the chestnut tree,
and the reverse relation obtains in the case of human artefacts such as a
beer glass or the tram seat. Roquentin himself feels his existence to be
pointless or without justification.

The philosophical questions to which these putative answers correspond
are: Will the future resemble the past?, Could what is not be? Could what is
have not been what it is? Are the ordinary objects of our experience
linguistically, psychologically or pragmatically ‘constructed’?, If so, could
they be perceived as they are, or at least in new ways?, What is the relation
between being and being something? Is it possible to be without being
anything? Is it possible to be something without being? Does life have a
meaning?

Roquentin, in Nausea, is living a philosophy. Roquentin lives Sartre’s
existential phenomenology. As with the characters in freedom and bad faith,
to the extent to which we find Roquentin’s experiences credible we should
find Sartre’s existential phenomenology credible.

Sartre insists that writing is an ethical and political act; an act which
should be an authentic and committed (engagé) expression of the author’s
freedom. The writer should be fully committed in what they write. What is this
difference between committed and uncommitted literature?

One answer is ruled out straight away. Sartre can not simply mean that
the author should write what he or she believes and refrain from writing
what he or she disbelieves. This ethical requirement rests upon a picture of
the author which Sartre rejects: the author as a repository of beliefs or
attitudes which may be externalised in writing sincerely or insincerely. Rather,
writing is a choice: not just the choice whether to write or not, but having
chosen to write, the act of writing is itself the making of choices. The literary
work does not predate the writing of it. It does not already exist in the writer's
mind before being written down. it comes into being by being freely composed.

The distinction between committed and uncommitted literature depends
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upon the distinction between authenticity and bad faith. Authenticity is the
recognition of freedom, and bad faith is the denial or refusal of freedom.
Committed literature is produced by authentic acts of writing; acts of writing
that the author recognises as exercises of his own freedom and for which
he alone accepts and has responsibility. Sartre thinks most writing is done
in bad faith. We write in order to be read, in order to be needed, in order to
find a substitute for immortality. This is bad faith because it is a case of
‘being-for-others’; producing an image of oneself which others will judge
favourably rather than exercising one’s free possibilities as a writer. Sartre
himself frequently insists that he writes for the present generation, not for
posterity, although when interviewed he has confessed that he would not be
displeased if his works were still read a hundred years from now. They no
doubt will be.

Because they are written in bad faith, most literary works are would-be
escapes or conquests. What is fled from is the freedom of the writer. What is
conquered is the freedom of the reader. The writer is master and the reader
slave but, in with Hegelian irony, the writer enslaves himself in enslaving the
reader and the reader finds a new freedom in freely interpreting the writer’s
works in ways that undo the writer's mastery over them. Qui perde gagne:
loser wins. Loser wins and winner loses.

The contingency of existence produces anguish. The writer therefore
tries to make his existence necessary, indispensible, by creating something
that does depend upon his own existence: a literary work. This seems
successful because the work’s existence does depend upon his having
written it. This security is undermined, however, because what the work is is
not wholly dictated by the interpretation of its author. Its essence is open to
manipulation by its readers. Its existence too is contingent and not necessary.
Even if it is read for thousands of years, there will no doubt come a time
when it is forgotten. Its author too will be forgotten.

A literary work is the free creation of its author and readers because its
existence is not causally necessitated by the prior state of the world. A writer
accepting these facts evades bad faith. The role of the other in literary
production is inescapable but it can either be affirmed or denied by the
writer. Freedom is primordial with regard to the choice between authenticity
and bad faith.

Sartre thinks the authenticity of a literary work is sufficient for its morality.
La littérature engagée can not be immoral. He says, for example, nobody
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could write a good anti-semitic novel. But could not a writer recognise that
their writing is the exercise of their own freedom and yet choose to write the
most appalling laudits to suffering and injustice? Commitment in writing
seems neither necessary nor sufficient for the morality of what is written: not
necessary because something moral could be the product of bad faith, not
sufficient because something immoral could be the product of authenticity.
If there is freedom either good or evil can be done freely.

Sartre claims that the aesthetic imperative presupposes a moral
imperative. Freedom is prior to both aesthetics and morality and freedom is
the ultimate value. Committed literature not only exercises and
acknowledges freedom, it provokes it, and provokes its acknowledgement.
In reading committed literature the reader is a pure freedom, an unconditioned
activity, and is conscious of being free. What is reading? Reading is a free
dream.

Writing is a political act. For Sartre a good society is a free society. We do
not know what a free society would be like, precisely because it would be
one we would be free to make. There can be no blueprint for a free society —
no Platonic blueprint, no Marxist blueprint, no Christian or utilitarian blueprint.
There is no a priori knowledge of a free society. Committed literature dissolves
the readers’ bad faith and shows them their freedom, so it is the responsibility
of the intellectual to be engagé, committed to freedom.

In the passages below from What is Literature? (1948) Sartre develops
the idea of la littérature engagée. In the one from The Family Idiot (1972),
‘Absolute-Art’, he examines the possibilities of writing in the historical
situation of post-romanticism in mid-nineteenth-century France.

WHAT ISLITERATURE?

Why write?

Each hashisreasons: for one, artisaflight; for another ameans of conquering. But one
can flee into a hermitage, into madness, into death. One can conquer by arms. Why
doesit haveto bewriting, why does one have to manage one's escapes and conquests
by writing? Because, behind the various aims of authors, there is a deeper and more
immediate choice which iscommon to all of us. We shall try to elucidate this choice,
and we shall see whether it is not in the name of this very choice of writing that the
self-commitment of writers must be required.
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Each of our perceptionsisaccompanied by the consciousnessthat human redlity is
a‘“reveaer”, that is, it is through human redity that “there is” being, or, to put it
differently, that man isthe means by which things are manifested. It isour presencein
the world which multiplies relations. It is we who set up a relationship between this
tree and that bit of sky. Thanksto us, that star which has been dead for millennia, that
guarter moon, and that dark river are disclosed in the unity of a landscape. It is the
speed of our car and our aeroplane which organizesthe great masses of the earth. With
each of our acts, the world reveals to us a new face. But, if we know that we are
directors of being, we also know that we are not its producers. If we turn away from
this landscape, it will sink back into its dark permanence. At least, it will sink back;
thereisno one mad enough to think that it isgoing to be annihilated. Itiswewho shall
be annihilated, and the earth will remain in its lethargy until another consciousness
comes along to awaken it. Thus, to our inner certainty of being “revealers’ is added
that of being inessential in relation to the thing revealed.

One of the chief motives of artistic creation is certainly the need of feeling that we
areessential inrelationship to theworld. If | fix on canvasor in writing acertain aspect
of the fields or the sea or a look on someone's face which | have disclosed, | am
conscious of having produced them by condensing rel ationships, by introducing order
where there was none, by imposing the unity of mind on the diversity of things. That
is, | feel myself essential inrelation to my creation. But thistimeit isthe created object
which escapesme; | cannot reveal and produce at the sametime. The creation becomes
inessential in relation to the creative activity. First of all, evenif it appearsfinished to
others, the created object aways seemsto usin a state of suspension; we can aways
change this line, that shade, that word. Thus, it never forces itself. A novice painter
asked his teacher, “When should | consider my painting finished?’ And the teacher
answered, “When you can look at it in amazement and say to yourself ‘1I’m the one
who did that!"”

Which amountsto saying “never”. For it isvirtualy considering one'swork with
someone else’'s eyes and revealing what one has created. But it is self-evident that we
are proportionally less conscious of the thing produced and more conscious of our
productive activity. When it isamatter of pottery or carpentry, we work according to
traditional patterns, with tools whose usage is codified; it is Heidegger's famous
“they” who are working with our hands. In this case, the result can seem to us
sufficiently strangeto preserveitsobjectivity in our eyes. But if we ourselvesproduce
therulesof production, the measures, the criteria, and if our creativedrive comesfrom
the very depths of our heart, then we never find anything but ourselvesin our work.
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It is we who have invented the laws by which wejudgeit. It is our history, our love,
our gaiety that werecognizeinit. Evenif we should look at it without touching it any
further, we never receive from it that gaiety or love. We put them into it. The results
which we have obtained on canvas or paper never seem to us objective. We are too
familiar with the processes of which they are the effects. These processes remain a
subjective discovery; they are ourselves, our inspiration, our trick, and when we seek
to perceive our work, we create it again, we repeat mentally the operations which
produced it; each of its aspects appears as aresult. Thus, in the perception, the object
is given as the essential thing and the subject as the inessential. The latter seeks
essentiality in the creation and obtains it, but then it is the object which becomes the
inessential.

This diaectic is nowhere more apparent than in the art of writing, for the literary
object is apeculiar top which exists only in movement. To make it comeinto view a
concrete act called reading is necessary, and it lasts only as long as this act can last.
Beyond that, there are only black marks on paper. Now, the writer cannot read what
he writes, whereas the shoemaker can put on the shoes he hasjust madeif they are his
size, and the architect can live in the house he has built. In reading, one foresees; one
waits. Oneforeseesthe end of the sentence, thefollowing sentence, the next page. One
waits for them to confirm or disappoint one’s foresights. The reading is composed of
a host of hypotheses, of dreams followed by awakenings, of hopes and deceptions.
Readers are always ahead of the sentencethey arereading in amerely probablefuture
which partly collapses and partly comes together in proportion as they progress,
which withdraws from one page to the next and forms the moving horizon of the
literary object. Without waiting, without a future, without ignorance, there is no
objectivity.

Now the operation of writing involves an implicit quasi-reading which makesreal
reading impossible. When the words form under his pen, the author doubtless sees
them, but he does not seethem asthe reader does, since he knowsthem beforewriting
them down. The function of his gazeis not to reveal, by brushing against them, the
sleeping words which arewaiting to be read, but to control the sketching of the signs.
In short, it is a purely regulating mission, and the view before him reveals nothing
except for dight dips of the pen. The writer neither foresees nor conjectures; he
projects. It often happens that he awaits, as they say, the inspiration. But one does
not wait for oneself the way one waits for others. If he hesitates, he knows that the
future is not made, that he himself is going to make it, and if he still does not know
what is going to happen to his hero, that simply means that he has not thought about
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it, that he has not decided upon anything. The futureisthen ablank page, whereasthe
future of the reader istwo hundred pages filled with words which separate him from
the end. Thus, the writer meets everywhere only hisknowledge, hiswill, hisplans, in
short, himself. He touches only his own subjectivity; the object he creates is out of
reach; hedoesnot createit for himself. If here-readshimsdlf, itisalready toolate. The
sentence will never quite be a thing in his eyes. He goes to the very limits of the
subjective but without crossing it. He appreciates the effect of atouch, of an epigram,
of awell-placed adjective, but it isthe effect they will have on others. He canjudgeit,
not feel it. Proust never discovered the homosexuality of Charlus, since he had decided
upon it even before starting on his book. And if aday comes when the book takes on
for its author a semblance of objectivity, it is because years have passed, because he
hasforgotten it, becauseitsspirit isquiteforeign to him, and doubtlessheisno longer
capable of writing it. This was the case with Rousseau when he re-read the Social
Contract at the end of his life. Thus, it is not true that one writes for oneself. That
would be the worst blow. In projecting one’'s emotions on paper, one barely manages
to give them alanguid extension. The creative act is only an incomplete and abstract
moment in the production of awork. If the author existed alone he would be able to
write as much as he liked; the work as object would never seethelight of day and he
would either haveto put down his pen or despair. But the operation of writing implies
that of reading asits dialectical correlative and these two connected acts necessitate
two distinct agents. It is the joint effort of author and reader which brings upon the
scenethat concrete and imaginary object which isthework of themind. Thereisno art
except for and by others.

Reading seems, in fact, to be the synthesis of perception and creation.! It supposes
the essentiality of both the subject and the object. The object is essential becauseitis
strictly transcendent, because it imposes its own structures, and because one must
wait for it and observeit; but the subject isa so essential becauseitisrequired not only
to disclose the object (that is, to makeit possible for there to be an object) but also so
that this object might exist absolutely (that is, to produceit). In aword, the reader is
conscious of disclosing in creating, of creating by disclosing. In redlity, it is not
necessary to believe that reading is a mechanical operation and that signs make an
impression upon him as light does on a photographic plate. If heisinattentive, tired,
stupid, or thoughtless, most of the relationswill escape him. He will never manageto
“catch on” to the object (in the sense in which we see that fire “ catches’ or “doesn’t
catch”). He will draw some phrases out of the shadow, but they will seem to appear
as random strokes. If heis at his best, he will project beyond the words a synthetic
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form, each phrase of which will be no more than a partial function: the “theme”, the
“subject”, or the“meaning”. Thus, from the very beginning, the meaning isno longer
contained in the words, sinceit is he, on the contrary, who allows the significance of
each of them to be understood; and theliterary object, though realized through language,
isnever giveninlanguage. Onthe contrary, it isby nature asilence and an opponent of
the word. In addition, the hundred thousand words aligned in abook can be read one
by one so that the meaning of the work does not emerge. Nothing is accomplished if
the reader does not put himself from the very beginning and almost without aguide at
the height of this silence; if, in short, he does not invent it and does not then place
there, and hold on to, the words and sentences which he awakens. And if | amtold that
it would be more fitting to call this operation a re-invention or a discovery, | shall
answer that, first, such are-invention would be asnew and asoriginal an act asthefirst
invention. And, especially, when an object has never existed before, there can be no
question of re-inventing it or discovering it. For if the silence about which | am
speaking isreally the goal at which the author is aiming, he has, at least, never been
familiar with it; his silenceis subjective and anterior to language. It is the absence of
words, the undifferentiated and lived silence of inspiration, which the word will then
particul arize, whereas the silence produced by the reader is an object. And at the very
interior of this object there are more silences—which the author does not mention. It
isaquestion of silenceswhich are so particular that they could not retain any meaning
outside the object which the reading causesto appear. However, it isthesewhich give
it its density and its particular face.

To say that they are unexpressed is hardly the word; for they are precisely the
inexpressible. And that iswhy one does not come upon them at any definite moment
inthe reading; they are everywhere and nowhere. The quality of the marvellousin Le
Grand Meaulnes, the grandioseness of Armance, the degree of realism and truth of
Kafka smythology, these are never given. Thereader must invent themall inacontinual
exceeding of the written thing. To be sure, the author guides him, but all he doesis
guide him. Thelandmarks he sets up are separated by the void. The reader must unite
them; he must go beyond them. In short, reading is directed creation.

On the one hand, the literary object has no other substance than the reader’s
subjectivity; Raskolnikov's waiting is my waiting which | lend him. Without this
impatience of the reader he would remain only acollection of signs. His hatred of the
police magistrate who questions himismy hatred which has been solicited and wheedled
out of me by signs, and the police magistrate himself would not exist without the
hatred | have for him via Raskolnikov. That iswhat animates him, it ishisvery flesh.
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But on the other hand, the words are there like traps to arouse our feelings and to
reflect them towards us. Each word is apath of transcendence; it shapes our feelings,
namesthem, and attributesthem to animaginary personage who takesit upon himself
to live them for us and who has no other substance than these borrowed passions; he
confers objects, perspectives, and a horizon upon them.

Thus, for the reader, al isto do and all isalready done; the work existsonly at the
exact level of his capacities; while he reads and creates, he knows that he can always
go further in hisreading, can aways create more profoundly, and thusthe work seems
to him asinexhaustible and opague asthings. Wewould readily reconcilethat “rational
intuition” which Kant reserved to divine Reason with this absolute production of
qualities, which, to the extent that they emanate from our subjectivity, congeal before
our eyes into impenetrable objectivities.

Since the creation can find its fulfilment only in reading, since the artist must
entrust to another the job of carrying out what he has begun, since it is only through
the consciousness of the reader that he can regard himself as essential to hiswork, all
literary work isan appeal . To write isto make an appeal to the reader that helead into
objective existence therevelation which | have undertaken by means of language. And
if it should be asked to what the writer is appealing, the answer is ssimple. As the
sufficient reason for the appearance of the aesthetic object is never found either inthe
book (where we find merely solicitations to produce the object) or in the author’'s
mind, and as his subjectivity, which he cannot get away from, cannot give areason for
the act of leading into objectivity, the appearance of the work of art is a new event
which cannot be explained by anterior data. And since this directed creation is an
absolute beginning, it istherefore brought about by the freedom of the reader, and by
what is purest in that freedom. Thus, the writer appeals to the reader’s freedom to
collaborate in the production of hiswork.

It will doubtlessbe said that all toolsaddressthemselvesto our freedom sincethey
aretheinstruments of apossible action, and that the work of art is not unique in that.
And it istruethat thetool isthe congealed outline of an operation. But it remains on
thelevel of the hypothetical imperative. | may use ahammer to nail up acaseor to hit
my neighbour over the head. In so far as| consider itinitself, it isnot an appeal to my
freedom,; it does not put mefaceto facewithit; rather, itaimsat using it by substituting
a set succession of traditional procedures for the free invention of means. The book
does not serve my freedom; it requires it. Indeed, one cannot address oneself to
freedom as such by means of constraint, fascination, or entreaties. Thereisonly one
way of attaining it; first, by recognizing it, then, having confidencein it, and finally,
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requiring of it an act, an actinitsown name, that is, in the name of the confidence that
onebringstoit.

Thus, the book isnot, likethetool, ameansfor any end whatever; the end to which
it offersitself is the reader’s freedom. And the Kantian expression “finality without
end” seemsto mequiteinappropriatefor designating thework of art. Infact, itimplies
that the aesthetic object presents only the appearance of afinality and is limited to
soliciting the free and ordered play of the imagination. It forgets that the imagination
of the spectator has not only aregulating function, but a constitutive one. It does not
play; itis called upon to recompose the beautiful object beyond the traces eft by the
artist. Theimagination cannot revel initself any more than can the other functions of
themind; itisalwaysonthe outside, always engaged in an enterprise. Therewould be
finality without end if some object offered such a well-arranged composition that it
would lead us to suppose that it has an end even though we cannot ascribe oneto it.
By defining the beautiful in this way one can—and this is Kant's aim—Iliken the
beauty of art to natural beauty, since aflower, for example, presents so much symmetry,
such harmonious colours, and such regular curves, that oneisimmediately tempted to
seek afinalist explanation for all these properties and to see them as just so many
means at the disposal of an unknown end. But that is exactly the error. The beauty of
nature isin no way comparable to that of art. The work of art does not have an end;
therewe agreewith Kant. But thereasonisthat itisan end. The Kantian formuladoes
not account for the appeal which resounds at the basis of each painting, each statue,
each book. Kant believesthat thework of art first existsasfact and that it isthen seen.
Whereas) it existsonly if onelooks at it and if it isfirst pure appeal, pure exigenceto
exigt. Itisnot aninstrument whose existence ismanifest and whose end i s undetermined.
It presentsitself asatask to be discharged; from the very beginning it placesitself on
thelevel of the categorical imperative. You are perfectly freeto leave that book onthe
table. But if you openit, you assumeresponsibility for it. For freedomisnot experienced
by its enjoying its free subjective functioning, but in a creative act required by an
imperative. This absolute end, this imperative which is transcendent yet acquiesced
in, which freedom itself adopts asits own, iswhat we call avalue. Thework of artis
avalue becauseit isan appeal .

If | appeal to my readers so that we may carry the enterprise which | have begun
to asuccessful conclusion, it is self-evident that | consider him as a pure freedom, as
an unconditioned activity; thus, in no case can | address myself to his passiveness,
that is, try to affect him, to communicate to him, from the very first, emotions of fear,
desire, or anger. There are, doubtless, authors who concern themselves solely with
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arousing these emotions because they are foreseeabl e, manageable, and because they
have at their disposal sure-fire meansfor provoking them. But it isalso true that they
arereproached for thiskind of thing, as Euripides has been since antiquity because he
had children appear on the stage. Freedom is dienated in the state of passion; it is
abruptly engaged in partial enterprises; it losessight of itstask, whichisto producean
absolute end. And thebook isno longer anything but ameansfor feeding hate or desire.
The writer should not seek to overwhelm; otherwise he is in contradiction with
himself; if he wishes to make demands he must propose only the task to be fulfilled.
Hence, the character of pure presentation which appears essential to the work of art.
The reader must be able to make a certain aesthetic withdrawal. Thisiswhat Gautier
foolishly confused with “art for art's sake” and the Parnassians with the
imperturbability of the artist. It is simply a matter of precaution, and Genet more
justly calsit the author’s politeness towards the reader. But that does not mean that
the writer makes an appeal to some sort of abstract and conceptua freedom. One
certainly createsthe aesthetic object with feelings; if it istouching, it appearsthrough
our tears; if itiscomic, it will berecognized by laughter. However, thesefeelingsare of
aparticular kind. They havetheir originin freedom; they areloaned. The belief which
| accord thetaeisfreely assented to. ItisaPassion, in the Christian sense of theword,
that is, a freedom which resolutely puts itself into a state of passiveness to obtain a
certain transcendent effect by this sacrifice. The reader renders himself credulous; he
descendsinto credulity which, though it endsby enclosing him likeadream, isat every
moment conscious of being free. An effort is sometimes made to force the writer into
thisdilemma: “Either one believesin your story, and it isintolerable, or one does not
believeinit, anditisridiculous’. But theargument isabsurd becausethe characteristic
of aesthetic consciousnessisto be abelief by means of commitment, by oath, abelief
sustained by fidelity to one's self and to the author, a perpetually renewed choice to
believe. | can awaken at every moment, and | know it; but | do not want to; reading is
afreedream. Sothat all feelingswhich are exacted on the basis of thisimaginary belief
arelike particular modulations of my freedom. Far from absorbing or maskingit, they
are so many different ways it has chosen to reved itself to itself. Raskolnikov, as |
have said, would only be a shadow, without the mixture of repulsion and friendship
which | feel for him and which makes him live. But, by a reversal which is the
characteristic of theimaginary object, itisnot hisbehaviour which excitesmy indignation
or esteem, but my indignation and esteem which give consistency and objectivity to
hisbehaviour. Thus, thereader’ sfeelingsare never dominated by the object, and asno
external reality can condition them, they havetheir permanent sourcein freedom,; that
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is, they areall generous—for | call afeeling generouswhich hasitsoriginanditsendin
freedom. Thus, reading isan exercisein generosity, and what the writer requires of the
reader is not the application of an abstract freedom but the gift of his whole person,
with his passions, his prepossessions, his sympathies, his sexua temperament, and
his scale of values. Only this person will give himself generously; freedom goes
through and through him and comesto transform the darkest masses of his sensibility.
And as activity has rendered itself passive in order for it better to create the object,
vice versa, passiveness becomes an act; the man who is reading has raised himself to
the highest degree. That iswhy we see people who are known for their toughness shed
tears at therecital of imaginary misfortunes; for the moment they have become what
they would have been if they had not spent their lives hiding their freedom from
themselves.

Thus, the author writesin order to address himself to the freedom of readers, and
he requires it in order to make his work exist. But he does not stop there; he also
requiresthat they return this confidence which he has given them, that they recognize
his creative freedom, and that they in turn solicit it by a symmetrical and inverse
appeal. Here there appears the other dialectical paradox of reading; the more we
experience our freedom, the morewe recognizethat of the other; the more he demands
of us, the more we demand of him.

When | am enchanted with alandscape, | know very well that itisnot | who create
it, but | also know that without me the relations which are established before my eyes
among the trees, the foliage, the earth, and the grasswould not exist at all. | know that
| can give no reason for the appearance of finality which | discover in the assortment
of hues and in the harmony of the forms and movements created by the wind. Yet, it
exists, thereitisbeforemy eyes, and | can make something more out of what isalready
there. But eveniif | believein God, | cannot establish any passage, unlessit be purely
verbal, between the divine, universal solicitude and the particular spectaclewhich | am
considering. To say that He made the landscape in order to charm me or that He made
me the kind of person who is pleased by it isto take a question for an answer. Isthe
marriage of this blue and that green deliberate? How can | know? The idea of a
universal providenceisno guarantee of any particular intention, especially inthe case
under consideration, since the green of the grass is explained by biological laws,
specific constants, and geographical determinism, whilethe reason for the blue of the
water isaccounted for by the depth of theriver, the nature of the soil and the swiftness
of the current. The assorting of the shades, if it iswilled, can only be something thrown
into thebargain; itisthe meeting of two causal series, that isto say, at first sight, afact
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of chance. At best, the finality remains problematic. All the relations we establish
remain hypotheses; no end is proposed to us in the manner of an imperative, since
none is expressly revealed as having been willed by a creator. Thus, our freedom is
never called forth by natural beauty. Or rather, thereis an appearance of order in the
wholewhichincludesthefoliage, theforms, and the movements, hence, theillusion of
acalling forth which seemsto solicit this freedom and which disappearsimmediately
when one looks at it. Hardly have we begun to run our eyes over this arrangement,
than the appeal disappears; we remain alone, freeto tie up one colour with another or
with athird, to set up arelationship between the tree and the water or the tree and the
sky, or the tree, the water and the sky. My freedom becomes caprice. To the extent
that | establish new relationships, | remove myself further fromtheillusory objectivity
which solicits me. | muse about certain motifs which are vaguely outlined by the
things; the natural reality is no longer anything but a pretext for musing. Or, in that
case, because | have deeply regretted that this arrangement which was momentarily
perceived was not offered to me by somebody and consequently isnot real, the result
isthat | fix my dream, that | transpose it to canvas or in writing. Thus, | interpose
myself between the finality without end which appears in the natural spectacles and
the gaze of other men. | transmit it to them. It becomes human by this transmission.
Art hereisaceremony of the gift and the gift alone brings about the metamorphosis.
It issomething like the transmission of titles and powersin the matriarchate where the
mother does not possess the names, but is the indispensable intermediary between
uncle and nephew. Since | have captured thisillusion in flight, since | lay it out for
other men and have disentangled it and rethought it for them, they can consider it with
confidence. It has becomeintentional. Asfor me, | remain, to be sure, at the border of
the subjective and the objective without ever being able to contemplate the objective
arrangement which | transmit.

The reader, on the contrary, progresses in security. However far he may go, the
author has gone further. Whatever connections he may establish among the different
parts of the book—among the chapters or the words—he has aguarantee, namely, that
they have been expressly willed. As Descartes says, he can even pretend that thereis
asecret order among partswhich seem to have no connection. The creator has preceded
him along the way, and the most beautiful disorders are effects of art, that is, again
order. Readingisinduction, interpolation, extrapol ation, and the basis of these activities
rests on the reader’s will, as for a long time it was believed that that of scientific
induction rested on the divine will. A gentle force accompanies us and supports us
fromthefirst pageto thelast. That doesnot mean that we fathom the artist’sintentions



Witing 271

easily. They constitute, as we have said, the object of conjectures, and there is an
experience of the reader; but these conjectures are supported by the great certainty we
have that the beautieswhich appear in the book are never accidental . In nature, thetree
and the sky harmonize only by chance; if, onthe contrary, inthe novel, the protagonists
find themselvesin acertaintower, inacertain prison, if they stroll in acertain garden,
it isamatter both of the restitution of independent causal series (the character had a
certain state of mind which was dueto asuccession of psychologica and social events,
on the other hand, he betook himself to a determined place and the layout of the city
required him to cross a certain park) and of the expression of adeeper finality, for the
park came into existence only in order to harmonize with a certain state of mind, to
express it by means of things or to put it into relief by avivid contrast, and the state
of mind itself was conceived in connection with the landscape. Here it is causality
whichisappearance and which might be called “ causality without cause”, and itisthe
finality which isthe profound reality. But if | canthusin all confidence put the order
of endsunder the order of causes, it isbecause by opening the book | am asserting that
the object hasits source in human freedom.

If | were to suspect the artist of having written out of passion and in passion, my
confidencewould immediately vanish, for it would serve no purposeto have supported
the order of causes by the order of ends. The latter would be supported in its turn by
a psychic causality and the work of art would end by re-entering the chain of
determinism. Certainly | do not deny when | am reading that the author may be
impassioned, nor even that he might have conceived the first plan of hiswork under
the sway of passion. But his decision to write supposes that he withdraws somewhat
from hisfeelings, in short, that he hastransformed his emotionsinto free emotions as
| do mine while reading him, that is, that heisin an attitude of generosity.

Thus, reading isapact of generosity between author and reader. Each onetruststhe
other; each one counts on the other, demands of the other as much as he demands of
himself. For this confidenceisitself generosity. Nothing can force the author to believe
that his reader will use his freedom; nothing can force the reader to believe that the
author has used his. Both of them make a free decision. There is then established a
dialectical going-and-coming; when | read, | make demands; if my demands are met,
what | am then reading provokes me to demand more of the author, which meansto
demand of the author that he demand more of me. And, vice versa, the author’sdemand
isthat | carry my demandsto the highest pitch. Thus, my freedom, by revealing itself,
reveals the freedom of the other.

It matters little whether the aesthetic object is the product of “redistic” art (or
supposedly such) or “formal” art. At any rate, the natural relations are inverted; that
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tree on the first plane of the Cézanne painting first appears as the product of a causal
chain. But the causality isanillusion; it will doubtlessremain asaproposition aslong
as we look at the painting, but it will be supported by a deep finality; if the tree is
placed in such away it is because the rest of the painting requires that this form and
those colours be placed on the first plane. Thus, through the phenomenal causality,
our gaze attains finality as the deep structure of the object, and, beyond finality, it
attainshuman freedom asits source and original basis. Vermeer’srealismiscarried so
far that at first it might be thought to be photographic. But if one considers the
splendour of histexture, the pink and velvety glory of hislittle brick walls, the blue
thickness of a branch of woodbine, the glazed darkness of his vestibules, the orange
coloured flesh of his faces, which are as polished as the stone of holy-water basins,
one suddenly feels, inthe pleasure that he experiences, that the finality isnot so much
in the forms or colours as in his material imagination. It is the very substance and
temper of thethingswhich here givetheformstheir reason for being. With thisrealist
we are perhaps closest to absolute creation, since it isin the very passiveness of the
matter that we meet the unfathomabl e freedom of man.

Thework is never limited to the painted, sculpted, or narrated object. Just as one
perceives things only against the background of the world, so the objects represented
by art appear against the background of the universe. On the background of the
adventures of Fabrice are the Italy of 1820, Austria, France, the sky and stars which
the Abbé Blanis consults, and finally the whole earth. If the painter presents us with
afield or avase of flowers, his paintings are windows which are open on the whole
world. Wefollow thered path whichisburied among the wheat much farther than Van
Gogh has painted it, among other wheat fields, under other clouds, to the river which
emptiesinto the sea, and we extend to infinity, to the other end of the world, the deep
finality which supports the existence of the field and the earth. So that, through the
various objects which it produces or reproduces, the creative act aims at a total
renewal of theworld. Each painting, each book, isarecovery of thetotality of being.
Each of them presentsthistotality to the freedom of the spectator. For thisisquitethe
final goal of art: to recover thisworld by giving it to be seen asit is, but asif it had its
sourcein human freedom. But, sincewhat the author createstakes on objectivereality
only in the eyes of the spectator, thisrecovery is consecrated by the ceremony of the
spectacle—and particularly of reading. We are already in a better position to answer
the question we raised a while ago: the writer chooses to appeal to the freedom of
other men so that, by the reciprocal implications of their demands, they may re-adapt
thetotality of being to man and may again enclose the universe within man.
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If we wish to go still further, we must bear in mind that the writer, like al other
artists, aims at giving his reader a certain feeling that is customarily called aesthetic
pleasure, and which | would very much rather call aesthetic joy, and that thisfeeling,
when it appears, isasign that thework isachieved. It isthereforefining to examineit
in the light of the preceding considerations. In effect, thisjoy, which is denied to the
creator, in so far as he creates, becomes one with the aesthetic consciousness of the
spectator, that is, in the case under consideration, of thereader. Itisacomplex feeling
but onewhose structuresand condition areinseparable from one another. Itisidentical,
at first, with the recognition of atranscendent and absolute end which, for amoment,
suspendsthe utilitarian round of ends-means and means-ends,? that is, of an appeal or,
what amounts to the same thing, of avalue. And the positional consciousness which
| take of thisvalueishecessarily accompanied by the non-positional consciousness of
my freedom, since my freedom ismanifested toitself by atranscendent exigency. The
recognition of freedom by itself isjoy, but this structure of non-thetical consciousness
impliesanother: since, in effect, reading is creation, my freedom does not only appear
to itself as pure autonomy but as creative activity, that is, it is not limited to giving
itself its own law but perceivesitself as being constitutive of the object. It ison this
level that the phenomenon specifically is manifested, that is, a creation wherein the
created object is given as object to its creator. It is the sole case in which the creator
gets any enjoyment out of the object he creates. And the word enjoyment which is
applied to the positional consciousness of thework read indicates sufficiently that we
areinthe presence of an essential structure of aesthetic joy. This positional enjoyment
isaccompanied by the non-positional consciousness of being essential inrelationtoan
object perceived as essential. | shall call this aspect of aesthetic consciousness the
feeling of security; it is this which stamps the strongest aesthetic emotions with a
sovereign calm. It has its origin in the authentication of a strict harmony between
subjectivity and objectivity. As, on the other hand, the aesthetic object is properly the
world in so far asit isaimed at through the imaginary, aesthetic joy accompaniesthe
positional consciousness that the world isavalue, that is, atask proposed to human
freedom. | shall call thisthe aesthetic modification of the human project, for, asusual,
the world appears as the horizon of our situation, as the infinite distance which
separates usfrom ourselves, asthe synthetic totaity of thegiven, astheundifferentiated
whole of obstacles and implements—but never asademand addressed to our freedom.
Thus, aesthetic joy proceeds to this level of the consciousness which | take of
recovering and internaizing that whichisnon-ego par excellence, sincel transformthe
given into an imperative and the fact into a value. The world is my task, that is, the
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essential and freely accepted function of my freedom is to make that unique and
absol ute obj ect which isthe universe comeinto being in an unconditioned movement.
And, thirdly, the preceding structuresimply a pact between human freedoms, for, on
the one hand, reading is a confident and exacting recognition of the freedom of the
writer, and, on the other hand, aesthetic pleasure, asitisitself experienced intheform
of avalue, involvesan absolute exigencein regard to others; every man, in so far ashe
isafreedom, feels the same pleasure in reading the same work. Thus, all mankind is
present in its highest freedom; it sustains the being of aworld which isboth itsworld
and the “external” world. In aesthetic joy the positional consciousness is an image-
making consciousness of theworld initstotality both as being and having to be, both
astotally oursand totally foreign, and the more ours asit isthe moreforeign. The non-
positional consciousness really envel ops the harmonious totality of human freedoms
in so far asit makesthe object of auniversal confidence and exigency.

To writeisthus both to disclose the world and to offer it asatask to the generosity
of the reader. It is to have recourse to the consciousness of othersin order to make
one's self be recognized as essential to the totality of being; it isto wish to live this
essentiality by means of interposed persons; but, on the other hand, asthe real world
isrevealed only by action, asone can feel oneself init only by exceeding it in order to
change it, the novelist’s universe would lack depth if it were not discovered in a
movement to transcend it. It has often been observed that an object in a story does not
deriveitsdensity of existence from the number and length of the descriptions devoted
to it, but from the complexity of its connections with the different characters. The
more often the characters handleit, take it up, and put it down, in short, go beyond it
towards their own ends, the more real will it appear. Thus, of the world of the novel,
that is, the totality of men and things, we may say that in order for it to offer its
maximum density the disclosure-creation by which the reader discoversit must also
be an imaginary participation in the action; in other words, the more disposed oneis
to changeit, the more aiveit will be. The error of realism has been to believe that the
real revealsitself to contemplation, and that consequently one could draw animpartial
picture of it. How could that be possible, since the very perception is partial, since by
itself the naming is already a modification of the object? And how could the writer,
who wants himself to be essential to thisuniverse, want to be essential to theinjustice
which this universe comprehends? Yet, he must be; but if he accepts being the creator
of injustices, it isin amovement which goes beyond them towards their abolition. As
for me who read, if | create and keep alive an unjust world, | cannot help making
myself responsible for it. And the author’s whole art is bent on obliging me to create
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what hediscloses, thereforeto compromise myself. So both of usbear theresponsibility
for the universe. And precisely because this universe is supported by the joint effort
of our two freedoms, and because the author, with me as medium, has attempted to
integrate it into the human, it must appear truly in itself in its very marrow, as being
shot through and through with a freedom which has taken human freedom asiits end,
andif itisnot really thecity of endsthat it ought to be, it must at |east be astage along
the way; in a word, it must be a becoming and it must always be considered and
presented not as a crushing mass which weighs us down, but from the point of view
of itsgoing beyond towardsthat city of ends. However bad and hopel essthe humanity
which it paints may be, the work must have an air of generosity. Not, of course, that
this generosity is to be expressed by means of edifying discourses and virtuous
characters; it must not even be premeditated, and it is quite true that fine sentiments
do not make fine books. But it must be the very warp and woof of the book, the stuff
out of which the people and things are cut; whatever the subject, a sort of essential
lightness must appear everywhere and remind us that the work is never a natura
datum, but an exigence and a gift. Andif | am giventhisworld withitsinjustices, itis
not so that | may contemplate them coldly, but that | may animate them with my
indignation, that | may disclose them and create them with their nature as injustices,
that is, as abuses to be suppressed. Thus, the writer’s universe will only reveal itself
in al its depth to the examination, the admiration, and the indignation of the reader;
and the generous love is a promise to maintain, and the generous indignation is a
promiseto change, and the admiration a promiseto imitate; although literatureisone
thing and morality a quite different one, at the heart of the aesthetic imperative we
discern the moral imperative. For, since the one who writes recognizes, by the very
fact that he takes the trouble to write, the freedom of his readers, and since the one
who reads, by the mere fact of his opening the book, recognizes the freedom of the
writer, thework of art, from whichever sideyou approachit, isan act of confidencein
the freedom of men, And sincereaders, like the author, recognize thisfreedom only to
demand that it manifest itself, thework can be defined as an imaginary presentation of
theworld in so far asit demands human freedom. The result of which isthat thereis
no “gloomy literature”, since, however dark may be the coloursin which one paints
the world, one paintsit only so that free men may feel their freedom as they faceit.
Thus, there are only good and bad novels. The bad novel aimsto please by flattering,
whereasthe good oneisan exigence and an act of faith. But aboveall, the unique point
of view from which the author can present the world to those freedoms whose
concurrence hewishesto bring about isthat of aworld to beimpregnated alwayswith
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more freedom. It would be inconceivabl e that this unleashing of generosity provoked
by the writer could be used to authorize an injustice, and that the reader could enjoy
hisfreedom while reading awork which approves or accepts or simply abstainsfrom
condemning the subjection of man by man. One canimagine agood novel being written
by an American negro eveniif hatred of thewhiteswere spread all over it, becauseitis
the freedom of hisrace that he demands through this hatred. And, as heinvitesmeto
assume the attitude of generosity, the moment | feel myself a pure freedom | cannot
bear to identify myself with arace of oppressors. Thus, | require of all freedoms that
they demand the liberation of coloured people against the white race and against
myself in so far as| am a part of it, but nobody can suppose for a moment that it is
possibleto write agood novel in praise of anti-Semitism.® For, the moment | feel that
my freedom isindissolubly linked with that of al other men, it cannot be demanded of
methat | useit to approve the enslavement of a part of these men. Thus, whether he
is an essayist, a pamphleteer, a satirist, or a novelist, whether he speaks only of
individual passions or whether he attacks the socia order, the writer, a free man
addressing free men, has only one subject—freedom.

Hence, any attempt to endave hisreadersthreatenshimin hisvery art. A blacksmith
can be affected by fascismin hislifeasaman, but not necessarily in hiscraft; awriter
will be affected in both, and even morein hiscraft thanin hislife. | have seen writers,
who beforethewar called for fascism with all their hearts, smitten with sterility at the
very moment when the Naziswere | oading them with honours. | am thinking of Drieu
laRochelle in particular; he was mistaken, but he was sincere. He proved it. He had
agreed to direct aNazi-inspired review. Thefirst few months he reprimanded, rebuked,
and lectured his countrymen. No one answered him because no onewas freeto do so.
Hebecameirritated; he nolonger felt hisreaders. Hebecame moreinsistent, but nosign
appeared to provethat he had been understood. No sign of hatred, nor of anger either;
nothing. He seemed to have lost his bearings, the victim of a growing distress. He
complained bitterly to the Germans. His articles had been superb; they became shrill.
The moment arrived when he struck his breast; no echo, except among the bought
journalistswhom he despised. He handed in hisresignation, withdrew it, again spoke,
still in the desert. Finally, he said nothing, gagged by the silence of others. He had
demanded the enslavement of others, but in his crazy mind he must haveimagined that
it was voluntary, that it was still free. It came; the man in him congratul ated himsel f
mightily, but the writer could not bear it. While this was going on, others, who,
happily, were in the majority, understood that the freedom of writing implies the
freedom of the citizen. One does not write for slaves. The art of prose is bound up
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with the only régimein which prose has meaning, democracy. When oneisthreatened,
the other istoo. And it is not enough to defend them with the pen. A day comeswhen
the pen is forced to stop, and the writer must then take up arms. Thus, however you
might have come to it, whatever the opinions you might have professed, literature
throws you into battle. Writing is a certain way of wanting freedom; once you have
begun, you are committed, willy-nilly.

Committed to what? Defending freedom? That’s easy to say. | sit amatter of acting
asaguardian of ideal valueslike Benda's“clerk” beforethebetrayal ,* or isit concrete
everyday freedom which must be protected by our taking sidesin political and social
struggles? The questionistied up with another one, one very simplein appearance but
which nobody ever asks himself: “For whom does one write?’

THEFAMILY IDIOT

The post-Romantic apprentice author

Absolute-Art

Throughout the works of the eighteenth century, autonomy seems to be an objective
status of literature. A class literature, to be sure, but as that class is combatant,
autonomy hererepresentsapure, combative negativity; it assertsitself asaninstitutional
imperative, inseparable from analytic reason, the chief weapon of the bourgeoisie,
whose ultimate outcome must be mechanism, that is, dissolution taken to itslogical
conclusion.

The samenotion, after aperiod of eclipse, reappearsin Romantic literature. But its
function is no longer the same and its meaning has changed; it is now merely the
obligation of aristocratic writers to impose the ideology of their class. Beneath the
positiveideaof synthetic totality, of creation, that ideology conceal stwo negations—
one compensatory, the victory-failure of the nobility, the other fixed and absol ute, the
radical condemnation of the bourgeoisie.

These two imperatives, reanimated by reading, are intertwined and give literary
autonomy an instable and circular content; for that autonomy is based on analysis,
whosefunction isto reduce everything to itselements, and on the aristocratic synthesis
that establishes totalitarian unities on the unity of the creating fiat. Thus the project
imposed on the future writer is forever to depict the creation in his work as the
production of a harmonious whole, and forever to eat away at it with the worm of





