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The Sartrean Self:
Ambivalent or Paradoxical?

George ]. Stack

Although 1 em in substentisl sgreesent wvwith aany of the
questioas thet ere reised in Judith Tormey's interpretstion of
e centreal feature of Saertre's conception of the self, there sre
e nuxmber of points she makes with which I would have to die-
agree. In genersl, the characterization of the self in Sertre's
thought ee “contradictory” 1s elso disputable even though 1t
must be easid, in all fairness, that Sartre himself aowetimes
suggesata asuch s notion.

It 18 ironic, in & vay, thst Freud's conception of the
eplicting of the self is described as s form of pesychologicel
Menichesnism. Por, 1f enyone hes Menichesan tendencies of
thought, 1t 18 Sartre. But his tendency to think in teras of
radicsl dvalicies 18 primsrily found in his distinction between
repulsive “beinge-in—-themselves™ (or what others csll msterisl
beings or things) end the trenscendent purity of the ~for
iteelf™ or comnsciousness. Relying basicelly on Seartre's
reference to the role of contradictory concepts in bad feith,
Me. Torwey essumes that this means that the self described by
Sartre 18 “contradictory” snd relates this essumption to the
psychologicel conception of ambivelence. 1t 18 precisely this
concatenation of idess that is questionable.

Amdivalence, as I understend it, is & psychologicel atate
in vhich an individual experiences uncertsinty because he or
ehe 1ie unable to wake 8 choice or because he or she hes &
eimultsneouas desire or proclivity to sey or do opposize things.
Thie genersl definition of embivelence hes s more specific
spplicetion to psychoenalytic thought: it 1s the coexistence of
poeitive snd negative feelings towardas the sswe person, object,
or action. In terms of either & general or aspecific notion of
ambivelence, 1t is difficult to see why it should be construed
a8 analogous to logicel contradiction. A love-hate relation-
ahip certainly has contradictory tensions and conflicting
desires or attitudes that sre disgquieting; but neither are
contradictorY in & strictly logicel sense. Heving positive and
negative feelings tovards someone or aomething 1a en under-
atandable psychologicel atate, and it does not violate the law
of contradiction: It i1s for this reeson that I believe theat
much of wvhat 1s esid sbout Sartre's ostenaible notion of en
smbivalent self isa questionable.

The embivelent self thet Tormey deacribes as 8 kind of
living logicel contradiction, one that is deterained to sct by
nothing, eeems to be more her crestion thean Sartre'a. And the
suggeation cthat Sartre holds that the sslf 1s Tadicelly free
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because 1t is 'smbivalert' 1is, ot lesst, misleading. For
Sartre, the self that has been (one's pas:) 18 not free; 1t 16
a “facticity” . The self that existe for others 1s arn: objecti-
fied self, a being for others that is petrified not only by
“"the look,” but by evaluation and judgment as well. In terme of
the inwardneass of counsciouasness, the ’'self’' 1s dynemic, 1n
process, “surging” (in Sercre's metaplworicsl language) towards
what 1ic is not yet, but may becoae. We are free, for Sartre,
for che aimply stated, but metaphysically complex, reason that,
as consciousness, we are not beings in the world: we are an
undetermined no-thing. We eare radiceally free because, in
Sartre'as view, our present conscioueness is not determined by
sanything, not even our own past. So, if my interprecation of
Sarcre is viable, the point of the sabivalence of the self 1is
irrelevent to his defence of freedom. BetCween our past aeries
of choices, decisions, and actions sod & present choice, cthere
is what Sartre calls s caesura, a break, a psuse or, in more
drematic language, "nothingness”. Given hie rather dering
theory of che ‘'structure' of conaciousneas, Sartre has the
basic ingredient for his defence of radical freedos=. Ambi-
valence wusy 1impede or inhibic choice and action, but once an
act 18 underctaken {in Sarcre's account of the matter), then we
are aubject ¢o the universal causal nexuas of phyaical evenctas.
What I have elsevhere called the 1idea of abstract freedom
rooted in the ontologicel structure of coansciousness is central
to Sarcre's concepton of the origin of freedom. Even the wmoat
smbivalent of persons cannot act concrecely in an 'smbivalenc’
vay. And an action, despite the Marxian belief 1in ontologicel
'contradictions‘ 1in nature or soclety, cannot be literally
conscrued aa contradictory.

In regard to the issue of deception of others, I agree
wholeheartedly with what Judith Torwey has said on the watcer.
The deceiver of others must, obviously, know what he 13 not
telling others. The corporation executive who tells a group of
workers that if chey 1incresse productivity, cthen Chey will
probably forestall future scaff reductions is deceiving chem 1if
he knowa chat there will be inevitable reductions in the work-
force wich or wichout 1incressed production. The cunning
deceiver, of course, usually only impliea or suggests someching
which he knows will not cake place. Decepction is lying; buc ic
is also sometimes misleading ochers, offering veiled promiaes,
wsnipulacing che feelings of others, and much ore.

Self-deception, as Tormey correctly shows, is somevhat more
complicaced. While it does aseem to entail & kind of dualicy,
ic 1s not necessarily s duslicy in the self. Ic is one and che
eame person who tries ¢to disguise or hide his or her true
motiveas, beliefs, or feelings froe himaself or herself. Preud
is quice competitive with Sartre on this score. Eapecially in
his analysis of the "defence mechaniams™ that people coumonly
use, he 1s 1insighcful. In rationalizacion, for example, we
present for public consumption an acceptable resson for our
behavior which diaguises &8 rationale chat ®may not be too
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flactering. A person wmakes a generous contribution to a
popular charity ouc of pure generosi:y (he says to others and
to haself), but, in his subjective comsciousness, he knows that
he made the contribution purely for self-interested reasons (to
display public service for some anticipated gain, to obtain a
substantial reduction of taxes, etc.). Of course, since ihese
eotives for behaving in a certain way msy not be acceptable to
the imago or self-image of such a person, he endeavors to
obscure them froem his own view by “pushing them 1nto the
unconscious wind.® Less esoterically put, one could say that
the self-deceiver engages 1in “selective forgectting." The
subjective transformiation of a motive or rationale mav, as
Freud affirms and Sartre denies, involve sowmething verv much
like “unconscious™ patterns of thinking. Certainly, as Tormey
points out, this process would probably be more complicated 1in
cases of genuine ambivalence. But, again, 1 see no reason to
assume a 'splict’ or division in the self to account for cthis.
When we act out of a state of ambdivalence, we may honestly say
that wve do not actually know why we performed a certain act.
That 1s, in the case =meniined above, if a person desires to be
generous and to seek personal gain cthrough generosity, the
action w@mmy, 1indeed, proceed out of conflicting motives. This
testifies to the complexity of self, but not to its logomorphic
'structure’.

1¢ is not, as 18 said, the condition of ambivalence that
creates an “emptiness™ in the self, for Sartre. In a strict
sense, consciousness 18 not the "self™ 1n Sartre's view.
Consclousness 1s the primordial origin of freedom, possibli:y,
and hence, choice, decision, and action. The self is what we
become through action. As Sartre says in his popular essayv,
“Existentialism as Humanism,” a "man 18 the sum of his ac-
tions.” The realization of one projec: entails the negaiion of
competing projects. Ambivalence in regard :o competing choices
is only resolved through decisive choice and subsequent action.
While deliberation is an act of consciousness, 1t does not
entall concrete action. If we were able 0 remain in a state
of ambivalent immobility or indecisiveness, then we could not
strive to realize a “project”™ and, hence, in Sartre's view, we
would neither act nor exist in the strong sense of that word.
The temnsion in human existence that Sartre refers to in regard
to “bad faith” has to do primarily wich a tendency to deny our
freedom by trying to become an object, a "being in 1itself.”
The waiter, in Sartre’s example in Being and Nothingness, who
thinks of hiaself wholly and entirely as a “waiter,” as a kind
of “waiter-in~-itself,” 1s not ambivalent towards his behavior
and he 18 not 1in a state of ambivalence. He 18 consciously
willing to present himself as, and think of hiwmself as, a
waiter by denying his “transcendence,” his freedow. Self-
deceptton is immanent in such a situation because this Project
cannot be completed. . .because the person (or consciousness)
who endeavors to be a waiter only is aware that, as a free
consciousness, he 18 above or outside what he 1s trying (o be.
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Tormey 18 righ: wher she eaye tha: self-decepiiorn requires what
Sarcre calls the “arct of forwming con:iradictory concepis.” The
person playing the socia! role of “waiter”™ §n “bad faiih" knowse
Chat be 18 ¢ctryinZ to exhaus: hi{e entire deing in the role of
“walier” and he 1a qui:te eware that he 1ia no:, 1In 8 sirict
sense, solely a waiter. By trying to becoeme the “facticity® of
being a waiier, the person thinks, "1 sm a waicer.” However,
aa 1 underacand Sartre's poaition here, the same person also
knowe, aa a free consciouaneaa, that "I am to: a waiter.” This
ia the paradox of “bad faith™: aa long as man has the nature of
both & bound facticicy and a totslly free consciousness, he
cannot achieve authentic seelf-deception 1assofar as he 1a
conscioualy aware of acting in “bad faith.”

The analyeis of bed faith in Being and Nothingness and the
coeval analyeie of self-deception ia one of cthe mosi subtle
arguments 1in a work replete with sophiscicscted philoasophical
arguments. Briefly sctated, Sartre argues that no one can claim
to be, wholly and entirely, what he ts and no one can claim to
be entirely what he ia not. I cannot, to take Sartre's ex-—
sample, think of myseelf 88 &8 total coward, as an abeolute
coward, because 1 cannot determine myself asa a8 finiehed,
complecte encicty, as a8 being in iteelf. PFor, @y coneciousneas
of intentionally determining myself 88 a “coward” 1s a free act
of & free conscioueness that eludes my cognitive determination
of wyeelf aa a “coward.” No one can be a total coward any more
than anyone can be an "honest person.” With sufficient know-
ledge of someone after his or her death we m3y say, "He was &
coward,” Thie 1s poasible because the person referred to i1e now
a coaplece facticity. In cthe hell in which cthree characters
live 1in No Exit, the characters suffer from the full 1llumina-
tion, without excuse, of their being, cheir €facticicy ehaped
through their actions in life. For one who has lived in “bad
faich® or who has tried to do so, thia ia, 1indeed, hell. Ae
long 88 We are actively 1involved 1in che process of life,
however, we are paradoxical beinga comprised, eaasentially, of
trauscendence (freedom) and facticity (determination). It 1e
thie duslity, and not states of ambivalence, that make che
project of bad faich poasible, but unattainable.

If it were genuinely poaasible, which it 18 not, 1licerally
to be (let ue say) courageous, then the projectes of bad faith
and ;:1f-decepcion could be carried out. If one were com-
plecely courageous, then one would have become a complete
being, a finished human product, an object like others. Living
in bad faicth, ae Sartre describes it, positively requires chat
@y project to be courageous be impossible. A non-conscioua
object cmnnot be in "bad faicth® because it ia what 1c 1a. It
has no altericy in iceelf; it cannot be what it 18 not. The
puricy and perfecction of worke of art, espscially sculptures,
ie espoused by Sartre precisely because of his consistent
ontology. A fine plece of sculpture is complete in iceelf,
perfect of 1ite kind, & pleassing, beautiful, aesthecically
perceived facticity. If we ask why Sartre maincains that no
one can be totally aincere or completely immereed in bad faich,
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we w®must turn, as Tormey alwost does, to his oncology of human
being. At this point, of course, temporary states of ambiva-
lence, a8 well as the "ambivalent self,”™ are lefc behind.

In concluding portions of the paper under consideration,
ic 1s said thai human existence must be described in terus of
concradiction presymably because the self has a contradictory
nature. Adnmictctedly, this 18 an interpretation that Sarctre him-
self somelimes seems to invice. However, it is misleading.
Without getting into the intricacies of Sartre's unusus)l onto-
logy and sowe of 1ts internal conceptual difficulcies, we can
safely say cthat Sartre's phenomenology moves from a description
of consciousness, 1ts being and its acis, to a description of
being-for-others and finally to concrete action in a world com-
prised of “instrumental cowplexes,” cultural oblects, and cthe
ever-present, slightly menacing, “othera.” In a sense, we have
to read Being and Nothingness forwards, but understand it back-
wards. For, what Sartre presents seriatim, out of phenomenolo-
gical necessicy, 1s really experienced all at once in the dy-
namics of actualcicty. The concrete freedom and concrece action
mentioned at the conclusion of his work entails an interaction
of consciousness and facticity, an interaction that 1is explored
in Critique de 1la raison dialectique. Aside from the arcifi-
cial descriptions of a phenomenology of human reality, exis-
tence cakes place in a causal network comprising “the world~
and, in chat world, consciousness i8 fmmanent in man'a facti-
city. The living self 18 neither consciousness nor faccicity:
it 18 created, for better or worse, through the action of what
may be called a "consciousness-body.” As 1ironical as it
sounds, given Sartre's preoccupacion with tche internal pro-
cesses of consciousness, the self 48 a public entity, something
that exists for others. It is for this reason that he says that
Harcel Proust 1s the author of Remembrance of Things Past and
other works, the person known by others who lived his life in a
certain way. Proust 1s not what, 1in imagination, he may have
thought he was; his dreams, his fantasies, his wunfulfilled
plans, his hopes, all of these are evanescent and irrelevant to
wvhat, finally, he was. This view of the self is what accounts
for Sartre’'s tendency to present individuals in what seems to
be a harsh, unescapable, total illumination. Put simply, we are
wvhat we become 1in our lifetime through the realization of our
projects, no matter how humble or grandiose they may be.

The incomplecte self, the self in process of formation, the
self we are 1ineluctably becoming cthrough our projects, our
choices; and our actions, this self 1s paradoxical, but not
ambivalent. The formula cited at the end of "The Ambivalent
Self™ should have been cited at 1its beginning. For, it is che
key to Sarcre's understanding of the becoming of the self.
Alchough some philoaphers 1in the Anglo-American, Iinguistic
snalysis camp have found ¢this conception of human realicy
“untidy,” Sartre knows exactly what he 18 saying. From
Kierkegaard, 1in the first inscance, and from Heidegger, Sartre
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has ado9:ed the fundamenial oniology of man that conceives of
hin as 8 dyrawmic synihesis of what Kierkegaard called "mneces-
a1ly” and ~“possibilicty” end Heidegger celled Fakrizitar and
Moglichkeit. 1n tems of what an individual has done up to the
present and in terms of what he or ahe has endured up to the
present, the individual's being is characterized by facticicy.
Only vhat has already occurred 18 'necessary’ or has been
empirically determined. 1f man vere only vhat he has bdeen or
1sa now, he would be anslogous to s mere being (Seiecde) or an
etre-en~soi. Hovever, as KRierkegaard first aaid and later
Wiliiam James asserted in the name of a8 “Danish chinker,” aan
“l1ivea forward.” What a person has done or haa undergone
cannot be effaced or negated. But a perason’s potentialitieas or
existential posaibilicies have “not yet" been reslized. If
they msy or may not be realized 1in futuro, then cthey are
contingent posaibilizies. Since cthinkers a8s diverae as
Aristotle and Hampahire have insiated that =man has unique
potentisliries, then, in this asense, potentislity 1a pert of
the bei™® of man.

Trauslacting che above into Sarcre’'s paradoxical idioe, we
see that he holda chat man 18 not wvhat he 1a (i.e., 18 not his
neceaaity or his already deteruined empirical actuality) and
ia, in a aense, what he 1a not (i.e., ia his potentiaslicties or
hia poseibilities). An individual {18 construed as living
tovarde future, as yet unrealized, poasibilicies (or projects)
and being wootivated 1in hies behavior by what Rierkegaard ac-
curately described sas a8 “subjective cteleology.” The pereon
exieta, in a asense, at the ontological interesection of facti-
cicy and possibility and is not truly eicther, but a paradoxical
ayntheais of both, This, ¥ believe, i8 what Sartre means in
hia often cited formula for the nature of human reslity. In
thie asense, the aelf that 1ia in proceas of becoming cannot be
entirely determined because it 1is volatile, dynssfc, or under-
going change. The eelf 1a 1in the proceaa of creation, for
better or worae, throughout a person‘a lifetime. ¢ 1a not
analogous to a logically self-identical concept and it 1ia not a
living “contradiction.” Ambivalent aometimes, but easentially
paradoxical. In fact, aa Kierkegaard once aaid, if man wvere
not psradoxical in hia being, then he could not change, could
not atrive to realize Paosaibiliciea, could not, in a atrict
semse, exist. Sartre g@saya that 1t 1a chrough =man that
"nothingneas” (=consciouaneas) enters the world; he amight just
88 well have aaid cthat in human exiatence posaibility enters
the world. Kierkegaard, Heidegger, and Sartre all acknowledge
“"objective poaaibilicies” in the world as much aa the dedicated
ampiriciat doea. However, given their philosophical concerns,
they are more intereated in examining subjective possibilicies.

Contradiction 1in cthought and being that Toreey actributes
to Sartre’'a oetensible conception of the “ambivalent aself” are
really paradoxical features of the dynamic nature of the self
that Sartre defeada. It doea not teke s genius to show uas that
individuale are subject to conflicting wotives, ambivalent
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feelings, and confliceting goals. But these subjective states of
being are not testimony ¢to the ambivalent nature of the self.
gven in the woat cowmon choices we make we are, as Xierkegaard
iosighefully put 4t, “in-betwveen™ possibility (a projected
possibilicy of choice and action) and actuality (our eapirical
actualicy up to and including the present). An aabivalent self
such as Torwey depicts would suffer the paralysis and immcbil-
icy that she aptly describes. But this 'self' is actually only
a potential self, a character who is unable to resolve the pro-—
blem of opposing possiblities of choice or action, who is inde-
cisive. This is virctually a portrait of the character "A" in
Eicher/Or, a character who is compared to a pawa survounded on
a chessboard that is unable "to move.” Such a person is para-
digmacically living an inauthentic wode of existence.

Central to the existential 'therapy' of Sartre (and his
predecessors) 1is the atteapt to encourage them to becowme
decisive in their lives, to liberate them for genuine choice.
The appeal to von Wright's notion cthat temporal processes are
both p and ~p brings us back to an Hegelian conception of
actualicy. And cthis, 1in cturn, brings us back to Aristotle's
idea that change reqQuires a trausition from a potential state
to an actual state. This, of course, is where Kierkegaard,
Heldegger, and Sartre enter the picture. But cthey prefer ¢to
point to the paradoxical cemsions of humsn existence rather
than using the logical model of what seems to be a kind of
existential contradiction in the self. To be sure, there are
opposing tendencies in the self, even dialectical oppositions,
but wan 18 not subject to a living, logical 'contradiccion.'
The simple reason for this, especially 1in Sarcre's case, 1is
that man 18 not interpreted in accordance with the model of
logic. A person is never logically self-identified and never
logically self~-contradictory. It is Sartre'a phenomenological
ontology of human reality cthat determines his racther coaplex
analysis of the self, self-deception, and "bad faith.” Need-
less to say, it is decidedly not a logomorphic ontology. If 1t
ie sometimes a psychologist ontology of human existence, this
i because Sartre believes, with good reason, that the psycho-
logical states of, and psychological experiences of, man are
relevant to a full understanding of how wan experiences him~
self, others and the world. How we can talk about man and his
experience without impinging on the deep psychological dimen-—
eion of human life is difficult to understand. Ambivalence {s,
indeed, part of that experience; but it is not the bssis of
Sartre's conception of the self.
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