  


   Not Free to Not Be Free?
Andy Gustafson

God represents to Sartre a host of related notions and conceptions.  Eternal unshakable God is the origin and grounding for stable values-- "God is the assurance that being is an ought-to-be" (NE 145).  Sartre reveals to us that such an eternal god is illusion and these values are of our own making, so ultimately, I am god, making the values which I think are eternal ("The For-itself is God in that it decides that Being has a meaning,. . ." EN 485).   The question here is, how is it that I am free to decide if I inevitably  chose to be god?  It seems that I can’t choose to have a project, although I can choose the details of what thea project will entail.  But whatever my project is, it will be in some sense a project to be god.  So my freedom to choose to determine the direction is determined in this twofold way: a) in that I must have a project and b) that this project is a project to become god.  What is not determined is which of the two sorts of god I plan to be, and how I will act out the project, whichever one I choose.  The question again is, in what sense is this freedom?  What is a forced free decision?  Sartre says that I can choose my project, yet it is inevitable that my project will be to be god.  Is this not a contradiction?  Here I will argue that once we understand clearly what the two god-projects are, as well as what conversion entails, and what freedom really is, it will become apparent that we are free, but only within the constraints of particular possibilities.  Nevertheless, this is not contrary to what we normally mean by ‘free’.

What Sartre is primarily concerned with is our choice to choose to be authentic, which is to own up to the fact that we have freedom and that we will for ourselves.  Our inauthenticity is an unowned willing-- a willing while convincing myself I'm not willing-- while convincing myself that I am being compelled.      God is the source of stability for values (the Good) for myself (a believer or a damned one in light of the Good) for the order and meaning of the world.  In inauthenticiy, I strive for what ought to be for God-- I attempt to attain being in itself-- the stability, permanence and eternality of God.  I attempt to gain control of my own self, and to create myself out of nothingness by getting the other to constitute me in a way which satisfies my vision of what I want to be.  Little do I know in this situation that I am striving towards a futile goal-- to be what I ought to be.   I am creating myself, but pretending that I am fulfilling what I am destined to be.  I rest in the comfort of what I think is destined, but this comfort is self-deception.  I am free and condemned to be free.  

All human beings desire to be God? 
Sartre says that the for-itself is doomed to perpetual failure because it wants to be its own foundation, as a causa-sui like God (unchanging, immovable, self-sustaining and completely independent), yet it is necessarily merely “the foundation only of itself as nothingness” (BN 139) “Human reality is a perpetual surpassing toward a coincidence with itself which is never given.” (Ibid.)  Man wants to surpass himself, and he does, but he wants to surpass himself to become God, while all he can do is continually surpass himself.  While he wants so much to become non-contingent, he can only remain perpetually contingent.  Why does he continue to transcend what he is?  Because he is trying to become what he is not.  In fact, man strives to be what he is not and cannot be (God) but in fact all he can succeed in doing is to perpetually become what he is not, but not what he wants to be.  He is condemned to continue to surpass himself as an always-contingent and never-Godlike being (never immovable, etc).    

For man to become this pure in-itself (God, causa sui) would be a contradiction, because man is being-for-itself which is thrown towards the world again and again, continually becoming what it is not, and not being what it is.   For man, a being-for-itself to become an in-itself would be for man to cease to exist as man, since man is fundamentally being-for-itself.  As Sartre says, “It is the impossible synthesis of the for-itself and the in-itself; it would be its own foundation not as nothingness but as being and would preserve within it the necessary translcency of consciousness along with the coincidence with itself of being-in-itself. . . . But this retun to the self would be without distance; it would not be presence to itself, but identity with itself.” (BN 140)   So man is doomed to be “by nature (sic?) an unhappy consciousness with no possibility of surpassing its unhappy state.” (BN 140)   The unhappy state is that man wants to become what he cannot be, but he does continually become what he doesn’t want to be-- contingently continuously changing and transcending himself over and over forever.  This is the nature of the for-itself, and is the nature of freedom, which is what man is-- a conscious freedom.

Love involves an attempt to be God.

Love is my desire/attempt to become my own source of being (causa sui).  The other threatens me because he has control over my being-for-other.  All of my relations with the Other are governed by this frustration with the Other’s having control of my being-for-other, which is beyond my power.  (BN 473)  This aspect of myself is beyond my control, and so the other thwarts my project to be independently self-caused.  To overcome this dangerous otherness, I attempt to domesticate the other so as to control my being-for-other and thereby maintain control over the other as cause of that aspect of my being (my being-for-other).  I do not want the other to be forced to see me as I want her to see me (as though I would brainwash her, or make her a robot, or give her a lobotomy), rather, I want her to freely see me as I want her to see me.  “I can seek to recover that freedom and to possess it without removing from it its character of freedom.” (BN 473)  [This is quite similar to the traditional conception of why God created man free to be able to sin or to love God-- God allowed this freedom because he wanted man to be free, and to love Him competely with that freedom.]     

I attempt to transcend the others transcendence by becoming the other, or better-- by captivating.  If I can fascinate the other, I can make them think I am what I am not but want to be-- God.  If I can woo the other into believing and affirming that I am God, then I forward my project to be God, and also domesticate that dangerous freedom which they have to constitute my being-for-other.  I have domesticated it through captivating it and drawing it to my own vision of what I want to be.  I construct my own Godhood through the look of the other which in part constitutes my being.  While conflict is the original meaning of being-for-other, I can make myself become the others meaning for being and so secure my project, at least in the eyes of the other, which was originally my vulnerable Achilles heel.  

So love is what I want from the other-- their freely given freedom to construe me.  In love I want a contradiction-- a freely given act which is given exactly as I demand it.  I do not want a mere oath, for I want the other to love me freely and without other obligation, not out of loyalty or duty.  I want the lover to love me for who I am freely, not for any other reason.  And to secure their love, I seduce them in an attempt turn the threat of their freedom into support for my God-project.   

My project to be God is essentially my desire to be my own foundation.  The other threatens that self-secure foundation inasmuch as she constitutes part of my being, namely, my being-for-other.  So, to shore up my project, I must secure this dangerous freedom and ensure that this other does not weaken my foundation.  By gaining control through seduction, I preserve the freedom of the other (for they freely want and choose), while also ensuring that I won’t have trouble from the other, and that the other will comply with and support my God-project by seeing me as I see fit-- seeing me as the fascinating be-all-end-all of existence-- namely, God.

Conversion to a Necessary Mission of Contingency and Freedom
Conversion for Sartre is the turning away from my project to manipulate the other to gain control of the ground of my being and to thus make myself, becoming  a causa sui (self-caused cause). This project that I turn away from is my project of desiring to become God.  But Sartre repeatedly says that I cannot escape this desire to become God.  He says that it is fundamental to humans to chose this project: 

Each human reality is at the same time a direct project to metamorphose its own For-itself into an In-itself-For-itself and a project of the appropriation of the world as a totality of being-in-itself, in the form of a fundamental quality.  Every human reality is a passion in that it projects losing itself so as to found being and by the same stroke to constitute the In-itself which escapes contingency by being its own foundation, the Ens causa sui, which religions call God. (BN 786)   

The fact is, until man stops wanting to be God, he cannot be God.  But as soon as man gives up his quest to be God, he will be God, although a lesser God than he first was hoping for-- not the causa sui.  Insofar as man seeks to be an eternally self-same unchanging In-itself (causa sui) he seeks to be God in the first sense,  but even if this project is put off, one still will become God, although a different sort of God.  The first choice is a striving to be what I cannot be-- and this futile project is the project of inauthenticity (thew original God project).    For Sartre, to set before myself a vision of becoming a self-same essence os tp will to be my own independent causa sui-- God-- and this is a useless passion.  The second choice is the choice of conversion, is to will to accept my contingent fate to be what I will-- that is, to will to neglect the illusion of essence, and to accept the responsibility and the joy of creating  myself and my world.  The second option-- to throw off the original God-project, is to turn away, to convert to an authenticity which accepts one's contingency.Of course, in this second choice, I accept that I am God, but and Sartre is quite clear that the For-itself becomes God in the God-less world (the world without the illusion of essence)-- but I can never make something from nothing.   In authenticity, I do not have the same God-project in mind, but in authenticity I do realize that I am God, in a lesser sense.   So whether or not I am in inauthenticity, I continue to will to be God, and by conversion, I in fact achieve my goal, although I am not the eternal self-same God which I tried to become in inauthenticity, but rather, a dynamic ongoing self-creating becomer, who is never yet what I am, and always is what I am not.  My choice it seems is really a choice of how I will chose to react to my situation, but in any case I cannot chose to not be free, or to not be God (in the dynamic sense) although I can chose to convert and turn away from my old project to be an eternal immutable essence.  We might say that conversion is a conversion from a useless passion to a joyful passion.  Rather than uselessly pursuing  my goal to be unchanging and noncontingent I accept my contingency and the fact that I create myself and my world.  In this sense Sartre seems to be encouraging us towards a Nietzschean will to power.   I am in authenticity deciding to choose to be what I already am-- a contingent being, a conscious freedom, which is to say, an indetermined possibility to become what I will-- not an unfulfilled essence, but rather, a without-essence (inessential) being whose only trait is this open-endedness and indeterminacy.  That is exactly what my freedom is.  Of course I am not free to have an essence, for that would be a freedom to not be free-- but this is a contradictory demand, and much like demanding omnipotent God to create a rock to heavy for him to lift, or for a square circle to come into being.  To ask that the free human have an option to not choose to be God is absurd, because either one will choose to not be the contingent being that one is (which means that one would attempt to transcend one's contingent self to become an In-itself beyond contingency) or one can choose to accept the fact that one is contingent and self-determined in which case one has accepted the death of the orginal god project leaving only me to fill the gap.  Either way, I am bound to choose to be God.  I need not accept my  contingency, but I am only fooling myself because I am free whether I want to admit it or not, although this freedom is not the sort of isolated independent non-contingency which the original God-project envisions as the ultimate freedom-- that of the causa sui.

Conversion is the acceptence of an open-ended future, and my acceptance of the fact that what I will become is perpetually contingent upon my free decisions and actions.  If I were not finite and contingent, I could not be free.  As Sartre says,  "In a word, a consciousness is necessarily finite and free; free because it is finite. In its contingent finitude, therefore, consciousness is able to grasp the necessary condition of its freedom and its existence; it cannot refuse it without refusing itself" (NE 492)  To ask why man must be free is to ask why man must be man.  I am a source of nothing, a projecting projector.  Without future, we cannot make sense of what man is (SM) but the fact that my future is ‘essential’ to me is the very reason I do not have an essence, and am contingent "the future is not yet determined.  Self as accident"  492

In the original project I attempted to be God, but as I accept the death of God-- of this impossible goal of becoming a causa sui-- I face the fact that the closest thing to a self cause left is me-- a finite contingent being.  " . . . man finds himself the heir of the mission of the dead God: to draw Being from its perpetual collapse into the absolute indistinctness of night.  An infinite mission." (NE 494)  I am the finite being left with the infinite mission-- the unending mission which is, as Kierkegaard would say, the task of a lifetime.  I must continually be in perpetual transition, and this freedom from essential grounding is an openness which will be filled in and created by my actions.   Our mission is infinite is because it does not end and continues into our future.  At death the mission ends, but so do I, so insofar as Being is, is has an unfinished mission.  "I choose to lose myself so that the world can exist, . . . I choose to be nothing so that the world can be everything, and in this way, since I am the Relation and the Creation in my being, I shoose to be what I am .  I do not have to give myself the mission of bringing it about that there be Being– I am that mission." (EN 499) I am the mission, and yet, I choose to be that mission.  This sense of choice means something more like "actively accept".   One who reads the Bible may be reminded here by Paul to put on the full armor of God– the armor is already the believer’s by the right given through Christ, so the armor is something chosen in the sense of acknowledged or activated.  As I look about a room, I may choose to notice the picture on the wall.  I did see it, and could not help seeing it, but I can chose to ignore it.  Choosing to be free is choosing to actively acknowledge that I am already always free.  I do not have choice inthe sense of having an option not to be free. I do have an option to not act as though I am free though.  My options are: inauthenticity or authenticity, i.e., some form of bad faith, or what he calls ‘good faith’ in Existentialism.  

The authentic converted person is like God.

Throughout BN Sartre tells us that the human project to become God is a failure.  What we are is a being who continually surpasses itself to attempt to become what it thinks it should be.  But what the human being is is a being that continually surpasses itself, so there is no being to “attain” in a completed static sense.  As Sartre says it, “Human reality is a perpetual surpassing toward a coincidence with itself which is never given.  If the cogito reaches toward being, it is because by its very thrust it surpasses being to which coincidence with self is lacking in order for it to be what it is [which is-- to be a lack, or lack of coincident static self-sameness].”  To be human is to be “lack”, because it lacks this static-self-same essence continually, and being a being who continually surpasses itself is what a human being is.  There is not something else to be except this existing lack which perpetually surpasses itself.  

While Sartre says in the Ethics Notebooks that conversion from the project to be God is possible, he simultaneously thinks that the for-itself must take upon itself a project to be a god of a lesser sort, in light of the death of the old God-project outlined in BN.     The God which one wants to become but cannot is the causa sui, the self-caused cause not caused by anything but itself, eternally self-same and unchanging, impervious to all contingency, immovable and lacking any deficiency.  The human being in the fallen state (pre-conversion) wants to be this God, and attempts it through love as outlined above.   But in conversion I give up this project.  Yet to give up this project is to give up the belief that I have an essence to fulfill or coincide with.  Instead of this, I accept the fact that I am a being who perpetually surpasses itself, that I am what I am not, and am not what I am, as a contingent existing finite being.  But as I make this conversion, I also accept the fact that I am the one who creates my own values, and determine what I will become.  In this sense then, conversion leads me to accept responsibility for being my own god, in the sense that I am the creater of values, creator of myself, and lord of my destiny.   The only God there is is man.  (NE 520, 526) In authentic man hopes to be a God which he cannot be-- a God who is not motivated from outside itself (NE 527), infinitely rich and strong and the one who “ought to be” (NE 145, 147).  But this is impossible, for there is no such ought-to-be goal for man.  Instead, man must realize that he is his own self-founding cause-- not as an isolated impermeable omnipotent self-contained being, but as a contingent perpetually self-surpassing being who never is what he is because he always is what he is not.  It is the for-itself that gives rise to Being (NE 483) and the for-itself is god inasmuch as it is the origin of itself and the world (NE 485)-- not as the unconverted man had hoped for, but in fact in the very way he dreaded and desired to escape. (The way of perpetually self-transcending being-for-itself.)  Sartre goes so far as to say, “Through me, Being exists for the absolute and this absolute is me.  Through me permanence, eternity (atemporality), right fit, absolute immanence, purity (to be what one is) enter into the absolute and this absolute is me.” (NE 495) 

Conclusion
We began with the question of how it can be that I both choose to be God and that I must necessarily be God.  I have argued that the way out of this apparent dilema is to acknoledge that one is free to choose to turn from the original God-project, but that the very condition for the possibility of that conversion is the realization that I am contingent because I am the perpetual source of my own values, being, and world.  So the realization that I creat myself and my world leads me to give up the project to become a self-same causa sui, because I realize the futility of that goal once I realize that I am shot through with contingency.

Conscious acts are choices.  I am free to choose to accept the original God-project, but I am free to accept the death of that project and convert to a more authentic project-- a more realizstic project.  I do have alternatives, but there are some things I have no choice about.  I can either choose to try to become God or not, but I cannot avoid the either or choice of either creating my own values (as I accept reponsibility as creator of my values), or adopting some other values for myself in an attempt to give permanence to myself (in my original God-project).   I can either choose the futile path of attempting to be God by means of attaining an eternal self-same identity and essence,  or I can reject this project and accept my contingent self-creating state.   

Sartre On Error and Verification
Andy Gustafson

In Sartre's work, Truth and Existence, Sartre provides us with what is perhaps his most clear outline of an epistemology.  Obviously influenced by pragmatist thought (He mentions James repeatedly) he provides us with a pragmatist-sort of epistemology, which leads him to say that "In a sense, therefore, there is no error: . . ." (TE 23)  Sounding like Peirce, Sartre says "And the same construction can be error from certain perspectives and pure moment of verification in progress from certain other perspectives.  Error for those who, without going farther, adopt it as a pure, incontrovertible legacy of tradition, and verification in profress for those who seek to go farther." (TE27)  Here I will focus primarily on the relation between error and verification as outlined in Truth and Existence, comparing it to Sartre's comments on error in BN.  If I have time, I will also investigate what it would mean for me to err, and for another to err with regards to me (keyhole), and how this err could be transcended and so transformed into a moment on the way towards verification.  

