SUBJECTIVITY AS BODY AND MIND

It can be said that Jean Paul Sartre has never stopped to
theorize on subjectivity, more or less implicitly. The question to pose is
whether he conceives of it in a Hegelian or post-Hegelian way. The
chrono-logical setting leaves no doubt that Sartre is indeed a post-
Hegelian, but it must be specified how his theory confronts the Hegelian
system. How Sartre conceives of subjectivity and what role he assigns to
it is the aim of these pages, which comment on a lecture presented by
Sartre in 1961 at the Istituto Gramsci in Rome.

The first question that Sartre poses is whether subjectivity is of
interest to a Marxist philosophy, or whether it should be left to other
specialized disciplines and separate schools of thought. After having
stated that subjectivity must not be confused with the Hegelian dichotomy
of subject and object, Sartre specifies that subjectivity implies an "internal
action," a "system in interiority" that excludes an unmediated contact with
the subject. He criticizes some Marxist positions that end up by denying
any role to subjectivity, labeling them idealistic, naive, and tied to a
fetishization of commodities, not unconnected 10 an easy and potentially
misleading symbolism. Then Sartre goes on to reiterate that subjectivity
cannot be accounted for without taking transcendence into consideration.

Transcendence must not be given an idealistic or, even worse,
a theological meaning. It must instead be conceived of as tied to the
"psychosomatic unity” of the organism that needs, works, and enjoys.
Psycho-somatic unity is caught in an objectivity that as such escapes
knowledge and has consequences that can be unpredictable. This not-
knowledge constitutes, or helps to constitute, the opposite of
transcendence, what Sartre calls interiority. By means of the organism,
this interiority mediates the transcendence of work, forming a
materialistic-dialectical system. Pure subjectivity, on the other hand, is
the result of our ignorance of a duality within exteriority.

Praxis itself is the product, the subject-object, of a subjec-tivity
that ignores itself. Granted that Sartre denies a dialectic of nature, or at
least delimits its range, either because it is unknowable, or because he
conceives of nature as unchangeable and unaffected by a purely idealistic
approach. He states that once subjectivity has been affected by the
object, it will go through constant change. This is praxis, though not
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In abstract philosophical terms, Sartre says that subjectivity
internalizes the changing external reality and makes it into an ought-to-
be, in order subsequently to externalize it thanks to "organic energies."
This violent process, or project, implies a reconstituting of the organism,
a process not devoid of moral and ethical implications, not to mention the
political ones that engaged Sartre at the time. The French philosopher
therefore does not subscribe to an idealistic notion of subjectivity: He
knows full well that the subject is also the result of conditioning, an
unconscious process that forces the subject itself to a form of repetition.
Repetition is not simply foreseeable, it can be spontaneous and can
generate surprise; but, when subjectivity is externalized, Sartre says, it
leads to institutionalization. When this happens, "the subjective person"
becomes a "set of duties."

Sartre mentions psychoanalytic theory only en passant. Yet he
is well aware of its theoretical and practical importance, recognizing that
psychoanalysis is a praxis. Sartre considers the psychoanalysis of the
subjective person who faces his past with the help of memory; but he is
not interested in the past itself. He says in fact that the past must be
kept at a distance, and this implies a retotalization. In other words, the
past must be reinterpreted. Repetition, which is a mark of subjectivity,
is therefore intertwined with retotalization. Such a situation would be an
impasse if Sartre did believe that repetition is the only mark of
subjectivity. But another factor intervenes, and this is invention. Again,
the two aspects are in a dialectical relation. The person projects his
being on the outside, but the environment does not allow simple
repetition because the environment changes and, in the process, forces
the person to change. In other words, the new is possible.

This not necessarily optimistic stand shows at least, if there
were any need, that Sartre allies himself with progressive thinking and
practice. Human invention is reached, or can be reached, thanks to
subjectivity, and human invention needs praxis. But according to Sartre,
praxis is far from being the product of a "clear consciousness." Creativity,
or invention, needs an obscure factor, which consists in repetition.
Subjectivity is the resulting vector of these two aspects of the person:
repetition and invention. And the implications of such a theory are
important and far-reaching when applied to historical events,
psychoanalysis, and Marxism.

In order not to generate confusion, we must take one step at
a time. Sartre is interested in creativity in that the repetition-invention
of the person is a constant transcending project. Moreover, it is essential
that subjectivity know itself only from the outside, in its products.
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This conclusion, however tentative it may be, leads uvs back to
the problem of psychoanalysis. Sartre is explicit on this issue: He asserts
that psychoanalysis implies a bad metaphysics and that he is personally
opposed to the analytic experience for lack of political will. He is also
skeptical about the accomplishments that psychoanalysis can offer and,
moreover, is uncommitted to such a process in that the Sartrean system
implies living in a state of "absolute presence." In other words, Sartre
accuses psychoanalysis of implying, not only a bad metaphysics, but a bad
subjective system.

Above all, Sartre wants a verification against objective conduct,
believing that only in this way is it possible to achieve self-knowledge.
Moreover, he rejects psychoanalysis because he has already rejected
desire. Having subscribed to the Marxian need-work-enjoymenttriad, he
does not include desire in his later theorizing. Desire instead is central
to any psychoanalytic school that does not ignore the individuality of the
person. In addition, maybe, Sartre saw in psychoanalysis a compromise
that he was not willing to accept. In fact, according to Freud,
unconscious desire, as expressed in dreams, serves two masters. Such a
contradictory state must necessarily resolve itself in compromise, which
entails dirting one’s hands, something that Sartre was unwilling to accept.
We are not saying this in order to discredit Sartre’s theory, even less to
discredit the man himself. We are simply trying to understand why Sartre
consciously rejects the notion of the unconscious, while himself falling
victim to it.

But there is another consideration. Existence for Sartre has
nothing mysterious in it, and his humanism rejects both Heidegger’s
solitary path and the objectifications of psychoanalysis. Nevertheless, he
does not deny the psychosomatic reality of the individual. And he is
careful not to reduce Marxism to a simple consideration of need-work-
enjoyment, without including psychic reality. Only this constitutes a
whole. But, Sartre adds, this reality must be given the proper order and
priority. For Marxian thought, need comes first, while enjoyment is
mediated through work. Psychoanalysis, in contrast, certainly does not
deny the biological needs of the individual. But it is less prone to ignore
the fact that the adult has not only needs but desires, and that these also
must be satisfied or fulfilled, directly or indirectly. According to Lacan,
for instance, desire is metonymy, a dynamic process that, if mastered and
understood, leads to metaphoric substitutions such as sublimation.
Neither Freud nor Lacan excludes what is, in Sartre’s words, a
"subjectivity that makes itself by creating objectivity." In other words,
psychoanalysis does not ignore praxis or creativity, and there is no need
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to be afraid of a reductionist approach when subjectivity is taken into
consideration. Therefore, psychoanalysis does not ignore synthesis. On
the other hand, Sartre criticizes the Hegelian system as implying a
philosophy of reflection in which Mind grasps itself in an idealistic,
Aristotelian way. Instead, Sartre proposes a theory that, through analytic
regression, leads to a synthetic progression, to history, in which
subjectivity has its place, as it should have. He excludes from
consideration a philosophical and dialectical study of nature; if this
dialectic were possible, and it is not excluded on principle by Sartre,
subjectivity would be part of nature.

A last consideration concerning desire: Sartre speaks of choice
and not of desire. But choice is desire, even though still abstract. It is
perhaps for this reason that we do not know their consequences.
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