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ITINERARY OF A THOUGHT 





How do you envisage the relationship between yow' early 

philosophical writings, above all I..:Etre et Le Neant, and 

your present theoretical work, from the Critique de la 

Raison Dialectique onwards ? In the Critique, the typical 

concepts of I..: Etre et Le Neant have disappeared, and a 

completely new vocabulary has taken their place. Yet when 

reading the passages of your forthcoming study of Flaubert 

published in Les Temps Modernes one is struck by the sud

den re-emergence of the chamcteristic idiom of the early 

work-thetic consciousness, ego, nihilation, being, nothing

ness. These notions are now juxtaposed in the text with the 

distinct set of concepts which derive from the Critique-seri

alization, totalization, pmctico-inert, collectives. What is the 

precise relationship between the two in your current thought ? 
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� J E A N - P A U L  S A RT R E  

The basic question here, of course, i s  my relationship 

to Marxism. I will try to expla in autobiographically 

certain aspects of my early work, which may help to 

clarify the reasons why my outlook changed so funda

mentally after the Second World War. A simple formu

la would be to say that l ife taught me La force des 

choses-the power of circumstances . In a way, EEtre et 

Le Neant itself should have been the beginning of a 

discovery of this power of circumstances, since I had 

already been made a soldier, when I had not wanted to 

be one. Thus I had already encountered something 

that was not my freedom and which steered me from 

without. Then I was taken prisoner, a fate which I had 

sought to escape .  Hence I started to learn what I have 

called human reality among things : Being-in-the

world. 

Then, little by little, I found that the world was more 

complicated than this, for during the Resistance there 

appeared to be a possibility of free decision. For my 

state of mind during those years, I think that the first 

plays  I wrote are very symptomatic : I called them a 

' theatre of freedom' . The other day, I re-read a prefa-
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I T I NE RA RY O F  A T HO U G HT � 

tory note of mine to a collection of these plays-Les 

Mouches, Huis etas and others-and was truly scandal

ized . I had written: 'Whatever the circumstances,  and 

wherever the site, a man is a lways free to choose to be 

a traitor or not . .  .' When I read this, I said to myself: 

it 's incredible, I actually believed that! 

To understand how I could have done so, you must 

remember that there was a very simple problem dur

ing the Resistance-ultimately, only a question of 

co';"rage . One had to accept the risks involved in what 

one was doing, that is, of being imprisoned or deport

ed. But beyond this? A Frenchman was either for the 

Germans or against them, there was no other option. 

The real political problems, of being 'for, but' or 

'against, but' , were not posed by this experience. The 

result was that I concluded that in any circumstances, 

there is always a possible choice. Which is false . 

Indeed ,  it is so false that I later wanted precisely to 

refute myself by creating a character in Le Diable et Le 

Bon Dieu, Heinrich, who cannot choose. He wants to 

choose, of course, but he cannot choose either the 

Church, which has abandoned the poor, or the poor, 
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Sk: J E A N -P A UL S A RTRE 

who have abandoned the Church_ He is thus a living 

contradicti on , who wi ll never c hoose. He is to tally con

ditioned by his situation. 

However, I understood all this only much later. What 

the drama of the war gave me, as  it did everyo ne who 

participated in it, was the experience of heroism. Not 

my own, of course-all I did was a few errands. But the 

militant in the Resistance who was caught and tortured 

became a myth for us. Such militants existed, of 

course, but they represented a sort of personal myth as 

well. Would we be able to hold out against torture too? 

The problem then was solely that of physical 

endurance-it was not the ruses of history or the paths 

of alienation. A man is tortured :  what will he do? He 

either speaks or refuses to speak. This is  what I mean 

by the experience of heroism, which is a false experi

ence . 

Mter the war came the true experience, that of society. 

But I think it was necessary for me to pass via the myth 

of heroism first. That is to say, the pre-war personage 

who was more or less Stendhal's egotistical individ

ualist had to be plunged into circumstances against his 
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I T I NE R A RY O F  A T HO U G HT � 

will, yet where he still had the power to say yes or no, 

in order to encoun ter inextr icable en tan glements of 

the post-war years as a man totally conditioned by his 

social existence and yet sufficiently capable of decision 

to reassume all this conditioning and to become 

responsible for it. For the idea which 1 have never 

ceased to develop is that in the end one is always 

responsible for what is made of one . Even if one can 

do nothing else besides assume this responsibility .  For 

I believe that a man can always make something out of 

what is made of him. This is the limit 1 would today 

accord to freedom: the small movement  which makes 

of a totally conditioned social being someone who does 

not render back completely what his conditioning has 

given him. Which makes of Genet a poet when he had 

been rigorously conditioned to be a thief. 

Perhaps the book where 1 have best explained what I 

mean by freedom is, in fact, Saint Genet . For Genet was 

made a thief, he said 'I am a thief, and this tiny 

change was the start of a process whereby he became a 

poet and then eventually a being no longer even on 

the margin of society ,  someone who no longer knows 
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� JEAN-PAUL S A RT R E  

where he is, who falls silent. I t  cannot be a happy free

dom, in a case like this. Freedom is not a triumph. For 

Genet, it simply marked out certain routes which were 

not initially given. 

EEtre et Le Neant traced an interior experience , without 

any co-ordination with the exterior experience of a 

petty-bourgeois intellectual, which had become histori

cally catastrophic at a certain moment. For I wrote 

EEtre et Le Neant after the defeat of France, after all. 

But catastrophes have no lessons, unless they are the 

culmination of a praxis. Then one can say, my action 

has failed. But the disaster which ovelwhelmed the 

country had taught us nothing. Thus, in L'Elre et Le 

Neant, what you could call 'subjectivity' is not what it 

would be for me now, the small margin in an operation 

whereby an interiorization re-exteriorizes itself in an 

act. But 'subjectivity' and 'objectivity' seem to me 

entirely useless notions today, anyway. I might still use 

the term 'objectivity', I suppose, but only to emphasize 

that everything is objective. The individual interiorizes 

his social determinations: he interiorizes the relations 

of production, the family of his childhood, the histori-

8 



I TINE RARY O F  A T HOU G H T  � 

cal past, the contemporary institutions, and he then re

exteriorizes these in acts and options which necessarily 

refer us back to them. None of this existed in EEtt·e et 

Le Neant . 

In I.:Etre et Le Neant, you radically rejected the concept of 

the unconscious, saying that it was a philosophical contradic

tion. The model of consciousness in your early work effectively 

excludes any idea of it whatever. Consciousness is always 

transparent to itself, even if the subject creates a false screen 

of 'bad faith '. Since then, you have among other things writ

ten a film-script on Freud-

I broke with Huston precisely because Huston did not 

understand what the unconscious was. That was the 

whole problem. He wanted to suppress it, to replace i t  

with the pre-conscious. He did not  want the uncon

scious at any price-

The question one would like to ask is how you conceive the 

precise theoretical statute of the work of Freud today ? Given 

your class position, it is not perhaps so surprising that you 

did not discover Marx before the war. But how did you miss 

Freud ? Surely the opaque evidence of the unconscious, its 

resistances, should have been accessible to you even then ? 
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� JE AN -P AUL S A RT RE 

They are not exactly comparable to the class struggle. 

The two questions are linked, however. The thought of 

both Marx and Freud is a theory of conditioning in 

exteriority .  When Marx says : ' It  matters little what the 

bourgeoisie thinks it does, the important thing is what 

it  does ' ,  one could replace the 'bourgeoisie' by 'a hys

teric' ,  and the formula would be one of Freud .  Having 

said this ,  1 must try to recount my relationship to 

Freud's work biographically . 1 will begin by saying that 

I undoubtedly had a deep repugnance for psycho

analysis in my youth, which needs to be explained as 

much as my innocence of the class struggle. The fact 

that 1 was a petty-bourgeois was responsible for the lat

ter; one might say that the fact that 1 was French was 

responsible for the former. There would certainly be a 

lot of truth in this . You must never forget the weight of 

Cartesian rationalism in France . When you have just 

taken the bachot at the age of 1 7, with the ' I  think, 

therefore 1 am' of Descartes as your set text, and you 

open The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, and you read 

the famous episode of Signorelli with its substitutions, 

combinations and displacements, implying that Freud 
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I TINE R ARY O F  A T H O U G H T  � 

was s imultaneously thinking of a patient who had COlIl

mitted suicide and of certain Turkish mores,  and so 

on-when you read all that, your breath is simply 

taken away. 

Such investigations were completely outside my preoc

cupations at the time, which were at bottom to prov ide 

a philosophical foundation for realism . Which in my 

opinion is  possible today, and which I have tried to do 

all my l ife. In other words, how to give man both his  

autonomy and his real ity among real objects, avoiding 

idealism without lapsing into a mechanistic material

ism. I posed the problem in this way because I was 

ignorant of dialectical materialism, although I s hould 

add that this later allowed me to assign certain l imits 

to it-to validate the historical dialectic while rej ecting 

a dialectic of nature, in the sense of a natural process 

which produces and resolves man into an ensemble of 

physical laws. 

To return to Freud, however, I have to say that I was 

incapable of understanding him because I was a 

Frenchman with a good Cartesian tradition behind me, 

imbued with a certain rationalism, and I was therefore 
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� J E A N - P A U L  SA RT RE 

deeply shocked by the idea of the unconscious . 

However, I will not say only this because I must add 

that I remain shocked by what was inevitable in 

Freud-the biological and physiological language with 

which he underpinned thoughts which were not trans

latable into without mediation . Right up to the time of 

Fliess, as you know, he wrote physiological studies 

designed to provide an equivalent of the cathexes and 

equilibria he had found in psychoanalysis .  The result is 

that the manner in which he describes the psychoana

lytic object suffers from a kind of mechanistic cramp. 

This is not always true, for there are moments when he 

transcends this .  But in general this language produces 

a mythology of the unconscious which I cannot accept. I 

am completely in agreement with the facts of diguise 

and repression, as facts . But the words 'repression', or 

'drive'-words which express one moment a sort of 

finalism and the next moment a sort of mechanism, 

these I reject. Let us take the example of 'condensa 

tion', for instance, which is an ambivalent term in 

Freud. One can interpret it simply as a phenomenon 

of association, in the same way as your English 

philosophers and psychologists of the 1 8th and 19th 
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ITINE R A R Y  O F  A T H O U G HT � 

centuries. Two images are drawn together externally, 

they condense and form a third: this is classical psy

chological atomism. But one can also interpret the 

term on the contrary as expressive of a finality. 

Condensation occurs because two images combined 

answer a desire, a need. This sort of ambiguity occurs 

again and again in Freud. The result is a strange rep -

rescntation of the unconscious as a set of rigorous 

mechanistic determinations, in any event a casuality, 

and at the same time as  a mysterious finality, such that 

there are 'ruses' of the unconscious, as there are 'ruses' 

of history; yet it is impossible to reunite the two in the 

work of many analysts-at least early analysts. I think 

that there is always a fundamental ambiguity in  them; 

the unconscious is one moment another consciousness, 

and the next moment other than consciousness . What is 

other than consciousness then becomes simply a mech

anIsm .  

Thus I would reproach psychoanalytic theory with being 

a syncretic and not a dialectical thought. The word 

'complex' , indeed, indicates this very evidently : inter

penetration without contradiction. I agree, of course,  
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� JE A N -PA U L  S A RT RE 

that there may exist an enormous number of ' larval' 

contradictions within individuals, which are often 

translated in certain situations by interpenetrations 

and not by confrontations.  But this does not mean 

these contradictions do not exist. The results of syn

cretism, on the contrary, can be seen in the idea of the 

Oedipus complex, for instance : the fact is that analysts 

manage to find everything in it, equally well the fixa

tion on the mother, love of the mother, or hatred of 

the mother, as Melanie Klein argues.  In other words, 

anything can be derived from it, since i t  is not s truc

tured. The consequence is that an analyst can say one 

thing and then the contrary immediately afterwards, 

without in any way worrying about lack of logic, s ince 

after all 'opposites interpenetrate' . A phenomenon can 

mean this, while its contrary can also mean the same 

thing. Psychoanalytic theory is thus a ' soft' thought. I t  

has no dialectical logic to it . Psychoanalysts will tell me 

that this  is because there is no such logic in reality .  But 

this is precisely what I am not sure of: I am convinced 

that complexes exist, but I am not so certain that they 

are not structured .  
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I T I NE R ARY O F  A T H O UG H T  � 

In particular, I believe that if complexes are true struc 

tures, 'analytic scepticism' would have to be aban

doned. What I call the 'affective scepticism' of p sycho

analysts is the belief of so many of them that the rela

tionship which unites two people is only a 'reference' 

to an original relationship which is an absolute: an 

allusion to a primal scene, incomparable and unforget

table-yet forgotten-between father and mother. 

Ultimately, any sentiment experienced by an adult 

becomes for the analyst a sort of occasion for the 

rebirth of another. Now, there is a real truth in this: 

the fixation of a girl on an older man may well come 

from her father, or the fixation of a young man on a 

girl may derive from a profusion of original relation

ships . But what is missing in conventional psychoana

lytic accounts is the idea of dialectical irreducibil i ty. In 

a tlUly dialectical theory, such as historical materialism, 

phenomena derive from each other dialectically : there 

are different configurations of dialectical reality, and 

each of these configurations is rigorously conditioned 

by the previous one, while preserving and superseding 

it at the same time. This supersession is, however, pre

cisely irreducible. While one configuration may pre-
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5k: JE A N -PA U L  S A RT RE 

serve another, it can never simply be reduced to its 

predecessor. It is the idea of this autonomy that is lack

ing in psychoanalytic theory. A sentiment or a passion 

between two persons is certainly highly conditioned by 

their relationship to the 'primal object', and one can 

locate this object within it and explain the new relation

ship by it; but the re lationship i tself remains 

irreducible. 

Thus there is an essential difference in my relationship 

to Marx and my relationship to Freud. When I discov 

ered the class struggle, this was a t rue discovery, in 

which I now believe totally, in the very form of the 

descriptions which Marx gave to it. Only the epoch has 

changed; otherwise it is the same struggle with the 

same classes and th e same road to victory. Whereas I 

do not believe in the unconscious in the form in which 

psychoanalysis presents it to us .  In my present book on 

Flaubert, I have replaced my earlier notion of con

sciousness (although I sti l l  use the word a lot), with 

what I call Ie vecu-lived experience. I will try to 

describe in a moment what I mean by this term, which 

is neither the precautions of the preconscious, nor the 
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I TI N E R A RY O F  A T HOUG HT � 

unconscious, nor consciousness, but the terrain in 

which the individual is perpetually overflowed by him

self and his riches and consciousness plays the trick of 

determining itself by forgetfulness. 

In �Etre et Ie Neant, there is not much room for the phe

nomenon of dreams. For Freud dreams were a privileged 

space ' of the unconscious, the zone where psychoanalysis was 

discovered. Do you try to s ituate the space of dreams in your 

current works ?  This would be a concrete test of your present 

re lationship to Freud. 

My work on Flaubert deals with dreams.  Unfortunately 

Flaubert himself reports very few of his dreams. But 

there are two extremely striking ones-both night

mares , which he recounts in Memoires d'un  Fou, an 

autobiography he wrote at the age of 17, and which 

are thus perhaps partly invented. One concerns his  

father, the other his mother: both reveal his relation

ship to his parents with an extraordinary evidence. 

The interesting thing , however, is that othenvise 

Flaubert virtually never mentions his parents in his  

writings . In fact , he had very bad relationships with 

both his father and mother, for a whole number of 
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� JE A N- P A UL SA RT RE 

reasons which I try to analyse. He says nothing about 

them. They do not exist in his early works . The only 

time that he speaks of them , he speaks of them pre

cisely where a psychoanalyst would like him to do, in 

the narrative of a dream. Yet i t  is Flaubert himself who 

spontaneously does so. Thereafter, at the very end of 

his life, five years before he died, he published a 

novella called La Legende de Saint julien I'Hospitalier, 

which he said he had wanted to write for 30 years: it is 

in effect the story of a man who kill s  his father and his 

mother and who becomes a writer by doing so. 

Thus Flaubert has two quite different conceptions of 

himself. One is at the level of banal description, for 

example when he writes to his mistress Louise: 'What 

am I? Am I intelligent or am I stupid? Am I sensitive 

or am I stolid?  Am I mean or am I generous? Am I 

selfish or am I selfless? I have no idea, I suppose I am 

like everyone else, I waver between all these . .  . '  In 

other words, at this level he is completely lost. Why? 

Because none of these notions has any meaning in 

themselves. They only acquire a meaning from inter

subjectivity,  in other words what I have called in the 
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Critique the 'objective spirit' within which each member 

of a group or society refers to himself and appears to 

others, establishing relations of interiority between 

persons which derive from the same information or 

the same context. 

Yet one cannot say that Flaubert did not have, at the 

very height of his activity ,  a comprehension of the 

most obscure origins of his own history . He once wrote 

a remarkable sentence : 'You are doubtless like myself, 

you all have the same terrifying and tedious depths'

les memes profoundeuTS terribles et ennuyeuses . What could 

be a better formula for the whole world of psycho

analysis, in which one makes terrifying discoveries, yet 

which always tediously come to the s ame thing? His 

awareness of these depths was not an intellectual one . 

He later wrote that he often had fulgurating intuitions, 

akin to a dazzling bolt of lightning in which one simul

taneously sees nothing and sees everything. Each time 

they went out, he tried to retrace the paths revealed to 

him by this blinding light, stumbling and falling in the 

subsequent darkness . 

For me, these formulations define the relationship 

1 9 



� J E AN-PAU L SART R E  

which Flaubert had with what i s  ordinarily called the 

unconscious,  and what I would call a total absence of 

knowledge, but a real comprehension . I distinguish 

here between comprehension and intellection: there 

can be intellection of a practical conduct, but only 

comprehension of a passion. What I callle vecu-lived 

experience-is precisely the ensemble of the dialectical 

process of psychic life, in so far as this process is 

obscure to itself because it is a constant totalization, 

thus necessarily a totalization which cannot be con

scious of what it is .  One can be conscious of an exter

nal totalization, but one cannot be conscious of a total

ization which also totalizes consciousness. 'Lived expe

rience' ,  in this sense, is perpetually susceptible of com

prehension, but never of knowledge. Taking it as a 

point of departure, one can know certain psychic phe

nomena by concepts, but not this experience i tself. 

The highest form of comprehension of lived experi-
. 

ence can forge its own language-which will always be 

inadequate, and yet which will often have the 

metaphorical structure of the dream itself. 

Comprehension of a dream occurs when a man can 

express it in a language which is itself dreamt. Lacan 
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I T I N E R A R Y  O F  A T H O UGH T � 

says that the unconscious is structured like a language. 

I would say that the language which expresses it has 

the structure ofa dream. In other words, comprehen 

sion of the unconscious in most cases never achieves 

explicit expression. Flaubert constantly speaks of 

l 'indisable, which means the 'unsayable' , only the word 

does not exist in French, it should be l'indicible (per

haps it was a regional usage in Flauber t's time, but in  

any case it i s  not  the normal word). The 'unsayable', 

however, was something very definite for him. When 

he gave his autobiography to his mistress at the age of 

25, he wrote to her: 'You will suspect all the unsayable . '  

Which did not mean family secrets or anything like 

that. Of course, he hated his elder brother, but this is  

not what he was talking about. He mean t  precisely this 

kind of comprehension of oneself which cannot be 

named and which perpetually escapes one. 

The conception of ' l ived experience' marks my change 

since £Etre et Le Neant. My early work was a rationalist 

philosophy of consciousness. I t  was all very well for me 

to dabble in apparently non-rational processes in the 

individual, the fact remains that £Etre et le Neant is a 
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� J E AN - PAUL SART R E  

monument of rationality . But in the end it becomes an 

irrationalism, because it cannot account rationally for 

those processes which are 'below' consciousness and 

which are also rational, but lived as irrational . Today, 

the notion of ' l ived experience' represents an effort to 

preserve that presence to itself which seems to me 

indispensable for the existence of any psychic fact, 

while at the same time this presence is so opaque and 

blind before itself that it is also an absence from itself. 

Lived experience is  always simultaneously present to 

itself and absent from itself. In developing this notion, 

I have tried to surpass the traditional psychoanalytic 

ambiguity of psychic facts which are both teleological 

and mechanical, by showing that every psychic fact 

involves an intentionality which aims at something, 

while among them a certain number can only exist if 

they are comprehended, but neither named nor 

known. The latter include what I call the 'stress' of a 

neurosis . A neurosis is in the first instance a specific 

wound, a defective structure which is a certain way of 

living a childhood. But this is only the initial wound: it 

is then patched up and bandaged by a system which 

covers and soothes the wound, and which then like 
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anti-bodies in certain cases, suddenly does something 

abominable to the organism. The unity of this system 

is the neurosis .  The work of its 'stress' is intentional, 

but it cannot be seized as such without disappearing. It 

is precisely for this reason that if it is transferred into 

the domain of knowledge, by analytic treatment, it can 

no longer be reproduced in the same manner. 

There is an obvious question raised by your work on Flaubert, 

lOu have already written a study of Baudelaire-

-A very inadequate, an extremely bad one-

Then a long book on Genet, after that an essay on Tint01'etto 

and then an autobiography, Les Mots, After this succession 

of writings, what will be the methodological novelty o f  the 

book on Flaubert ? Why exactly did you decide to return once 

again to the project of explaining a life? 

In the Question de Methode , I discussed the different 

mediations and procedures which could permit an 

advance in our knowledge of men if they were taken 

together. In fact, everyone knows and everyone admits, 

for instance, that psychoanalysis and Marxism should 

be able to find the mediations necessary to allow a 
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combination of the two. Everyone adds, of course, that 

psychoanalysis is not primary, but that correctly cou

pled and rationalized with Marxism, it can be useful .  

Likewise, everyone says that there are American socio

logical notions which have a certain validity, and that 

sociology in general should be used-not, of course, 

the Russian variety which is no more than an enumera

tion or nomenclature. Everyone agrees on all this. 

Everyone in fact says it-but who has tried to do i t? 

I myself was in general only repeating these irre

proachable maxims in Question de Methode. The idea of 

the book on Flaubert was to abandon these theoretical 

disquisitions, because they were ultimately getting us 

nowhere, and to try to give a concrete example of how 

it might be done . The result can look after itself. Even 

if it is a failure, it can thereby give others the idea of 

redoing it, better. For the question the book seeks to 

answer is : How shall I study a man with all these meth

ods, and how in this study will these methods condi

tion each other and find their respective place? 

You feel you did not have these keys when you wrote Saint 

Genet, for example? 
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No, I did not have them all .  It is obvious that the study 

of the conditioning of Genet at the level of institutions 

and of history is inadequate-very, very inadequate. 

The main lines of the interpretation, that Genet was 

an orphan of Public Assistance, who was sent to a peas

ant home and who owned nothing, remain true, 

doubtless . But all the same, this happened in 1925 or 

so and there was a whole context to this  life which is 

quite absent. The Public Assistance, a foundling repre

sents a specific social phenomenon, and anyway Genet 

is a product of the 20th century; yet none of this is 

registered in the book. 

Whereas today I would like the reader to feel the pres

ence of Flaubert the whole time; my ideal would be 

that the reader s imultaneously feels, comprehends and 

knows the personality of Flaubert, totally as an individ

ual and yet totally as an expression of his time. In 

other words, Flaubert can only be understood by his 

difference from his  neighbours . 

Do you see what I mean by this? For example, there 

were a considerable number of writers who elaborated 

analogous theories at the time and produced m ore or 
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less valid works inspired by them, Leconte de Lisle or 

the Goncourts, for example: it is necessary to try to 

study how they were all determined to produce this 

particular vision, and how Flaubert was determined 

similarly yet otherwise, and saw it in another fashion. 

My aim is  to try to demonstrate the encounter between 

the development of the person, as psychoanalysis has 

shown it  to us, and the development of history . For at a 

certain moment, an individual in his very deepest and 

most intimate conditioning, by the family, can fulfill a 

historical role . Robespierre could be taken as an exam

ple, for instance . But it would be impossible to pursue 

such a s tudy of him, because there are no materials for 

doing so .  What would be necessary to know is what was 

the encounter of the revolution which created the 

Committee of Public Safety, and the son of Monsieur 

and Madame Robespierre of Arras . 

This is the theoretical aim of your present work. But why 

exactly the choice of Flaubert ? 

Because he is the imaginary. With him, I am at the 

border, the barrier of dreams. 

There have been 1.m"iters or politicians who have left a certain 
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work and who could equally well provide the material for 

such a study-

In theory,  yes . There were a number of reasons, howev

er, which led me to select Flaubert. Firstly, to give the 

strictly circumstantial cause of this selection: Flaubert 

is one of the very rare historical or literary personages 

who have left behind so much information about 

themselves . There are no less that 13 volumes of corre

spondence, each of 600 pages or so. He often wrote 

letters to several persons the same day, with slight vari

ations between them, which are often very amusing. 

Apart from this, there are numerous reports and wit

nesses of him; the Goncourt brothers kept a diary and 

saw Flaubert very frequently, so that we see him from 

the outside through the Goncourts and we also have a 

record of what. he said to others about himself, record

ed by the Goncourts-not an altogether trustworthy 

source, of course, since they were rancorous imbeciles 

in many ways. Nevertheless, there are many facts in 

their Journal . Besides this, of course, there is a com

plete correspondence with George Sand, letters of 

George Sand on Flaubert, memoirs of him, and so ou. 
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All this is completely circumstantial, but it is of great 

importance . 

Secondly, however, Flaubert represents for me the 

exact opposite of my own conception of l iterature : a 

total disengagement and a certain idea of form, which 

is  not that which I admire. For example, Stendhal is a 

writer whom I greatly prefer to Flaubert, while Flaubert 

is probably much more important for the development 

of the novel than Stendhal . I mean that Stendhal is 

much finer and stronger. One can give oneself com 

pletely to him-his style is acceptable, his heroes are 

sympathetic, his vision of the world is true and the his

torical conception behind it  is very acute. There is 

nothing like this in Flaubert. Only, Flaubert is much 

more significant than Stendhal for the history of the 

novel. If Stendhal had not existed, it would still have 

been possible to go straight from Lados to Balzac. . 

Whereas, let us say, Zola or the Nouveau Roman are 

inconceivable without Flaubert. Stendhal is greatly 

loved by the French, but his influence on the novel is 

minimal. Flaubert's influence by contrast is immense, 

and for this reason alone it is important to study him. 
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Given that, he began to fascinate me precisely because 

I saw him in every way as the contrary of my self. I 

found myself wondering: 'How was he possible?' For I 

then rediscovered another dimension of Flaubert, 

which is besides the very source of his talent. I was 

used to reading Stendhal and company, where one is 

in complete accord with the hero, whether he is Julien 

Sorel or Fabrice . 

Reading Flaubert one is p lunged into persons with 

whom one is in complete disaccord, who are irksome. 

Sometimes one feels with them, and then somehow 

they suddenly reject one's sympathy and one finds 

oneself once again antagonistic to them. Obviously it 

was this that fascinated me, because it  made me curi

ous. This is precisely Flaubert's art . It is clear that he 

detested himself, and when he speaks of his principal 

characters, he has a terrible attitude of sadism and 

masochism towards them : he tortures them because 

they are himself, and also to show that other people 

and the world torture him. He also tortures them 

because they are not him and he is anyway vicious and 

sadistic and wants to torture others. His unfortunate 

characters have very l i ttle luck, submitted to all this .  
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At the same time, Flaubert writes from within his char

acters and is always speaking of himself in a certain 

fashion. He thus succeeds in speaking of himself in a 

way that is unique. This type of discomfited, refused 

confession, with its self-hatred, i ts constant reversion to 

things he comprehends without knowing, wanting to 

be completely lucid and yet always grating-Flaubert's 

testimony about himself is something exceptional, 

which had never been seen before and has not been 

seen since. This is another motive for studying him. 

The third reason for choosing Flaubert is that he rep

resents a sequel to Elnzaginaire. You may remember 

that in my very early book Elnzaginaire I tried to show 

that an image is not a sensation reawakened,  or 

reworked by the intellect, or even a former perception 

altered and attenuated by knowledge, but is something 

entirely different-an absent reality, focused in its 

absence through what I called an analogon: that is to 

say, an object which serves as an analogy and is tra

versed by an intention. For example, when you are 

going to sleep , the l ittle dots in your eyes

phosphenes-may serve as an analogy for every kind 
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of oneiric or hypnagogic image . Between waking and 

sleeping, some people see vague shapes pass , which 

are phosphenes through which they focus on an imag

ined person or a thing. In £Imaginaire, I tried to prove 

that imaginary objects-images-are an absence. In  

my  book on Flaubert, I am studying imaginary per

sons-people who like Flaubert act out roles .  A man is 

like a leak of gas , escaping into the imaginary. Flaubert 

did so perpetually ; yet he also had to see reality 

because he hated it, so there is the whole question of 

the relationship between the real and the imaginary 

which I try to study in his life and work. 

Finally, via all this, it is possible to ask the question :  

what was the imaginary social Ulorld of the dreamy bour

geoisie of 1 848? This is an intriguing subject in itself. 

Between 1 830 and 1 840 Flaubert was in a Lycee in  

Rouen , and  all his texts speak of his fellow-pupils there 

are contemptible, mediocre bourgeois . It so happens ,  

however, that there were five years of violent, historic 

fights in the IYCt'!es of that time !  After the revolution of 

1 830, there were boys who launched political struggles 

in the schools, who fought and were defeated . The 
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reading of the romantics of which Flaubert speaks so 

often as a challenge to their parents, is only expl icable 

in thi s  perspective: when these youths finally become 

blases, they have been reciperated as ' ironic' bourgeois, 

and they have failed. The extraordinary thing is that 

Flaubert does not say a word about any of this .  He 

simply describes the boys who surround him as if they 

were future adults-in other words, abject. He writes :  ' I  

saw defects which would become vices, needs which 

would become manias, follies which would become 

crimes-in short, children would become men. '  The 

only history of the school for him was the passage from 

childhood to maturity. The reality is, however, that this 

history was that of a bourgeoisie seized with shame at 

itself in its sons, of the defeat of these sons and there

by the suppression of its shame. The end result of this 

history will be the massacre of 1 848. 

Before 1 830 ,  the bourgeoisie was hiding under its 

blankets. When it finally emerged, its sons cried 

'Bravo! We are going to declare the Republic,' but their 

fathers found they needed an eiderdown after all .  

Louis-Phillipe became king. The sons persuaded them-
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selves their fathers had been duped, and continued 

the struggle. The result was an uproar in the schools : 

in vain, they were expelled. In 183 1 ,  when Louis

Phillipe dismisses Lafayette and the road to reaction is 

open, there were boys of 1 3  or 14 in Flaubert's school ,  

who calmly refused to go to confession, having decided 

that this  was an excellent pretext for a confrontation 

with the authorities, since after all the bourgeoisie was 

still oflicially Voltairean. Confession was a survival from 

Louis XVIII and Charles X ,  and raised awkward ques

tions about compulsory religious instruction, which 

might eventually get as far as the Chamber of 

Deputies .  I take off my hat to these boys of 14 who 

planned this strategy, knowing very well that they 

would be expelled from the school. The chaplain 

descended on them-'Confess ! '  'No!'-then another 

functionary-'No, No, NO ! '-they were taken to the 

principal and thrown out of the school. Whereupon 

there was a gigantic uproar in the whole college , which 

was what they had hoped for. The fourth year class 

threw rotten eggs at the vice-principal, and two more 

boys were expelled. Then the day-boys of the class met 

at dawn and took an oath to avenge their comrades . 
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The next day a t  six i n  the morning, the boarders 

opened the doors to them. Togeth er, they seized and 

occupied the building. Already, in 1 831! From their 

fortress there, they bombarded the Academic Council 

which was deliberating in another building within 

reach of their windows. 

The principal was meanwhile throwing himself at the 

feet of the older pupils,  imploring them not to soli

darize with the occupation-successfully. Eventually, 

the fourth year class did not achieve the reinstatement 

of their comrades, but the authorities had to promise 

that there would be no sanctions against them for the 

occupation .  Three days later, they found they had been 

tricked : the college was closed for two months .  Exactly 

like today. 

The next year, when they came back, they were natu 

rally raging and there was constant turbulence in the 

Lycee. This was the time in which Flaubert lived, and 

yet he did not experience it like that. He wrote a great 

deal about his childhood and youth-but there is not a 

single tex t wh ich refers to this history. In fact, what 

happened,  of course ,  was that he l ived the same 
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evolution of this generation in his own way. He was 

unaffected by this violent episode and yet he arrived at 

the same result by a different route somewhat later. 

The philosophy teacher in the school fell i ll, and a 

substitute took over for him. The pupils decided the 

substitute was an incompetent and made life impossi

ble for him . The principal tried to victimize two or 

three, and the whole class solidarized with them : 

Flaubert now wrote their collective le tter to the 

principal, denouncing the quality of the course and 

the threats of punishment. The upshot was that he and 

two or three others were expelled from the school. The 

meaning of the protest this time is very clear: Flaubert 

and his class-mates were young bourgeois demanding 

a proper bourgeois education-'Our fathers are paying 

enough, after all ' .  The evolution of a generation and 

of a class are manifest in this second episode. These 

different experiences produce a bitter literature on the 

bourgeoisie and then this generation resigns itself to 

becoming merely ironic-another way of being 

bourgeois .  

Why have you opted for biography and the theatre in recent 

years, and abandoned the novel? Is it that you think 
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Marxism and psychoanalysis have rendered the novel as a 

form impossible, by the weight of their concepts? 

I have often asked myself that question. It is, in fact, 

true that there is no technique that can account for a 

character in a novel as one can account for a real per

son, who has existed, by means of a Marxist or psycho

analytic interpretation . But if an author has recourse 

to these two systems within a novel, without an ade

quate formal device for doing so, the novel disappears . 

These devices are lacking, and I do not know if they 

are possible . 

lVu think that the existence of Marxism and of psychoanalys is 

prevents any novelist fTOm writing, so to speak, naively 

today? 

By no means . But if he does so, the novel will all the 

same be classified as 'naIve' . In other words, a natural 

universe of the novel will not exist, only a certain spe

cific type of novel-the 'spontaneous' ,  'naIve' novel .  

There are excellent examples of the latter, but the 

author who writes them has to make a conscious deci

sion to ignore these interpretative techniques . Thereby 

he necessarily becomes less naIve. There is another 
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type of novel today in  which the work is conceived as a 

sort of infernal machine-fake novels like those of 

Gombrowicz, for example. Gombrowicz is aware of psy 

choanalysis, and of Marxism and many other things, 

but he remains sceptical about them, and hence con

structs objects which destroy themselves in their very 

act of construction-creating a model for what might 

be a novel with an analytic and materialist foundation. 

Why have you personally stopped wTiting novels ? 

Because I have felt no urge to do so.  Writers have 

always more or less chosen the imaginary. They have a 

need for a certain ration of fiction . Writing on Flaubert 

is enough for me by way of fiction-it might indeed be 

called a novel. Only I would like people to say that it 

was a true novel .  I try to achieve a certain level of com

prehension of Flaubert by means of hypotheses. Thus I 

use fiction-guided and controlled, but nonetheless fic 

tion-to explore why, let us say, Flaubert wrote one 

thing on the 1 5th March and the exact opposite on the 

2 1 st March, to the same correspondent, without worry 

ing about the contradiction. My hypotheses are in th is 

sense a sort of invention of the personage . 
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You have reproached a book like The Children of Sanchez 

for not being a literary work because the people in it speak a 

language like that of all of us when we are not writers. You 

think such works lack invention? 

The Children of Sanchez is not a l i terary work, but it ren

ders a mass of literary works redundant. Why write a 

novel on its characters or their milieu? They tell us 

much more by themselves, with a much greater self

understanding and eloquence. The book is not litera

ture because there is no quest for a form that is also a 

meaning in it :  for me the two-form and meaning

arc always linked. There is no production of an object, 

a constructed object. 

You con tinue to write plays? 

Yes, because plays are something else again.  For me 

the theatre is essentially a myth. Take the example of a 

petty-bourgeois and his wife who quarrel with each 

other the whole time . If you tape their disputes, you 

will record not only the two of them, but the petty

bourgeoisie and its world, what society has made of it, 

and so on. Two or three such studies and any possible 

novel on the life of a petty-bourgeois couple would be 
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outclassed. By contrast, the relationship between man 

and woman as we see it in Strindberg' s Dance of Death 

will never be outclassed. The subject is the same, but 

taken to the level of myth. The playwright presents to 

me·n the eidos of their daily existence : their own life in 

such a way that they see i t  as if externally. This was the 

genius of Brecht, indeed. Brecht would have protested 

violently if anyone said to him that his plays were 

myths . Yet what else is Mother Courage-an anti-myth 

that despite itself becomes a myth? 

You discussed the theatre with Brecht ? 

I saw Brecht three or four times in a political context, 

but we never had a chance to discuss the theatre. I 

admire Brecht 's  plays very much, but I think that what 

Brecht said about them is not always true . His theory 

of EnifTemdung-distanciation-is one thing: the actual 

relationship between the public and his characters is  

another. The bl ind and deaf girl in Mother Courage 

calls to the people when she falls from the roof, dying. 

This is a scene of pathos, and yet it is precisely a pas

sage of the p lay where Brecht most wants to establish a 

contestation and recoil from the drama. Mother 
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Courage herself is an anti-heroine who-unavoidably, 

by her very mystification-becomes a heroine. The 

Caucasian Chalk Circle presents the same paradox

scenes such as the flight of the servant or the adjudica

tion of the child, which despite all Brecht's efforts are 

extremely moving in the most classical tradition of the 

theatre . Brecht was tremendously astute in his use of 

theatre, but he could not always control the final result 

of his writing. 

The Critique de la Raison Dialectique appears to be con 

structed on the idea that there is a fundamental homogeneity 

between the individual and histmy: the central theme of the 

book is the reversible relationships-interveTSions-between 

the individual, worked matter, the group, the series, the prac 

tico-inert, collectives. To adoj}t its vocabulary, your formal 

aim is to show how the totalizing acts of every individual are 

totalized in exteriority by others and become other to their . 

agents, just as groups become other to themselves through 

serialization. The Critique deals in a very systematic way 

with that aspect of history which presents itself as alienation 

and degradation of intentional projects, whether by individu

als 01' groups, in their encounter with materiality and alterity, 
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in the. world of scarcity. There is, however, another aspect of 

history which is not accounted for by the Critique. Social 

facts are not simply a totalization in exteriority of the totaliz

ing acts of a multiplicity of individuals and groups, which 

may during certain privileged moments achieve an apocalyp

tic sovereignty, but which normally fall into the practico-inert. 

They have an intrinsic order of their own, which is not 

deducible from the criss-crossing of innumerable individual 

totalizations. The most obvious example of this is language

which can in no way be described as a simple totalization of 

all the speech-acts of linguistic agents. The subject who speaks 

never totalizes linguistic laws by his words. Language has its 

own intelligibility as a system which appears heterogeneous to 

the subject. Can the themes of 'totalization ' and the 'pmctico

inert ' ever account for the emergence of oTdered social stTUC

tures, not meTely mndom alienation of subjective projects? 

But there is totalization in language . You cannot say a 

single sentence which does not refer, by its elements, 

to opposites. Thereby the whole of language, as a sys

tem of differential meanings, is present in its very 

absence, as linguists themselves admit. Every sentence 

is a levy on the entire resources of speech, for words 
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only exist by their opposition t o  each other. There is 

thus certainly totalization in language. 

The question is whether there is only totalization ? There are 

two central examples in the Critique �f a multiplicity of 

totalizations which fall into the practico-inert and become an 

alien power denaturing the intentions of their agents. One is 

that of different Chinese peasants cutting down trees to 

enlarge their cultivation of land, thus creating erosion, which 

thereby causes floods which then ruin their lands. The other is 

of the impact of gold in 1 6th-century Spain-whereby the 

individual decisions of each single producer to raise prices 

caused an uncontrollable general inflation which eventually 

resulted in the collective impoverishment of all oj them. These 

two examples do not have the same type of intelligibility-

I agree. The deforestation of the Chinese peasants is a 

product of individuals, each acting on their own, 

directly on nature, in ignorance of the others . They are 

not united by any collective object, and it is only gradu

ally that the end-result of their acts imposes itself on 

them. The counter-finality of these peasants is cultural, 

but i t  concerns above all the relationship of a multi

plicity of individuals with nature . Whereas the impact . 
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of gold ih Spain presupposes money, which is a social  

institution .  Money has nothing natural about i t, i t  is a 

conventional system in some ways very similar to lan

guage. Thus gold is a pre-eminently social fact. I 

therefore am perfectly in agreement that there is a 

specific reality of social facts. This reality implies p re

cisely that every totalization of the individual in rela

tion to this reality either fails, is deviated by it or is a 

negative totalization . When I speak, I never say com

pletely what I want to say and I often do not know 

what I say, given that my words are robbed from me 

and revealed to  me as  other than what I intended. But 

the important thing is that these social facts are, in 

spite of everything, the product of the social activity of 

collective ensembles .  I will be discussing this in the 

second volume of the Critique . Language exists only as 

a convention . 

But where does the order of this convention corne from ? To 

ask the same question in a different way : by the end of the 

Critique the reader has been taken through all the diffeTent 

reveTSible relationships of individuals, groups, series and the 

practico-ineTt, which constitute for you 'the formal elements of 
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any history '. Yet from this perspective there seems to be no rea

son why history should not then be an arbitrary chaos of 

inte'r-blocking projects, a sort of colossal traffic-jam ?  

There are a number of reasons. The first i s  that accu-

mulation exists. There are crucial domains where accu-

mulation occurs : science, capital, goods-which thereby 

produce a history: change . This is something different 

from a mere transition . There are periods which are 

transitions, until something is invented that changes. 

For example, the whole feudal period of the 1 1  th, 1 2th 

and 1 3th centuries is a perpetual turmoil :  there were 

events everywhere, yet there was no emergence from 

the Middle Ages because the elements for doing so did 

not exist .  Then, one day, a certain number of processes 

coincided, social and economic facts like the indebted

ness of the lords, the run of the Church, the change in 

the nature of Catholicism, the peasant revolts, scientif

ic discoveries ,  and a spiral development of history 

resulted . Science, of course, in a sense advanced in a 

straight line through all its conversions , hesitations 

and errors . These mistakes and confusions might be 

classified as ' subjective'-they have little importance in 
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the development of science . On the other hand, they 

whirl about every level of science and deform its dis

coveries and practices, cha nging them into other tha n  

themselves : a discovery made because of war in time of  

war will serve in peace, while a discovery in time of 

peace will serve for war. Simultaneously, there are 

whole p lateaux where the class struggle changes 

because there is a new mode of production . I have not 

discussed any of this in the first volume of the C11,tique, 

both because I believe in the general schema provided 

by Marx and because I intend to study it at the level of 

history proper. For it is at  the level of history that one 

should determine to what extent there is or is not 

progress, to what extent progress exists only where 

there is accumulation, and whether it produces in its 

train total modifications which are not necessarily pro

greSS ive . 

What is going to be the architecture of the second volume of 

the Critique? 

I will simply try to show the dialectical intelligibility of 

a movement of historical temporalization . 

A movement ? 
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The movement. The difference between the first and 

second volume is this : the first is an abstract work 

where I show the possibilities of exchange, degrada

tion, the practico-inert, series, collectives, recurrence 

and so on .  It is concerned only with the theoretical 

possibilities of their combinations. The object of the 

second volume is history itself. But I know no other 

history than our own, so the question 'What is history? '  

becomes 'What is our history? '-the history in which 

Mahomet was born and not one in which he never 

lived . I t  is irrelevant to wonder whether there are 

other histories in other galaxies. Perhaps there are, but 

we know nothing of them, and they consequently have 

no importance to us. Thus all the notions which will 

emerge from the second volume will be rigorously 

applied to our own history; my aim will be to prove 

that there is a dialectical intelligibility of the singular. 

For ours i s  a singular history. It is determined by the 

forces of production and the relations of production, 

their correspondences and their conflicts . It is possible 

that in completely primitive societies there exist the 

'global facts' of which Mauss speaks-a kind of undif

ferentiated social conditioning. But even if this were 
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so, it is not the history that I will be studying . What I 

will seek to show is the dialectical intelligibility of that 

which is not universalisable. 

It is still very difficult to see how a multiplicity of individual 

acts can ever give birth to social structures which have their 

own laws, discontinuous from the acts which for you for

mally constitute a historical dialectic ? A tribe can speak a 

language for centuries and then be discovered by an anthro

pologist who can decipher its phonological laws, which have 

been forever unknown to the totality of the subjects speaking 

the language. How can these objective laws be deduced mere

ly from words spoken ? 

I believe that all the same language is a totalized and 

detotalized result  of the ensemble of human activities 

during a certain time . Language is imposed on each of 

us as a practico-inert. 

The connotation of 'practico-inert' is precisely that of a brute, 

random mass alien to human agents . The problem is, how 

does this mass happen to have a rigorous structure-the laws 

of grammar or, more fundamentally, the relations of produc

tion ? These structures are never intentional objects-they are 

heterogeneous to the historical acts of individuals ? 
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There is a historical problem of the passage from non

language to language in early human communities :  it 

is impossible to reconstruct this passage, but probably 

it was accomplished within certain early institutions. 

For language sustains institutions, institutions are a 

language, and language is itself an institution. From 

the moment that a l imited system of signs exists, which 

has an institutional character, both invented by the 

group and already dividing the group, language can 

change men into collectives. I have tried to explain 

this in the Critique . An institution or collective object is 

always a product of the activity of the group in matter, 

whether verbal matter or physico-chemical matter, and 

is thereby sealed and surpassed by an inertia which 

separates the group and imposes itself on it as the 

instituted and sacred. The subjective here capsizes into 

the objective and the objective into the subjective : the 

result is an instituted object. Thus I am in complete 

agreement that social facts have their own structures 

and laws that dominate individuals ,  but I only see in 

this the reply of worked matter to the agents who work it. 

Why is this 'reply ' a coherent discourse ? 
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For me the fact of being worked does not endow mat

ter with a system, but the fact of becoming inert con

verts work into a system. 

Not everything that is inert is a system. 

Structures are created by activity which has no struc

ture, but suffers its results as a structure. 

How can individual acts result in ordered struc tures, and 

not a tangled labyrinth-unless you believe in a sort of pre

established harmony between them ? 

You are forgetting the level of power and therefore of 

generality .  If a decision is taken at a certain level of 

political or religious power, an objective unity is given 

by the project at that level . What then happens is that 

others deviate and deform the project, but they simul

taneously create something else by their work: other 

structures with their own internal relations which con

stitute a queer kind of object, but a potent and signifi

cant one . In the last chapter of the Critique, entitled 

'Towards History' ,  I started to discuss this problem. I 

tried to argue that an object created by a plurality of 

different or antagonistic groups is nevertheless, in the 
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very moment of their shock against each other, intelli 

gible. In the second volume, I was going to take the 

elementary example of a battle, which remains intelli

gible after the confusion of the two armies engaged in 

combat in it .  From there I planned to develop a study 

of the objects constituted by entire collectivities with 

their own interests . I n  particular I want to analyse the 

example of Stalin to see how the objects which consti

tuted Stalinist institutions were created through the 

ensemble of relationships between groups and within 

groups in Soviet society, and through the relationship 

of all these to Stalin and of Stalin to them. Finally, I 

was going to end by studying the unity of objects in a 

society completely rent asunder by class struggle, and 

considering several classes and their actions to show 

how these objects were completely deviated and always 

represented a detotalization while at the same time 

preserving a determinate intelligibility .  Once one has 

reached this, one has reached history . Hence I had the 

embryo of an answer to the question you have been 

asking me. There is an institutional order which is nec

essarily-unless we are to believe in God the father or 

an organicist mythology-the product of masses of 
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me11 constituting a social unity and which at the same 

time is radically distinct from all of them, becoming an 

implacab le demand and an ambiguous means of com

munication and non-communication between them. 

Aesop once sa id that language is  both. The same is 

true of institutions .  Indeed, I would like to write a 

study of work and technology to show exactly what 

happens to material in industry, how i t  becomes an 

inhuman image of man, by its demands. For I believe 

that the existence of different ethics in different 

epochs is  due to matter: it is because of inert, inani

mate obj ects that there are demands in us. A demand 

i s  fixed and inert: a duty has no life in it, it is always 

immobile and imbecile, because whenever anyone tries 

to do his so-called duty, he always finds himself in 

opposition to others .  This contradiction ultimately 

derives from the demands of material ity in us. To sum 

up what I have been saying in a sentence: my aim in  

the second volume of  the  Critique was precisely a study 

of the paradoxical object which is an institutional 

ensemble that is perpetually detotalized. 

There is another dimension of the Critique which must be 
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striking for any new reader of it today. The book in some 

respects appears an anticipation of two of the major historical 

events of recent years, the May Revolt in France and the 

Cultural Revolution in China. There are long analyses of the 

dialectical relationship between class, cadres, trade-unions 

and political party during factory occupations, taking 1 936 

as a model, which often seem to  prefigure the trajectory of the 

Fronch proletariat in May 1 968. At the same time, there is a 

passage where you evoke the official parades in Tien An 

Minh Square in the Pekin of the early 60s as a sort of pyram

idal 'mineralization ofman ', whereby a bureaucratic order 

manipulates dispersed series beneath it to confer on them a 

false semblance of groups. Do you then today interpret the 

Cultural Revolution as an attempt to reverse the deteriora

tion of the Chinese Revolution into a set of bureaucratically 

institutionalized groups manipulating passive masses, by a 

sort of gigantic 'apocalypse ' throughout China which recreates 

Jused groups ' such as once made the Long March and the 

People 's War-to use the language of the Critique? 

I should say that I regard myself as very inadequately 

informed about the Cultural Revolution. The specific 

level of the phenomenon is that of ideology, culture 
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and politics-in other words, superstructures which are 

the higher instances of any dialectical scale. But what 

happened at the level of infrastructures in China 

which led to the initiation of this movement in the 

superstructures? There must have been determinate 

contradictions at the base of the Chinese social ist  

economy which produced the movement for a return 

to something like a perpetual fused group. It is possi

ble that the origins of the Cultural Revolution are to 

be found in the conflicts over the Great Leap Fan-vard, 

and the investment policies undertaken at that time: 

Japanese Marxists have often maintained this .  But I 

nevertheless must confess that I have not succeeded in 

understanding the causes of the phenomenon in  its 

totality. The idea of a perpetual apocalypse is naturally 

very attractive-but I am convinced that i t  is no t  exact

ly this ,  and that the infrastructural reasons for the 

Cultural Revolution must be sought. 

Thu do not think that the Sino-Soviet conflict was a crucial 

determinant ? Part of the Chinese leadership appears to have 

consciously been determined to avoid any repTOdllction of the 

present state of the USSR in China. Is it necessary to assume 
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insurmountable contradictions within the Chinese economy to 

explain the Cultural Revolution ? 

I certainly do not think that the Cultural Revolution is 

in any way a mechanical reflection of infrastructural 

contradictions :  but I think that to understand its total 

meaning one should be able to reconstruct the precise 

moment of the historical process and of the economy 

at which it exploded. It is perfectly clear, for instance, 

that Mao was v irtually marginalized for a certain time 

and that he has now reassumed power. This change is 

undoubtedly linked to internal Chinese conflicts, which 

go back at  least to the Great Leap FOIWard. 

Equally striking are the contradictions within the 

Cultural Revolution. There is a central discordance 

between the unleashing of mass initiatives and the cult 

of the leader. On the one side, there is the perpetual 

maintenance of the fused group with unlimited per

sonal initiatives within it, with the possibility of writing 

anything in big-character posters, even 'Chou En Lai 

to the gallows'-which did, in fact happen in Pekin ; on 

the other side, there is the fetishization of the little red 

book, read aloud ill waiting rooms, in airplanes, in 
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railway stations, read before others who repeat it in 

chorus, read by taxi-drivers who stop their cab to read 

it  to passengers-a hallucinating collective catechism 

which resounds from one end of China to the other. 

Your own analysis of the fundamental Teason for the degmda

tion of gTOUPS into a series in the Critique is that scm"city 

ultimately rende1"s inevitable the fall of any collective project 

into the practico-inert. China remains a very POOT country, 

with a low level of development of productive forces . Your 

own account of the reign of scarcity leads to the conclusion 

that it is impossible to abolish bureaucracy in such a country; 

any attempt to overcome bureaucratic degradation of the revo 

lution will inevitably be profoundly marked by the objective 

limits imposed by scm"city. This line of argument would 

explain the bureaucratic safety-rails, whether institutional 

like the army or ideological like the cult of personality, which 

tTammel mass initiative in China ? 

It is evident that completely untrammelled initiatives 

can lead to a sort of madness. Because the free and 

anarchic development of the individual-not the social 

individual of the future, but the free practical organ ism 

of today-may not endanger his own reason,  but can 
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endanger a society .  But to insist on his total freedom 

within a fused group and at the same time to put peb

bles  in his head, called the Thoughts of Mao, is  not to 

create a whole man . The two halves of the process are 

in complete contradiction. 

Perhaps the paradox of a cultural revolution is that it is ulti

mately impossible in China, where it was invented, but is 

somewhat more possible in the advanced countries of the 

West? 

I think that is correct. With one qualification : is a cul

tural revolution possible without making the revolu

tion? French youth during May wanted a cultural revo

lution-what was missing for them to achieve one? 

The ability to make a real revolution. In o ther words, a 

revolution which is no way initially cultural, but is the 

seizure of power by violent class s truggle . Which is not 

to say that the idea of cul tural revolution in France was 

merely a mirage : on the contrary, it expressed a radical 

contes tation of every established value of the university 

and s ociety, a way of looking at them as if they had 

already perished.  It is  very important that this contes

tation be maintained. 
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What were the main lessons of the May Revolt for yOU ? 

I have always been convinced that the origins of May 

lie in the Vietnamese Revolution. For the French stu

dents who unleashed the process of May, the 

Vietnamese war was not merely a question of taking 

the side of the National Liberation Front or the people 

of Vietnam against US imperialism. The fundamental 

impact of war on European or US militants was its 

enlargement of the field of the possible. It had previ

ously seemed impossible that the Vietnamese could 

resist successfully such an enormous military machine 

and win. Yet that is what they did and by doing so they 

completely changed the horizon of French students ,  

among others : they now knew that there were possibil i 

ties that remained unknown . Not  that everything was 

possible, but that one can only know something i s  

impossible once one has  tried it and failed. This was a 

profound discovery,  rich in its eventual consequences 

and revolutionary in the West .  

Today, over a year later, it  is clear that to a certain 

extent we have discovered the impossible . In particu

lar, as long as the French Communist Party is the 
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largest conservative party in France, and as long as i t  

has the confidence of the workers, it  will be impossible 

to make the free revolution that was missed in May .  

Which only means that i t  is necessary to  pursue the 

struggle ,  however protracted i t  may be, with the same 

persistence as the Vietnamese, who after all are contin

uing to fight and continuing to win. 

May was not a ,-evolution: it did not destroy the bourgeois 

state. To make the revolution next time, organization will be 

necessary to co-ordinate and lead the struggle. What sort of 

political organization do you judge to be the appropriate 

instrument today ? 

I t  is obvious that anarchism leads nowhere, today as 

yesterday . The central question is whether in the end 

the only possible type of political organization is that 

which we know in the shape of the present CP's :  hier

archical division between leadership and rank-and-file, 

communications and instructions proceeding from 

above downwards only ,  isolation of each cell from every 

other, vertical powers of dissolution and discipline, 

separation of workers and intellectuals?  This pattern 

developed from a form of organization which was born 
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in ' clandestinity in the time of the Tsars . What are the 

objective justifications of its existence in the Wes t  

today? Its purpose here appears merely to  ensure an 

authoritarian centralism which excludes any democratic 

practice . Of course ,  in a civil war situation, a milita

rized discipline is necessary. But does a proletarian 

party have to resemble the present-day Communist 

Parties? Is it not possible to conceive of a type of politi

cal organization where men are not barred and stifled? 

Such an organization would contain different currents, 

and would be capable of closing itself in moments of 

danger, to reopen thereafter. 

It is always true, of course, that to fight something one 

must change oneself into it; in other words one must 

become its true opposite and not merely other than it. 

A revolutionary party must necessarily reproduce-up 

to a certain limit-the centralization and coercion of 

the bourgeois s tate which it is its mission to overthrow. 

However, the whole problem-the history of our century 

is there to prove it-is that once a party dialectically 

undergoes this ordeal, it may become arrested there. 

The result is then that it has enormous difficulty in 
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ever escaping from the bureaucratic rut which i t  initially 

accep ted to make the revolution against a bureau

cratic-military machine .  From that moment on, only a 

cultural revolution against the new order can prevent a 

degradation of it .  It is not a benevolent reform that is 

occurring in  China today, i t  is the violent destruction 

of a whole system of privilege . Yet we know nothing of 

what the future will be in China. The danger of a 

bureaucratic deterioration will be powerfully present in 

any Western country, if we succeed in making the revo

lution : that i s  absolutely inevitable, s ince both external 

imperialist encirclement and the internal class s trug

gle will continue to exist. The idea of an instant and 

total liberation is a utopia. We can already foresee 

some of the l imits and constraints of a future revolu

tion. But he who takes these as an excuse not to make 

the revolution and who fails to s truggle for it now, i s  

s imply a counter-

revolutionary. 

Abroad, you are often seen as classical product ofF1·ench 

university culture. The university system in which you were edu

cated and made your early CaTl?er, was the exact target of the first 
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explosion which set off the upheaval of May. What is your judg

ment of it now ? 

I t  is certainly true that I am a product of this system, 

and I am very aware of it :  although I hope I am not 

only that. When I was a student, only a very small elite 

got to university, and if one had the additional ' luck' to 

get into the Ecole Normale, one had every material 

advantage . In a sense the French university system 

formed me more than its professors, .because in my 

time the latter, with only one or two exceptions ,  were 

very mediocre . But the system, above all the Ecole 

Normale, I accepted as absolutely natural : son and 

grandson of petty-bourgeois intellectuals , it never 

occurred to me to question it . The lectures of the cours 

magistral seemed idiotic to us, but only because the 

teachers who gave it had nothing to tell us. Later, oth

ers saw that the lecture course itself was irredeemable . 

We merely abstained from ever going to the Sorbonne:  

only once, when law students threatened to invade i t ,  

did w e  go to the lectures there-othenvise never. Most 

of the Ecole Normale students of my time were very 

proud if they became agreges, for instance (although 
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there were a few who thought the hierarchy of agreges 

and licencies was monstrous} .  Nizan was an exception, 

of course .  He detested the Ecole Normale, for very 

good reasons-its class function in creating a privi 

leged elite. Although he was academically ' successful' ,  

he never, never fitted into the system. By the third 

year he was in such a state of malaise that he escaped 

to Aden.  Of course, this was related to neurotic prob

lems in his personal history, but the fundamental fact 

was that he could not breathe within these institutions 

designed to perpetuate a monopoly of knowledge. 

What is your view of a correct Marxist practice within the 

institutions of bourgeois culture-the educational system

after May ? 

Is a positive revolutionary culture conceivable today? 

For me, this is the most difficult problem posed by 

your question. My frank opinion is that everything 

within bourgeois culture that will be surpassed by a 

revolutionary culture will nevertheless ultimately also 

be preserved by it. I do not believe that a revolutionary 

culture will forget Rimbaud, Baudelaire or Flaubert, 

merely because they were very bourgeois and not 
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exactly friends of the people. They will have their 

place in any future socialist culture, but it will be a new 

place determined by new needs and relations. They 

will not be great principal values, but they will be part 

of a tradition reassessed by a different praxis and a dif

ferent culture. 

But how can they be reassessed today, when a revolu

tionary culture does not exist? They have only one 

place within existing society-the site assigned to them 

by bourgeois culture . What is the 'correct use' of 

Rimbaud for a young socialist militant in Vincennes or 

Nanterre? The question is unanswerable. It is true that 

a certain number of university intellectuals of an older 

generation became revolutionaries within a society that 

dispensed this culture to them. But the situation has 

changed radically since then.  To take only the materia l  

conditions of  a universi ty education: in my time an 

orthodox lecture course was trundled out to perhaps 

15 or 20 people . I t  was less shocking, because it could 

formally be contested: a student could interrupt and 

say he disagreed, and the lecturer would tolerate this 

because it hid the completely authoritarian character 

6 3  



� J E AN - P A U L  SA RT RE 

of the whole course .  Today, there are 1 00 or 200 stu

dents where there were once 1 5 .  There is no longer 

any chance of this . Where it  was once possible to turn 

bourgeois culture against itself, showing that Liberty, 

Equality and Fraternity had become their opposites, 

today the only possibility is to be against bourgeois 

culture. For the traditional system is collapsing. The 

Baccalaureat in France is something incredible, in its 

antiquation. In Rouen-Le Havre recently, the subject of 

the philosophy paper was 'Epictetus said to a disciple :  

"Live Hidden" . Comment' Can you imagine-giving a 

question like that to school-children of 1 6  in this day 

and age ! Not only the reference is outrageous, of 

course,  1 0  percent to 20 percent of the candidates 

thought Vis Cache (Live Hidden) was Vices Caches 

(Hidden Vices), imagining perhaps that this was 

ancient orthography, and interpreted the quotation to 

mean :  'Hide your Vices ' ,  They then developed at 

length the idea of Epictetus along the lines 'if you have 

vices, satisfy them, but secretly . '  The funniest, and sad 

dest thing of all is that they approved the formula of 

Epictetus !  'For it is like that in society, one can have a 

vice, but one should practise it in solitude. '  Innocent 
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answers, showing what bourgeois morality is in fact 

like ; pitiful answers because these pupils obviously 

thought 'Ep ictetus must be famous, if I criticize him I 

might get 4 out of 20  and fail, the only thing to do is 

to agree with him . '  There is no relationship , no con

text whatever between these young people and their 

teachers . Bourgeois culture in France is destroying 

itself. Thus for the moment, regardless of the eventual 

future, I believe that a radical negation of the existing 

culture is the only possible option for young mili

tants-a negation which will often take the form of vio

len t contestatio n .  

Are you going to write a sequel to Les Mots ? What are your 

future plans ? 

No, I don't  think that a sequel to Les Mots would be of 

llluch in terest . The reason why I produced Les Mots is 

the reason why I have studied Genet or Flaubert : how 

does a man become someone who writes, who wants to 

speak of the imaginary? This is what I sought to 

answer in my own case, as I sought it in that of others . 

What could there be to say of my existence s ince 1 939? 

How I became the writer who produced the particular 
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works I have signed. But the reason why I wrote ILL 

Nausee rather than some other book is of little impor

tance . It is the birth of the decision to write that is of 

interest. Thereafter, what is equally interesting are the 

reasons why I was to write exactly the contrary to what 

I wanted to write . But this is another subject altogether

the relationship of a man to the history of his time. 

Thus what I will  write one day is a political testament. 

The title is perhaps a bad one, since a testament 

implies the idea of giving advice ; here it will simply be 

the end of a life .  What I would like to show is how a 

man comes to politics , how he is caught by them, and 

how he is  remade other by them; because you must 

remember that I was not made for politics , and yet I 

was remade by politics so that I eventually had to enter 

them. It  is this which is curious .  I will recount what I 

did politically, what mistakes I committed, and what 

resulted from it .  In doing so, I will try to define what 

constitutes politics today, in our own phase of history. 

INTERVIEWED BY PERRY ANDERSON,  RONALD FRASER AND QUINTIN 

HOARE. 

[Originally published in New Left Review 1/5 8,  

November-December 1 969, pp.  43-66. ]  
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Well, Sartre, I want to probe your views on the woman ques -

tion . Mainly because you have never expressed yourself on the 

subject, and this in lad is the first thing I want to ask you 

about. How is it that you have talked about all the oppressed 

groups-workers, blacks in Orphee noir, jews in 

Reflexions sur la question juive-but have never men -

tioned women ? How do you explain that? 

I think it comes from my childhood. As a child I was 

mostly in the company of women:  my grandmother 

and mother gave me a lot of attention, and then I was 

surrounded by little girls .  So that to some extent girl s 

and women were my natural milieu, and I have always 

thought that there was some sort of woman inside m e .  

6 9  



� JE A N - PA U L  SA RTRE 

Your having been surrounded by women cannot have pre -

vented you from grasping their oppression as an important 

phenomenon . 

I used to sense that my grandmother was oppressed by 

my grandfather, but I did not really work out what it 

meant. As a widow, my mother was oppressed by her 

parents, but as much by her mother as by her father. 

But you are an adult ! Why have you neglected the oppression 

of which women are victims ? 

I was not aware of it as a general phenomenon. !  only 

saw individual cases .  Lots of them, of course .  But each 

time, I saw the imperialism as an individual fault in 

the man and a certain submissiveness as a character 

trait of the woman. 

Could one not say that many men--and women as well , I 

was like that for a long time myself-have a sort of blind spot 

about women ? Relations between men and women are taken 

so much as given that they seem natural, and in the end a1f! 

not noticed. It rather reminds me of what used to happen in 

ancient Greek democracy , where people professing ideas of 

reciprocity nevertheless did not find slavery remarkable . It 

seems to me that in future centuries people will regard the 
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way in which women are treated in our society today with as 

much astonishment as we regard slavery in the Athenian 

democracy ,for example . 

I think you are right .  When I was young, I believed in 

male superiority, which did not rule out some form of 

equality between the sexes . I t  seemed to me that in 

social life women were treated as the equals of men .  In 

some cases, men were haughty, arrogant and authori 

tarian in their relations with their wives :  my stepfather, 

for example. 1 simply saw this as a trait of character. 

But you have just said that in your many relationships with 

women , you saw them as both equal and unequal. Do you 

mean what you once said to me, that given their oppression 

women aTe the equals of men, even if they are not equal ? 

What I mean is ,  as it is difficult for a woman to have as 

much culture, knowledge and freedom as a man, you can see 

a woman as an equal even if she lacks cttlture, freedom and 

other qualities ? 

That is part of it. I considered she had a certain type 

of feelings, and a way of being, that I recognized in 

myself. I fel t  much more comfortable chatting with 

women than with men. With men, the conversation 
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always degenerates into shop . You always get round to 

talking about the economic situation or the Greek 

aorist, depending on whether you are a businessman 

or a teacher. But it is unusual , for example, to be able 

to sit on a cafe terrace and talk about the weather out

side, the passers-by, the way the street looks-all things 

I have always done with women and which gave me an 

impression of equality with them. Although, of course, 

i t  was I who led the conversation. I led it , because I 

had decided to lead it . 

But there was an element of machismo in the fact that it 

was you who led the conversation,  that it was normal for you 

to lead . Besides, I mllst say that on a re-reading, one can find 

tmces of machismo, even ofphallocracy,  in YOUT works as a 

whole . 

You are exaggerating a bit. But I am prepared to 

believe it  is true. 

But you did not feel youTSelf that you were being macho? 

In a way, yes, s ince it was I who put relations on one 

footing or another-only if the woman agreed, of 

course.  But it was I who made the first moves. And I 

did not perceive the machismo as something stemming 
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from my condition as a male. I took it to be a personal 

charac teristic of min e .  

That is curious , since you were the first to  say that 

psychology, interiority , is always only the internalization of a 

situation.  

Yes. I was in the general situation of a man of our time 

in relation to women. I took it to be an individual 

superiority. I adm it, too, do not forget, that I attrib 

uted to myself a good deal of superiority over my age 

and sex group : in other words, over a lot of men . 

You mean that the idea of superiority did not seem to you to 

be peculiar to your relations with women , because you had it 

with everyone ? 

If you like. But there was a specific element in it, 

because it was linked to feeling. I t  would be in teresting 

to study superiority as perceived through a sentiment. 

What does it mean to love someone while feeling supe

rior to them, and to what extent is it a contradiction? 

Well, what I find most interesting there is that although you 

were fond of saying that you are just anybody ,  you did not Jeel 

that your machismo was just anybody 's . 
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But the particular machismo of an individual . Do not 

imagine that I have regarded myself as just anybody all 

my life .  I have only done so since the age of 40; that is 

when I wrote it ,  and it is still what I think. 

To get back to machismo, we should not over-simplify.  After 

all, you vigorously encouraged me to write The Second 

Sex; and when the book was finished you accepted all the 

ideas in it , while people like Camus , for example, practically 

flung it in my face . Furthermore, it was then that I discovered 

machismo in a number of men whom I had believed gen -

uinely democratic, in matters of sex as in relation to society as 

a whole . 

Yes, but we ought to say first of all that in our relation

ship , I have always considered you as an equal . 

I would say that you have never oppressed me , and that you 

have ne'ver claimed any superiority over me. To understand 

the nuances of your machismo, it is important to see that we 

have never had the superior-inferior relations which are com 

mon between men and women. 

It is through our relationship that I have learned

understood-that there are relationships between man 

and woman which demonstrate the profound equality 
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between the sexes .!  did not consider myself superior to 

you, or more intelligent, or more active, so I put us on 

the same level. We are equals .  Oddly enough, I think 

in a way this re-inforced my machismo, because it 

allowed me to go back to being macho with other 

women . Nevertheless, the equality between us did not 

seem to me simply the accidental equality of two indi

viduals, but appeared to reveal the profound equal i ty 

of the two sexes . 

Right. That said , you accepted The Second Sex. It did not 

change you at all . Perhaps I should add that it did not 

change me either , for I think we had the same attitude at that 

time . We had the same attitude in that we both believed that 

the socialist revolution would necessarily bring about the 

emancipation of women . We have been disillusioned since 

then, because we have seen that women are not really equal to 

men in the USSR , Czechoslovakia or any of the countries 

called socialist that we know . This, incidentally; is what 

decided me , around 1 9 70 ,  to take up an openly feminist 

position . What I mean by this is, to recognize the specificity of 

women's struggles . What is more, you followed me on this 

path ; but I would like to know just how far .  What do you 
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think, now, of the struggle of women for their liberation? For 

example, how do you think it connects with the class struggle ?  

I s ee  them as  two struggles of  different aspect and 

meaning, which do not always mix .  So far, the class 

struggle is  between men. It  is essentially a question of 

relations between men, relations concerned with power 

or economics. Relations between men and women are 

very different. No doubt there are some very impor

tant implications from the economic point of view, but 

women are not a class, nor are men a class in relation 

to women. Relations between the sexes are something 

else. In other words, there are two main lines of  strug

gle for the oppressed: the class struggle and the strug

gle between the sexes. Of course, the two lines often 

coincide. For example, there is today a tendency for 

the class struggle and the struggle between the sexes to 

coincide. I say there is a tendency, because the princi 

pIes of the two struggles are not articulated in  the 

same way. The wife of the bourgeois and the worker' s 

wife are not opposed along precise class lines .  The .. 

class division between bourgeoisie and workers only 

reaches women on a very secondary level .  For exam

ple, one often finds relations between a bourgeois 
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woman and her maid or housekeeper which would be 

unthinkable between a bourgeois factory owner or 

engineer and an assembly-l ine worker in the same 

factory. 

What kind of relations do you mean? 

Relations in which the bourgeois woman talks about 

her husband, her relationship with her husband, her 

house . . .  There can be a complicity between two 

women belonging to different classes . I think that a 

bourgeois woman, except in specific cases where she is 

the head of a business, for example, does not belong 

to the bourgeois class .  She is bourgeois through her 

husband. 

You mean a traditional bourgeois woman ? 

Yes, one who lives with her parents, under her father's 

authority ,  unti l  she marries a man who takes over from 

her father, softening his principles slightly . She has no 

opportunity to affirm herself as belonging to the 

masculine class , the bourgeois class . Of course, in 

many cases she assimilates bourgeois principle s .  Of 

course, the wife of a bourgeois usually seems to be a 

bourgeois woman .  She often expresses the same 
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opin ions as her husband,  more forcefully even. And to 

an extent she imitates her husband's behaviour in her 

relations with ' inferiors ' .  For example, she is ambigu

ous towards her housekeeper, she has a dual attitude 

towards her. On the one hand, there is a certain sex 

complicity, the truly feminine relation, in which the 

bourgeois woman confides in the housekeeper, who 

understands the confidences and may earn her 

employer's trust with appropriate comments . Then on 

the other hand there is the employer's  authority, which 

is just an authority borrowed through her relationship 

with her husband. 

In other words, you would accept the thesis of some women in 

the women 's liberation movement that a bourgeois woman is 

bourgeois only by proxy.  

Certainly, given that she never has the relation to eco

nomic and social life which a man has. She has it only 

by proxy. A bourgeois woman very seldom has any 

relations with capital. She is tied sexually to a man who 

does have these relations. 

It is striking , too , that a bourgeois woman kept by her hus -

band, who has no father to take her in if her husband wants 

a divorce, is forced to look for work ; the work she finds will 
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usually be very badly paid, and will hardly keep her above 

the condition of a proletarian . 

I remember my mother's relations with money : first 

she got money from her husband, then from her 

father, then she received a proposal from another man, 

my stepfather, who kept her until he died. At the end 

of her life ,  she lived partly on what my stepfather had 

left her and partly on money that 1 gave her. She was 

supported by men from one end of her life to the 

other, and had absolutely no direct relation to capi tal . 

In other words, you recognize the specificity oj the women's 

struggle ? 

Absolutely . I do not believe that it stems from the class 

struggle .  

Feminism, to me , represents one oj the struggles situated out -

side the class struggle, though tied in with it to a certain 

extent . There are plenty oj others these days: the national 

struggles in Britanny arul Languedoc , Jor example , which do 

not coincide with the class struggle . 

They are more closely tied to it, though. 

17ze young soldiers ' revolt is another thing which is different 
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from the class struggle . I believe there are a lot of movements 

today which are related to the class struggle but at the same 

time independent of it , or at any rate cannot be reduced to it. 

They would need to be examined individually . I recog

nize that the specificity of women 's struggle against 

men is not at all the struggle of the oppressed classes 

against their oppressors . It is something else.  Though 

the essence of women's struggle against men is indeed 

a struggle against oppression, because men try to 

imprison women in a subordinate position . 

What importance do you give to this feminist struggle which 

you recognize as such ? Would you maintain the old distinc -

tion between primary and secondary contradictions, and 

would you regard the women's struggle as secondary? 

No, I regard women's struggle as primary . For cen

turies, th is struggle has emerged only in individual 

relationships, in evelY home . The sum total of thes·e 

individual struggles is now building a more general 

struggle .  It has not reached everyone ; I would even say 

that the majority of women do not realize that it is in 

their interests to join their individual struggles to a 

more general struggle, that of all women against all 
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men. This general struggle has not yet reached its full 

dimensions . 

There are areas in which women feel themselves to be deeply 

involved, without being very aware of their significance . The 

battle over abortion was led in the first instance by a handful 

of intellectuals . When we signed the Manifesto of the 343 , 

there were still very few of us ; but it aroused such a 

resonance , among all women, that in the end the new law on 

abortion was extracted from the government . Not a wholly 

satisfactory law , far from it , but a victpry all the same . 

Yes, but remember that a lot of men are also in favour 

of abortion. I t  is often the man who pays for an abor

tion . A niarried man who has a mistress, for example, 

has no wish for a child by her. 

I think you are being a bit optimistic about men's solicitude 

for pregnant women . In a considerable number of cases , the 

man vanishes completely , giving neither money nor moral 

support. The battle for abortion was won by women . 

Up to a point, at present, yes. But all the same, it was a 

male parliament that voted the law through; an 

instance of a certain complicity between the sexes . 
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That said, there aTe many women who are not conscious of 

their oppression in a positive way , who think it natural to do 

all the housework themselves and to have almost sole respon -

sibility for the childTen. What do you think of the problem 

confronting women in the women 's liberation movement when 

they meet ,  let us say , working women who on the one hand 

work in a factory where they are exploited, and on the other 

hand are exploited at home by their husbands ? Do you think 

they should be made aware of this domestic oppression , or 

not? 

Certainly . But it is obvious that at the present time 

there is a distance between bourgeois or petty-bour

geois women and working-class women. Their basic 

interests are the same, and moreover they may as 

women be able to communicate with one another, but 

they remain separate . This results in large part from 

the class difference separating their husbands, and 

from the fact that they are obliged to reflect the social 

ideas of their bourgeois or working-class husbands . 

This is the main distinction between bourgeois women 

and working-class women, because the basic way of 

life-managing the home, child care and so on-is 

found in varying degrees on both sides . 
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Yes. Only the working-class woman who works herself is sub -

jected to both oppressions . My specific question , which I asked 

for practical reasons, was this : should the woman be , as it 

were, set against her husband, although he often seems to heT 

to be her only refuge from oppTession by her employers? 

There is a contradiction there. But you have to 

remember that it is the opposite of what is usually said. 

The major contradiction is that of the struggle 

between the sexes, and the minor contradiction is the 

class s truggle.  Where women find themselves subj ect to 

a double oppression, the sex struggle takes first place. 

I think working-class women should try to devise a 

synthesis, which would have to vary according to the 

case, between the workers' s truggle and the women's 

struggle, without underrating the importance of eithel: 

I do not think this will be easy, but it is a direction in 

which progress is possible. 

Yes. But I remember a discussion we had after seeing 

Karmitz's Coup sur coup . There were women from the 

women 's liberation movement and working-class women in 

the audience . When we talked about their oppression by their 

husbands, they gave us to understand very clearly that they 
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felt a great deal closer to a worker husband than to a bour -

geois woman . 

In  one sense that seems obvious . But the question is 

whether the problems of bourgeois women are not the 

same as those confronting working women.  Because as 

we have seen, a bourgeois woman abandoned by her 

husband, or simply widowed, is in danger of joining 

the working-class woman, or in any case the petty

bourgeois woman, in very badly paid work. 

You can see a connection between the class struggle and the 

struggle between the sexes when women start movements 

involving professional demands. I know two examples of this. 

One of them was a strike at Troyes two or three years ago . 

The women workers leading the strike told members of the 

women 's liberation movement, quite spontaneously and very 

vehemently :  'Now that I understand what it means to revolt , 

I'm not going to be trampled on at home any more. My old 

man had better not try playing the gaffer. ' Similarly ,  the 

women employees of the Nouvelles Galeries at Thionville , 

who had a very tough strike , expressed some extremely femi -

nist views , explaining that they were just becoming aware of 

the double exploitation and rejected both aspects of it . In your 
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opinion, then, can we conclude that it is a good thing to help 

women to open their eyes , even at the risk of creating a cer -

tain tension which could be painful for them? 

Of course . It seems to me impossible to expect part of 

the population to give up one of the essential human 

struggles. Since women are victims, they must become 

conscious of the fact . 

I agree . They must become conscious of it, they must find 

means to struggle and must not feel isolated in their struggle . 

Now there is another question I would like to ask you, one 

which seems to me very important and which is dismssed in 

the women's liberation movement : what relationship should be 

established between advancement,  if you like to call it that, 

and equality ? On the one hand , we are in favour of an egali . 

tarian society and the abolition not only of the exploitation of 

man by man but of hierarchies , ptivileges and so on . On the 

other hand, we want to have access to the same qualifications 

as men , to start off with the same chances, to have equal pay, 

the same career opportunities, the same chance of reaching 

the top of the hierarchy. There is a certain contradiction in 

this . 

rhe contradiction exists essentially because there is a 
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hierarchy. Ifwe visualize a movement-as I would like 

to see-getting rid of the hierarchy, then the contra 

diction would vanish ; in other words, women would be 

treated exactly the same as men. There would be a 

profound equality of men and women in work, and 

this problem would no longer exist. But we have to 

look at things as they are today.  Men themselves today 

are fairly equal in subordinate jobs, jobs which are 

badly paid or require little specialized knowledge . But 

there are also very well-paid jobs, which confer a meas

ure of power and require a body of learning. I t  seems 

to me legitimate that the majority of women should 

unite to achieve the absolute equality of men and 

women on a level where hierarchies will no longer 

exist ; and on another level, in present-day society, that 

they should prove through the achievements of some 

women that they are the equals of men even in the 

elite careers . 

So I consider that a certain number of women, provided 

they belong to the same egalitarian and feminist 

movement, should, because they can, go right to the 

top of the social ladder: to show,  for example, that 
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they are not devoid of mathematical or scientific 

intelligence as many men claim they are, and that they 

are capable of doing the same jobs as men. It seems to 

me that these two categories of women are both essen

tial at this moment in time, as long as it is understood 

that the elitist category is delegated, in a sense, by the 

mass of women, to prove that in the present society 

based on elites and injustice women, like men, can 

play an elite role .  This seems to me necessary, because 

it will disarm those men who are against women on the 

pretext that women are inferior to them intellectually 

or in some other way. 

You could say that it will disarm them rather than convince 

them. They want to believe women inferior because they want 

the leading role for themselves. But is there not a danger that 

these women may serve as an excuse ? Different tendencies 

emerged within the women's liberation movement over the 

issue of Mile Chopinet [who passed out top from the Ecole 

Poly technique] . Some, including myself, said it was a good 

thing that she had proved her ability , while others argued 

that men were going to use her as a token and say : 'But 

you're getting the same opportunities , as you see , you can 
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succeed as easily as men ; so don 't make out you 're being 

maintained in a situation of inferiority . '  What do you think 

of this danger ? 

I think it exists, although it is easy to answer that par

ticular male line, as you did adequately, for example, 

in the Les temps modernes special issue on women . The 

danger does exist, however. That is why the ' token 

woman' you mention is an ambiguous creature; she 

may be used to justifY inequality, but she only exists as 

a delegate, in a sense, of women who want equality. 

Nevertheless, I believe in our present society it is 

impossible to ignore the fact that there are women who 

do men's jobs just as well as men. 

After all , you could say that theTe is always a risk of being 

made an excuse ,  of becoming an alibi for the thing you are 

fighting. It is connected with the idea of 'playing so-and-so 's 

game '. You cannot undertake anything without playing some 

one's game in one way or another . For example , we do not 

stop writing on the pretext that even if we write against the 

bourgeoisie, the bourgeoisie assimilates us as bourgeois 

writers. So we agree that it is a good thing for women to 

have the highest qualifications . But I would draw a dis -
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tinction between the qualification and the job ; because even if 

women have the qualifications , should they take jobs which 

imply the retention of hierarchies we do not want? 

I think it is impossible at present to conceive of qualifi

cations which do not lead to jobs. In these jobs, women 

can introduce changes. 

Something else you can say is that there are some jobs that 

men should refuse too . After all, a woman ought to refitse to 

be an Inspector-General or a Minister in the government as 

it is at present ; and so should a man . Basically, things which 

are impossible for one sex are impossible for the other . But 

women are in great danger of finding themselves trapped, 

becallSe they will exercise the power their qualifications give 

them in a man 's world where men hold virtually all the 

power. One might hope, for example ,  that a woman doing 

biological research would direct her efforts towards women 's 

problems, menstruation, contraception and so forth . In fact , 

she will be working in a framework previously drawn up by 

men ; and therefore ,  I think , in a very delicate position , for 

she should not serve exclllSively male inteusts . This leads ns 

to another question , aLw a source of controversy in the women 

's liberation movement : should women reject this male 
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universe wholesale , or should they make a place in it for 

themselves? Should they steal the tool, or change it ? I mean 

science just as much as language and the arts . All the values 

are marked with the seal of masculinity . Is it necessary, there 

fore, to reject them completely and try to reinvent something 

radically different, starting from scmtch ? Or should one 

assimilate these values , take them over and make use of them 

for feminist ends? What do you think ? 

This poses the problem of whether there are any 

specifically feminine values. I notice, for example, that 

women's novels often try to approach the interior life 

of women; and that their authors make use of mascu

line values to describe feminine realities . There are 

some values peculiar to women, connected with nature 

the earth, clothing, etc . ;  but these are secondary val

ues, which do not correspond to any eternal feminine 

reality. 

There, you introduce another question , the question of 'femi 

ninity'. None of us accepts the idea of a feminine nature ; but 

is it not possible , culturally , that the oppressed status of 

women has developed certain defects in them , and also cer -

lain positive qualities , which differ from those of men? 
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Certainly. But they do not mean that in the more or 

less distant future, if feminism triumphs, these princi

ples and this sensibility need necessarily remain in 

existence. 

But if we feel that we possess certain positive qualities, would 

it not be better to communicate them to men than to eliminate 

them in women ? 

It is possible, in fact, that a good, deep and precise 

self-knowledge belongs more to women and less to 

men. 

You said at the beginning that you used to prefer the company 

of women to that of men ; is this not because, as a result of 

their oppression, they avoided certain male defects ? lOu have 

often remarked that they were less 'comic ' than men . 

Absolutely . Oppression has a lot to do with it .  What I 

mean by 'comic ' is that in so far as a man sets himself 

up as an average man, he comes to terms with external 

conditions which make him really comic. For example, 

in seeing my machismo as a personal quality and not as 

society's effect on me , I was comic . 

You mean men are duped more easily ? 
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More easily duped and more comic. Male society is a 

comic society. 

Roughly speaking, because everyone is playing TOles and is 

completely unnatural in these roles ? 

That's it .  Perhaps women, as oppressed people, are 

freer than men in some ways. Their behaviour is con

trolled by fewer principles . They are more irreverent. 

So you say you approve of the feminist struggle? 

Absolutely . And I find it altogether normal that femi

nists do not agree among themselves on all points, 

that there are frictions and divisions. I t  is normal for a 

group that has reached your stage. I think, too, that 

they lack a mass base and that their task now is to gain 

one. If this condition is fulfilled, feminist stmggle, in 

alliance with the class stmggle, could turn our society 

upside down. 

TRANSLATED BY JOHN HOWE AN D ROSAMUND MULVEY 

[ ,S imone de Beauvoir questions Jean- Paul Sartre' was origi

nally published in L'Arc No. 6 1  ( 1 975), and is reprinted by 

permission, with our thanks. ]  
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It has been said that Bertrand Russell's tribunal would only 

be able to deliver a pamdy ofjustice. It is made up of commiUed 

individuals, hostile to American policies, their verdict, it is 

said, known in advance. According to an English journalist, 

'It will be like in Alice in Wonderland: There will be the 

sentence first, and the trial afterwards '. 

Let me outline the purpose, and the limits, of our tri

bunal . There is no question of judging whether 

American policy in Vietnam is evil-of which most of 

us have not the slightest doubt- but of seeing whether 

i t  falls within the compass of international law on war 

crimes. There would be no point in condemning, in a 

legal sense, the onslaught of American imperialism 
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against the countries o f  the Third World which 

attempt to escape its domination. That struggle is in 

fact merely the transposition ,  on an international level, 

of the class struggle, and is determined by the s truc

ture of the groups engaged in it. 

Imperialist policy is a necessary historical real i ty .  By 

this fact it is beyond the reach of any legal or moral 

condemnation. The only thing possible is to combat it ; 

intellectually by revealing its inner mechanism, politi

cally by attempting to disengage oneself from it  (the 

French government, contrary to appearances, does not 

really attempt this) ,  or by armed struggle. I admit that 

I am, l ike other members of the 'tribunal' ,  a declared 

enemy of imperialism and that I feel myself in solidari

ty with all those who fight against it. Commitment, 

from this point of view, must be total . Each individual 

sees the totality of the struggle and aligns himself on 

one side or on the other, from motives which may 

range from his objective situation to a certain idea that 

he holds of human life .  On this level one may hate the 

class enemy. But one cannot judge him in the legal 

sense. I t  is even difficult, if not impossible, so long as 
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one keeps to the purely realistic viewpoint of the class 

struggle, to see one's own allies in legal terms and rig

orously to define the 'crimes' committed by their gov

ernments . This was clearly shown by the problem of 

the Stalinist labour camps. One either delivered moral 

judgements on them, which were entirely beside the 

point, or satisfied oneself with evaluating the 'positive '  

and the 'negative' in Stalin's policies. Some said, ' I t' s  

positive in the last analysis' and others said, ' It ' s  nega

tive' .  That too led nowhere . 

In fact, though the development of history is not 

determined by law and morality-which are, on the 

contrary, its products-these two superstructures do 

exert a 'feed back' effect on that development. It is this 

which allows one to judge a society in terms of the cri

teria which it has itself established. It is therefore 

entirely normal to inquire, at any given moment, if 

such and such an action can really be judged purely in 

terms of utility and likely outcome, or whether it does 

not in fact transcend such criteria and come within the 

scope of an international jurisprudence which has 

slowly been built up . 
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Marx, in one of the prefaces to 'Capital' ,  makes a 

remark to the effect that-We are the last people who 

can be accused of condemning the bourgeois , since we 

consider that, conditioned by the process of capital 

and by the class struggle, their conduct is necessary. 

But there are moments, all the same, when they 

exceed the limits. 

The whole problem is to know if, today , the imperial 

ists are exceeding the limits. 

When Talleyrand says :  'It is worse than a crime, it is a 

mistake' ,  he sums up very well the way in which politi

cal actions have always been considered throughout 

history .  They might be skilful or clumsy, effective or ill

starred;  they always escaped legal sanction . There was 

no such thing as a 'criminal policy' . 

And then, at Nurenburg, in 1 945,  there appeared for 

the first time the notion of a 'political crime' . It was 

suspect, certainly, since it consisted in imposing the 

law of the conqueror upon the conquered. But the 

condemnation of the leaders of Nazi Germany by the 

Nurenburg Tribunal only had any meaning at all if it 

implied that any government which, in the future, 
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committed acts which could he condemned under one 

or other of the articles of the Nurenburg laws, would 

be subj ect to trial by a similar tribunal . Our tribunal 

today merely proposes to apply to capi talist imperial

ism its own laws. The arsenal of jurispmdence, more

over, is not limited to the laws of Nurenburg; there was 

already the Briand-Kellog pact; and there are the 

Geneva Convention and other international agreements . 

The question in this case is not one of condemning a 

policy in the name of history, of judging whether it is 

or is not contrary to the interests of humanity; i t  is 

rather a question of saying if i t  infringes existing laws . 

For example, you may criticize the present policies of 

France, you may he totally opposed to them, as I am, 

but you cannot call them 'criminal' . That would be 

meaningless .  But you could do so during the Algerian 

war. Torture, the organization of concentration camps, 

reprisals on the civilian population, executions without 

trial could all be equated with some of the crimes con

demned at Nurenburg. If anybody at the time had set 

up a tribunal l ike the one conceived by Bertrand 

Russell, I would certainly have agreed to take part in 
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it. Because it was not done at that time with reference 

to France is no reason not to do it today with reference 

to the United States .  

lilu will be asked by what legal right, since it is the law which 

you aTe invoking, you are setting yourselves up as judges, 

which you are not . . . 

Quite true. After that, people will say , anybody can 

judge anything! And then, doesn't the project risk 

falling on the one side into petit-bourgeois idealism (a 

number of well-known personalities make a protest in 

the name of exalted human values) and on the other 

into fascism, with a vengeance-seeking aspect to it 

which recalls Arsene Lupin and the whole of fascist lit

erature? 

To this I would reply first of all that there is no ques

tion of condemning anybody to any penalty whatever. 

Any judgment which cannot be executed is evidently 

derisory. I can hardly see myself condemning President 

Johnson to death. I would cover myself with ridicule. 

Our aim is a different one. It is  to study all the existing 

documentation on the war in Vietnam, to bring for-
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ward all the possible witnesses-American and 

Vietnamese-and to determine whether certain actions 

fall within the competence of the laws of which I have 

spoken. We will not invent any new legislation . We will 

merely say, if we establish it-and I cannot prejudge 

this-'Such and such acts , committed in such and such 

places, represent a violation of such and such interna

tional laws, and are , consequently , crimes . And there 

s tand those who are responsible for them. '  This would, 

if a real international tribunal existed, make the latter 

subject-by virtue, for example, of the laws applied at 

Nurenburg-to various sanctions. So it is not at all a 

question of demonstrating the indignant disapproval 

of a group of honest citizens , but of giving a juridical 

dimension to acts of international poli tics , in order to 

combat the tenden<.:y of the majority of people only to 

judge the conduct of a social group or of a govern

ment in expedient or in moral terms .  

Does this not  lead you to  the view that there is a way of wag

ing war which is to be condemned, and another which is not ? 

Certainly not! The onslaught of imperialism against 

certain peoples of the Third World is a fact which is 
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clear to me . I oppose it with all my strength, to the 

limit of the feeble means at my disposal, but there is 

no point in my saying whether there is a good and a 

bad way in which it can be carried out. In  fact, 

although the good, peaceful people in our consumer 

societies would like to ignore it, everywhere there is 

fighting, struggle; the world is in flames and we could 

have a world war from one moment to the next. I have 

to take sides in the struggle, not to humanize it. We 

only have to try and find out whether, in the course of 

this struggle, there are people who are exceeding the 

limits ; whether imperialist policies infringe laws for

mulated by imperialism itself. 

You might of course ask whether it is possible to fight 

an imperialist war of repression without violating inter 

national laws . But that is not our business. As an ordi

nary citizen, as a philosopher, as a Marxist, I have the 

right to believe that that type of war always leads to 

the use of torture, to the creation of concentration 

camps, and so on. As a member of the Bertrand 

Russell Tribunal, that does not interest me. I only have 

to try to discover whether laws have been violated, in 
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order to reintroduce the legal notion of international 

cnme. 

We must ask ourselves whether the views, correct ones, 

which we hold about politics-(that politics must be 

considered realistically, that they are determined by a 

relation of forces, that the end pursued must  be taken 

into account)-must necessarily lead us, as they did 

many people during the Stalin period, to consider pol

itics solely from the angle of expediency, and to indulge 

in passive complicity by only judging a government's 

action from a practical perspective . Does a political 

fact not also possess an ethico-juridical structure? 

On this ground, our judgements cannot be given in 

advance, even if we are committed, as individuals, in 

the struggle against imperialism. Again, I oppose the 

de Gaulle government with my vote but it would never 

enter my head to say that Gaullist policies were crimi

nal. One might talk indignantly of ' the crime' of the 

Ben Barka affair, but I do not see what law we would 

apply if we wanted to condemn the French govern

ment for its role in it. It is entirely different when it i s  

a question of j udging a certain act of war by the 
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Americans in Vietnam, a certain bombardment, a cer

tain m il itary operation ordered at top level . To want to 

set up a real tribunal and to pronounce sentences 

would be to act as idealists . But we have the right to 

meet, as citizens, in order to give renewed strength to 

the notion of a war crime, by showing that any policy 

can and must be objectively judged in terms of the 

legal criteria which exist. 

When somebody shouts out in a meeting: 'The war in 

Vietnam is a crime' we are in the realm of emotion. 

This war i s  certainly contrary to the interests of the 

vast majority of people, but is i t  legally criminal ?  This 

is  what we will try to determine. We cannot say in 

advance what our conclusions will be.  

Some people will reproach you for not judging the Vietnamese 

at the same time as the Americans, and will say that war 

crimes are committed by both sides. 

I refuse to p lace in the same category th e actions of an 

organization of poor peasants, hunted, obliged to 

maintain an iron discipline in their ranks, and those of 

an immense army backed up by a highly industrialized 

country of 200 million inhabitants . And then, i t  is not 
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the Vietnamese who have invaded America nor who 

have rained down a deluge of fire upon a foreign 

people. In the Algerian war, I always refused to p lace 

on an equal footing the terrorism by means of bombs 

which was the only weapon available to the Algerians , 

and the actions and exactions of a rich army of half a 

million men occupying the entire country . The same is 

true in Vietnam. 

Can this possibility which will be offered you during the 

'trial', of bringing to light legal norms which can be applied 

to the policies of any government, debouch on to wider oppo

sition to American policies in Vietnam ? 

Of course . But that will only be able to come after

wards . I t  is on the basis of the results of our inquiry-if 

it terminates in a condemnation-that it will be possi

ble to organize demonstrations, meetings , marches,  

signature campaigns . Our first task will be one of edu

cation, of information and our hearings will naturally 

be public. 

We have been reproached with petit bourgeois legal 

ism . It is true, and I accept that objection . But who are 

we trying to convince? The classes who are engaged in 
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the struggle against capitalism and who are already . 

convinced (crimes or no crimes) that it is necessary to 

fight to the bitter end against imperialism? Or that 

very broad fringe of the middle class which, at the 

moment, is undecided? It is the petit bourgeois masses 

which must today be aroused and shaken, s ince their 

alliance with the working class-even from a purely 

local political point of view-is to be desired. And it is 

by means of legalism that their eyes can be opened. 

Besides it is  no bad thing either to remind the working 

class, who too often have been led to think only in 

terms of immediate effects, that every historical action 

has an ethico-juridical structure . In the post-Stalin 

period in which we live, it is very important to try to 

highlight that structure . 

How do you explain the fact that the demonstrations against 

the war in Vietnam have been more numerous and more vig

orous in West Germany, in England, in Italy and in Belgium 

than in FJ·ance ? 

In  France, i t  is true, there does exist  a certain imper

meability in the consciousness of the petit-bourgeoisie, 

and even to some extent in that of the working-class . 
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This comes, I believe, from the fact that we are only 

just emerging from a long period of colonial wars . For 

a very long time we were 'blocked' on all problems of 

world importance-particularly those of the Third 

World-because we were the oppressors in Indo-China, 

and then in Algeria .  It  was an epoch, you will recall ,  in 

which the whole world was becoming anxious about 

the development of nuclear weapons . The French, for 

their part, never gave it a thought. They never under

stood that their country, which harboured American 

bases on its territory, would be annihilated just like 

other countries in case of nuclear war. They never 

understood it because their attention was continuously 

engaged by colonial problems . 

There is another reason for French apathy-the confu

sion which de Gaulle succeeds in creating when he 

passes off as a genuine anti-imperialist policy what is ,  

in fact, a purely verbal affirmation of independence. 

The Phnom-Penh speech was only fine words s ince de 

Gaulle, while condemning American policies ,  does not 

give himself within France the ec�nomic means of 

escaping American tutelage. 
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But the fact that de Gaulle is the only head of a capi

talist state who denounces the policies of the United 

States gives the French a good conscience . The same 

citizen who, hostile to Algerian independence, was still 

only too happy that a venerated leader should put an 

end to a war impossible to win, is today very pleased 

that the definitive words of the great man, with whom 

he identifies, should supply a justification for his pas

sivity :  'S ince de Gaulle is taking such a firm stand on 

Vietnam, it is useless for me to do more' .  

If the parties of the left were united, they would have 

to discover through experience that the Gaullist ambi

tion to make France into a serious adversary of 

American imperialism has no meaning, since i t  is not 

based on an internal poliL')' capable of genuinely free

ing us from the grasp of the Americans. 

Today France is nothing but a rebellious slave, still sub� 

ject to American authority. The headquarters of Nato 

will have to set i tself up somewhere else, maybe, but 

the Americans can put French workers out of work 

where and when they wish ; they can paralyse our econ

omy merely by withdrawing their computers; they can 
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exert enormous pressure against which we are 

defence less .  

The first point of a left programme would have to be 

the need to combat, by means of a polk)' of priority 

investments-a great proportion of them public 

ones-the invasion of American capital . It would be 

very difficult, I know, and France could not do it alone. 

She would have to make use of the Common Market 

and to be able to induce her partners to adopt the 

same pol icy . They too, for the moment, are dominated 

by American economic power; but certain countries

Italy , for instance-could be brought to rev i se  their 

atti tude if France practised a policy of genuine eco

nomic  independence . 

For the moment, we are still waiting for the left to 

unite. And I do not see any bridging over of the gulf 

between the upholders and the opponents of the 

Atlantic Pact. The problem is partly concealed because 

the communists have made some concessions for the 

elections ; but it remains posed and continues to paral

yse the left . We had a perfect example of this when 

Guy Mollet, last spring, wanted to put down a motion 
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of censure directed against the government's foreign 

policy. The communists were embarrassed because 

certain aspects of that policy suit them, and they said, 

'Let us condemn instead the government's policies as a 

whole, showing that it is no more satisfactory at home 

than abroad . '  Guy Mollet refused. 

In my opinion, opposition to the Atlantic Pact ought to 

be the main criterion of a left policy . I would even say 

that the only point in common between the abstract 

position of de Gaulle and what ought to be the atti

tude of the left, is the demand for national sovereignty. 

Sovereignty must be won back, not in order to defend 

it jealously-it would be possible to associate with 

other similarly sovereign countries and to set up inter

national organizations to which certain powers could 

be surrendered-but in order to oppose it to American 

imperialism which is everywhere breaking down nation

al structures .  

Let us suppose that the left was united: what could i t  do in 

effective terms about Vietnam ?  

I t  could i n  the first place mobilize public opinion. I t  is 

not easy, but there are some countries where it has 
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been achieved. In France, a strike of any si�e, 

unleashed in connection with economic objectives ,  but 

whose real motive was opposition to American policy 

in Vietnam, is inconceivable. In Japan-where I was 

recently-there was , on the October 2 1 st, a general 

strike ' against American imperialism' .  I don't say that 

it was a total success, but it took place . 

The French too, of course, are 'against' the Vie tnam 

war, but they don't feel it concerns them. They don't 

realize that they are in danger of being dragged into a 

world conflict by the development of a struggle which 

serves the interests of the Americans alone. De Gaulle, 

for his part, does realize this .  I was very struck by the 

reaction of the Japanese to his Phnom-Penh speech . 

They said: 'De Gaulle was afraid. '  They meant that he 

had suddenly come to appreciate the danger of seeing 

his  country destroyed for something which does not 

concern her. It  was, in fact, a speech dictated by fear, 

and from that point of view a good speech . But a sim

ple cry of alarm is of no great use. 

We must visualize our struggle, today, in the context of 

a durable American hegemony . The world is not 
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dominated by two great powers, but by one. Peaceful 

coexistence, despite its very positive aspects, serves the 

interests of the United States. It is thanks to peaceful 

coexistence and to the Sino-Soviet conflict-the latter 

resulting to a great extent  from the former-that the 

Americans are able to bomb Vietnam undisturbed. The 

socialist camp has, unquestionably, suffered a reverse 

as a result of the rivalries and of the policies set in 

motion by Khrushchev. So much so that the Americans 

today feel that they have a free hand, to the point 

where President Johnson hinted in a recent speech 

that he would not permit the Chinese to develop their 

nuclear strength beyond a certain point. This horriry 

ing and cynical threat could not have been made if 

Johnson had been certain that the USSR would come 

to China' s assistance . 

This present hegemony of the United States does not, 

however, exclude a certain vulnerabili ty .  In default of a 

direct confrontation with the socialist camp-too seri 

ously divided-the solution could come from the 

weariness of the mass of Americans and from the 

disquiet of Washington's  leaders a t  the growing dis-
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approval of the entire world, and in particular of all 

their allies .  

Do you think that actions like that of David Mitchell, the 

young American who refused to serve in Vietnam, invoking 

the Nurenburg laws, could contribute to a prise de conscience 

on the part of the Americans ? 

It is precisely from the action of David Mitchell and of 

others that the idea of our tribunal sprang. Our 

inquiry, if it concludes that the United States is guilty, 

should allow all the young who are combating 

Johnson's policy to invoke, not only the laws of 

Nurenburg but also the judgement of a number of free 

men who do not represent any power, or any party . I t  

i s  much better that we d o  not represent anything. For 

the neo-Nazis, the Nurenburg decisions were invalid 

because they were del ivered by victors whose law was 

founded on their power. We, on the contrary, hold no 

mandate from any power whatsoever, and nobody will 

be able to say that we impose our law on people whom 

we hold beneath our boot. We are independent 

because we are weak. And our position is strong 

because we do not seek to send a few individuals to 

1 1 3  



5.k J E AN - P A U L  S ART RE 

prison, but to reawaken in public opinion ,  at an omi

nous moment of our history, the idea that there can be 

policies which are objectively and legally criminal .  

INTERVIEWED B Y  PERRY ANDERSON ,  RONALD FRASER AND QUINTIN 

HOARE. 

[Originally published in New Left Review l/4 1 ,  
January-February 1 967, pp. 3-1 0 .]  
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