From the consciousness of the imagination to the consciousness of the freedom

(Jean-Paul Sartre, Imagination-1936; Situation X, 1976)

Maka Lashkhia

Sartre's literary and philosophic careers were inextricably bound together and are best understood in relation to one another and to their biographic context. An only child, Sartre decided at an early age to be a writer. According to The Words, the autobiography of his youth, this decision was made in conscious opposition to the wishes of his grandfather, Charles Schweitzer (who, after the death of Sartre's father, raised the boy with the help of Sartre's grandmother). Schweitzer, a domineering old Protestant who was nevertheless very fond of his grandson and extremely indulgent with him, appeared to young Sartre as insincere, a consummate charlatan. Charles Schweitzer preached the serious values of the bourgeoisie and tried to denigrate a career in letters as precarious, unsuitable for stable middle-class people. As a reaction, Sartre proposed to make writing serious, to adopt it as the center of his life and values. He also chose it as a kind of self-justification in a world where a child was not taken seriously. "By writing I was existing. I was escaping from the grown-ups," he wrote in The Words.

When his mother remarried, Sartre moved from Paris to La Rochelle with her and his stepfather, a solemn professional man with whom he felt little in common. All the same, young Sartre followed the path of a professional, finishing his lycee studies in Paris and completing university work at the Ecole Normale Superieure. There he met feminist intellectual Simone de Beauvoir, who was to be a lifelong companion, though by no means his only love interest.

As a student, Sartre became interested in philosophy, pursuing it through the agregation (the highest French degree preparing for a teaching career). Sartre was steeped in the Cartesian rationalist tradition (whereby the subject's existence is proven by his thought), although eventually he largely departed from this philosophy. The topic of his thesis, the imagination, shows how his philosophic concerns supported his early interest in creative writing. Other of his treatises of the 1930s concern the emotions and what Sartre called the transcendence of the ego--or the nature of the self--which, he argued, is created by the individual instead of being a given. At the same time that he was pursuing these investigations on the imagination, Sartre became acquainted with phenomenology, a branch of philosophy associated with such German scholars as Edmund Husserl, with whom Sartre studied for a year in Berlin.

The first work by Jean-Paul Sartre was ‘Imagination’, published in 1936. This piece will be used while analyzing Sartre’s literary and philosophical life. 

‘Imagination’ is very interesting essay since it endeavors to examine consciousness in a phenomenological way, in philosophical context. The main feature of the imagination is the following – it is an imaging consciousness, where its own object is posited as non-existent and spontaneous. Imagination as an ‘imaging consciousness’ has an intentional nature. With the help of the latter I differently perceive the world, however I cannot say that the objects are different, but rather my consciousness is approaching them in a different way. This is because the imagination presents the objects in a mediated way. Faces arising from the imagination duplicate the objects. Consequently, a human, an imagination interacts with those duplicates and gives names to them. 

“Imagination, started from the stage of sensational perception goes through the endless line of faces, thus it will encompass all the levels via which human approaches the universe. By doing so, it will establish sense of superiority and primacy of a subject in relation to the factual world.”

Existence in a human reality implies existence in a situation. It is a meeting of a living individual consciousness with a factual circumstance; According to French encyclopedist Jean-Paul Sartre, existence in itself can be understood as everything that stipulates human discovery of himself in the universe. Individual projects himself towards his capacities and by doing so brings him and a factual circumstance together in one situation. 

Consciousness that is a human reality initially presents itself as an insuperable contrast and conflict between factuality and transcendence i.e. between the existence as such and the existence for itself. On the level of the relationship between two consciousnesses i.e. two humans, this conflict and contrast comes into being in the form of dissention between existences for oneself and for other. 

According to Sartre, relationship between two humans is futile attempt to overcome the initial dissention between the existences for oneself and other. Self-realization is strange for the universe that is understood as a cosmos. Only the human is characterized with resistance and development. Furthermore, constant negation of originality of the universe is the substantial source and impulse of human development with a view to become free from this existence. Each human being constantly tries to overcome the situation where he finds himself since this situation is dangerous for him, since there is always someone next to him, look of other person, which makes him an object, deprives him from possibility and illusion to recognize freedom of this other. By recognizing freedom of other human, limit has been set on mine that in the end is fatal for me.

According to Sartre, freedom initially is revealed in action. Action is freedom itself. Freedom does not have essence; existence is predominant in it and hence rules the essence. I am that being who recognizes his freedom by his action. However I am also that present whose individual and inimitable existence is temporalized as a temporality. With the help of freedom, consciousness is always different from what others can say about it. Given the fact of human constantly being in action makes him free. Human is destined to be beyond his existence, action, motivator and incentive. He is cursed with freedom.     

This means that they would not be able to find other boundaries for freedom than freedom itself i.e. we are free from quitting to be free. Negation of freedom is nothing but an attempt to cognize oneself as cognition of existence in itself. Human reality always tries to negate this cognition. However this process is futile in essence since existence means choice of oneself for human reality. He is entirely alone in creating oneself without any existence. Therefore, freedom is not existence. Rather it is human existence. Until human exists, until he makes decisions, he would not be able to quit thinking on freedom of choice. Human freedom chooses its aims and by doing so gives them transcendental existence. Freedom is choice of myself in universe and hence discovery of this universe. This is the consciousness that does not differ from our existence. In order to be conscious you should choose and in order to choose you should be conscious. Therefore we are continuously involved in decision making process and hence we always have a possibility of changing this choice since we plan and organize our future with our existential freedom. Consequently, there is always a chance of annulment of this choice and hence there is a possibility of choosing ourselves in different way than it is now. Freedom, choice, annulment and temporalization serve the same aim.

Human existence can choose itself in accordance with its understanding. However, it is not free from choosing. It cannot reject existence since suicide is a decision and prove of this existence. Therefore, freedom is freedom of choice and not the freedom of not making this choice. Problem of freedom is participating in necessity: there is no possibility of not making decision, there is a need for human to make fee decision. We are freedom that makes decision however we do not choose to be free: we are penalized with freedom. We do not have other choice than to freely recognize others’ freedom. 

This is the reality that Sartre depicted in the context of a human and the universe as well as in the context of relationship between two humans. This is that human reality, which a person cannot get adapted to. This is beyond humane control. ‘We are cursed with freedom’, we are in a conflictual relationships with others, ‘others equal to hell’. What is left then? Human cannot handle existence in the reality. However, human consciousness and freedom seek for the way out of any kind of situation. Imaging consciousness starts functioning at this moment, which, according to Sartre is an only mean of our real journey in time. 

According to Sartre, imagination is that kind of consciousness that has ability to remove limits on the one hand between art and non-art and on the other hand between imaginary and reality. This is the focus of my presentation. It is due to the following reason – construction of a new space starts when Sartre as a philosopher removes limits between reality and imaginary and by doing so claims that literature is that space where only the feign of our own death is possible.

According to Sartre creation means to write. Writing, creation of a literary piece means everything for him. Aim of a human is creative life, writes Sartre in ‘Imaginary’.

Sartre in his novel ‘Words’ states: ‘I have been created from the process of writing: before I started writing, there was only a game with mirrors. I have lost faith but I did not step back: I am still writing. I do not have anything to do. Nulla dies dine linea.

I have imagined a pen to be a saber for a long time. I have been convinced in my powerlessness. What is the point of it: I am writing, I will write books; they are necessary and useful; culture cannot release anyone and anything, neither does it justify them, however it is created by a human; he can recognize himself in it, only in this critical mirror can a human see himself. Moreover, my nature is a building of ‘fooling oneself’: you can always recover from neurosis but you cannot escape from yourself’.

To conclude with, Sartre’s philosophy and literature are dedicated to formation of a human as a person as well as to cognition of oneself. It is noteworthy that today we are discussing Sartre’s philosophy, his main notions and statements. Reasonable space will be given to his literature as well as his private life. He had a life where everything has been gathered together: philosophical contexts and imaginary situations, social surroundings and engagement in these circumstances. For me Sartre is more than ‘French existential philosopher’, or ‘French writer and play writer.’ He is a man who has been creating and discovering himself while writing. This is why it is difficult to say whether essence precedes existence or vice versa. 

He creates one whole world: with humans, art, world with philosophical perception, politics, hell, and etc. Sartre still is a writer who started phenomenological analysis of philosophical building of a world with the help of imagination. After he recognized objective world in it, it became necessary for him to help meeting between existence-for-itself and existence-for-other. At the expense of freedom, meeting between the two existences became difficult. This was the reason why the necessity of running away from reality, not in a new space, but rather in imaginary one where a human could create others as characters has been raised. However, we should not perceive Sartre’s life to be an illusion, a game. Rather it was ability, a talent to live your life as you want to live: in other words, philosophy is a servant of a life (SERVANTE in French).     

At the end I want to cite Sartre: ‘what I love in my madness is that it saved me from the temptation to get affiliated to ‘elite’: I have never thought about it. Thus I am happy. I have a ‘talent’. The only job I had to do was to escape with the help of work and faith. I did not have much neither in my hands nor in my pocket. Aiming at survival, I wholly dedicated myself to creation. When I realized that there is no way out, I threw it in the store house of plural properties. The only one who remains in the end is a human. He arises from other human, from whole mankind, He is worth of mankind and thus his price is the price of each and every human’. 

By the end of the 1930s, Sartre was known as a promising writer but he was not yet considered an important philosopher. This assessment changed in 1943 when Sartre produced Being and Nothingness: An Essay on Phenomenological Ontology, the major philosophical work of the first half of his career. While closely related to his treatises on imagination and to the views of experience he had expressed in his fiction, Being and Nothingness is not confined to these subjects. Rather, in defining being, or what is, as what appears, it explores all phenomena. The essay examines man, the being who questions being, and concludes that he is both his body occupying a place in the world--that is, an object among objects--and a subject or a consciousness reflecting on objects. Sartre contends that all consciousness is consciousness of something. Since it is basically a negating--or distinguishing--function (saying that this chair, for instance, is not this table), consciousness produces the concept of nothingness; man is the being by whom negation is introduced into an otherwise complete world. Though its influence penetrated slowly, Being and Nothingness helped assure its author's fame after 1945.

In short, Sartre's career as a semi popular writer came to a close in 1950. Yet several works published after that date are among his greatest. The Critique of Dialectical Reason, his second major philosophic work, is essential to the understanding of all he wrote after his radicalization and is so closely connected to certain of his other texts that whole sections were transferred from one to another. It is far from a popular work; even more than in Being and Nothingness, the vocabulary and concepts of its 750-plus pages are difficult, and the analysis is so abstruse and sometimes meandering that even professional philosophers have found some of it incomprehensible.

After 1950 Sartre published and saw into production two theatrical adaptations and three original plays, two of which are surely among his greatest. The Devil and the Good Lord, his personal favorite, is, like the volume on Genet, concerned with values, absolutely and pragmatically. An uncompromising statement of atheism, the play explores in a historical context (sixteenth-century Reformation Germany) the interdependency of good and evil and illustrates the necessity of adopting means that suit the ends. A second major play of the 1950s is the lengthyThe Condemned of Altona, which concerns a German World War II veteran who has barricaded himself in his room for years. Tended only by his sister, the veteran has persuaded himself that Germany won the war. Although concerned explicitly with that conflict and its aftermath, the play was intended to refer also to the Algerian War, then in progress. The play impugns Nazi Germany and the type of men it produced--not just SS soldiers but also members of the upper bourgeoisie who found Nazism useful because it served their economic interests. More generally, it condemns capitalist Europe, whose conflicts over markets and expansion had caused two world wars.

From the beginning of his career, Sartre wanted to make people think, feel, see, and ultimately act differently. Like his earlier views, summarized in Existentialism Is a Humanism, Sartre's later morality is both a difficult and a hopeful one. People can change, he proclaimed, but they would prefer to remain in their errors (to practice injustice, for instance) or to cling to what he had called bad faith. Because of the acceleration of violence and international competition, they must change, he insisted. Since the oppressive and privileged classes will not willingly give up their privileges, these must be wrested from them by violence and revolution; then new relationships between human beings, based on reciprocity and openness instead of rivalry and secrecy, will be possible, Sartre declared.

Seen as a whole, Sartre's career reveals numerous contradictions. A bourgeois, he hated the middle classes and wanted to chastise them; "I became a traitor and remained one," he wrote in The Words. Yet he was not a true proletarian writer. An individualist in many ways and completely opposed to regimentation, he nevertheless attacked the individualistic tradition and insisted on the importance of the collectivity; he moved from the extremely solitary position of an existentialist to concern for society above all. A writer possessed of an outstanding ear for language and other literary skills, he came to suspect literature as inauthentic and wrote a superb autobiography to denounce writing. An atheist, he often spoke with the fervor of an evangelist and repeated that man was responsible for his own errors and must mend his ways. A reformer and moralist, he led an existence that would seem to many decidedly immoral. Of such contradictions, he was of course, aware.
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