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Is There a Sartrean Ethics?
(Shanghai Industrial and Commercial Foreign Language Institute)
JI Ru-man

It is a fact that Sartre did not publish his work of ethics, which he made an a
nnouncement at the very end of his philosophical work Being and Nothingne
ss. It is also a fact, however, Sartre had prepared a pile of notebooks for thi
s ethics. Combining these two facts together, what conclusion should we ma
ke? Sartre, in the final analysis, is there his unique and creative ethical theor
y?

There have been many heated debates on this question among commentato
rs and critics of Sartre’s works throughout the world. Neither an ethics nor e
ven a draft or an outline of such an ethics appeared in print during his lifetim
e. Hence much of these debates focused on questions such as: Is a Sartrea




n ethics possible, assuming he had time to write it? Is it possible to formulat
e his ethics from the works he has left us? Some scholars have maintained t
hat such a project was inherently impossible because of internal difficulties wi
thin Sartre’s philosophy. They have claimed that the ontological positions of
Being and Nothingness undermine its possibility. Others have held that a Sar
trean ethics is possible, but only if one abandons his earlier position and bas
es this ethics on his later works. Still others have indicated the general outlin
es of an ethics that are discernible in Sartre’s works, arguing that these can
be filled in in detail. A final position is that even though Sartre does have ma
ny interesting discussions, essays, and notes that relate to ethics, any overa
Il synthesis is lacking and in the final analysis, unattainable.
The above different opining can be reduced to two questions: First, is Sartr
e’'s ethics, which we believe there is one, based on his ontology set forth in
Being and Nothingness? If it is, his earlier ontological views maintain that hu
man beings are absolutely free in nature. It would contradicts his later ethical
view that human beings are not absolutely free, for his freedom is restricted
by the society. The crucial point here is that whether Sartre had been kept o
r abandoned his earlier ontology in his later life. If Sartre had maintained his
earlier ontology till the end of his life, his neo-ethics would not have possibly
come into being. Otherwise, we have to find a new ontology for the foundati
on of this neo-ethics. Secondly, Are Sartre’s ethical points, supposedly there
are, can be formed a sketch of Sartrean ethics, from all the literatures of Sar
tre? Or, even through Sartre did have some ethical points of view, they are
mere bits and pieces. In general a systematic ethics is not imaginable and for
mable.
Many of his critics have held that his early ontology as developed in Being an
d Nothingness prevented him from proposing a viable ethics that it is only by
repudiating this ontology and embracing another that he could find a proper
foundation for morality. Since Sartre does not have another ontological wor
k, this opinion leads to the conclusion that Sartre’s ethics is impossible. Mary
Warnock, Walter Odajnyk, and Wilfrid Desan are representatives of this posi
tion. However, many others have disagreed with such a view. Thomas C. An
derson declares that those critics who deny Sartre’s ontology are “rooted in
misunderstandings of Sartre’s ontology.” He believes that “once the ontolog
y is understood correctly, many, though not all, of these difficulties can be re
solved.... It is more accurate to say that on balance Sartre’s early ontology is
not so much an obstacle to the development of his ethics as it is its very fou
ndation.” Anderson concedes that it is true that Sartre modified his early ont
ology in a number of areas in the thirty years after the publication of Being a
nd Nothingness. However, he has not given any indication that “his moral po
sitions have changed in essentials over that period.” The ethical theory, whic
h was set forth primarily in works written in the 1940s, “remains for most pa
rt founded on the early ontology.”[1]
Thomas W. Busch reports that in the film Sartre by Himself, Michel Contat as
ked Sartre if he ever looked back upon the approximately thirty volumes of h
is works in order to seize what unifying thread there is throughout them. Sa
rtre replied that there was one even though he had never tried to look for it.
“Philosophy” would be the only unity there among all the different books. B
usch concludes: “In terms of philosophy it would appear that for Sartre free
dom would be the obvious unifying concept.”[2] Although on that subject Sa
rtre admitted that he had made considerable changes, his remarks prove tha
t he still regarded his early theory as a part of the whole unifying thread that




runs through his later works. Busch, like Anderson, also claims that Sartre’s
early philosophy has often been misinterpreted: “Sartre’s philosophy has be
en, from the beginning, much misunderstood. Forth-five years after its publi
cation Being and Nothingness is still misread.”[3]

David Detmer also maintains that Sartre’s early thought has been, and still i
s, interpreted with many errors. He firmly holds “that a Sartrean ethical theo
ry can be found.” Although the task is difficult, since “it becomes necessary t
0 reconstruct Sartre’s theory from partial discussions which are scattered th
roughout his writing.” [4]Other scholars of Sartre, such as Linda A. Bell and
James F. Sheridan have also published books that defend Sartre’s early philo
sophical works.

My own research tells me that Sartre’s early view of freedom was modified in
many ways in his later life. For example, he recognized that one’s freedom w
as related to the exterior world and history, which set them over against this
freedom. During the war, he experienced that the obligation to go fight the
Nazis and take part in a life and death struggle was something imposed upo
n him that he had not truly and freely desired nor chosen. In other words, h
e admitted that there were many circumstances in which one was not free. B
ut it is wrong to think that Sartre had abandoned his early idea of individual f
reedom from then on. On the contrary, he still insisted in some way on the v
iew that an individual is always free. He clearly stated in his interview with Si
mone de Beauvoir: “lI never abandoned the idea of freedom. On the contrar
y, every time | acted | felt free.” [5]Thus, on the one hand, he acknowledged
that there were some limitations on an individual’s freedom. On the other ha
nd, he still retained the idea that one is always free to choose, even to remai
n a prisoner or to die. He says, “If tomorrow some threat or other menaces
my freedom, death is a way of preserving it.” [6]

Obviously there are some contradictions to be found in Sartre’s different re
marks, which reflect a conflict in his thoughts. However, neither did Sartre ev
er completely repudiate or abandon his early philosophical work, Being and N
othingness. He did criticize the view presented in this work after his radical ¢
onversion following World War Il. Nevertheless, he made the following comm
ent in comparing Being and Nothingness and his later work, the Critique of D
ialectical Reason, in his later years. In his interview with Beauvoir, she asked i
f he thought the Critique was better than Being and Nothingness. He replie
d: “l think that’s true, but | shouldn’t say so very willingly because in a way
my earlier books are marked by the gratification | had when | was writing the
m. It’s very hard for me really to think of the Critique of Dialectical Reason as
superior to Being and Nothingness.” Why? Because “in a way the past is mo
re important than the future; it brings us something.”[7] Here Sartre provid
es us a hint that he thought that his early philosophical works, especially Bei
ng and Nothingness, are not an obstacle for developing his ethics at all.

Is it a logical argument that if Sartre did not abandon his earlier ontology, th
ere would not have been Sartean ethics? Not really. I admit that because Sar
tre was not able to find a satisfactory way to reconcile his individual absolute
freedom with group freedom and social liberty, he hesitated to bring about hi
s work of ethics in his lifetime. But obviously, from many of his writings, we c
an see his thinking on this issue and his attempt to solve the problem. We ¢
an go after his thoughts, study what he had achieved to retrieve an ethics a
s his one in the middle way.

Towards the second question, my answer is both “yes” and “no”. The reason
I give a positive answer is that it is an undeniable fact that Sartre handed do




wn a considerable quantity of writing on ethics. The War Diaries (1939-194
0), Being and Nothingness (1943), Anti-Semite and Jew (1946), “Existentiali
sm is a Humanism”(1946), “Materialism and Revolution” (1946), Notebooks f
or an Ethics (1947-1948), Search for a Method (1954), Critique of Dialectical
Reason (1960), and “Notes on Ethics” (1964-1965) are representative exam
ples. These works contain rich and detailed discussions of topics having to d
o with ethics, such as individual freedom, personal freedom and social liberty,
freedom and value, life and choice, choice and responsibility, authenticity and
bad faith, the importance of actions to ethics, force and violence, to be in-its
elf-for-itself, etc. Confronted with so many valuable materials, we cannot sim
ply assert that Sartre’s ethics is impossible.

Although Sartre failed to finish and publish a systematic work of ethics,
and he did not even offer an outline of his ethics during his lifetime, his note
books scattered in his works, essays, notebooks, interviews, diaries, novels,
drama, and biographies, which relate to his ideas regarding ethics. Gather th
em, study them, and seek to find an internal logic, from which consider the p
ossibilities of a systematic ethics of Sartre. This method was highly recomme
nded by Sartre himself: “Published after my death, these texts will remain un
finished and obscure, since they formulate ideas which are not completely de
veloped. It will be up to the reader to decide where they might have led m
e.”[8]

Yet we must also pass a negative judgment on the possibility of Sartr
e’s ethics. The reason | also give a negative answer is that ultimately Sartre
himself did not provide us with a work of ethics. He intended to write it up se
veral times in his lifetime, but he postponed it or gave it up every time. We h
ave to take this fact seriously. Because of it, | believe, finally we are unable t
0 conceive what this ethics would be. As | said in another article: Sartre had
difficulties in resolving certain theoretical problems in his ethics, such as the r
elation between socialism and liberty, which stopped him from completing it.
These unsolved problems are also an obstacle for us if we seek to complete
and develop Sartre’s ethics, since we have no idea what Sartre himself might
have suggested as a solution. We must add that, for all the material we hav
e, these sources of Sartre’s writings on ethics are also very limited. Many of
the notebooks he wrote between 1945 and 1949 have disappeared, and his
notes on ethics written in 1964-1965 are still unpublished. According to Bob
Stone and Elizabeth Bowman, more than a thousand pages of manuscripts
were prepared for lectures Sartre was to give in Rome and in the United Stat
es, but this material remains unpublished. This material is obviously necessar
y for a study of Sartre’s ethics, for it reflects what his dialectical ethics and t
he latest version of ethics would have become. As David Pellauer, the transla
tor of Sartre’s Notebooks for an Ethics says, “anyone venturing to present

‘Sartre’s ethics’ must accept the possibility of being proved mistaken, at lea
st until we have all of this material and whatever other writings may yet appe
ar.”[9]

As we have seen, Sartre never completely abandoned the theory of hu
man freedom raised in his early works, but he did want to move from his the
ory of purely individual freedom to one of the free people living in the societ
y. He wrote down many literatures to develop the dialectical ethics, but unfor
tunately we are unable to read all of them. This is the current situation that
scholars who wish to examine Sartre’s ethical thoughts must confront with a
nd accept.

Based on this premise, to examine and retrieve Sartre’s ethics should fi




rst go through his ontology, in order to find the foundation on which his ethi
cs is built upon. That is, the theory of freedom, which is the basis and the u
nifying thread of his ethics. Next, search for the essential issues of ethics he
discussed in various places to find out the main ideas and distinctive points
of his ethics. Moreover, pay more attention on ethical discussions after his ra
dical conversion, because those are the points Sartre really wanted to expou
nd as his neo-ethics.

Having completed my inquiry into what Sartre has to say about ethics,
we can get the answer whether there is finally a Sartrean ethics. Sartre indee
d leaves us many significant and creative reflections on ethics, which are his
obvious contribution to the theory of ethics. Even though he did not accomp
lish a systematic ethics, we cannot disregard what he brought about and say
that there is no such a thing as Sartre’s ethics.

The most significant points and characteristics of Sartean ethics, in my
view, are as follows:

Human freedom is the unifying thread of Sartre’s entire ethical theories.
Sartre explains from ontology why and how man is originally free and how he
sets freedom as his ultimate goal. This is because man is a being for-itself, h
e is a consciousness in nature, so that he is actually nothingness, contraste
d to the things in the world-being in-itself, which itself is founded upon bein
g about which we can only say that it is and is what it is. Since man lacks bei
ng, he constantly makes projects in order to transcend himself toward the i
n-itself. During the course of attempting to become a being in-itself-for-itsel
f, man must deal with various choices. He is free to choose any one among
many and he is responsible for what he does choose. Values and morality ar
e brought forth in this process of choosing. Whatever he chooses, it not onl
y makes moral value upsurge, but also is directed toward man’s ultimate en
d—the maximum freedom. All human activities are and for the matter of free
dom. Freedom is the soul of Sartre’s ethics. Without it, Sartre’s ethics would
not be established.

Another important point is that Sartre emphasizes the power of man in
morality. Sartre rejects all traditional views pertaining to a priori moral rules,
human nature, and God’s role in relation to human behavior. He firmly and b
ravely states that there is no a priori morality, including a given nature and G
od, to control human activities. At the same time, he challenges the view tha
t “if God is dead, everything is permitted.” He announces loudly that God pro
vides us nothing in morality. He says, it is up to man, to human beings, to cr
eate morality. Man makes a decision by himself about what he should do, so
it is man who makes things valuable, meaningful and therefore creates moral
laws. Although Sartre’s view is fresh and new, it has caused many debates.
Many tough questions have been raised regarding what Sartre says about va
lues being the product of man’s freedom and his lack of being, such as if it is
the case that every choice is valuable and moral, how to explain a choice of
murdering? Obviously no one would think killing is just. In addition, if every c
hoice is right, it would not be possible to weigh one thing as more valuable t
han another and to choose a better one. Moreover, if it were the case that al
I choices are moral, there would be no immorality. But if there is no immoralit
Yy, what’s the necessity of ethics? Furthermore, if all value are derived from c
hoices, how can we also show that freedom is the highest value since freedo
m is not derived from choices but it is a consequence of man’s mode of bein
g which makes choosing possible.

These questions are central to any evaluation of the adequacy of Sartr




e’s position regarding the subjectivity of all value judgments. If he cannot off
er a reasonable answer to them, his point cannot stand. | have not been abl
e to find anything that would indicate Sartre’s own response to these criticis
ms. Perhaps he did not anticipate such questions when he was formulating t
he basic framework of his ethics. Or maybe he was confident that he could re
spond to them, but he planned to do so in the volume on ethics that was ne
ver completed and never published. It might also be possible that he was un
able to find a satisfactory answer and so chose to leave it as a problem for p
eople after him to resolve, since it is evident from what we have seen that he
never was willing to give up his early position concerning the proper underst
anding of human freedom. Therefore, we find here one crucial point for any f
urther investigation into Sartre’s ethics. Either one must find a way to answe
r these difficult questions, it would seem, or one must begin again finding a
way to revise Sartre’s analysis of freedom in such a way that such questions
do not arise, or at least can be answered satisfactorily.

The other significant contribution of Sartre in ethics is that he raises th
e issue of bad faith. As we often see, lying is frequently discussed in ethics.
But what Sartre probes is a different issue. It is not the issue of lying to oth
ers; rather, it is the problem of self-deceit. Sartre made a profound research
into such bad faith. He reveals that he nature of bad faith is to cover up on
e’s true being to others for one’s own purpose. The person in bad faith sets
himself in a false imagination and regards it as reality. Although he knows cle
arly about what the actual reality is, he is not willing to recognize it. He would
rather indulge his mind and body in illusions. Sartre shows us that bad faith i
s a very common phenomenon in human society. It is harmful to human free
dom. Human freedom would be alienated and ruined if bad faith remains. To
solve the problem of bad faith is possible, according to Sartre, however. Man
can look for good faith. In other words, to be authentic. There are two ways
to reach authenticity: to think lucidly and to be responsible. The former asks
us not to elude reality. The latter tells us we must bravely deal with reality as
we find it. These methods are perhaps still too general, some will say. Well, a
t least they provide some hints to us. Sartre did not have the chance to exp
ound details of how he would apply these guidelines, although we can grasp
something of how he understood them in his own concrete interventions in t
he events of his day, i.e., to always try to be on the side of the oppressed.

There are two great changes in Sartrean ethical view. One is that since
he became more aware that man was a social being, human freedom must b
e studied in the context of its historical and social environment. He therefore
set aside the idea and the method he adapted before that man was alone an
d could be understood in isolation from other people and his social condition
s. As Sartre recognized his mistake, he found that man’s freedom was badly
spoiled and alienated under the situation of oppression, poverty, and the cla
ss war. He thereby recognized that in order to restore an individual’'s freedo
m, the oppressed had to unite and employ class force to seek social liberty fi
rst. Individual freedom could be seized back only of the whole oppressed clas
s got liberated. This is a significant change. Before the end of the Second W
orld War the method Sartre offered to treat bad faith was one of “self-recov
ery.” He believed that individuals could seek authenticity through a self-traini
ng in ethics. Yet after the war he totally gave up this view of the way to salv
ation. He turned his view to one where individual freedom could not truly exi
st unless freedom for all existed.

The other important change is his theory of intersubjectivity. In the earl




ier time, Sartre had conceived that the relationship between individuals was a
Iways one of conflict, for one side is always going to objectify the other side.
The picture of human relations drawn by Sartre was cruel and pessimistic. N
onetheless, when Sartre discovered man was social, he found reciprocity in h
uman relations. The method he adapted was to think each person in a group
as “a third.” In this way, everyone discovers that he is the “same” as others,
for he can be a subject, an object, and the third person who watches others
as a subject and as an object as well. And since there is no difference betwe
en each individual, everybody is equal to one anther. No one is ever a slave. |
t follows that there is a mutual recognition of freedom among different indivi
duals. Sartre studied more closely the freedom in groups, in classes, and in
nations in his well-known work, The Critique of Dialectical Reason. The result
of his study of such mutual freedom for his ethics is the recognition that indi
vidual freedom has to be rooted in the soil of freedom for all. And individual f
reedom will be raised to a higher level when common freedom rises to a high
er degree. But the result has a negative side, too. For it seems that the high
er level common freedom develops to, the more restrictions land on individua
| freedom. This means that individual freedom will decrease when common fre
edom increases. So on the one hand, individual freedom cannot survive alon
e without common freedom; on the other hand, individual freedom is contra
dictory to common freedom to some extent. This is the dilemma the later Sa
rtre confronted. On the one hand, we know that he still insisted on his early
stand in favor of individual freedom; on the other hand, he came to understa
nd that common freedom and social liberty are equally important. He has to f
ind a way to integrate these two freedoms. It seems to me that Sartre did n
ot solve this dilemma satisfactorily. That is why he hesitated to complete or t
o publish his work on ethics in his lifetime.

Nevertheless, as Sartre said, it is good to leave a work unfinished and t
o leave room for readers to think about what might follow or what might hav
e been. It is our task to try to finish Sartre’s ethics by trying to think beyon
d what he did say on the basis of what he did accomplish.

Abstract: That is there a Sartre’s ethics is a heated debate in western philos
ophical society. This is because it’'s true that Sartre made an announcement
to write an ethical work right after his well known philosophical work , but th
at work had never come into being. It is also true that Sartre wrote down m
any notebooks on ethics. And he had some unique and creative ethical thou
ghts spread in many of his discourses, essays, and philosophical works. Fro
m these facts, how do we conclude if Sartre really has his own ethical theor
y? This article introduces some different opining on this issue among wester
n scholars and is going to present an answer to this question through an an
alysis.
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