_jistential Theory

French philosophy, which has formed us, scarcely knows more than
epistemology. But for Husserl and the phenomenologists, the awareness
that we have of things is not limited to a knowledge of them. (Sartre,
[1939] 1947: 31)

There had been a growing interest in Marxism in the France of the Third
‘Republic and French communism split away from the other socialists (taking
the journal I"'Humanité with it) in alignment with Bolshevism after the
Russian Revolution of 1917. Mauss held that Lenin had been influenced by
- Durkheim (via Sorel), and, as we have seen, wrote a sociological ‘assessment’
~ of Bolshevism. Mauss's texts can be seen retrospectively to have recognised
‘that there could have been a rapprochement between Durkheimian and
‘Marxist theory, but the way that Leninism and Bolshevism developed
- towards autarchy made this impossible. During the inter-war period wide
groups of intellectuals in France began to take up positions relative to
- Marxist social theory and the political divisions, particularly the division
between Stalin and Trotsky after the death of Lenin, within the communist
movement. As we have seen in the last chapter, Georges Bataille had
attempted to fuse Marx, Durkheim and Nietzsche together into a ‘sacred
sociology'. Sartre and de Beauvoir, however, stood off from politics in the
1930s. Gradually the two moved to take up radical positions in social theory
based on their reading of German philosophical attempts to remedy the
ungrounded nature of positive social analysis.! It is not significant here to ask
whether or not their philosophy would lead inevitably, as Aron has suggested,
to radical egalitarian conclusions as a logical outcome of their presupposi-
tions; it is only important to note that in different ways Sartre and de
Beauvoir brought their own version of existentialism into contact with the
Marxist variant of Saint-Simonianism to develop a new body of theory. In
this chapter I examine Sartre’s route to Marxism, and de Beauvoir’s attempt
to develop an existential ethics, before looking at examples of how de
Beauvoir applied the method in two famous analyses (Poster’s account of
1975 discusses in detail the various existential groups but ignores de
Beauvoir, whose importance is still underrated in Gutting 2001: 158-80).

Sartre and de Beauvoir

Sartre was called into the army where his spent two years, and then he was
imprisoned in a camp, Stalag, XII D, for nine months. This experienced



French Sacial Theory

;S::;);{I\E/I;rlch 1941) - he appeared to de Beauveoir t
accusatory” attitude towards her (Baj
: t air, 1991 ;
cogt.emplatn@ thinker, Sartre had become a(nxious foxl". 218) e skt
an an(?]VEd In resistance to German occupation S
Back in Paris, Sartre took up teaching at '

gagement,

movement became organised.

During the
g the rest of the war, Sartre spent much of his time writing the huge

manuscript which was to a i
; . ppear in 1943 [ i
same time his play The Flies was produceda'S g s

Merleau-Ponty called Sartre’s * to wh
rtre’s ‘ultra-h P ) » 10 what
the Cold War and the subsequent ;Zri;’éfhewsm (1974: 95-202), through

Marxism and ethics

Sartre’s Marxism was con
Marxismus. Marxi
. Mar
rxism, Sartre held, had become immobilised in cliché for

freedom was the guiding principle
freedom . (Sartre, [1945] 1973: 23_5 i
inspi ' ’
i ‘](::? ;‘2;1;;1 lfirso:]e "3’1}3 recently .published writings 017 the yofjg :;\?IzlrxDrSa:r::Irlg
himeclf hismter'pretatlon argund the concepts of praxis (mari makes
el il rﬁ),m]ect.s), and alienation (in the modern capitalist world
oW . S projects were reified and turned against him). Th
imonian call for a new morality and society, and the Marxist éheourys

(li t]le Cdplta]lst Illode Oi pl tio

Oduc 1

I'l, were in the Sal trean VISIOn (()II]]I [le(!
Wlth a thEOIy Wthh trie fi fn rain

Existential Theory

theory of action and to recast this as a general theory of history. The radical
aature of this project meant, according to Sartre, that

. The dialectical knowing of man, according to Hegel and Marx, demands a new

rationality. Because nobody has been willing to establish this rationality within
| experience, [ state as a fact — absolutely no one, either in the East or in the West,
writes or speaks a sentence or a word about us and our contemporaries that is

not a gross error. (Sartre, [1957] 1963: 111)

‘The Ethics of Ambiguity ([1947] 1948) was de Beauvoir’s major contribution
to existential moral philosophy. Written by someone who was, scandalously,
in revolt against bourgeois marriage, she became doubly infamous. First for
ing openly a life of an independent woman, gaining her own independent
income from her intellectual work. But secondly, for establishing a relation-
ship with Sartre that formed a privileged site for undisclosed discussions of
the private relations with their other close sexual partners (as revealed in
detail on the publication of de Beauvoir's letters to Sartre). In these letters
de Beauvoir admits to Sartre in 1945 that at least one other person was
‘deeply damaged on learning of the way she had been manipulated in these
interpersonal experiments (see de Beauvoir, 1991: 389).
" A literal translation of de Beauvoir's book on ethics would be ‘For an
Ethics of Ambiguity’ (Pour une morale de l'ambiguité), and it examines from
‘a number of points of view the consequences of recognising fundamental
“human free agency and responsibility for it. She considers the problem of
- whether this freedom is itself willed, or is the ultimate ground. Her conclu-
' sion is that ‘my project is never founded; it founds itself* (de Beauvoir, 1948:
* 26). In this sense de Beauvoir can be read as one of the most radical of the
 existentialists, one who does not seek a ground for theory. At base, as it were,
is not the will to freedom but nothing, and in order ‘for meaning ... to
- justify the transcendence which discloses it, it must itself be founded, which
it will never be if I do not choose to found it myself’ (1948: 25). Freedom
is not a ‘thing or quality naturally attached to a thing’, it is of the nature of ‘the
original upsurge of our existence’ (1948: 25). In de Beauvoir’s idea of exis-
tential morality then, the ground is a ‘perpetual tension’ not a kind of
permanent substratum of the life-world. Thus the ethics of ambiguity in
effect become de Beauvoir’s ground. She is keen to take on the argument
that the general idea of existential freedom is ‘only a hollow formula and
offers no concrete content for action’ (1948: 78).
But de Beauvoir does not deliver a kind of existentialist ten command-
ments from her chosen ground. The argument is a complex one which arrives
more at method than a positive content: ‘Ethics does not furnish recipes ...
one can merely propose methods’ (1948: 134). It seems clear that the reason
de Beauvoir's argument is complex is because she wishes to pursue a case
that is based on a subtle dialectic of freedom, being and existence. Once one
recognises the tensions inherent in human existence, then any ethical rela-
tion must recognise the situated necessity of the freedom of the other. Both
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denials, but so too do the misplaced modes of triumphalism associated with
successful liberation movements which find their victories turn to new formg
of repression. Thus the very definition of a specitic and concrete ethical cop.
tent would freeze agency into being. The method ‘consists in each case of
confronting the values realised with the values aimed at, and the meaning of
the act with its content’ (1948: 152).
Existentialist ethics turn on the assertion of freedom but in the framework

of a recognition of the ‘concrete thickness of the here and now’ and of the
fact that ‘human adventures stand out against the background of time, each
finite to each, though they are all open to the infinity of the future and their
individual forms thereby imply each other without destroying each other’
(1948: 122). The examples and illustrations she provides are not trivial ones:
concrete issues of Stalinism, fascism, the dilemmas of the activists of the
liberation in France, are considered from the point of view of the moving con-
figurations of antinomies of action. For example, the Resistance is considered
as ‘a negation, a revolt’, but after the removal of the force which brought a

unifying target to the movement there is a revival of ‘old divisions and

hatreds’ (1948: 96ff., esp. 132). De Beauvoir at one point appeals to the idea

of ‘permanent revolution’ as the most adequate concept of the process of
liberation: ‘the truth is that if division and violence define war, the world has

always been at war and always will be; if man is waiting for universal peace

in order to establish his existence validly, he will wait indefinitely: there will
never be any other future’ (1948: 119).

By the 1950s, the existential programme had become the centre of the
most theoretical debates in France, and its influence was felt world-wide.
Several internal differences had become important and the way that exis-
tentialism as a philosophy was united with political tendencies, organisations
and parties was widely reflected on. One such characteristic reflection was
written by the young Lyotard in 1954, In 1954 Lyotard joined the Socialism
or Barbarism Marxist group: it was the year of the French defeat in Vietnam
(Dien Bien Phu), the year the Algerian war of independence began. But it
was rare indeed for any of these debates within the Marxist groups in the
1950s to refer to de Beauvoir, even though her work, The Second Sex, had

posed and successfully overcome many of the problems raised in these
methodological controversies.

Simone de Beauvoir's analyses

Simone de Beauvoir wrote two important studies applying existential methods.
The Second Sex, of 1949, is by far the best known; Old Age (1972) is another
application, and deserves to be better known (Deutscher, 1999).

In de Beauvoir's eyes, philosophy was principally Sartre’s invention; she
‘took [her] cue from him’ (in Schwarzer, 1984: 109). She emphasised in
these interviews that ‘The Second Sex with its philosophical background of
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Feminism itself was never an autonomous movement ... Never have women
constituted a separate caste, nor in truth have they ever as a sex sought to play
a historic role. The doctrines that object to the advent of women considered as
tlesh, life, immanence, the Other, are masculine ideologies in no way expressing
feminine aspirations. (1972: 160)

Yet in economic terms, ‘men and women ... constitute two castes’ (1972:
167). "Women are still, for the most part, in a state of subjection [vassalité]’,
They do not, according to de Beauvoir, make autonomous choices, but in
relation to the definition man dictates, and that reflects directly women'’s
being-for-men (étre-pour-les-hommes) (1972: 169).

De Beauvoir provides a long account of men’s myth of the feminine (1972:
171-292). But this only provides the essential background for the detailed
analysis of the woman’s life cycle which is the heart of the book. It is very
extensive (1972: 295-741) and certainly rests on the problem: given the
nature of human freedom at each moment, how is it that women are the
second sex? It has appeared to many readers that the exposition is really simply
a sham, since at the end of the book it is very difficult to see how such con-
sistent patterns of inequality could be the outcome of individual choices. But
this is a serious misreading of de Beauvoir’s thesis, which is a sustained attempt
to relate the concept of the human as always in a condition of existential free-
dom and the situations in which the complexity of the action of others is a
necessary part of the way in which outcomes are made. Thus her thesis is that
a 'new civilisation’ is coming into existence and with it new possibilities and
opportunities. Yet the old traditions and obstacles still exist: ‘the truth is that
her situation is out of equilibrium’ (1972: 167). In her view the changing world
cannot be grasped on the basis of a theory which reduces too quickly sex to
biology or essence. But it was only later that she made explicit any connection
of this lack of equilibrium’ and new possibilities with socialism:

At the end of The Second Sex I said I was not a feminist because I believed that
the problems would resolve themselves automatically in the context of socialist
development ... I am a feminist today, because I realise that we must fight

for the situation of women, here and now. (de Beauvoir 1972 in Schwarzer,
1984: 32)

The general thesis of the book is that woman, having been object or Other
for man, is in the process of becoming subject for man. In other words,
women, having been that ‘non-existent’ that all patriarchal thought mytholo-
gises, is only now coming into being. De Beauvoir's political interpretation of
this transition made her notorious. Women will not bring an (old) essence
into existence, by reconstructing it, as a new ‘partner’ to man. This process
is open, to be disclosed by projects to come. But the new conditions that
make this possible are the same as those that make socialism possible: indus-
trial capitalism, the formation of modern classes and citizens, and the radical
reformation of masculinities which accompany these processes. The analysis
seems often to read as an absolute, literal account of the facts of life, and
b S 1 . w - i k.
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often been read as if the woman is essentially alienated by the encounter. It
is rare for her to declare ‘in a sexually equalitarian society, woman would
regard menstruation simply as her special way of reaching adujlt life’. Today,
however, it throws her ‘into an inferior and defective category _(1.972: 340).
But there is no analysis of individual experience, the discussion is gl‘termslof
men and women, of different ages, classes, etc. Yet this is not a pqmt:ve socio-
logy, since there is a philosophical and theoretical tension_e‘stabhshed in t'he
analysis which forms the thematic throughout: these conditions are changing
and this analysis, she argues, is a project in this very history.

Some of her theses seem to derive from her presuppositions directly, and
some of these are the most shocking: ‘the foetus is part of her body, and it is
a parasite that feeds on it’ (1972: 512); ‘it is much more difficult for the
woman than for the man to recognize an individual of the opposite sex as an
equal’ (1972: 701); her conclusion that real independence and liberty
require a woman to abstain from marriage and motherhood. Part_four of the
book is called ‘Towards Liberation'; its first chapter is a discussion of ‘The
Independent Woman' and it is soon clear that for de Beauvoir even that
situation and condition of independence for women is different from that for
men: ‘she refuses to confine herself to her role as female, because she will
not accept mutilation; but it would also be a mutilation to repudiate ht?r sjex’
(1972: 691). At this point de Beauvoir’s language becomes Durkheirnllan:
‘because the concept of femininity is artificially shaped by custom and fashion,
it is imposed upon each woman from without” (1972: 692). _

This formulation, with its resonance of Durkheim’s notion of the social as
‘external constraint’, seems to lead back into the very structures of sociology
that de Beauvoir's method sought to criticise. But in what sense is de
Beauvoir’s analysis a resolution of these methodological questions, and the ‘in’
terms which, for example, Lyotard had sought to use? It seems evident tl?at
the study is aware of most of the main currents of nineteenth-century. socio-
logy, certainly the French tradition, and Mill, and of course the M?rx1?t tra-
dition, and is certainly not naive. The study makes a unigue contn?but:o.n to
sociology, not just because of its philosophical adherence to certain princi-
ples, but because it finds new resolutions to key problems. The analyslls of
the life-cycle of the modern woman could certainly not have been written
by Durkheim and there is no direct application of the sociological method of
that school. But it does come close to meeting many of the requirements
identified by Lyotard’s critique of phenomenology without violating
Durkheim's rules. Although feminists have often criticised the text as giving
the appearance that its author is above the struggle, not written by. ‘one of
us’, it is very clear that this is a monumental critique of the assumptions and
outcomes of patriarchy and patriarchal power, even its continuing effects for
those women who have struggled to achieve a degree of independence. It
does not use the concept of social pathology for the condition of women. It
does, however, present a sense of evolutionary development to a new situa-
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type of intellectual at the head of a new liberation movement. But this is not
far from the surface of the text.

There is a clear methodological invention. It is to be found in her adoption
of life-cycle analysis. Childhood, the young girl, sexual initiation, the lesbian,
these chapters make up the first section on ‘The Formative Years'. Then the
second section focuses on the married woman, the mother, social |
titution and hetairas, maturity and old age and woman's situation an
ter. The next section is called ‘Justifications’ — the narcissist, the woman in
love, and the mystic. The last section is called “Towards Liberation’, and has
one chapter, ‘The Independent Woman’. Thus: formation, situation, justifi-
cations, towards liberation. But these are transitions without ritual. The
underlying presuppositions in the analysis are clear from the start: men and
women are first human beings, not two different species (1972: 321). The
account is thus posed in terms of a universal experience in which the body
is encountered, as is the milieu, the social, culture, but always in terms of
possibilities and choices — against the existence of ‘external constraints’. It
could be said, perhaps, that this massive study is one individual's own unique
attempt to live and to make an individual ‘ethics of ambiguity’. But there is
no substantial ethics as a conclusion, only a recommendation that if a woman
wants independence, then such and such are the costs: no family, no children.
The conclusion is that men and women should live out ‘the ambiguities of
their situation ... both should assume the ambiguity with a clear-sighted
modesty’. She insists at the end that ‘the fact that we are human beings is

infinitely more important than all the peculiarities that distinguish human
beings from one another; it is never the given that confers superiorities’
(1972: 737). It is almost certain that

ife, pros-
d charac-

sooner or later [women] will arrive at complete economic and social equality,
which will bring about an inner metamorphosis. However ... there will be some
to object that if such a world is possible it is not desirable. When woman is ‘the
same’ as her male, life will lose its salt and spice. (1972: 738)

De Beauvoir is quite conscious that she is dealing with a pivotal cultural tran-
sition. The transition from world of (symbolic) otherness, to that of identity
and 'fraternity’ (1972: 741). It is clear where de Beauvoir stands: she defines
the culture of symbolic otherness as that world which has become oppres-
sive, and ‘nothing seems more debatable than the opinion that dooms the
new world to uniformity and hence to boredom’ (1972: 740).

Thus there is something in de Beauvoir’s analysis which tries to capture
the openness of the situation, a situation in which modifications in the man's
world are making new demands on the sexual division of labour. In this con-
text her analysis is retrospective, from the perspective of a universal in
humanity, not from an analysis based on givens in a comparative sociology.
This undoubtedly inserts values into the analysis as commentators (e.g.
Aron) have suggested. And this idea provides something of an observation on
modern social theory generally: it is universalising in its verv presunnocitinme

France after 1940), to human

 patriarchy or masculine priv

Existential Theory

- the basis of ideas
i ' 1957] 1957: 106) forms -
: te consciousness’ (Sartre, [ B e
‘abs'()lu tion that are generalised out from specific historical situa "[('h ES
s issues of liberation in a global context.
i at women may
de Beauvoir maintains that it is not only in modern If:r:cmce L};;l romen met
: humiliation in certain relationships because o a cer : co
- ilege, but that in all patriarchal cu turesla
' i i i ificial struc-
d fundamental conflict and tension exist, since in all the.artliflc?nd e
:Eres of self-Other are, against resistance, unpc;se: by patli:;rsn:r o the
n and men. In her conc . :
:ndividual men and women on wome : onclusior e
mdglduvoir is very careful to restrict her ethics to the situation in wl; o
- ke:vas roduced, and her remarks are phrased in utlhtan.an te:rme.n hee
}.:’000 denyFi)ng that feminine dependence, inferiogty, woe, give \fvonlmu}jles
L ial character; assuredly woman’s autonomy, if it spares men many .
spec : ; . ;
“Ir}ilel also deny them many conveniences (1972: 739).

0ld age is ‘unrealisable’

eauvoir went on to write an aqalysis_olf afemg
d ageism. Her analysis does not adopt thf: development.s }]111 dsc)‘c:la1 ;68022
th ag rtre had been working on and which were publishe .1r;1 gl
tha't' . r;Dialectical Reason ([1960] 1976, volume 2 was pubhs_ ed Lm tihe
_C”“f'l_“e 10985 Her analysis remains focused on the paradoxes raised by
IS}}Ed lln f all }\:;iological determinism, and in this case that‘ ageing is ni); a:
el ‘? s of physical decline. Her argument is divided in two part(:;s1 e
S _P}TIOLES Dufkheimian mode of objectivity and th(?n goes be?ffon X
fieal ‘“'Ht dt ; rience’. The first she describes as examining ageing rogn the
mto'hv’e' e?(tpesciem:iflic and social determinations. But %n the seconl, Cls ;
Oum“:_le o f'in from the point of view of the ‘intimate, 1nward‘ lfn;)_lw e En
Exar'nm'es'c?ge]ll };‘5 s of this state and how the individual ‘reacts.to it - Her ﬁ 5 ;
' mdl‘”_ o mine what happens to the individual’s relat.tons'}np w};c is
E};Z;afri:il;it: irreljge during his last years, to his rela}'lcionshig :;rllt}é ix;lcel; “::-J]I;{y
; i i i ip with others and the wo!
i hi? D\{J; pliaxi;ng 1:(: gf ililiztl?xzszle{zs up a contradiction: her prmc1p!a£
(o 2 'tJi;mr:s that there is no universal transcendental conjsmgusnedss‘it::h ]
P'resuF;P{_’Sl it is the body, and its image, which ages (1977: 15) an i
Sl'(cile o1 tlmse;stand one another, not inasmuch as t'hfay are z?ll?;réen I]j'lnhke
V;) ua’ S‘turllut by means of the variety of their praxis’ (1977: : ‘)).mEthmg
Zs;t:rci; 'of an identity such as nationali;y, iil_otlv?\;zrl;ngidh ;f: alsysfu” o
if ide i i whic
b'eyond Lt (:)u:ssljet:;r:siznmde;:tmfb?ect that does not dwell in4myT(;1?lr;-
oS ITflyde'cghat can only be viewed from a distanc'e’ (]97?: 32h]. alit,
?r‘il?}tlsnceassi?f old age it is never possible for me "to coincide with the reality

hat T assume’ (1977: 324).
; aAc with the analvsis of gender, the ana

Some twenty years later, de B

lysis of old age predates movements



French Social Theory

the same issues: what is the connection between this kind of inequality and
class relations? Again her analysis does not suggest that radical changes in the
condition of old people can be made without radical socialist changes, byt
even here her conclusion is that the socialist countries ‘sti]] have a very long
way to go’ (1977: 603). In this sense, as with gender, the matrix role of the
socialist struggle forms again for de Beauvoir the condition for radica]
restructuring of social relations. This problem seems to be completely new;
In the early history of the socialist idea, utopian feminism was an immediate
outcome. In the 1960s second wave feminism was in part inspired by de
Beauvoir’s analysis of women'’s inequality, but it was accompanied by the
recognition of new problem of ageism as a form of oppression.
Looking at de Beauvoir’s development from The Second Sex to Old Age, it
seems that she came to embrace fully the idea of the social as external to
individual experience and constraining. Clearly, however, in opposition to
Durkheim, this approach did not rule out examination of individual experi-
ence — ‘being-in-the-world’ — as well. In fact her discussion of this side of her
problem is quite different from anything Durkheim could have written. This
is because she has recourse to the idea of the transcendental ego as produced
by others and to which the inner experience is either in conflict or in con-
cordance: becoming old is still ‘particularly difficult to assume because we
have always regarded it as something alien, a foreign species’ (1977: 315). So
it is that ‘our private, inward experience does not tell us the number of our
years ... Old age is more apparent to others than to the subject.” So this
awareness which comes from outside it is the ‘Other that is myself” (1977
316). The individual can ‘adapt’ to the changes in the body, and in this sense
the individual ‘does not notice the change’ (1977: 316). Her analysis follows
what she calls this ‘assumption’ of old age, the fact that the recognition by
others of someone having become old is communicated to others or the
person in question and comes as a discovery, a surprise, but ‘whether we like
it or not, in the end we submit to the outsider’s point of view' but not with-
out wavering. Indeed there is an insoluble contradiction between the obvious
clarity of the inward feeling that guarantees our unchanging quality and the
objective certainty of our transformation’. And this is why old age is an
‘unrealisable’ (1977: 323), a concept she did not use in her analysis of
woman as other. One might say here that her formula would be ‘one does
not become old, it is impossible to realise it
The apparent logic of the development, then, of de Beauvoir's approach is
that it seems to combine existential with the methods of positive sociology
in an exemplary way. At the end of the book Old Age, the questions are not
so much those that concern an ethics of ambiguity, though these are never
far away for obvious reasons, but rather: “‘What should a society be, so that
in his last years a man might still be a man?’ Her discussion here flirts with
a certain utopianism:

We may dream that in the ideal society ... old age would be virtually non-
existent ... The last age would [be] a period quite different from vouth and
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open to the individual. We are far from this state of affairs ... It is our whole
system that is at issue.’ (1977: 603-4)

This casts retrospective light on the nature of the contradiction. For this
‘unrealisable’ between the inner experience of old age and the external ‘tran-

- scendental ego’ within modern society is not a universal condition. In fact de

Beauvoir appeals (referring via Grotjhan) to Freud’s notion _of the uncon-
scious to resolve this point, for the unconscious ‘knows n_othmg of old age
(1977: 325). The rest of her examination of the assumption of old age dlS-.
cusses a host of instances where this ambiguity has been lived through (1977:

325-402).

Conclusions

Thus de Beauvoir reveals aspects of the Saint-Simonian idea as it is devel-
oped in its Marxist variant. Since the class strugglF is seen as the centrall 10cu§C
and pivot of what happens to the society more widely, first ‘the other sites 3
inequality such as gender and age are seen as depende?nt sites, and second,
they form there structures of inequality assumed an ahenz'ated mode (a con-
tradiction between the imposed structure of the ego and inner exper_lence].
Some aspects of the nineteenth-century historical mf.tthod are evidently
transferred to these analytic sites. These include the statfc/ dynam{c analyses
of a defined portion of humanity (the fernale sex u'rhi.ch is _the Sl{.bjECt of Fhe
life-cycle analysis for example); how to theorise within e_x1stentlal an_alymls a
transition from one state to another (one civilisation passing anot_her is b'e.mg
born, de Beauvoir says). The analysis suggests that the key to this transition
is the class struggle at the heart of industrial capitalism rather than a culturag
logic. In theory this struggle comes first historically and c?lusglly. Gender an
age relations, themselves fundamentally affectecll by .cap_ltahsm, chang_e ash a
consequence of more fundamental changes. B'y 1rnphcat1on. of course in t s
strategic calculations of political engagement, mvo_lvement in anti-sexist in
anti-ageist movements is doomed to a limited horizon .of r.eforms since they
do not act on the causes of the problems of inequality in these domains.
Gradually de Beauvoir broke with these latter assumptiong. .
Becoming clear now is a double articulation which rewrites the two prin-
cipal aspects of Saint-Simonian theory and is mgc_h closer to its Comtfaan
than its Durkheim variation. First a cultural transition between h1erar_ch1cal
symbolic cultures (relation to the Other), and modern cgltt_lres (relation to
Other as same). Secondly, a social transition between societies whose struc-
ture rests on economic systems or ‘modes of production’, e.g. feudalism,
capitalism, communism. Basic to existential theory is t[?.e attempt to under-
stand the articulation between the sociological dimensmnsl of social p}}eno-
mena (constraining the individual), and the dyqarplcs of inner experience
with respect to the Other, or to others. De Beauvoir is crucial Fhen in reveglmg
how existentialism can be 11sed ac a methad for radical carial racasrch in -
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substantial studies of the forms of alienation of ‘woman’ and ‘old age’, she
demonstrates how the aim of a fusion between the objective and subjective
could be achieved.

There were many competing currents of existential social theory at the
beginning of the 1950s; one of the most significant, which I turn to in the
next chapter, was Lyotard's early political writings which provided an exem-

plary analysis of the Algerian war of independence which brought the Fourth
Republic to an acute crisis.

Note

1 This was quite a different outcome from that of Aron's visit to Germany in the same period

(Aron, 1964) and other thinkers such as Henri Lefebvre came to existentialism before §
(Shields, 1999: 127). -

10
‘The Algerian War

... a remarkable sociological situation: if French imperialism has not to this
day managed to provide this society with any other mode of organisation
than that of terror, it is because no institution can currently respond satis-
factorily to the needs of the Algerians ... Algerian society is ‘destructured’
[déstructurée]. (Lyotard, 1993b: 223)

_After the moment of the Resistance and Liberation of the 1940s, the 1950s
were dominated by the Algerian movement and war for independence. This
again radicalised many intellectuals on the left. Baudrillard later reflected
‘the Algerian War ... had a vital part to play, a kind of Marxist-type politici-
sation’ and for him the main influence in this was Sartre (1993a: 20).
Sartre’s own involvement was significant, but his writings reveal that his
'main concern was the ‘colonial system’ and the role of de Gaulle in the war
and its resolution (Sartre, 2001). Sartre also played a key symbolic role for
intellectuals such as Fanon (1967, 1970), and by his support for the develop-
‘ment of journals such as Diop’s Présence Africaine, and organisations and
conferences like the Congress of Black Writers and Artists at the Sorbonne
in 1956 (see Young, in Sartre, 2001: xx).

Other intellectuals like Bourdieu, who had done anthropological field-
work in Algeria, composed studies such as Sociologie de I'Algérie. Bourdieu
presented a survey of the different cultures and communities in Algeria,
focusing mainly on the ones he had closely studied, but sketched his own
picture of the colonial system (Bourdieu, 1958: 106f.), the imposed ‘decul-
turation’ it effected, and then presented a profile of an emerging new class
structure. This, he said, was a completely ‘original social classes structure’
composed of an immense ‘sub-proletariat, uprooted, and unstable’ at the
base of a hierarchy of proletariat, petite-bourgeoisie, and bourgeoisie arising
around a very feeble industrial development (1958: 124-5). But this very
passive objective sociological account was complemented, as was the
anguished reflections of a writer like Fanon, in these years by the incisive
theoretical analysis of Lyotard writing for the dissident Marxist journal
Socialism or Barbarism (with its important contributions from Lefort and
Castoriadis).

Lyotard

Lyotard (b. 1924) had graduated from the Sorbonne, where he had been

friend< with Deleuze. and took 11in a two-vear teachine post in Constantine



