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On 1 November 1946, Jean-Paul Sartre participated in a conference
celebrating the inaugural session of the UNESCO. An important
argument in his presentation – ‘La responsabilité de l’écrivain’ – was
that an author writes in order to achieve recognition. As Sartre puts it:
‘The writer is a man who uses language, putting words together in a
way he hopes will be beautiful. Why does he do it? I think the writer
speaks in order to be recognised by the others in the sense in which
Hegel talks about the mutual recognition of one consciousness by
another.’.1 This question – ‘Why does he do it?’, Why Write? – was
also taken up in the second essay of What is Literature? In this longer
and more complex text, Sartre not only reiterates his position from
La responsabilité de l’écrivain, he adds that the reader, too, comes to
the literary work with the hope of satisfying his desire for
recognition. 

The present article will examine this conjunction of writing and
Hegelian recognition as it appears in Why Write? What happens
when literature and recognition are brought together? Or perhaps,
what does literature do to the dialectics of recognition? As this last
question indicates, I believe it is significant that Sartre establishes his
theory of recognition on the basis of the aesthetic experience;
consequently I cannot agree with T Storm Heter’s contention that
‘Sartre might have just as easily used the model of conversation to
describe mutual recognition’.2 Indeed, I will argue that in Why Write?
Sartre’s theory of literature is precisely not only a theory of literature
as conversation and communication, but also a theory about the
relation to a certain silence, and since literature and recognition go
together in Sartre’s text, the presence of silence has consequences for
his theory of recognition. However, before addressing these relations,
I would like briefly to recollect the argument in Why Write?3
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I

In the opening pages of his essay, Sartre presents two incomplete
dialectical experiences. He begins by looking at the relation between
man and objective reality. When we walk in nature (for instance), we
engage in a process of ‘disclosure’ (‘dévoilement’).4 We observe the
sky, the trees, etc., and we will then establish the relations between
these elements. We may find that nature is beautiful, but the world
exists outside of us and we will always remain ‘inessential’ to nature
(WIL 28). There is an almost Mallarmean tone in these opening
paragraphs as Sartre seems to rework one of the poet’s more famous
statements: ‘nature takes place, one will add nothing to it’ (we shall
return to Mallarmé).5 The second experience evoked at the beginning
of the essay is that of an author reading his (or her) own writing. If
nature remains exterior and too objective, the experience of reading
your own text is too subjective. For the artist the work of art does not
exist as an objective instance. The artist will face his own intentions,
his own knowledge, himself. Reading yourself will be an
unsatisfactory experience: you will never encounter anything radically
new. This argument prepares the conclusion that ‘there is no art
except for and by others’ (WIL 31).

These introductory remarks pave the path for the main part of
Sartre’s essay where we find a detailed description (covering some ten
to fifteen pages) of the experience of literature. Here reading is
presented as the place where the ideal balance between subjectivity
and objectivity can be found: reading is precisely both a process of
disclosure (like walking in nature) and a process of creation (like
writing in a book). 

Sartre famously defines the literary work as an appeal to the
reader. The reader is called upon to realise the work. Reading is not
simply a question of understanding the writer’s message, but involves
an active participation in the creation of the work. The work of art
becomes a ‘task to be discharged’ (‘tâche à remplir’, WIL 35) and this
task is of an ethical character. True, Sartre does not claim that it is our
duty to read, but he argues that if you pick up a book, you have to
engage in the creative process. On the other hand, the literary work
should also meet the reader with ‘politeness’ (WIL 36). The author
must not try to impose his views – political, moral or other – on the
reader. The author is making an appeal to the freedom of the reader,
and the reader is agreeing to use his freedom to create the work. In
this process of objectivation the reader comes to realise his own
freedom, and he now demands of the author that this will make
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further appeals to his freedom. Reading becomes ‘an exercise in
generosity’ (WIL 37) and Sartre sums up the process in an idyllic
passage clearly demonstrating the source of inspiration he finds in
Hegel’s dialectics of recognition:

Thus, the author writes in order to address himself to the freedom of
readers, and he requires it in order to make his work exist. But he does
not stop there; he also requires that they return this confidence which he
has given them, that they recognize his creative freedom, and they in turn
solicit it by a symmetrical and inverse appeal. Here there appears the
other dialectical paradox of reading; the more we experience our freedom,
the more we recognize that of the other; the more he demands of us, the
more we demand of him. (WIL 38; my emphasis)

Over the next pages Sartre will be very generous with these descriptions
of the harmonious resolution of subject–object relations.6 The result is a
number of semi-pleonasms – ‘a symmetrical and inverse appeal’ (above),
‘a dialectical going-and-coming’ (WIL 41) – that demonstrate Sartre’s
belief in literature’s capacity to deliver an Aufhebung of the opposition
between subject and object. At the end of the literary process we are left
with ‘a strict harmony between subjectivity and objectivity’ (WIL 44) –
in Hegelian terms: we have reached a state of mutual recognition. 

The final part of the essay builds on this foundational analysis as
Sartre moves towards the question of politics: what does it mean
politically that literature can deliver the Aufhebung of the
subject–object dialectics? Sartre will argue that the literary experience
offers a model for democracy: the relation between author and reader
constitutes an ideal example of how social relations should be. Sartre
not only accords literature an exemplary role, though. He believes that
literature can participate actively in the institution of these ideal social
relations. In other words: he wants literature to become a motor for
the construction of a free democratic society. This transition from
literature as a model to literature as a motor remains rather undefined in
Why Write? Sartre seems to presuppose a structural homology
between the literary field and the political sphere: what we learn in the
literary experience will influence our political actions. However, it
should be noted that the question of a political realisation of the
ontological structure of literature never takes centre stage in this
particular essay. Indeed, it is remarkable to what extent the essay
remains on an ontological and an ethical level. Sartre does not tell us
what authors should write about, nor does he present literature as an
ideological tool. In Why Write? committed literature is first of all
about establishing the framework that allows mutual recognition
between reader and writer, and in this context, ‘It matters little
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whether the aesthetic object is the product of “realistic” art (or
supposedly such) or “formal” art’ (WIL 41). Accordingly, the text not
only refers to prose writers like Stendhal and Dostoyevsky, but also –
and in greater detail – to painters like Vermeer, Cézanne and Van
Gogh. As Suzanne Guerlac sums up: ‘Literature is revolutionary in its
essence, ontologically’.7

This description of mutual recognition in the literary process has
met with very different reactions. In The Politics of Prose (1982),
Denis Hollier argues that Why Write? completely distorts the
Hegelian argument about recognition by effectively transforming the
struggle for life and death into a naive humanistic collaboration
between writer and reader:

The chapter Pourquoi écrire? develops the Sartrean version of the struggle
for recognition, a version whose most note-worthy trait is plainly the
substitution of the bookish relation between writer and reader for the risk
of death that in Hegel is the sole means by which desire can win
recognition of its finitude. Literature is here a freedom managing to win
recognition for itself without undue risks, sparing itself a relation to death.8

According to Hollier, you cannot maintain the Hegelian ideal of
recognition if you remove the struggle for life and death.9 This is
precisely what Sartre attempts to do, and thereby his text manifests
an optimistic humanism which Hollier considers as ‘bordering on the
comic’ (ibid.). 

T Storm Heter, on the other hand, is sympathetic towards Sartre’s
optimism. He considers Why Write? a pivotal text for the establishment
of a normative, existentialist ethics of mutual recognition. Sartre 
has realised that the pessimism of Being and Nothingness was
‘unwarranted’,10 and he now goes on to deliver ‘a clear and persuasive
portrait of mutual recognition’.11 Furthermore, this ideal can easily be
generalised: ‘Sartre argues that mutual recognition is both possible and
valuable. Since mutual recognition flourishes in the reader-writer
relationship, it is only a short step to other social relationships where
solidarity, not conflict, can be fostered’.12

Against both Hollier and Heter it can be argued that Why Write?
describes a utopian situation and not an ideal with direct, political
consequences.13 In other words, Sartre is not as optimistic as they
would like us to believe, he is more ambivalent. The following essay,
For Whom Does One Write?, precisely seems to expose the utopian (i.e.
non-realisable) status of the argument about mutual recognition:

Thus in a society without classes, without dictatorship, and without
stability, literature would end [achèverait] by becoming conscious of itself;
it would understand that form and content, public and subject, are
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identical … that its function is to express the concrete universal to the
concrete universal and that its end is to appeal to the freedom of men so
that they may realize and maintain the reign of human freedom. To be
sure, this is utopian. It is possible to conceive this society, but we have no
practical means at our disposal of realizing it. (WIL 123)

Sartre longs for a literature delivering the Aufhebung of the
opposition between subject and object, but he knows that in the
present situation the ideal remains utopian. Only in a classless society
would this be possible. In Why Write? he thereby occupies the
position which Barthes sought to analyse six years later in Writing
Degree Zero. The final chapter in Barthes’s essay describes how
contemporary authors anticipate a situation where there is no
distance between themselves and their ideal readers, but in so doing –
in seeking to leap out of the present – they risk alienating the
revolutionary forces they wish to address.14

II

Without abandoning the idea that the key to Sartre’s essay is the
juxtaposition of the reading experience and the harmonious
resolution of the Hegelian struggle for recognition, I will now argue
that the text is more complex than this first reading suggests. Indeed,
we may wonder if the complex relation between ontology and
politics in Why write? points to a problem in the foundational parallel
between the literary experience and recognition. 

Five pages into the essay Sartre presents a series of brief and
intriguing reflections on silence. These occur at the crucial point where
he is making the transition from the preliminary presentation of the
incomplete subject–object relations (walking in nature, reading your
own text) to the first major part on literature as recognition. We may
thus say that silence appears at the root of the Hegelian argument.15

As mentioned earlier, Sartre here suggests that reading offers a
synthesis between perception and creation. When reading a book, the
reader will both disclose (dévoiler) and create (créer), but what is the
nature of this ‘disclosure-creation’ (WIL 45)? First of all it is an active
process. The reader must be attentive; if he or she is tired or absent-
minded it becomes impossible to create the meaning that lies beyond
the specific words and sentences. According to Sartre this indicates
that meaning is never given in language. Meaning results from a
process of totalisation (a work of synthesising) and it is therefore
situated beyond the actual textual manifestation. This level beyond
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the words and sentences is given a number of names in Sartre’s text.
He writes about the ‘theme’, ‘subject’ and ‘meaning’. He also uses
expressions like ‘the literary object’, the organic totality of words16

and ‘a synthetic form’; finally he talks more enigmatically of a ‘silence’
that is ‘an opponent of the word’:

Thus, from the very beginning, the meaning is no longer contained in the
words, since it is it, on the contrary, that allows the significance of each of
them to be understood, and the literary object, though realized through
language, is never given in language. On the contrary, it is by nature a
silence and an opponent of the word. (WIL 31–32, translation modified;
Sartre’s emphasis)

A commonsensical reading of this passage might argue that in order
to grasp the meaning of a text, we have to move between its material
level (whether this be the sound or the graphic image) and the idea;
to some extent we have to forget the signifiers in order to grasp the
signified. However, as Sartre continues, the idea of silence appears less
semiotic and more ontological. The crucial passage is as follows:

For if the silence about which I am speaking is really the goal at which the
author is aiming, he has, at least, never been familiar with it [‘du moins
celui-ci ne l’a-t-il jamais connu’]; his silence is subjective and anterior to
language. It is the absence of words, the undifferentiated and lived silence
of inspiration, which the word will then particularize, whereas the silence
produced by the reader is an object. And at the very interior of this object
there are more silences: that which the author does not say. It is a
question of intentions which are so particular that they could not retain
any meaning outside the object which the reading causes to appear.
However, it is these which give it its density and its particular face. To say
that they are unexpressed is hardly the word; for they are precisely the
inexpressible. (WIL 32, translation modified) 

This complex passage deserves a careful reading. In the first two
sentences, Sartre makes a distinction between the silence of the author
and that of the reader. The silence of the reader is the ‘literary object’
(op. cit.). This object is the result of the projections the reader makes
from the basis of the words on the page. As Sartre says in one of the
following paragraphs: ‘each word is a path of transcendence’ (WIL
33); this allows the reader to engage with the text and – ultimately –
compose the objective silence. Therefore the silence of the reader
comes after the words. The silence of the author, on the other hand,
precedes them. Sartre writes about the inspirational silence, a silence
dismantled word by word in the production of the text. 

If we reconstruct the literary communication process, we first have
an inspirational silence; this silence gradually disappears with the
advent of words; and these words will then allow the reader to
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produce a silence described as an object. It is important to underline
that (to some extent) the literary work escapes the author in this
process. The author will be aiming for the objective silence located at
the end of the literary process, but he will never have known this
silence (‘du moins celui-ci ne l’a-t-il jamais connu’). We may therefore
say that the author is trying to offer something he does not know.

The second part of the quotation complicates matters even further.
We are now at the reception-side of the literary process; we are
concerned with the objective silence of the reader. This objective
silence – explains Sartre – is itself filled with ‘more silences’. These
silences have been introduced by the author, they are his ‘intentions’.
However, these intentions are defined as ‘the inexpressible’. What can
we say about the inexpressible? It is only meaningful within the
literary work. The reader constructs his objective silence on the basis
of this inexpressible; he uses one kind of silence to create another
kind of silence. But outside the production of the literary object, the
inexpressible remains elusive to the reader.

Summing up, the literary experience appears as a most singular
exchange: the author aims to give something which he does not
entirely know, and the reader receives something to which he has
only limited access; something he cannot fully articulate. We may
now wonder if this is the same Sartre who towards the end of this
book famously writes that the role of the author is ‘to call a spade a
spade’ (WIL 281) – and who then goes on to declare: ‘I distrust the
incommunicable; it is the source of all violence’ (WIL 282).

Due to the brevity of these passages on silence it is tempting to
disregard them as an inessential part of the argument. That would be a
serious mistake. Instead we should ask what is at stake at this particular
point in Sartre’s argument. The answer is liberty. Are we free when we
read a book? Are we free when we transcend the words and sentences
on the page? Or are we just trying to recover what the author put into
the book? Sartre will maintain that we are truly free. We are not just
following a path the writer laid out for us and we are not just enjoying
the pseudo-liberty of inventing everything ourselves. Silence is a key
component in this argument; it serves to guarantee the freedom of
both reader and writer. In Why Write? the double engagement with the
unknowable (giving something one has never known) and the
inexpressible (receiving something that cannot be said) allows literature
to become an exercise in freedom. Therefore silence cannot be seen as
an inessential part of the argument – even if Sartre does not pursue this
more speculative dimension in the rest of his essay, and even if he later
implies that a writer has full control over his text (WIL 40).17
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One of the surprisingly few readers to have commented on the role of
silence in Why Write? is Suzanne Guerlac. Reading the passages above,
she hears echoes of Blanchot, Bataille and Valéry.18 I agree, but believe
that a more central reference is the work of Stéphane Mallarmé. It is well-
known that Sartre took considerable interest in Mallarmé. According to
Annie Cohen-Solal, Michel Contat and Michael Rybalka, he produced
more than 500 pages on the poet before losing the main part of this
work. Most of these pages were written in the late 1940s – at a time
when Sartre no longer promulgated the cliché about Mallarmé’s ivory-
tower idealism (cf. Présentation of Temps Modernes), but instead regarded
the poet as the revelation of modern man (PN 129, 145). Mallarmé is
the first to ‘create his existence via the consciousness he has of his
impossibility’ (‘il se fait exister par la conscience qu’il prend de son
impossibilité’ (PN 129, translation modified)). 

There were undoubtedly many other reasons why Sartre became so
interested in Mallarmé.19 Let me mention two which seem particularly
relevant in this context. Firstly, it can be argued that the entire project
of What is Literature? – to answer once and for all the fundamental
questions about literature – comes straight out of Mallarmé (among
others). In the polemical preface to What is Literature?, Sartre
proclaims that ‘since critics condemn me in the name of literature
without ever saying what they mean by that, the best answer to give
them is to examine the art of writing without prejudice. What is
writing? Why does one write? For whom? The fact is, it seems that
nobody has ever asked himself these questions’ (WIL, p. xxiii). There
is little doubt Sartre knew that these were precisely the questions
Mallarmé struggled with. Mallarmé wonders ‘If there is grounds for
writing’ [‘S’il y a lieu d’écrire’]20, he furthermore asks: ‘Do we know
what it means to write?’21 and ‘In truth, what is, Literature’;22 it can
even be argued that he goes one level deeper than Sartre: ‘Does
something like Literature exist?’23

Secondly, Sartre must have been interested in Mallarmé’s many
reflections on the literary process. Some of these can be found in Le
Mystère dans les lettres (1896) where Mallarmé analyzes the role of
silence and the whiteness of the paper in the reading process. In this
typically complex passage, he not only writes about silence and
whiteness: the text includes silence and whiteness in all possible ways:

Lire  – 

Cette pratique  – 

Appuyer, selon la page, au blanc, qui l’inaugure son ingénuité, à soi,
oublieuse même du, titre qui parlerait trop haut: et, quand s’aligna, dans
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une brisure, la moindre, disséminée, le hasard vaincu mot par mot,
indéfectiblement le blanc revient, tout à l‘heure gratuit, certain
maintenant, pour conclure que rien au-delà et authentiquer le silence  –
(Mallarmé II, 234)

Mallarmé describes reading as an activity going from white to white.
The reader first looks at the blank sheet, and then his eyes settle on
the title. This title should then be forgotten because it speaks too
loudly. From there the reader will work his way through the text.
Gradually he will discover the relations between the elements in the
text (he will overcome chance), and thereby move towards a
whiteness no longer unfounded, but confirmed. This overcoming of
chance is not a spiritual journey towards an absolute truth. At the end
of the text, the reader concludes that nothing lies beyond (there is no
religious transcendence) and silence will be ‘authentic’. The reader
has found his place in relation to silence and is now ready (as
Mallarmé writes elsewhere) ‘to perceive of himself, simple, infinitely
on earth’.24

Although Mallarmé and Sartre are very different authors their
descriptions of the reading process resemble each other in three ways.
In both cases reading is an activity – a ‘praxis’ as Mallarmé writes with
a word which must have appealed to Sartre’s imagination (although
for Mallarmé the Marxist connotations were probably unintended).
Furthermore, this praxis will take the reader from one kind of silence
to another: reading becomes a question of making the silence
authentic. Finally, this authentification of silence is tantamount to
finding a place in the world. In other words: Sartre considers
literature as an activity in which the subject can establish a
harmonious relation to the world (and its contingency); Mallarmé –
with his ideas of doing away with religious beliefs – moves in the
same direction.

III

The final part of this article will consider the relation between
recognition and silence. Is there room for a theory of silence within the
dialectics of recognition or does silence undermine the dialectical
argument? In order to conceptualise the relation between recognition
and silence, I will turn to another text written immediately after What is
Literature?: Notebooks for an Ethics. In the passage on ‘moral conversion’
at the end of this unfinished work, Sartre again combines Hegelian
dialectics with an attempt to institute the aesthetic experience as a model

– 50 –

Nikolaj Lübecker



for ethical relations. On several occasions he draws on Mallarmé
(indeed, no literary author is quoted more often in Notebooks for an
Ethics) and at crucial points he also introduces the theme of silence. We
thus find all the key elements encountered in the analysis of Why Write?

From the beginning of the section, Sartre makes it clear that there
will be no Aufhebung between subject and object. The subject cannot
reach self-identity but will remain ‘diasporic’ (NE 479). Sartre writes
that it will live in ‘Hell’: ‘that region of existence where existing
means using every trick in order to be, and to fail at all these tricks,
and to become conscious of this failure’ (NE 472). However, it will
soon turn out that failure and hell are strong words. Why Write?’s
dream of a ‘strict harmony between subjectivity and objectivity’ (op.
cit.) may be broken, but we can learn to live in tune with (or: in
‘accord with’, NE 478) ourselves. If we learn to live in solidarity with
ourselves, we may even learn to live in solidarity with others (NE
479). In this way, the ‘failure’ turns into a relative success; it becomes
the basis for a moral conversion. 

How does this conversion come about? First the subject realises
that it is fundamentally gratuitous. Then it takes upon itself
passionately to live this radical contingency. ‘We have to love that we
might not have been’ (NE 493, translation modified), because
contingency is precisely the precondition for freedom. In the moral
conversion, the subject thus comes to understand that because it is
unfounded it is also free to invent itself. By fully engaging in a
‘project of unveiling and creation’ (NE 482),25 it comes to terms with
its inescapable unfoundedness. Precisely for this reason, the artist – as
a producer of meaning – represents the archetypal man in these pages
on moral conversion. 

It is important for Sartre to underline that this coming to terms
with contingency via a project of disclosure-creation is not a new way
of founding the subject, but rather a way of living in relation to the
absence of foundation: ‘precisely because I am gratuitous, I can
assume myself, that is, not found this gratuity which will always
remain what it is, but rather to take it up as mine. That is, consider
myself perpetually for myself as an accident [comme une chance]’ (NE
492, Sartre’s emphasis). The task of inventing (oneself) will not
eliminate anxiety altogether, but the unhappy consciousness becomes
– as Bruce Baugh explains with a quote from Jean Wahl – relatively
‘happy in its unhappiness’.26

These subject-oriented aspects of Sartre’s systematisations are tied
to an ontological argument. The happiness of authentic living not
only comes from converting gratuitousness into freedom but also
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from being in contact with Being. How is this link between the
gratuitousness of the subject and the sudden appearance of Being
established?27 Sartre will answer that embracing gratuitousness (in
order to affirm it) is a way of giving oneself over to Being and
thereby allowing it to appear. 

In this pivotal passage on man’s capacity to manifest Being, the
theme of silence appears. Via the discussion of a quote from Pascal,
Sartre argues that silence is the (unsettling) way in which Being calls
upon man and invites him to bring it (Being) forth. ‘Silence […] is
the appeal of Being to man’ (NE 510); it is the appeal to ‘draw Being
from its perpetual collapse into the absolute indistinctness of night’
(ibid.). (This last reference to the night comes from Heidegger, for
whom the Night is the symbol of ‘pure Being’ [NE 483]). Only if we
answer this appeal, can we live authentically. 

To sum up: in order to attain the ‘jouissance’ that comes from
living authentically, man must answer silence by losing himself and
thereby bring Being into the world. ‘Here for the first time intervenes
the true relation between things and the authentic man (which we
shall rediscover in his relation to his work and to Others), which is
neither identification nor appropriation: to lose oneself so that some
reality may be. Mallarmé well understood this’ (NE 495).28

The differences between Why Write? and these passages from
Notebooks for an Ethics may seem considerable. In one case literature is
put forth as a (utopian) model for the Aufhebung of subject–object
relations, in the other this goal is abandoned and the ‘disclosure-
creation’ (epitomised by art and literature) now becomes a way of
dealing with the impossibility of an Aufhebung. But as already
indicated the utopian optimism of Why Write? did not last to the
following essay of What is Literature?, and the absence of Aufhebung
did not lead to pessimism or unhappiness in Notebooks for an Ethics.
Instead of trying to establish a radical difference between the two
texts, it seems appropriate to underline the resemblances. 

Both texts operate on the basis of a bipartition. Why Write? invites
us to consider the literary experience as a two-sided phenomenon.
Sartre’s main interests lie with the interplay between author and
reader via the literary work; he first of all presents literature at the
level of intersubjective communication. However, he also suggests a
less communicative aspect of the literary experience: the exchange
between author and reader is complicated by a silence which in turn
serves to guarantee the liberty of subjects. This theme of silence
suggests that to some extent intersubjectivity and communication
depend on elements we cannot fully grasp. The relation between
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these two aspects of the literary experience (communication and
silence) is not explicitly conceptualised in Why Write?, nevertheless
the structure of Sartre’s argument suggests that intersubjective
communication follows on from the basis of ontological silence. 

In Notebooks for an Ethics the distinction between ontology and
intersubjectivity is clearer. Here silence is the voice with which Being
appeals to man. Man must answer this appeal, and he will do so, first
by losing himself, then by engaging in the production of meaning via
a disclosure-creation which paves the path for intersubjective
communication. The dealings with silence appear as a precondition
for communication.

This distinction between what Barthes would call a transitive and
an intransitive idea of literature must not be considered as a binary
opposition. Reading Why Write? and Notebooks for an Ethics together
suggests that without silence, there would be no freedom in the
relation between reader and writer, and reading would be no different
from taking orders. In other words: we are not communicating in
spite of the inexpressible, but on the basis of the inexpressible. The
inexpressible is a resource; it guarantees freedom and ensures that
there is something to write about. In short, I am suggesting that the
conversion of contingency to freedom in Notebooks for an Ethics finds
a less developed, but nevertheless distinct parallel in the conversion of
silence to communication in Why Write? 

This suggestion has consequences for Sartre’s theory of
recognition. If Sartre considers the literary (and more generally the
aesthetic) experience as a model for mutual recognition, and if silence
is fundamental to his description of the aesthetic exchange, then we
may also wish to look for something akin to silence within his
dialectics of recognition. I would suggest this element is the theme of
‘losing oneself ’. In Notebooks for an Ethics intersubjectivity clearly
depends on the subject’s ability to lose itself. In Why Write? Sartre
goes in the same direction. He may be talking of recognition between
consciousnesses but in some passages the exchange between reader
and writer has little to do with inter-subjectivity. The reader, for
instance, is described as a generous person delivering ‘the gift of his
whole person’ (WIL 37). Just as Sartre’s theory of literature comes
out of a relation to silence, his theory of intersubjectivity is closely
associated with a thematics of the absence of subjectivity.29

My intention is not to imply that there is a cult for the inexpressible
in Sartre’s work or that his ethics should be fetishising a mystical
experience of self-effacement. Nevertheless, the themes of silence and
losing oneself do appear in his texts where they complicate the more
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explicit insistence on intersubjectivity and communication. It is
therefore important to determine, for instance, how we should read a
sentence like ‘there is no literature except for and by others’ (op. cit.).
Is Sartre delivering a critique of the doctrine of art for art’s sake by
insisting on literature’s essentially communicative character? Or is he
insisting on the necessity of radically exposing yourself to the liberty
and the judgement of others? The answer, I would argue, is both. It
may be that Sartre prioritises communication but he is not blind to
the potential of radical self-exposure.30

This double nature of writing is admirably exposed in Sartre’s
well-known self-diagnosis of his inferiority complex: 

I have a real inferiority complex toward Gauguin, van Gogh and
Rimbaud because they were able to lose themselves. Gauguin by his exile,
van Gogh by his madness, and Rimbaud, more than everyone, because he
was able to give up writing. I am more and more convinced that, to
achieve authenticity, something has to break. But I have protected myself
against these fractures. […] I have tied myself to my desire for writing.31

Two kinds of artists (and art) are here compared. Gauguin, van Gogh
and Rimbaud were extremely generous artists who reached
authenticity by losing themselves. The unrestricted generosity was a
perilous adventure and ultimately these artists paid a very high price.
What followed was either radical exile, (heroic) silence in the asylum
or the end of writing. Sartre admits to never having gone that far. For
him, literature and writing has precisely served as a protective barrier
against radical transgression. Before the break, he flips literature back
on to its front side: writing is not just an answer to the appeal of
silence, but also an appeal to the freedom of the other.32
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– 54 –

Nikolaj Lübecker



Williams were also important (the debate, of course, continues). One of the ideas
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called the City of Ends’ (WIL 209). In a second step, this ideal scenario must
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