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Abstract
In her philosophical writings, Simone de Beauvoir argues our existence is defined by an
inability to possess an objective understanding of our being. This fundamental ambiguity
turns us towards a process of having-to-be – a series of attempts to define who we wish to
become and the world we wish to establish. Through a reading of Beauvoir’s novel, The
Mandarins, I produce an outline of the political subject and a philosophy of politicalethical action that properly navigates this ambiguity. By committing to utopian political
projects that aim at universalizing the conditions for collective self-emancipation, the
political subject engages in political-ethical action that is a total manifestation of havingto-be at the same time as being.
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Introduction
Simone de Beauvoir, the 20th century French philosopher, novelist, activist, essayist, and
feminist, once asked, “what does one gain by being an existentialist?”1 What is the value
of recognizing the ambiguity of our condition, if any? Why acknowledge the absence of
natural order, divine law, human nature, universal values, or pure knowledge of the world
we frustratingly attempt to navigate and understand? Doesn’t this enclose human beings
in pure subjectivity and reduce our existence to pure solipsism? Beginning from the
premise that “existentialism is worrisome not because it despairs of man, but because it
demands a constant tension from him,”2 I argue that Beauvoir’s philosophy provides the
true awareness of the human condition and reveals the tension between a desire to
possess being and our fundamental ambiguity, the pull towards solipsism and the
collective responsibilities of our being, and the distance between the utopian goals of our
political-ethical action and our inability to establish these ideals in the present. Through a
reading of Beauvoir’s philosophical works and her novel, The Mandarins, I will produce
an outline of the political subject that begins with our original failure to possess an
objective understanding of being (to be). This fundamental ambiguity turns us towards
the process of having-to-be – a series of attempts to define who we wish to become and
the world we wish to establish. Unable to possess being in the present, the individual is
forever caught in a permanent process of having-to-be, or a process of becoming. It is
through political-ethical action that aims at universalizing the conditions for collective
self-emancipation that the political subject is able to reconcile having-to-be with being.
1

Simone de Beauvoir, “Existentialism and Popular Wisdom,” in Philosophical Writings,
ed. Margaret A. Simons, Marybeth Timmermann and Mary Beth Mader (Champaign:
University of Illinois Press, 2004), 214.
2
Beauvoir, “Existentialism and Popular Wisdom,” 214.
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One fundamental question will guide my research: what is the relationship for
Beauvoir between our ontology – her philosophy of being – and our ability to make
political-ethical choices and eventually, long-standing political-ethical commitments?
This question necessarily explores how our being is marked by a condition of failure and
the implications of extending this limitation of our existence to our political-ethical
projects. Beauvoir argues we must positively assume our original failure to possess being
in order that there might be being.3 What the “existentialist conversion”4 reveals is the
irreducible distance between the process of having-to-be – our attempts at disclosing
being in the world – and being – our ability to contain being in the present. In order to
properly assume this distance, we must attempt to recover ourselves in the world by
committing to a lived existence based on political-ethical projects. Contrary to
interpretations of Beauvoir that argue politics is something we can separate ourselves
from, choose when, where, and if to engage with it, my reading of Beauvoir proposes that
the political is a necessary and permanent component of our condition, and as a result,
inescapable. A lived existence then is a political existence. Beauvoir’s phenomenological
method of the lived existence also reveals the intersubjective dimension of our existence:
at once we are both a subject for and object of this world. Our attempts to define who we
wish to become and the world we wish to occupy must consider the effect of our actions
on others – though ultimately we are unable to commit to action that does not at some
point objectify the other’s subjectivity. Here we must again positively assume a perceived
negativity by making political-ethical commitments to projects that attempt to eliminate

3

Simone de Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, trans. Bernard Frechtman (New York:
Citadel Press, 1976), 13.
4
Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, 14.
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oppression and universalize the conditions by which in willing myself free, every other
individual is equally capable to commit to projects that engages with their own
transcendental freedom.
As the motivating force that helps overcome the failure associated with our being
and our political-ethical projects, utopian politics also function as the radical dimension
of our transcendence. While Beauvoir establishes the true goal of political-ethical action
to be collective self-emancipation, there are many projects we can commit to that promise
to achieve this end. What is important is that these projects are necessarily guided by the
desire to go beyond the present and seek “with the destruction of the given situation, the
whole future which will flow from its victory.”5 By committing to a utopian project, the
political subject experiences the tension between the ideal goals of these projects and the
realities of attempting to establish these utopias on earth. The political subject is able to
balance this tension by considering freedom, not the specific political project, as the
absolute end. Unfortunately, there will always remain a distance between the utopian
ideal and the form these ideals take on earth. If the political subject remains committed to
establishing the ideal of collective self-emancipation despite the inevitable failure, she is
able to reconcile the process of having-to-be at the same time as being. That is to say, in
continually acting on the will of freedom, the individual simultaneously commits to a
permanent process of attempting to achieve this goal and in the process exists in the
present as an authentic political subject. While never possessing being, the individual is
permanently engaged in this process to live out the ideal existence of a political subject,
and in the end is committed to a lived existence that works within the constraints of the

5

Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, 31.
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existentialist situation and works towards the true goal of action – collective selfemancipation.
The value of the existentialist position extends beyond the characters in
Beauvoir’s novels and can reorient the position of the contemporary political subject and
provide renewed motivation for utopianism in the contemporary political Left. I will first
discuss my methodological approach of studying philosophy alongside Beauvoir’s
fiction, which will help illuminate the parallels between our own situation and the
political and philosophical milieu Beauvoir describes in The Mandarins, and reinforce
why read an existentialist today.

Philosophy and fiction: A brief note on methodology
In her essay “Literature and Metaphysics,” Beauvoir describes her own struggle
with the supposed opposition between philosophy and literature: “After having thought
out the universe through the eyes of Spinoza or Kant, I would wonder: ‘How can anyone
be so frivolous as to write novels?’ But when I would leave Julien Sorel or Tess
d’Urberville, I would think it useless [vain] to waste one’s time fabricating systems.
Where was truth to be found? On earth or in eternity? I felt torn apart.”6 Put simply,
Beauvoir is equally convinced of the ability of both the abstract philosophical model in
systematically arranging the world for us in a logical manner and the novel’s ability to
capture the more subtle and subjective ways of experiencing the world.7 Similarly, this
thesis will argue that fiction should be considered for its philosophical worth because of
6

Simone de Beauvoir, “Literature and Metaphysics,” in Philosophical Writings, ed.
Margaret A. Simons, Marybeth Timmermann and Mary Beth Mader (Champaign:
University of Illinois Press, 2004), 269.
7
Beauvoir, “Literature and Metaphysics,” 270.
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the ways a novel allows the author to present a particular philosophical view that
highlights internal tension, contradiction, ambiguities and, ultimately, how we as human
beings negotiate our philosophical and political beliefs in the world around us.
In addressing my guiding research question, neither philosophy nor literature
alone can provide an answer that accounts for both the objective facts of our condition,
such as our lack of a being, and the particular ways of experiencing this condition in the
world. Beauvoir describes a complimentary relationship between objective facts and
subjective experiences by drawing a distinction between the works of the theoretical
psychologist Théodule-Armand Ribot and the writer of the psychological novel, Marcel
Proust. If Proust were merely a disciple of Ribot, a student of his who perhaps
regurgitated the findings of his teacher then Proust’s entire six volume In Search of Lost
Time would, as Beauvoir said, teach us nothing. “But, as an authentic novelist, Proust
discovers truths for which no theoretician of his time proposed an abstract equivalent.”8
The risk in writing the metaphysical novel is the awkward intrusion of philosophy
into a story. The task for the author then is to hide the hand that is writing. But isn’t this
the task for any author, Beauvoir asks? If the goal is to invite the reader on an imaginary
journey filled with adventures that are as complete and disturbing as lived experiences,
where “the reader ponders, doubts, and takes sides,” the novelist must also “participate in

8

Beauvoir, “Literature and Metaphysics,” 273. The lessons we can learn from reading
Proust’s In Search of Lost Time have been condensed and popularized in Alain de
Botton’s witty and at times satirical philosophical self-help book, How Proust Can
Change Your Life (New York: Vintage, 1997). This book is a pure expression of
Eleanore Holveck’s description of Beauvoir’s philosophy of lived experience: “Before
we can think the world, that world must be immediately experienced, disclosed.” See
Simone de Beauvoir’s Philosophy of Lived Experience: Literature and Metaphysics
(Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2002), 17.
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the same search he has invited his readers on.”9 The novelist, if honestly writing, is not
concerned with awkwardly implanting philosophical treatises into their work. Through
the experiment of writing and “as the story unfolds, he sees truths appear that were
previously unknown to him, questions whose solutions he does not posses. He questions
himself, takes sides, and runs risks.”10 In a 1965 interview with The Paris Review,
Beauvoir is asked whether she has a precise plan before writing a novel. She answers by
referring to The Mandarins, stating, “I created characters and an atmosphere around a
given theme, and little by little the plot took shape. But in general I start writing a novel
long before working out the plot.”11
Fiction is not a substitute for abstract philosophy nor is it a venue for the mere
duplication of philosophical treatises. For Beauvoir, fiction “is not a matter of exploiting
on a literary plane truths established beforehand on the philosophical plane, but, rather, of
manifesting an aspect of metaphysical experience that cannot otherwise be manifested: its
subjective, singular, and dramatic character, as well as its ambiguity.”12 In other words,
literature offers the writer a framework to explore certain philosophical themes that
cannot be explored “on the philosophical plane.”13 This attempted coupling of abstract,
systemic philosophy and the phenomenological attitude is nothing less than “an effort to

9

Beauvoir, “Literature and Metaphysics,” 270-271.
Beauvoir, “Literature and Metaphysics,” 272.
11
Madeleine Gobeil, “Simone de Beauvoir: The Art of Fiction, No. 35,” in The Paris
Review 34 (Spring-Summer, 1965), http://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/4444
/the-art-of-fiction-no-35-simone-de-beauvoir.
12
Beauvoir, “Literature and Metaphysics,” 274-275.
13
Beauvoir, “Literature and Metaphysics,” 274-275.
10
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reconcile the objective and the subjective, the absolute and the relative, the timeless and
the historical.”14
Through an examination of Beauvoir’s philosophical work, specifically The
Ethics of Ambiguity and her essays, “Moral Idealism and Political Realism” and “Pyrrhus
and Cineas,” along with her novel, The Mandarins, I will demonstrate how the political
subject attempts to reconcile the idealities of utopian politics and the realities of engaging
in political-ethical action. Not only does The Mandarins help describe the difficulties of
maintaining the commitment to collective self-emancipation Beauvoir endorses in her
philosophy, but it also helps clarify Beauvoir’s idea of the political subject – an
underlying concept rarely made explicit in her philosophical works. The novel is set in
post-war France and centers on a group of intellectuals discussing the fate of France,
Europe and the New Left in the second half of the twentieth century. Beauvoir won the
Prix Goncourt, the highest literary honour in France, for this book in 1954; it was
published in English three years later.15 Through the central cast of characters Beauvoir is
able to express the psychological dimensions associated with political action and
maintaining a commitment to certain political-ethical projects: the anxiety, indecision,
and internal struggle; the contradictory moves we make; the justifications we use to
reassure ourselves, those we tell others, and the differences between them. Of course, this
is all explored in a fabricated world and all penned by the author’s hand – in our case, the
very same hand as the philosopher. However, as Beauvoir reminds us, “a metaphysical

14
15

Beauvoir, “Literature and Metaphysics,” 274.
Sally J. Scholz and Shannon M. Mussett, “Introduction,” in The Contradictions of
Freedom: Philosophical Essays on Simone de Beauvoir’s The Mandarins, ed. Sally J.
Scholz and Shannon M. Mussett (New York: State University of New York, 2005), 3.
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novel that is honestly read, and honestly written, provides a disclosure of existence in a
way unequaled by any other mode of expression.”16

Utopian politics and the political subject
The Mandarins begins by describing the political climate in post-war, reconstruction
France. The war is over – at least for the French – and now is the time to act.
Unfortunately, general indecision over the proper course of action has currently
fragmented the post-war Left. Select members of France’s political Left meet at a party
ostensibly to celebrate the end of the war, but amidst the dancing, music, wine and joyous
celebration is one question: What is to be done? Can the Resistance movement make a
natural transition in post-war politics or is it merely an anachronism? Is there still hope
for a united, socialist Europe or will the victor of the emerging Cold War decide the
future of France? Should the focus be limited to domestic politics or should the Left
adopt a cosmopolitan vision for the future? Each individual has their own answer to these
questions but each one struggles to convince others of their course of action.
Robert Dubreuilh and Victor Scriassine attend Henri Perron’s party not to
celebrate but rather to recruit members, namely Henri, to their divergent post-war
strategies for the Left. Not only is there the ideological dichotomy between members of
the political Left and Right on whether France and the whole of Europe should side with
capitalist America or communist Soviet Union, but it is argued among some that this is a
false choice between two ideologies that don’t serve the interests of the Left. What the
Left needs, according to Scriassine, is a party that distances itself from the Communists

16

Beauvoir, “Literature and Metaphysics,” 276; emphasis added.
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but rallies support from the working class, placing their hope in that classical Marxist
dictum that “history must inevitably lead to a classless society.”17 Robert places his hopes
in the SRL, an independent left-wing party similar to the Rassemblement Démocratique
Révolutionnaire (RDR) founded in France by Beauvoir’s lifelong partner Jean-Paul
Sartre and a few others in 1948.18 For others party politics is precisely the problem; postwar action must operate outside party programs and dogmatic prescriptions. There are
even some who refuse to acknowledge the drastic shift in situation and hold to the wornout clichés of the war – “the Spirit of the Resistance! The Unity of the Resistance!”19
While each character has their own personal motivations for engaging in politicalethical action, both Robert and Henri are motivated by a utopian desire to universalize the
conditions for collective self-emancipation, and attempt to bring this ideal goal into
existence through a commitment to the communist political project. Henri is especially
motivated by his utopian ideals, and it is his commitment to universal freedom that
pushes him past those moments where he flirts with a nihilistic outlook or when he
naively attempts to remove himself from political activity altogether. The actions of both
these characters reveal that a proper commitment to utopian politics must recognize the
alienating distance between our ideals and the situational constraints of our positioning in
this world that prevent us from ever establishing these pure ideals in the present.

17

Simone de Beauvoir, The Mandarins, trans. Leonard M. Friedman (London: Collins,
1957), 42.
18
Scholz and Mussett, “Introduction,” 5. For a critical overview of the function of the
RDR in France, see Henry Judd, “The Real RDR – A Reply,” New International 15,
no. 2 (1949): 45-47, http://www.marxists.org/history/etol/writers/judd/1949/02/rdr
.html. For a more general discussion of the role of intellectuals in the French
Resistance, see James D. Wilkinson, The Intellectual Resistance in Europe
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981), 25-108.
19
Beauvoir, Mandarins, 25.
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Throughout much of the novel, Robert is engaged with what he considers his necessarily
utopian project, the SRL. It is only after the SRL party fails as a political project that he
reflects on his past commitments, which he considers far more realist – such as his
Resistance efforts – that he comes to understand that the true form of political-ethical
action must balance the motivating force and idealized goals of utopian politics and the
flexibility and spontaneity required to act in the present.
Beauvoir is careful to note the danger of political-ethical action being guided by a
utopian thinking that mystifies the role of the human subject, which she argues easily
leads to oppression and exploitation, and above all, absolves responsibility for these
actions.20 Contemporary political anthropologist David Graeber similarly argues that this
form of blind utopianism ignores “the real complexity of social life, tradition, authority…
and [dreams] of reshaping the world according to some abstract ideal.”21 While the Soviet
experiment with communism exemplifies the real danger of mistaking our political
project as an absolute end, it has unfortunately reduced the legitimacy of utopian thinking
today. French philosopher Alain Badiou points out that those who still wish to cite the
benefits of political utopianism are met with a harsh rejoinder: Following the failed
Soviet experiment, we are told that every utopian dream, every revolutionary project
inevitably turns into a “totalitarian nightmare.”22 Indeed, this causal relationship between
the revolutionary utopian demand and totalitarianism was the rhetoric of the Cold War.
Fredric Jameson notes that during this time “utopia had become a synonym for Stalinism

20

Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, 19-24.
David Graeber, Direct Action: An Ethnography (Oakland: AK Press, 2009), ix.
22
Alain Badiou, Ethics: An Essay on the Understanding of Evil (London: Verso, 2006),
13-14.
21
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and had come to designate a program which neglected human frailty and original sin.”23
He continues,
Such counterrevolutionary analyses – no longer of much interest to the Right
since the collapse of the socialist countries – were then adopted by an antiauthoritarian Left whose micropolitics embraced Difference as a slogan and came
to recognize its anti-state positions in the traditional anarchist critiques of
Marxism as Utopian in exactly this centralizing and authoritarian sense.24
To re-entertain the idea of a utopian politics would be to recognize this tension between
broad ideal goals, such as collective self-emancipation, and the innumerable differences
between human subjects in any given society.
The value of utopian politics in our contemporary situation is the demand that these
ideal goals be pursued through a commitment to political projects, such as how
communism functions as the project for Robert and Henri. Of course, communism is not
the only or even the endorsed project for Beauvoir. The requirement for a true political
project is that its methods are organized according to achieving the goal of collective selfemancipation. Committing to specific political projects forces us to move beyond simply
being against oppression and for freedom and to clarify our political orientation. To
attempt a commitment to these broad ideals without engaging in a particular political
project is to merely engage in a series of unrelated political choices that can never extend
beyond a rhetorical call for equality or other human rights. At the same time, we must
remain just as critical as Beauvoir of dogmatic political projects that lack critical
investigation of the world and provide a blanket solution for every problem. In The Force
of Circumstance Beauvoir writes,

23

Fredric Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire Called Utopia and Other
Science Fictions (London: Verso, 2005), xi.
24
Jameson, Archaeologies of the Future, xi.
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I regret that the non-Communist left should have grown as monolithic as the
Party itself. A left-winger must necessarily admire China without the least
reservation, take Nigeria’s side against Biafra and the Palestinians’ against
Israel. I will not bow to these conditions.25
It is through a commitment to political projects that we see the difficulty of upholding the
true goal of political-ethical action. To actually respond to Beauvoir’s call for collective
self-emancipation requires the political subject to make a choice between competing
ideologies, solidarities and values, and to experience the tension between political ideals
and the realities of engaging in political-ethical action with and against others. But as the
above passage points out, while it is imperative that we hold political commitments, we
must be careful not to fall into the dogmatism of many political projects. This is a
necessary reminder for the contemporary political Left.
The global economic crisis that began in 2008 has reinvigorated the political Left
once again, and has motivated many hitherto nonpolitical individuals to join in the call
for a change in the social, political and economic structures of society. David McNally
summarizes the scope of the crisis:
As the tectonic plates of the global economy shifted, financial shocks rocked
the world’s banks, leveling many of them. Panic gripped money markets,
stocks plunged, factories shut down. Tens of millions of people were thrown
out of work; millions lost their homes. An extraordinary uncertainty shook
the world’s ruling class. The mood of the moment was captured in the
confession by senior writers with the Financial Times that, ‘The world of the
past three decades is gone.’26

25

Simone de Beauvoir, The Force of Circumstance, trans. Richard Howard
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1988), 437, quoted in, Karen Vintges, “The Return of
Commitment,” in The Contradictions of Freedom: Philosophical Essays on Simone de
Beauvoir’s The Mandarins, ed. Sally J. Scholz and Shannon M. Mussett (New York:
State University of New York, 2005), 113.
26
David McNally, Global Slump: The Economics and Politics of Crisis and Resistance
(Oakland: PM Press, 2011), 1.
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The responses have ranged from the more passive approaches, such as Michael Moore’s
film, Capitalism: A Love Story to the more active display in Greece where violent
demonstrations over the murder of a 15-year old boy quickly became a protest call
against austerity measures and economic reforms;27 from French workers and students
protesting the increased retirement age proposed by Sarkozy’s government to offset a
struggling economy to the liberating protests in Egypt that were partially motivated by a
high unemployment rate.28
It is not enough, however, for these protests to be merely organized along an anticapitalist line, though that is an important part. There is the need to establish a
commitment to a utopian political project that attempts to universalize the conditions for
collective self-emancipation. Obviously for those committed to anti-capitalism the sine
qua non for universal freedom would be the abolishment of the global capitalist
economy, but the political subject must be careful not to treat the socialist or communist
project, for instance, as the remedy to all acts of oppression that prevent each individual
from engaging in their transcendental freedom. Moreover, the familiar projects on the
Left may lack the motivating capacity that is required of utopian politics. Alain Badiou
summarizes the problem:
All our names are exhausted, really, and without strength. Democracy, class
struggle, revolution and so on are beautiful names but they are today in a sort
of state of weakness. So probably the weakest part of politics today is a poetic
27

“Riots in Greece: Anarchy in Athens,” The Economist, December 9, 2008,
http://www.economist.com/node/12756043?story_id=12756043&fsrc=rss; A.G.
Schwarz, Tasos Sagris and Void Network, eds., We Are An Image From the Future:
The Greek Revolt of December 2008 (Oakland: AK Press, 2010).
28
For a detailed overview of the “birth pangs of a new Middle East”, as Al Jazeera has
dubbed these events, see, “Spotlight: Region in Turmoil,” Al Jazeera, February 22,
2011, http://english.aljazeera.net/indepth/spotlight/2011/02/2011222121213770475
.html.
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weakness, weakness of naming. Not weakness of doing: there are revolts, new
experiences, maybe no great events, but there is something.29
Just as the political subject cannot take refuge in vague notions of human rights or
freedom but must commit to projects that attempt to achieve these ends, she also cannot
fall back to familiar utopian projects that claim to be the path to collective selfemancipation without a critical engagement of the changing contemporary political
landscape. Overall, however, Beauvoir argues we can never establish these utopian
worlds on earth. But through our commitment to political projects that aim towards these
ideal ends, we continually strive to act on these goals in the present and in this way
engage with the ambiguity of our condition and commit to action that secures the “total
manifestation of man as having-to-be at the same time as being”30 thereby reconciling
“man with himself.”31

Chapter Breakdown
I will begin the second chapter by expanding on the connection between our being and
the element of failure. Our original failure is our inability to possess being. It is this
fundamental ambiguity that leads us towards the process of becoming – a process by
which we engage in action as an attempt to define who we wish to become and the world
we want to occupy. Beauvoir endorses a phenomenological method as a way to positively
assume our lack of being that expands the purview of the subjective experience. In order
to fully understand the existentialist position, we must consider the individual as both a
29

Alain Badiou and Simon Critchley, “Ours is Not a Terrible Situation” (lecture
delivered at Labyrinth Books, New York City, March 6, 2006), transcript available at
http://www.slought.org/files/downloads/events/SF_1385.pdf.
30
Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, 23.
31
Beauvoir, “Moral Idealism and Political Realism,” 189.
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subject for and object of this world, and realize how their actions restrict or enhance the
ability of other individuals to engage in their own process of becoming. I conclude the
second chapter with an endorsement of a philosophy of lived existence that requires the
subject to commit to action that is organized along principled commitments, works within
the intersubjective aspect of our existence, and engages with the radical dimension of
human transcendence by committing to utopian political projects.
I focus exclusively on the political subject in chapter three. The political subject is
significant though rarely mentioned in Beauvoir’s philosophy. As such, much of my
exploration draws from her novel, The Mandarins. It is through the experiences of the
characters Robert and Henri that I argue for a true form and true goal of political-ethical
action. For Beauvoir, the true goal of political-ethical action is to universalize the
conditions where in willing myself free, I extend the same ability to every other
individual – what I refer to as collective self-emancipation. No matter the political project
that promises these ends, our action must balance being guided by utopian ideals but
recognizing the impossibility of establishing these ideals in their pure form on earth. The
impossibility of realizing the pure ideals of utopian politics compels the political subject
to be forever committed to strive for collective self-emancipation in the present without
ever fully satisfying this desire. In the end, however, the political subject is engaged in a
commitment to a lived existence as a political subject.
I will conclude this thesis in the fourth chapter by providing an overview of my
interpretation of Beauvoir’s philosophy of political-ethical action and specifically the
political subject, demonstrating once again the importance of studying philosophy
alongside fiction. In this instance, the political subject emerges as a central concept in
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Beauvoir’s thought and helps clarify the true form and goal of political-ethical action and
exactly how the political subject achieves the reconciliation of having-to-be with being.
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Introduction
In The Ethics of Ambiguity, Simone de Beauvoir establishes the existentialist condition as
the result of the original failure of human beings to possess an objective understanding of
Being. We are unable to possess a priori any universal understanding of what it is to be
human. It is this factor that sets into motion the process of becoming, a series of attempts
to commit to certain political-ethical principles. In acting on these commitments we
engage in a process that defines who we wish to become and the world we wish to
establish. The phenomenological method by which we engage in this process expands the
purview of the subjective experience, forcing us to consider the effect of our actions on
other subjects of this world. In fact, it is through our actions in the world that we can
locate our sense of being. But our attempts to be are frustrated by the objective and
subjective dimensions of our existence: the pull of solipsism inherent in our being or how
easily our actions can reduce the ability of others to engage in their transcendental
freedom. I will explore the difficulties of navigating this tension in both our attempts to
establish an ethics and engage in action based on long-standing commitments in a world
populated by others. I will begin by providing a brief synopsis of Beauvoir’s novel, The
Mandarins as a prelude to the main objective of this chapter, which is to provide the
foundation in Beauvoir’s existentialism for the philosophical and political analysis of this
novel.

An introductory note on The Mandarins
The being Beauvoir attempts to elucidate is not considered in abstract isolation from all
the familiar features of the world, from other beings in the world or from the finite
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temporal restrictions of existence. This is because for Beauvoir, “it is in the knowledge of
the genuine conditions of our life that we must draw our strength to live and our reason
for acting.”1 Admittedly, it is a difficult task to describe these genuine conditions of life
on the philosophical plane. Moreover, much of Beauvoir’s philosophy is difficult to fully
understand if only those ideas discussed within the boundaries of traditional
philosophical discourse are considered.
Take for instance the choice to recognize the premise of Beauvoir’s
existentialism: our fundamental ambiguity that results from our lack of a being. This is
not an easy fact to recognize never mind to take as a foundational assumption in our
search for those ethics and politics that shape the person we wish to become – our process
of becoming. How much easier it is to take refuge in absolute ideas of human nature or
the meaning of existence rather than enter the anxious and difficult process of
recognizing the responsibility of an existentialist life. Moreover, it is not a choice we only
make at one point in our lives. We must continually reassert our commitment to
positively assuming this failure and acting according to an existentialist understanding of
being in the world. Of course, these moments of reassertion are not made in isolation but
in the world of which we are an inextricable part, a world shaped by others who have
lived before us and will alter according to the choices of those who will live once we are
gone. In short, we are “nothing more than an individual in the collectivity on which [we]
depend.”2 It is with this understanding that we can begin to discuss The Mandarins.3
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2
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In many ways, The Mandarins is a book with no clear beginnings and no final
endings. The story cannot be separated from past events not included in the novel nor can
we consider the actions of the characters of the novel without considering their effect on
the world that lies past the novel’s final chapter. There is also no central dilemma shared
by the characters, no shining protagonist that we readers can rally around and likewise no
shared antagonist whose untimely fate we hope to see. The characters we do meet are
introduced at varying points throughout the novel. Some are more recurring than others –
like Luc, the business partner of Henri Perron – but do not fundamentally chart the course
of the story. Others only make a brief appearance but drastically reconfigure the lives of
those characters they interact with – for instance, the financier Trarieux offers to
financially support L’Espoir on the condition that Samazelle be given a position on the
board. This offer sets Henri down a series of actions that expose how Vincent is extorting
former collaborators and using the money to keep L’Espoir afloat but is also a clue to
Robert’s alleged Communist Party membership and one of the reasons Henri temporarily
ends his relationship with him. Ultimately, Beauvoir provides a four-year glimpse into
the fictional lives of members of post-war France’s intellectual, political, and working
class milieu that enriches our understanding of her conception of the political dimensions
to the process of becoming, the political subject in general, and the true form and goal of
political-ethical action.
There are two narrators of the story: Henri Perron, who provides a third-person
narrative, and Anne Dubreuilh, who tells her story in the first-person. Our ability to

“Introduction,” in The Contradictions of Freedom: Philosophical Essays on Simone de
Beauvoir’s The Mandarins, ed. Sally J. Scholz and Shannon M. Mussett (New York:
State University of New York, 2005), 1-32.

Chapter Two | Being and Failure 20
Wood
understand the lives, choices, thoughts, feelings, family, allies, lovers and friends of each
character we meet is confined to their perspective. As such, we are also privy to the
internal negotiation process Henri and Anne enter with every decision: how Anne
vacillates between attempting to control her daughter, Nadine and her commitment to
giving her freedom to mature; or how Henri breaks off but ultimately rekindles his
relationship with his mentor and Anne’s husband, Robert. In short, we are witness to the
complicated process of coming to understand the realities of an existentialist existence.
The story begins on December 24, 1944 where it seems every Parisian is
wondering the fate of their country and indeed all of Europe in this liberating time.
Within the first few pages we are able to understand the renewed sense of freedom the
characters are feeling, as if the world is once again theirs to construct. Very early on
Beauvoir is describing to her readers a moment in time where a group of people are at a
significant point of their process of becoming. While they have all certainly lived lives
and had to make serious decisions during the war and the resistance efforts, they are all
faced with the possibility of committing to utopian dreams once again. Their decisions
are no longer made in reaction to the growing Nazi presence in Europe and the
occupation of Paris. Now is the time to build anew.
We are introduced to the core group of characters at a Christmas party at the
house of Henri Perron and his lover, Paule. Henri is the owner of the paper L’Espoir, a
paper committed to the Left but not specifically committed to the Communist Party.
Henri is also a writer who enjoyed success with his first novel and with the end of the war
in sight intends to write another book. Henri is increasingly less interested in his
relationship with Paule and in the course of the book takes two different lovers. Henri
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writes and produces a play, offering the lead to Josette Bonhomme, a young woman with
whom he also begins a relationship. Bonhomme’s real love is a Nazi officer and is now
being blackmailed by an arrested informant, Mercier. Henri testifies on behalf of Mercier
swearing he was a double agent with the Resistance – a compromising decision that
forces Henri to resign from L’Espoir. The other significant lover Henri takes is Nadine
Dubreuilh, the daughter of his mentor, Robert. Nadine and Henri begin their relationship
by taking a trip to Portugal only to commit once again to each other towards the end of
the book when they have a child together. Throughout the novel, Henri attempts to
rupture his life into separate worlds: the first, a life of political-ethical commitments, a
world of politics; the second is a life of fiction, a world he creates and attempts to
occupy. He is frustrated by the world of politics, especially those bureaucratic measures
of political party membership, and despite his belief in the impossibility of acting
apolitically attempts to remove himself from this world and from political action. As a
writer, he feels torn between political writing and fiction.
Henri provides a deeply sympathetic position for the moral idealist – a
complementary understanding to the one Beauvoir offers in her philosophy. It is not that
Henri holds an arrogant disregard of the worth of political action, believing himself to be
above the petty squabbles of his peers. Rather, Henri displays a lived engagement with
the world and understands the immense difficulties of engaging in political action,
making political-ethical commitments, and the overwhelming sense of oppositionalinterdependency – the fact that while we wish to always treat others as free subjects, it
seems impossible to not use others as objects in our own selfish pursuits. Throughout the
novel, Henri struggles with making any form of commitment to political action because
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of its impurity and the inevitable difference between action as it really occurs in the
world and the form it takes in his mind. But as Beauvoir reminds us, there will always be
differences between ideas in our mind and our attempts to bring them into existence in
the world. “That is what makes criticism so easy and art so difficult: the critic is always
in a good position to show the limits that every artist gives himself in choosing himself.”4
The problem for Henri is that he does not want to be open to such criticism and as such is
waiting for the non-existent moment where he can engage in action that fully realizes his
pure ideals. However, because of his honest reflections on the difficulty of political
action, Henri is an interesting case study for the process of becoming for the political
subject and will be a central focus of this thesis.
Henri’s lover at the beginning of the story, Paule was once a promising singer but
abandoned that life so she could devote her entire existence to Henri. She considers this
sacrifice as justifying her in laying claim to the direction of Henri’s life; it is this sacrifice
that is also one of the causes of her depression and anxiety over her and Henri’s
deteriorating relationship. At the party, Henri and others attempt to convince Paule to
return to singing, if not to give her life meaning outside Henri then to at least distract her
from her loveless relationship.
The first guests to arrive at Henri and Paule’s home are Robert and Anne
Dubreuilh. Like Henri, Robert is also a writer and is portrayed by Beauvoir as one of the
prominent figures on France’s Left. He attends the party with plans to recruit Henri and
L’Espoir for his next political project: an independent, left wing party, the SRL. Robert is
an interesting case study, especially in contrast or sometimes in combination with Henri,
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because of his commitment to political action and his attempts to balance the tension
between being motivated by pure ideals and the realities of engaging in political-ethical
action.
Anne Dubreuilh is a psychoanalyst by profession and has one daughter Nadine,
who lost her lover Diego during the war and who eventually has a child with Henri.
Anne’s relationship with Robert is at once secure and uncertain. While they are
platonically committed to each other, their sexual love for each other has long since
faded. This encourages Anne to take an American lover, Lewis Brogan. They begin a
relationship that fundamentally challenges Anne’s commitment to Robert, leaving her
depressed and contemplating suicide.
The scene of the party introduces us to other minor yet key characters in The
Mandarins. Victor Scriassine, a pro-American/anti-communist, pulls Henri aside from
the celebratory crowd to warn him of Dubreuilh’s SRL Party and the dangers of a united
front with the Communists. According to Henri, Scriassine always “created the
impression that everything happening where he chanced to be – and even where he
chanced not to be – was his personal concern.”5 Vincent, Lambert and Luc – “the whole
gang from the newspaper”6 – demonstrate the plurality of political action on the Left and
the competing claims to the type of action that best serves the leftist political project.
Henri considers Luc to have as much stake in L’Espoir as he does despite his inability to
recognize the drastic shift in the political situation of post-war, reconstruction France.
Henri considers Luc the mouthpiece of “old, worn-out clichés…The Spirit of the
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Resistance! The Unity of the Resistance!”7 Beyond extorting Nazi collaborators to
financially support L’Espoir, Vincent will also kill them: near the end of the novel,
Sézenac is exposed as a collaborator and as punishment Vincent kills him in his sleep.
There is speculation that The Mandarins is a pure roman à clef with the many
characters representing Beauvoir, her American lover Nelson Algren (to whom the book
is dedicated), Sartre and Albert Camus.8 It is true that we can’t entirely separate the
writing of fiction from personal experience. Beauvoir herself “willingly admits that her
own experience of the post-Liberation period forms the framework of the story,”9 but she
also “adamantly refuses to agree with those who claim that the book is nothing more than
surreptitious autobiography.”10 The purpose of exploring The Mandarins in this thesis is
to examine Beauvoir’s philosophy of political-ethical action and the process of becoming
for the political subject, not to uncover certain truths or validate gossip about the lives of
Beauvoir, Sartre, Camus and other French intellectuals of the time. Through a
philosophical reading of The Mandarins I will expand upon Beauvoir’s ontological
process of becoming, specifically the positive notion of failure, her phenomenological
method, the theme of repetition, and the necessity of making political-ethical
commitments.

Being and failure

7
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Beauvoir’s philosophy largely operates in the existentialist domain, which is predicated
on one important belief: existence precedes essence.11 That is to say, there is no human
nature, no stable code of being, no fixed idea of what it is to be human. This belief is also
the cornerstone of existentialist philosophy’s humanism, and for Beauvoir, the reason
why “as long as there have been men and they have lived, they have all felt this tragic
ambiguity of their condition, but as long as there have been philosophers and they have
thought, most of them have tried to mask it.”12 The question for Beauvoir, then, is how
can we positively embrace this lack of being in such a way that our lives have meaning?
It is from this point where Beauvoir develops her ethical philosophy. But before
exploring her ethics it is important to bring to the fore the assumption Beauvoir makes
here: we cannot immediately know our ‘self’ or locate a unified self within, and when we
look within we only find an inner void, nothingness.13 Our fundamental ambiguity then
has two components: the first, our lack of being, which as I see it belongs to Beauvoir’s
ontological philosophy, and the second, the problem of an inner void, a problem that will
be approached as one of human consciousness. Though initially the problem of a lack of
being may be thought of as something that needs to be overcome or masked, the process
by which we convert this apparent lack of being into a positive existence is part of the
process of becoming. As we will see, this process of becoming has as a defining feature
an element of failure.

11

Jean-Paul Sartre, “Existentialism is a Humanism,” in Existentialism from Dostoevsky to
Sartre, ed. Walter Kaufmann (Cleveland: World Publishing, 1968).
12
Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, 7.
13
Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, 125; Edward Fullbrook and Kate Fullbrook, Simone de
Beauvoir: A Critical Introduction (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1998), 57.

Chapter Two | Being and Failure 26
Wood
In The Ethics of Ambiguity, Beauvoir traces the roots of existentialism back to the
Danish philosopher, Søren Kierkegaard specifically because he affirmed “the irreducible
character of ambiguity.”14 As I will argue in the next chapter, Kierkegaard is significant
for another reason: his idea of repetition is a central theme in The Mandarins and is
useful for properly understanding the process of becoming for the political subject. But in
The Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir is primarily concerned with contemporary
existentialism, and therefore with Sartre’s description of existence in Being and
Nothingness. As a result, much of the first chapter of The Ethics of Ambiguity is a
response to and critical re-working of Sartre’s existentialism.15 Still for Beauvoir,
ambiguity is the defining feature of not only our being but of existentialist philosophy as
a whole, and for her, the main concept that must be unpacked. But here she must
explicitly confront the risk of placing ambiguity as the defining feature of our being, the
risk of enclosing the subject “in a sterile anguish, in an empty subjectivity”16 – the
motivation behind Sartre’s reduction of man to a “useless passion.”17 Extending this
ambiguity to a particular philosophy is similarly problematic. Existentialism is accused of
being a philosophy of the absurd and of despair, or more colloquially, “miserablism.”18
Moreover, the philosophical foundations of existentialism, if it is said to have any, “is
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incapable of furnishing [the subject] with any principle for making choices. Let him do as
he pleases. In any case, the game is lost.”19
To be sure, Beauvoir is concerned with two problems here. First is the problem of
a lack of being. Can we overcome our fundamental ambiguity and become an exact coincidence with ourselves, or are we nothing but a useless passion? The second problem is
precisely the ethical one: is the existential subject capable of an ethics or does our lack of
being prevent us from holding any principles for making choices? In her attempt to solve
these problems, Beauvoir distinguishes herself from philosophers of the absurd and
despair by proposing we positively assume the negative aspects of our condition. She
summarizes her answer in a short sentence: “Without failure, no ethics.”20 Failure in this
sense is not entirely negative. It does not prevent an ethics or even a conception of being
but only limits the type of being we can become and the way in which we can realize an
ethics. We must recognize failure as an integral component of our being precisely
because we are defined by it. Because we are not an exact co-incidence with ourselves,
because we are fundamentally ambiguous and lack a being, our original failure is our
inability to know our self.
This original failure creates a temporal distance between our self as we exist in
the present and the being that we have yet to become. Because we cannot contain our
being in the present, there is a necessary process of having-to-be, a process of becoming
our self. Here there is an important temporal distinction that cannot be overlooked. In the
present, we exist as nothing because we are unable to contain being in the present.21
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Consequently, if we are unable to contain being in the present, the process of becoming is
then a permanent process. Our being then is always projected towards an indefinite
future. Throughout the permanent process of becoming we are conscious of the way our
actions shape the being we are becoming and contribute to the structures of the world we
are building. Our gaze is forever fixed on the future.
It is only for those beings who are at a distance from themselves that the notion of
having-to-be has any meaning, and the being who recognizes this distance is that being
who “questions himself in his being,”22 who recognizes and chooses their fundamental
ambiguity. It is in our choice to recognize our lack of being in order that there might be
being where we can positively assume our original failure. “Man makes himself a lack,
but he can deny the lack as lack and affirm himself as a positive existence.”23 Still, to
positively assume this failure does not mean we overcome our inability to contain being
in the present or to have an objective understanding of being. The goal is not to overcome
failure but to assume it and convert it into the foundation of an existentialist ethics, which
provides direction for our actions that form our being and give shape to the world.
To argue that it is not a matter of the possibility but rather of the scope and form of
an ethics, Beauvoir must respond, once again, to those existentialists of absurdity and
despair who question how an ethics is at all possible since we lack a being and fail at any
attempt to be – in short, since our being is unknowable and life itself has no a priori
meaning. It is precisely because it is our choice to recognize and assume our original
failure that the intentionality of our existence is revealed. This intentionality suggests that
the choice to positively embrace our lack of being is not meaningless. However, if our
22
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initial choice to negate the negation is considered useless, Beauvoir argues, “it is because
there exists no absolute value before the passion of man, outside of it, in relation to which
one might distinguish the useless from the useful. The word ‘useful’ has not yet received
a meaning […] it can be defined only in the human world established by man’s projects
and the ends he sets up.”24
If it is the responsibility of human beings to give meaning to this initial choice to
assume our original failure and take responsibility for the world we create, it can then be
concluded that to will oneself free is to will oneself moral at the same time.25 Freedom,
for Beauvoir, contains two parts. First, freedom refers to the choice of assuming our
fundamental ambiguity. Only those beings who question themselves in their being can
choose to assume this ambiguity and the failure associated with attempting to be, and in
the process exist as human beings. There are others who attempt to live the delusion of
being an exact co-incidence with their self. The second component of freedom describes
the process by which we can transcend our facticity and engage in projects that disclose
our personal choices (our values, projects, and beliefs), in turn giving meaning to our
own actions and the world. This transcendent ability is a specifically human quality.
What distinguishes human beings from other animals is not our fundamental ambiguity
but rather “our respective ways of experiencing it.”26 “Man knows and thinks this tragic
ambivalence which the animal and the plant merely undergo.”27 Paradoxically, in
addition to our transcendent ability to distance ourselves from our present situation,
24
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another part of our unique experience is the extent to which we are still connected to the
situation we distance ourselves from. Moreover, we are so immanently connected to our
situation that our reflection on it has transformative capacities – that is to say, we have
the ability to change our situation or create anew.28 Here Beauvoir offers a critique of
Cartesian rationalism and the notion of the detached thinker by arguing that we acquire
knowledge through our “experience of being connected to the world even as we detach
ourselves from it in reflection.”29 It is the transformative capacity of our transcendent and
immanent reflection on our situation that allows human beings to move from simply
experiencing the world to engaging in a lived experience of that world.

Recovering the self: Beauvoir’s phenomenological method
Beauvoir will go on to employ a phenomenological method of looking into the world to
locate the self as a way of explaining the problem of the inner void. We can consider this
phenomenological approach the foundation of her philosophy of lived experience. But in
order to fully understand this method it is first necessary to briefly explain the problem of
an inner void in terms that Beauvoir herself didn’t make explicitly clear. As its base, the
problem of an inner void is a problem of human consciousness. As it is traditionally
understood, consciousness is conceptualized as a receptacle, a placeholder for images and
perceptions.30 Beauvoir departs from this understanding, borrowing from Franz Brentano
via Edmund Husserl, arguing for an idea of consciousness as relational. Consciousness is
always conscious of something, “every moment of consciousness has something (the
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intended object: a human face, a memory of a human face, a blank wall, a musical tone, a
cold wind, a concept, a number or its own nothingness) of which it is conscious.”31 It is
because Beauvoir considers consciousness as a relation and not a sort of receptacle that
she argues when we attempt to look within we experience this inner void.32
Put simply, the significance of conceptualizing consciousness as a relation is that it
expands the purview of the subjective experience. We can no longer study the subject in
the abstract or think about the world in a space of detached reflection. We are fully
implicated in this world and so any attempt to understand how the subject experiences the
world must also include their position in the world and their relation to the objects and
subjects of this world. When Henri contemplates passing along life advice to Lambert, he
is unable to reduce his ethics to a broad prescription or dogmatic maxim and concludes
with the realization that in order for Lambert to truly understand his ethics, he would
have to occupy and understand Henri’s positioning in the world.
If I were a Communist or a Christian, I’d be less at a loss. An ethical system
based on universal values, yes, you can try to impose it on others. But the
meaning one gives to one’s own life is another story. I couldn’t explain it in a
few sentences; Lambert would have to see the world through my eyes… The
truth of one’s life is outside oneself, in events, in other people, in things; to talk
about oneself, one must talk about everything else.33
Beauvoir’s phenomenological approach alters the way in which we understand
human beings to experience the world and relate to each other. A distinction made by
David Carr is useful here. He argues we are at once a ‘subject for the world’ and an
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‘object in the world.’34 This paradoxical conception of our subjectivity is what is meant
in The Ethics of Ambiguity when Beauvoir argues, “This privilege, which he alone
possesses, of being a sovereign and unique subject amidst a universe of objects, is what
he shares with all his fellow-men.” But the dimension of intersubjectivity she adds to this
paradox is a hallmark of her philosophy: “In turn an object for others, he is nothing more
than an individual in the collectivity on which he depends.”35 Here Beauvoir is stressing
the inevitability and in some cases necessity of viewing oneself as the subject in, of and
for the world. From this perspective I view other individuals as objects of the world and
therefore as existing for my purposes. The problem is that from another subject’s
perspective I am no longer a subject in, of and for the world but rather an object of the
world and for this particular individual. When extended to political projects, this is
particularly problematic. One of Beauvoir’s recurring examples in The Ethics of
Ambiguity are those forms of collective political action, such as Nazism or Soviet
Communism that degrade the worth of the individual, treating them as objects or worse,
abstracting the individual altogether. In an interview with the reporter Marie-Ange, Henri
recalls the point in his childhood where he realized that the human subject is at the center
of all things.
“The major subject of conversation between my parents,” he began, “was the
disasters that were menacing the world – the red peril, the yellow peril,
barbarism, decadence, revolution, bolshevism. And I imagined them all as
horrible monsters who were going to swallow up all humanity. Well, at
dinner one evening, my father was doing his usual prophesying – the
revolution was imminent, civilization was foundering. And my mother was
nodding agreement, a look of terror on her face. And then suddenly I thought,
‘But no matter what happens, the winners will still be men.’ Maybe those
34

David Carr, The Paradox of Subjectivity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 3;
emphasis added.
35
Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, 7.

Chapter Two | Being and Failure 33
Wood
aren’t exactly the words I used, but that’s the gist of it.” Henri smiled. “The
effect was miraculous. No more monsters. It was all here on earth, among
human creatures, among ourselves.”36
Still, Beauvoir is careful to note that at times our political actions require us to objectify
others even though they are part of that collectivity upon which our existence depends.
She argues we “must not conceal the antinomies between means and end, present and
future; they must be lived in a permanent tension.”37 This intersubjective dimension of
oppositional-interdependency frustrates attempts to determine the political consequences
of Beauvoir’s ontological process of becoming. Does her philosophy endorse an
individualist politics and solipsistic ethics? Can there exist a collective politics and even a
collective political subject in Beauvoir’s thought? The political and ethical consequences
of this paradoxical intersubjectivity will be discussed below.
Understanding consciousness as a relation certainly explains the inner void, but
can this revised understanding of consciousness also offer a location for our ‘self’?
Beauvoir characterized this particular understanding of consciousness and our relation to
the world as the phenomenological attitude. In her review of her colleague Maurice
Merleau-Ponty’s book, Phenomenology of Perception, Beauvoir praises the
phenomenological method precisely because it allows us to reclaim our subjectivity and
“the right to an authentic existence.”38 Phenomenology denies “a universe of frozen
objects, independent of all gaze and all thought,” and declares it impossible “to define an
object in cutting it off from the subject through which and for which it is an object;” it
36
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rejects those sciences that have torn the world from the subject and pushed the subject
outside the world. In other words, “the phenomenological attitude allows man to access
the world, and to find himself there: it is in giving myself to the world that I realize
myself, and it is in assuming myself that I have a hold on the world.”39 It is only when
this attitude is employed through Beauvoir’s political and ethical writings that we
understand it is how we experience the world that allows us to find our self. The Ethics of
Ambiguity takes this phenomenological attitude as a foundational assumption; having
explored this assumption will allow for a richer understanding of what Eleanore Holveck
has called Beauvoir’s “philosophy of lived experience.”40

A phenomenology of lived experience
David Carr points out that Husserl, the philosopher who developed the modern
phenomenological method so influential to Beauvoir, uses the German, Erlebnis to refer
to experience. Erlebnis is used here to make a distinction between an experience we ‘live
through’ and an experience referring to ‘an awareness of objects’, such as the perceptual
experience of objects in the world that concerned empiricist philosophers.41 Beauvoir

39

Beauvoir, “A Review of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception,”
159-160.
40
Eleanore Holveck, Simone de Beauvoir’s Philosophy of Lived Experience: Literature
and Metaphysics (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2002). Other scholars
have drawn from this particular interpretation of Beauvoir’s phenomenological
approach. See Sonia Kruks, “Living on Rails: Freedom, Constraint, and Political
Judgment in Beauvoir’s ‘Moral’ Essays and The Mandarins,” in The Contradictions of
Freedom: Philosophical Essays on Simone de Beauvoir’s The Mandarins, ed. Sally J.
Scholz and Shannon M. Mussett (New York: State University of New York, 2005),
67-86.
41
Carr, Paradox of Subjectivity, 70. Simon Critchley makes a similar linguistic
distinction in Hegel. See Infinitely Demanding: Politics of Resistance, Ethics of
Commitment (London: Verso, 2007), 14.

Chapter Two | Being and Failure 35
Wood
drew from this specific type of experience to endorse a particularly engaged, active,
thoughtful, or in another word, lived experience.
A lived experience has been popularly conceptualized as Beauvoir’s
phenomenological method for authentically living. This phenomenological approach is an
attempt to understand the world that reasserts subjectivity to the forefront of human
experience and does not rely on proposed universal facts or supposed objective beliefs
about the world. Beauvoir is specifically targeting scientific theories used to abstract
human lives from the world we create and occupy, whether these scientific theories
belong to biologists who offer a patriarchal understanding of men and women42 or
compatriots to Nazi Germany who justify their actions by arguing human beings are
merely passive agents in the mechanical unfolding of history.43
The philosophy of lived experience is primarily concerned with offering an
attitude of experiencing the world through which we arrive at an ethics that is aware of
our situation, our unique positioning in the world, the effect our action has on others, the
being we disclose, and the world and values we affirm through our actions. While there
are many secondary readings that are certainly helpful in understanding the purpose of
Beauvoir’s phenomenological attitude, it is Eleanore Holveck who in her book, Simone
de Beauvoir’s Philosophy of Lived Experience, provides an illuminating analysis that
highlights the central tension for any attempt at politicizing the philosophy of lived
experience: the dichotomy between the objective and subjective dimensions of our
existence. In her book, Holveck devotes a chapter to examining Beauvoir’s The Second
Sex as a piece of scholarship that employs this phenomenological method to determine
42
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whether the “facts” about women claimed by scientists are justified proof for their
sustained oppression.44 In her reading of The Second Sex Holveck distinguishes the
phenomenological approach as the middle ground between idealism and nominalism, or
the objective and subjective.
“Initially [Beauvoir] rejects (1) idealism, which claims that the feminine is
some mysterious, Platonic-like essence, as well as (2) nominalism, which
claims that the word “woman” is totally arbitrary. In short, Beauvoir brackets
prejudices about the ‘being’ of a woman. Instead, she begins her analysis of the
question “What is a woman?” with a description of lived experience. i.e., a
naïve experience of the life-world viewed from the natural standpoint […]
Thus Beauvoir, following Husserl, brackets her theoretical interest and takes as
her transcendental clue real actions of typical men and women in the world of
lived experience.”45
I believe that any reference, methodology, or analysis that employs or borrows from
Beauvoir’s philosophy of lived experience must highlight this central tension. Using as
clues the “real actions of typical men and women”46 is useful for its implicit critique of
universal philosophies or scientific theories, and is a reminder that philosophy is only
useful when it draws from and is applicable to the ordinary lives of everyday people.47 In
fact, this tension is central to Beauvoir’s entire phenomenological project of recovering
our self and must continually be positively assumed as a fundamental part of the process
of becoming.
However central this tension is to Beauvoir’s philosophy, it is not a dynamic
easily balanced. When attempting to form an ethics or commit to political action, we can
too easily adopt an individualistic ethics without considering the effect of our action on
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others, or conversely, we can adopt an idealist understanding of the world that prevents
us from engaging in any action that differs from its most pure form. As one example,
Gail Weiss and Karen Vintges have respectively argued that when this phenomenological
method is applied to politics, we realize that “politics is a living thing” and as such
“should be an open creative process and should not be derived from doctrines.”48 What
concerns me here is the risk of arriving at the troubling conclusion that we engage with
politics on a case-by-case basis and avoid making long-standing political-ethical
commitments.49 Aside from promoting an individualist politics and the illusion that we
can distance ourselves from the political, conceptualizing our lives in terms of an
unrelated series of lived experiences also does not successfully solve the problem that led
Beauvoir to adopt Husserl’s idea of consciousness as a relation, namely that she “found
herself threatened with fragmentation into a horde of selves”50 – a lack of unity of self. In
making political-ethical commitments, we must remember that Beauvoir’s
phenomenological method also functions to secure a certain unity of being.
I believe that a proper understanding of Beauvoir’s phenomenological method
must adopt an ethics that avoids solipsism and engages with the collective dimensions of
our existence. A lived experience recognizes the inevitability of momentarily treating
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others as objects while remaining committed to respecting the subjectivity of others and
ourselves. When this phenomenological method is applied to political action, I argue that
the idea of a lived experience must be extended to a lived existence. In other words, we
must make political commitments not political choices and disregard the belief that we
can distance ourselves from politics. Adopting a politics and an ethics that engages with
the tension between the objective and subjective dimensions of our existence is a difficult
but necessary condition for the process of becoming.

How is our being collective? Or: the problem of individualism.
In appointing individuals as self-legislators in determining how they are to live their life,
Beauvoir prevents herself from offering an objective account of being or even any moral
code as the existentialist ethics. So when in the conclusion to The Ethics of Ambiguity she
asks, “Is this kind of ethics individualist or not?”51 she is concerned with determining, in
the words of a critic of existentialist ethics, whether in the absence of an ideal form of
being or universal ethics, our self-legislating freedom “further intensifies
anthropocentrism [which] heads us towards a point where our major remaining value is
choice itself.”52 Even though Beauvoir expresses objections to the politics of her day that
were ostensibly organized along collective forms of identity, what specifically concerns
her are those political organizations or doctrines that mystify the role of the human being.
What Beauvoir attempts to establish is a subject that is not lost within the collective but
also not relegated to a solipsistic existence. She roots our ability to balance the tension
between these two poles of existence in the original failure that sets into motion the
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subject’s process of becoming – a movement that simultaneously responds to both the
ontological and ethical dimensions of this problem.
The pull towards solipsism is inherent in our very being: “he asserts himself as
pure internality against which no external power can take hold.”53 We understand
ourselves as a “sovereign and unique subject amidst a universe of objects”54 and believe
ourselves to be “the supreme end to which all action should be subordinated.”55 And
when we do act, it is not according to a universalist system but, as Joseph Mahon
highlights as a unique part of Beauvoir’s philosophy, according to a perspective.56 So,
what prevents Beauvoir from concluding that the world lacks any moral dimension,
reducing our lives to pure subjectivity void of any form of friendship, fraternity or love?57
For those who choose to question themselves in their being, who assume their
original failure and negate the negation in order that there might be being, they also
assume their fundamental freedom.58 But in assuming our freedom, we also grant that
every other being is free in the same way to assume their freedom, disclose their being,
and engage in projects that give meaning to their being and the world.59 As a result, we
must qualify the idea of individuals as moral self-legislators. Beauvoir proposes an ethics
that is at once individual and plural: “It is not impersonal universal man who is the source
of values, but the plurality of concrete, particular men projecting themselves toward their
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ends on the basis of situations whose particularity is as radical and as irreducible as
subjectivity itself. How could men, originally separated, get together?”60 It is in
disclosing our being to the world, which is to say, to other subjects of this world, that we
valorize choices, politics, actions, beliefs, solidarities, or in short, ways of being. At the
same time, we are constructing a specific type of world that holds certain values, beliefs
or choices over others and over other individuals’ values, beliefs or choices. In
attempting to understand an existentialist ethics, Beauvoir once again shifts our focus
from the individual to the world created by a plurality of individuals working for and
against each other.
The ethical imperative here is that we move from simply being in the world to
engaging in a lived experience of that world, a way of being that entails a large degree of
responsibility and accountability for our actions. We are responsible not only for giving
meaning and value to our own actions and projects, but also for giving significance to the
world we share. The multiplicity of projects and values also points to a fundamental
tension in Beauvoir’s philosophy: “action implies all forms of enslaving.”61 Part of
Robert’s plan for his party, the SRL, is to appropriate Henri’s paper L’Espoir as the
official Party paper. Robert is discussing the prospect of Henri adopting the programme
of the SRL with Anne, and after being frustrated by her insistence that Henri won’t
readily accept Robert’s logic for this partnership Anne thinks to herself,
I was afraid Robert was due for quite a surprise. When he’s deeply involved in
a project, he thinks of people as mere tools. But Henri had given himself body
and soul to that paper; it was his personal achievement and he wasn’t going to
be casual about letting anyone dictate policy to him.62
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The values an individual casts onto the world will inevitably conflict with another
individual’s values. The activities we engage in to disclose a certain way of being and
embrace certain values will necessarily objectify the existence of a certain group of
human beings, in turn, denying their essential subjectivity and only seeing in them an
object or thing. “Thus one finds himself in the presence of the paradox that no action can
be generated for man without its being immediately generated against men.”63
Although Robert’s objectification of Henri does not limit Henri’s ability to
commit to his own transcendent projects, it does limit the degree to which Henri can
engage in this original freedom. “A man,” says Beauvoir, “is freedom and facticity at the
same time,”64 but the actions of others can only ever reach their exteriority, their
situation. In making a distinction between freedom and power Beauvoir argues that “his
power is finite, and one can increase it or restrict it from the outside” but in all cases “he
is free in situation.”65 To take the familiar Master-Slave dialectic, the slave has a
fundamental transcendent capacity like all other individuals – that is to say, the slave is
free – but the content of these transcendent projects is limited by their situation as a slave.
The Master experiences a qualitative difference in the degree to which they can engage in
their original freedom and the type of transcendent projects to which they are able to
commit. This is owing to their ability to maintain the power imbalance of the Master-
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Slave relationship.66 If Henri consents to having L’Espoir become the official Party paper
for the SRL, the future of the paper would take a drastic turn from Henri’s original plans
and would limit the ways in which the paper would remain the transcendent project of his
freedom. In all cases, however, Henri remains free; it is his power in each situation that
changes. Beauvoir uses the term immanence to describe this “entrapped transcendence.”67
Robert, however, is not able to objectify Henri or others without consequence.
The significance of Robert’s project and moreover the affirmation of his existence
depends on others, such as Henri, to commit to the SRL “and give it a future that goes
beyond [his] present.”68 To continue treating others as objects in his pursuit of developing
the SRL, Robert risks decreasing the degree to which others can participate in his project
or even preventing others from seeing the SRL as a positive project. In order for the SRL,
or any transcendent project, to “appear as a good, the other must make it into his own
good, and then I would be justified for having created it. The other’s freedom alone is
capable of necessitating my being.”69 At once, the individual is faced with the demand to
engage with this transcendental freedom but to respect the same freedom of everyone
else. But those individuals from whom Robert requires affirmation of his project and by
extension his existence also objectify him in their own projects.
Each person makes decisions – the choice to affirm another’s project or their own
opportunities and projects – according to their specific situation, their particular
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subjective positioning in the world, and this can frustrate attempts to live according to a
static set of ethics. Just as was noted earlier regarding Henri’s attempt to condense his
ethics to Lambert, we can similarly conclude here that in order to judge one’s actions we
must know the situation from which their decisions were made. When Henri and Robert
repair their relationship at the end of the novel, Henri is explaining to Robert the situation
from which he decided to testify on the behalf of a former collaborator in order to protect
his then lover, Josette Bonhomme. Henri begins by wittingly reflecting on his decision:
“You often used to reproach me for my uncompromising morality; I’m making
progress, you see,” he added.
“Then that Mercier fellow was really an informer?” Dubreuilh added.
“Yes. He thoroughly deserved to be shot,” Henri replied… “I didn’t want
Josette’s life to be completely ruined…while one Mercier more or less on earth
doesn’t make me lose any sleep.”
Dubreuilh hesitated. “All the same, one less is better than one more,” he said.
“Yes, of course,” Henri said. “But I’m certain Josette would have done away
with herself. Could I let her die?” he asked vehemently.
“No,” Dubreuilh said. He seemed perplexed. “You must have had a difficult
moment!”
…
“At that particular moment, I no longer had any choice… What I’d like to
know is what you would have done in my place,” he said.
“I can’t tell you, because I wasn’t in your place,” Dubreuilh replied. “You’d
have to tell me everything in detail,” he added.
“I’ll tell you everything,” Henri said.70
In this case, Henri could have exposed the truth of the Bonhomme family’s sympathies to
the Nazis, effectively punishing Josette’s lover, a German officer, and ostracizing the
family to the point where either some stranger, perhaps Vincent, would kill them or, as
Henri predicted for Josette, they would take their own life. If he did follow this course,
Henri would have upheld his previous commitments exemplified by his participation in
the Resistance and to his fellow allies during the occupation, especially Yvonne and Lisa
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who had spent one year in a German concentration camp because of Mercier. However,
Henri’s situation at this point is one of love and compassion for Josette, and of wanting to
prevent deaths rather than contribute to them, and accordingly, he provides evidence that
disproves Yvonne and Lisa’s testimony. The underlying point here is that our decision
making process is marked by a desire to think of ourselves as “a unique subject amidst a
universe of objects”71 and the sobering reminder that we are “nothing more than an
individual in the collectivity on which [we] depend.”72 Tragically, no matter the course
decided, we are still bound by the fact that “action implies all forms of enslaving,”73 and
despite our efforts we will always respect the subjectivity of some while treating others as
mere objects.
In arguing for a subjective condition marked by this element of oppositionalinterdependency, Beauvoir is arguing against any project that attempts to mystify the
position of the human being in political actions. Specifically for Beauvoir, she is
concerned with Nazi Germany and the Communist Soviet Union. She argues that in
certain understandings of the historical materialist position, “subjectivity is reabsorbed
into the objectivity of a given world.”74 The problem manifests itself most clearly in
those actions misinformed by the teleological belief that human actions are merely guided
by the mechanical unrolling of history: the belief that actions that objectify other
subjectivities can be justified by appealing to some notion of natural right, natural
history, or any other form of subjective mystification. Here again we can see the tension
between the universal and the particular. The notion that the subject is an individual
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dependant on the larger collectivity reduces any desire to commit to those actions that
objectify or oppress others.75 Collectively organized political-ethical action can then be
highly attractive. However, Beauvoir is insistently opposed to those collectivist politics
that attempt to mystify the role of the subject, reduce the individual to an easily
replaceable subject of the collective whole, or deny that “man is always, as Heidegger
puts it, ‘infinitely more than what he would be if he were reduced to being what he is;’
man is a being of the distances, a movement towards the future, a project.”76
At this point we must ask, if action implies all forms of enslaving, if we cannot
disclose our being and engage in projects without at some point and to some degree
objectifying other beings, “are we not ending by condemning action as criminal and
absurd though at the same time condemning man to action?”77 Though the element of
oppositional-interdependency encourages collective action, it also complicates our
motivations to act, and further, to make long-standing political-ethical commitments. But
this is an irreducible part of our existence: “The fundamental ambiguity of the human
condition will always open up to men the possibility of opposing choices.”78 And it
shouldn’t prevent us from making political-ethical choices and long-standing
commitments. “If man is waiting for universal peace in order to establish his existence
validly, he will wait forever.”79 Indeed, “we must, in any case, maneuver in a state of
doubt.”80 The question we should be concerned with then is how do we make political-
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ethical choices in such a way that avoids moral relativism but still engages with the
ambiguity of our existence?

Projects as principled commitments
The simplest answer to this question is to say, “We make commitments not choices.”
Beauvoir discusses the idea of commitments using the term project, which for her refers
to two irreducible elements of our existence. First, the term project is employed to mean a
principled commitment according to which we make choices that define who we are and
the world we wish to create. It is when we act upon these commitments that the
transcendental dimension to the notion of a project is revealed. Here, project is used to
refer to the act of projection when we disclose our being to the world. This is what is
meant in The Ethics of Ambiguity when Beauvoir describes a human being as “a being of
distances, a movement toward the future, a project.”81 Before unpacking the temporal
dimension to the idea of projects, we must first understand the idea of a project as a
commitment to a particular way of being in the world. By extending the notion of a lived
experience to a lived existence, I believe we uncover the idea that a project is a way of
engaging in a lived existence that follows and commits to certain principles, beliefs, and
values. In this way, Beauvoir’s philosophy becomes more of a plea for an engaged,
thoughtful existence rather than a defense of individualist politics, a passive existence, or
even an unquestioning of our being. Indeed, it is the original questioning of our being and
the original failure that turns us towards the lived existence.
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Conceptualizing Beauvoir’s phenomenological method as a lived experience and
not a lived existence can drastically change how we understand the political subject. A
lived experience is clearly singular and is focused on the subject’s maneuvering in each
specific moment. Each action is judged according to the specific instance in which it is
being made while the subject avoids acting according to any objective standard of action,
such as acting according to certain political ideals. In the edited collection, The
Contradictions of Freedom: Philosophical Essays on Simone de Beauvoir’s The
Mandarins, we are warned over and again of the danger of committing ourselves to
political programmes, doctrines, and dogmas.82 The solution, these commentators argue,
is to suggest politics is something we can distance ourselves from thereby presenting an
engagement with politics as a choice. Beauvoir is very clear that “almost all men live a
political existence, and so almost all are faced with the problem of action.”83 It is then
hard to see what choices are not political, what choices will not objectify others, and how
exactly we can distance ourselves from the permanent condition of the political. After
Henri returns from his trip to Portugal, he immediately checks in at L’Espoir. While
there, Lambert warns Henri of Robert’s SRL and suggests he remove himself from any
Party action immediately. Henri remains firm in his decision to go along with Robert’s
plans, a decision reinforced by the fact that “it just isn’t possible nowadays to stay
apolitical.”84 It’s not just that only in the immediate post-war period is it impossible to be
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apolitical or nonpolitical; it’s always been that way but only now has Henri come to this
realization. His response to Lambert is not just referring to the SRL but also to his trip to
Portugal, a trip originally intended as a vacation. Soon after his arrival, however, Henri
sees the effect of the Salazar regime and is faced with the chance to uphold his broad
political commitments. In this case, Henri cannot remove himself from the political and
remain ‘on vacation’. Rather, his long-standing political ideals have already committed
him to action.
They imposed daily meetings on Henri, overwhelmed him with facts, figures,
statistics, took him for walks through the starving villages surrounding Lisbon.
It wasn’t exactly the kind of holiday he had dreamed of, but he had no choice.
He promised that he would wage a campaign in the press in order to get the
facts to the people. Political tyranny, economic exploitation, police terror, the
systematic brutalization of the masses, the clergy’s shameful complicity – he
would tell everything.85
While Beauvoir’s phenomenological method for locating the self does suggest we
engage in a lived experience of the world, the interpretation of this suggestion to mean
that we reject any politics that attempts to impose political blueprints on society or
applies objective truths or doctrines to our actions is highly problematic.86 The trouble
here is that the “spiritual exercises” we use to determine political-ethical choices, the idea
that we engage with politics on a case-by-case basis,87 the suggestion that politics is a
living thing,88 or other interpretations that over emphasize the subjective dimension of
our existence place our lives at risk of becoming a series of unrelated political-ethical
choices. In order to recover a lived sense of self, a being with a unity of apperception,
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there is a need for a form of commitment that positively embraces the negative tension
between the objective and subjective elements of our existence.
The political consequences of this sort of laissez-faire/postmodern attitude
towards political-ethical choices in our contemporary society fall short of any real ability
to change the present reality of the world. In “The Return of Commitment,” Karen
Vintges extends Beauvoir’s guidelines on “how to take a stance in ethics and politics
without falling back on political dogmas or truths” to the postmodern malaise of
contemporary society: “Today’s postmodern thinkers have emphasized the historical
contingency of all truth-tales and absolutes, unmasking the transparency and neutrality of
language…Truth has been knocked off its pedestal. We can no longer claim that a series
of terms describe or reflect reality.”89 The political actions Vintges defends are indeed
noble actions, but without any commitment to a larger political goal, they merely
reinforce the limits and secure the boundaries of contemporary liberal democratic
politics. She cites community politics aimed at creating social capital in decaying urban
communities and citizens of the Netherlands who aid refuges and asylum seekers. This
action is certainly a challenge to Dutch immigration policy, but Vintges’ analysis doesn’t
connect this action to any larger political goal such as reforming Dutch immigration
policy or a commitment to a country, continent, or world with open borders.
Another risk of overemphasizing the subjective element is limiting our critique of
the world to an ability to only withdraw within, such as the voluntary simplicity
movement, which attempts to create a new world for oneself by abandoning, literally, the
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commercialism and consumerism of contemporary society.90 There is also the trend of a
form of Western Buddhism, which rejects the lack of spirituality in the world by
retreating within and finding one’s spiritual core.91 While the motives of these
movements are sincere and represent an accurate critique of contemporary society, they
represent a passive withdrawal into oneself, they attempt to find a more true self within,
they ignore the world where an existentialist subject is to find their self. I believe in order
to properly engage in our process of becoming and secure a unity of self in the world, we
must bind ourselves to an active engagement with the world by holding long-standing
political commitments.
The problem of a unity of being is a philosophical dilemma that frustrated
Beauvoir when reading the works of Immanuel Kant and David Hume, and eventually
was solved for her when reading Husserl’s theory of consciousness as a relation. The
inner void Beauvoir experienced when attempting to look within to find the self was for
her a problem of conceptualizing consciousness.92 This problem was best expressed by
Hume in A Treatise of Human Nature when he presents his analogy of a theatre to
describe human consciousness: “The man is a kind of theatre, where several perceptions
successively make their appearance; pass, re-pass, glide away, and mingle in an infinite
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variety of postures and situations.”93 Fullbrook and Fullbrook identify the problem of
Hume’s analysis as a lack of principles “that unite our successive perceptions in our
thought or consciousness and that thereby generate a lived sense of self.”94 When applied
to Beauvoir’s adaptation of Husserl’s understanding of consciousness as a relation, and
the subsequent phenomenological method to recovering our self in the world, we can
encounter a similar problem, a lack of a lived sense of self.
A lived existence highlights the importance of judging each situation according to
a personal ethics, political commitments, and previous actions – a sort of unity of
apperception. Our lives then are not a series of unrelated political-ethical choices but a
series of attempts to maintain a certain political-ethical commitment. Of course, the
weight of situation is just as important and influential, and this is not an endorsement of
blind allegiance to political doctrines or dogmas. This reinterpretation of Beauvoir’s
ethical philosophy is meant to highlight first, how commitment secures a certain unity of
being, and second, the political need in contemporary society for such commitments to be
made in order to go beyond the political given and fulfill the conditions that bring into
existence the political subject. In the next chapter, I will apply my reinterpretation of
Beauvoir’s phenomenological method to the political subject by focusing on the temporal
dimension to our existence and specifically how through the movement of repetition, the
political subject brings into existence certain life truths. In short, I argue that in order to
fulfill the process of becoming for the political subject, thereby securing the unity of self
in the world, we must hold an active engagement in the world, make long-standing
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political commitments and attempt to establish in the present a world that presently does
not exist – which is no less than saying to go beyond what is given and surpass the
political frontiers of any circumstance. It is this temporal dimension in Beauvoir’s
philosophy that demarcates true political-ethical action as radical and utopian.
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Introduction
Simone de Beauvoir only makes brief mentions to a political subject (using the term
‘political man’) in her 1945 essay, “Moral Idealism and Political Realism” but in her
writings shortly before and after this work – specifically the essay, “Pyrrhus and Cineas”
(1944) and her central philosophical work, The Ethics of Ambiguity (1947) – she focuses
more broadly on the existentialist existence. However, I argue that the political subject
remains an underlying theme throughout her works, and the absence of any mention of a
political subject proper is the result of her primary concern to detail the difficulties of
engaging in an existentialist existence. But it is through these details that she refines her
conception of a political subject and argues for a true form and goal of political-ethical
action. In fact, for Beauvoir it is the political subject who reconciles the process of
having-to-be with being. In committing to a lived existence, the political subject creates
the conditions for this reconciliation. A lived existence requires the subject to engage
with the radical dimension of their transcendence and commit to utopian projects they
believe will universalize the conditions for collective self-emancipation, which would
enable each individual the power to engage with their own transcendental freedom. In
balancing the tension between utopian ideals that seek to go beyond the given situation
and the realities of attempting to establish these utopias on earth, the political subject is
forever committed to strive for these ideals in the present without ever reaching their
utopian state. In this way, the individual is engaged in a permanent process of having-tobe at the same time as existing as a political subject.
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Political Subjectivities
In the introduction to his unfinished manuscript on Hegel’s Philosophy of Right,
Marx speaks of philosophy’s ability to engage the masses and affect the political situation
of Germany. But in order for theory to have that capacity it must meet one stipulation.
Theory is capable of seizing the masses as soon as its proofs are ad hominem and
its proofs are ad hominem as soon as it is radical. To be radical is to grasp the
matter by the root. But for man the root is man himself.1
Indeed, this is what I attempt to demonstrate by rooting Beauvoir’s philosophy of
political-ethical action in the original failure that defines our attempts to be an exact coincidence with ourselves – our desire to be – and which sets into motion the process of
becoming. I disregard the pejorative meaning attached to ad hominem, as in a form of
weak argumentation or a logical fallacy, but rather I understand this to signify a relation
between a proposition’s validity and irreducible and fundamental aspects of our
existence. In order for the political nature of the subject to be revealed, she must first
intentionally assume her lack of being and negate this negation. At this point, the subject
is aware it is the human individual who is the source of all things in the world and from
here can engage in projects as part of their process of becoming – a permanent process
that defines who the subject wishes to be and contributes to the structures of the world
they wish to create. In this way the individual recovers their self and accounts for the
inner void experienced when attempting to locate the self by looking within. This
permanent process is what I refer to as the philosophy of lived existence: by engaging in
political-ethical action that is at once collective, organized along principled
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commitments, and radical in its attempt to establish a new reality in the present, the
political subject commits to an existence that “reconciles man with himself.”2
Our original failure is our inability to be an exact co-incidence with ourselves, so
for Beauvoir to open up the possibility of this reconciliation for the political subject is
significant. In her essay “Moral Idealism and Political Realism,” Beauvoir explores the
dichotomy between “the pure subjectivity of traditional ethics” and “the objectivity of
realist politics.”3 Our attempt to engage in action is the absolute manifestation of the
tension between the two. The anguish, indecision, and anxiety associated with politicalethical decisions abound. But in committing to a lived existence that balances the tension
between idealist desires and realist action and by continually reaffirming our fundamental
ambiguity, “he engages himself in his totality. Reconciling ethics and politics is thus
reconciling man with himself; it means affirming that at every instant he can assume
himself totally.”4 Balancing this tension requires that the political subject freely choose
their ends thereby engaging in the necessary and permanent process of becoming. It also
requires the subject to accept responsibility for their actions, always placing the human
agent at the center of action. But the nature of our existence is such that we “must give up
any idea of finding rest.”5 This permanent process is the method by which the political
subject exists as the “total manifestation of man as having-to-be at the same time as
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being.”6 That is to say, in entering into a continual process of having-to-be the political
subject exists qua the political subject. To be a political subject is to be forever
committing to political-ethical action and a lived existence.
In grasping the matter by the root, which is to say the human being, we must be
careful not to at the same time inculcate any speculative teleology or deterministic
ontology into the human subject. Here, Marx’s proletariat is an obvious candidate for
criticism. What is questionable is not so much his clear class antagonism between the
bourgeoisie and proletariat (a distinction certainly made less clear but no less relevant by
the emergence of a middle class)7 but rather the specific ontology of the proletariat as the
revolutionary class, that is, as the only class with the capacity to communize social
relations. In The Ethics of Ambiguity Beauvoir condenses the historical materialist
position to pure determinism: “To [the Marxist] a man’s action seems valid only if the
man has not helped set it going by an internal movement. To admit the ontological
possibility of a choice is already to betray the Cause.”8 In The Mandarins, Victor
Scriassine and Anne Dubreuilh are discussing the possibilities of France becoming either
a Russian annex or an American colony, and it is Scriassine who expresses this
deterministic viewpoint by holding to his belief in the inevitability of a communist
society. Anne, however, is concerned with the threat of another violent war in Europe,
this time between the Communists and Americans.
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“Don’t tell me that in case of a war you’d hope for an American victory!” I
said.
“No matter what happens, history must inevitably lead to a classless society,”
Scriassine said in reply. “It’s a matter of two or three centuries.”9
However, Beauvoir forcefully argues for the intentionality with which we positively
assume our lack of being in order to give meaning to the revolutionary enterprise and as a
way to assert subjectivity to the forefront of human experience.10
This moment of choice then must remain central to the political subjectivity I am
presenting. To be sure, what we are concerned with here is not ontology or teleology. In
fact, the only sort of ontological claim Beauvoir is making is that individuals lack a being
and fail at any attempt to be. Beauvoir’s motivation for bracketing off the question of
being (her existentialist conversion11) is her eventual endorsement of a lived existence, a
permanent process of becoming through which we engage in projects that define who we
wish to become and the world we choose to create. Rather than attempting to elucidate
the ontology of any specific political subject, I am interested in those conditions that
affect the transition from simply being in the world to engaging in a lived existence as a
political subject. The significance of the political subject I am proposing here is that only
those individuals who intentionally assume their ambiguity and choose to engage in
action that is at once collective, organized around principled commitments, and radical in
that it attempts to establish a new reality in the present exist as (that is, literally bring
themselves into existence as) political subjects. That action also functions as a
prerequisite to be considered a political subject determines the type of being we are
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concerned with here. The political subject is not an objective, timeless, singular being,
but rather a being among beings, a subject living in a world with others, who acts on the
gamut of human emotions and not entirely on reason and rationality. The political subject
is a being of and for the world, and it is only through action that they are brought into
existence.
The conditions Beauvoir identifies that bring into existence the political subject do
not determine a particular political stance but they also do not entirely separate politics
from the original conditions of their existence. To act in this world is to engage in
political activity and therefore to occupy a particular position in the field of politics. The
political choices Beauvoir is concerned with are not solely those acts that secure and
reinforce the stability of hegemonic expressions of ordering society – such as voting is to
representative democracies – but more importantly, those choices we make that operate at
the structural level of society and as such are concerned with the very constitution of
society itself.

Beauvoir and the political
The conditions that bring into existence the political subject are not abstract
criteria the individual fulfills in a space of detached reflection but rather require the
individual to directly engage with subjects and objects of the world. As was discussed in
the previous chapter, this phenomenological method expands the purview of the
subjective experience. Any attempt at understanding one’s experiencing of the world
must take into account their position in the world and their relation to other subjects and
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objects of the world.12 So when Beauvoir suggests we bracket off the question of being
she does not entirely dismiss any ontological concerns but rather shifts them away from
the abstract being and onto the world of which the political subject is inextricably bound.
The result is a distinction between politics and the political as a way of properly
understanding what is at stake in our political-ethical commitments.
To reveal a conception of the political is to explain the particular experience of
the political subject, the world within which they disclose their being, their relationship to
the world and to subjects in and objects of this world. But in revealing the conception of
the political as it is in Beauvoir’s philosophy, I am also interested in uncovering the
particular goal of political-ethical action. By this I do not mean to refer to a particular
ideological position. Nor will I discuss Beauvoir’s own personal political commitments,
which would include her work with Les temps modernes or her public involvement in the
case of Djamila Boupacha,13 as a way of understanding what the political subject should
advocate. Here I am interested in limiting my exploration to Beauvoir’s philosophical
writings, and will not consider biographical details. So, by the goal of political action, I
am referring to the goal of dialogue, discourse, commitments, and ethics as it relates to
the ontological conception of society. This is to say I wish to make a distinction between
those political acts that operate at the ontic and ontological levels of society. While those
12
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representative acts of ‘politics’ familiar to individuals in contemporary liberal
parliamentary democracies (elections, policy drafting and revision, public debates, or
even Question Period in Canadian Parliament) operate at the ontic level, the ‘political’
operates at the ontological level, and as such is concerned with “the very way in which
society is instituted.”14
This distinction between the terms ontic and ontological is a Heideggerian one,
but it is contemporary political theorist Chantal Mouffe who applies these distinctions to
discriminate between politics and the political. For Heidegger, ontic analyses “are
concerned with entities, properties of entities, relations between entities, rather than with
the being of entities,”15 such as “the manifold practices of conventional politics”16
mentioned above. However, these practices of politics are based on certain expressions of
order and only make sense within the logic of this particular understanding of ordered
society. So, a federal election that determines the particular leadership of a country based
on individuals electing a representative to act on their interests and concerns only makes
sense in the context of a liberal, Westminster-style parliamentary democracy. But this is
obviously not the only way to organize a society. The prevailing hegemonic expression of
a particular order then is the outcome of a struggle between conflicting alternatives. It is
this contingency of order that Mouffe attempts to expose. According to Mouffe,
Every order is political and based on some form of exclusion. There are always
other possibilities that have been repressed and that can be reactivated. The
articulatory practices through which a certain order is established and the
meaning of social institutions is fixed are ‘hegemonic practices’. Every
hegemonic order is susceptible of being challenged by counter-hegemonic
14
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practices, i.e. practices which will attempt to disarticulate the existing order so
as to install another form of hegemony.17
As Heidegger reminds us, these “ontological questions are prior to ontic ones.”18 So in
order to properly understand the entities of politics we must go beyond thinking of those
traditional signifiers of political activity and explore the constitutive elements of society.
Asking such structural questions effectively allows us to widen the boundaries of
legitimate political inquiry and rupture any perceived stability in the prevailing
hegemonic order.
When Robert Dubreuilh approaches Henri Perron about getting involved in his
party, the SRL, Henri resists – initially, at least. For Henri, the choice to become active in
the Resistance was an easy one but he currently lacks any motivation to get involved in
this new post-war political struggle. A brief analysis of his apprehension to commit to
Dubreuilh’s party helps reveal the distinction between politics and the political.
The trouble was that that struggle had shifted its form. The Resistance was one
thing, politics another. And Henri had no great passion for politics. He knew
what a movement such as Dubreuilh had in mind would mean: committees,
conferences, congresses, meetings, talk, and still more talk. And it meant
endless maneuvering, patching up of differences, accepting crippling
compromises, lost time, infuriating concessions, somber boredom. Nothing
could be more repulsive to him.19
The Resistance was, for Henri at least, clearly a struggle at the ontological level, as it was
concerned with the very way society is instituted. But as Henri sees it, Dubreuilh’s SRL
operates at the ontic level and contains those expressions of ‘politics’ that Henri finds
useless and ineffective at creating substantial social change: meetings, committees, and
endless talk. The problem is that Henri is unable to see how these components of political
17
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organizing are an important part of invigorating a social movement at the structural level
of society. The Resistance made visible the struggle of contesting hegemonies – literally,
the resistance to organizing France according to Nazi ideology. But this ontological
dimension is not always clear in political activity. It is only after Henri witnesses the
political situation of Portugal and the need to rally against the implicit and explicit (in the
case of the United States) support of the Salazar regime that he is able to properly
understand the ontological struggle of Dubreuilh’s SRL. Nevertheless, “properly political
questions always involve decisions which require us to make a choice between
conflicting alternatives.”20 So, while these alternatives may not be as clear as that
between the Resistance and Nazism, and the contingency of a particular order may not
always appear as such, it is always the case that “every society is the product of a series
of practices attempting to establish order in a context of contingency.”21 The goal of
political-ethical action then is not limited to participating in politics at the ontic level but
rather seeks to go beyond what is given and put in question precisely the underlying
structure of politics.

Transcendence: temporality and utopian politics
In the last chapter I explored the meaning of “project” as a principled commitment that
discloses an individual’s values, priorities, and beliefs to the world. But therein lies
another meaning to the word. In committing to a project, we project our being to the
world – that is, project as the act of projection. It is this act of projection that reveals the
temporality and transcendence of our existence, which for the political subject is
20
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contained in the idea of utopia. I identify the political subject’s project as necessarily
utopian for two reasons. First, the idea of utopia as an unreachable state or dreamed
reality (such as the island of Utopia Raphael Hythloday describes in Thomas More’s
Utopia) reveals the permanent temporal distance between those goals of political-ethical
action and the political subject’s ability to posses these ends in the present. But prior to
the political subject living the tension of this distance, utopian politics act as an
encouraging force to action that can overcome the motivational deficit of contemporary
political subjects (as discussed in the Introduction) and characters in The Mandarins.
Robert’s utopian project – his party, the SRL – faces criticism on many fronts,
and his “naïve belief in the Communists’ good will”22 is fading to the point where he is
considering giving up the SRL altogether. Anne wonders what has forced him to consider
abandoning his political project. Robert responds:
“It’s just that I’m questioning myself about the whole thing.”
“You mean the movement itself?”
“Yes. A socialist Europe – there are times when I wonder if it isn’t just a
utopian dream. But then every unrealized idea seems like a utopian dream.
You’d never do anything if you thought that nothing was possible, except what
already exists.” He spoke as if he were defending himself against some
invisible questioner, and I wondered where those doubts had suddenly come
from. He sighed. “It isn’t easy to distinguish between a real possibility and a
dream.”
“Wasn’t it Lenin who used to say, ‘Dreams are necessary?’”
“Yes, but only on the condition that you believe seriously in your dream.
That’s the whole question: Do I believe in it seriously enough?”23
Indeed, this is the question of the political subject, and hesitation, anxiety, indecision and
anguish are most certainly an integral part of those acts of disclosure that contribute to
the process of becoming. Remembering the scene at Henri and Paule’s party that opens
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the novel, Robert’s enthusiasm for the SRL is clear, and his urgency to act is motivated
by the sense that this political moment belongs to the Left. In fact, the first thing Robert
asks Henri after he arrives at the party is whether he is free for a meeting with Samazelle,
to talk Party matters. But when Henri tells Robert of his trip to Portugal, Robert scolds
Henri for even considering a leave from France at this time. “‘Travel can be exciting
enough,’ Dubreuilh said. ‘But just now it’s much more exciting being here.’”24 Henri,
despite his initial apprehensions, does eventually go along with Dubreuilh’s plans for an
independent, left wing party, but it is his trip to Portugal that secures his commitment to
action. In reflecting on his decision to commit to the SRL, Henri positively remembers
this seemingly advantageous political moment: “[He] remained convinced that in ’45 the
future was open; it wasn’t just for the fun of it that he had involved himself in politics; he
had felt with evidence to support him, that what was going on around him did in fact
concern him.’”25
In “Moral Idealism and Political Realism,” Beauvoir establishes the form any
“valid and coherent politics” must take, which is “first of all idealist inasmuch as it is
subordinate to an idea that it intends to carry out. Whether one fights for his country’s
independence, his integrity, prestige, or prosperity, whether he fights for the happiness of
man, for peace, justice, comfort, or freedom, the goal to be reached is an unreality [un
irréel].”26 The being who carries out such action is the political subject who – unlike
politicians for whom politics is but a personal career – “intends to map out the world to
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come.”27 Of course, she warns of the tendency for the political subject to believe “that the
ends that he is pursuing are imposed on him from the outside.” But she recovers the
human element, placing it at the center of action for the political subject: “By definition
an end is not; it has to be; it requires the spontaneity of a consciousness that, surpassing
the given, throws itself toward the future. No historical tradition, no geographical
structure, no economic fact can impose a course of action.”28 Here we encounter a
distance in the end we seek: an end is not; it has to be. By exploring another dimension to
Beauvoir’s notion of transcendence we will see how the temporality of our utopian
politics is intimately connected to the distance of our being, and in the end provides the
solution to the reconciliation of our having-to-be with being.
Beyond this motivational capacity of post-war France, the “hours following the
liberation of Paris”29 also signify the transcendental meaning of the term project.
Beauvoir describes the liberation of Paris as a celebratory party – such as the opening
scene to The Mandarins – and in The Ethics of Ambiguity as “an immense collective
festival exalting the happy and absolute end of that particular history.”30 Within this
celebratory festival we are attempting to possess existence in the present and confine our
subjectivity to that particular moment. For Beauvoir, “this is the reason societies institute
festivals whose role is to stop the movement of transcendence, to set up the end as an
end.”31 “But the tension of existence realized as a pure negativity cannot maintain itself
for long; it must be immediately engaged in a new undertaking, it must dash off toward
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the future.”32 This is why the characters present at Henri and Paule’s house on that
Christmas Eve are forming political parties, charting a new course of action and allowing
themselves to be motivated by certain utopian desires: “the pure affirmation of the
subjective present are only abstractions; the joy becomes exhausted, drunkenness
subsides into fatigue, and one finds himself with his hands empty because one can never
possess the present.”33
In considering utopian politics as a motivating force to engage in our
transcendental capacities, we are simultaneously adding a revolutionary qualifier to the
idea of transcendence. It is in social and political struggle that transcendence takes on the
radical notion of surpassing the given and established,34 and “seeks, with the destruction
of the given situation, the whole future which will flow from its victory.”35 As motivating
as utopian dreams can be, these ideals cannot prescribe a course of action. However, it is
by judging the present situation that we can find the end’s conditions of possibility.36 In
post-war France, Robert sees room for an independent Left party that, while not
communist themselves, are united with the Communist Party. And after his trip to
Portugal, Henri is committed to exposing the effect of the Salazar regime on the poor and
working class Portuguese. Both are motivated by their utopian desires, yet both find the
conditions of the possibility of action in their present situation.
To act upon these conditions of possibility is to engage in a particular temporal
aspect of our being. Beauvoir’s phenomenological method is originally motivated by the
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inner void we experience when we attempt to look within to locate a sense of self. We
must then engage in a lived existence, committing to projects that disclose our being to
the world. But these projects refer to that which has yet to be: we commit to projects that
are motivated by a world we want to establish; our disclosure of being is a disclosure of
the person we are striving to be. The warning for the political subject is to not be blinded
by these ends and reject the subjectivity of others or to be overcome by the weight of this
demand to change the world and confine existence to the present.37 Beauvoir reminds us
the “end justifies the means only if it remains present, if it is completely disclosed in the
course of the present enterprise.”38 To offer an example of the contrary: “a democracy
which defends itself only by acts of oppression equivalent to those of authoritarian
regimes, is precisely denying all [democratic] values.”39 To truly wish for the
emancipation of a particular class, the abolition of a racist immigration policy, or an end
to the oppression of and violence towards women, for instance, is to have this end present
in one’s ethics, politics and projects.
The grand nature of these utopian desires and the irreducible distance between the
moment we exist and the end that is always yet to be unfortunately prevents us from ever
attaining the ends as they exist in our mind. We are caught in a paradox. Beauvoir is clear
that surpassing the given and transcending the present order of things “is the veritable
ethics,” and to set ourselves up towards these utopian ends “is the only valid politics.”
However, we must not set up these ends as an end in itself; the end must be present in our
actions. But for these ideal ends “to come down to earth means accepting defilement,

37

Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, 126-127.
Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, 125.
39
Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, 124-125.
38

Chapter Three | Political Subjectivities 68
Wood
failure, horror; it means admitting that it is impossible to save everything.”40 This
reinforces our inability to contain an ideal end in the present – an end is yet to be. But to
fail to reach these goals is to realize the synthesis of having-to-be at the same time as
being. Beauvoir reminds us: “man fulfills himself within the transitory or not at all.”41
The synthesis is this permanent process of becoming for the political subject, who must
continually transcend the given situation and engage in radical, collective and principled
political action. In a very simple sense, we “must give up any idea of finding rest.”42
This failure is certainly demoralizing and is the ultimate test of the political
subject’s commitments. Even though Robert and Henri were motivated by the political
landscape of post-war France that lead so easily to the belief in utopian politics,
throughout the novel they realize the difficulty of attempting to establish their dreams on
earth. After the failure of the SRL, Dubreuilh’s optimism of that situation is replaced with
a bitter resentment of his naivety. In their experience, it is easier to engage in a politics of
resistance than to create anew.
“You think that even in October the S.R.L. didn’t have a chance?” Henri
asked.
“I think it never had a chance,” Dubreuilh said sharply… “Let’s face it. What
weight did we carry? None at all… There’s nothing one can do.”
…
“We were always aware that we were only a minority,” Henri said, “but you
maintained that a minority could do effective work.”
…
“For the Resistance, fine! A handful of men was enough; all we wanted, after
all, was to stir up trouble. Stirring up trouble, sabotage, resisting – that’s the
job of a minority. But when you set out to build, that’s an entirely different
story. We thought all we had to do was take advantage of the running start we
had got while actually there was a radical difference between the Occupation
period and the one that followed the liberation.”
40
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…
[Henri] could see clearly why Dubreuilh was claiming the opposite: the old
man didn’t want to think he had had possibilities of action and hadn’t exploited
them properly. He preferred to accuse himself of a mistake in judgment rather
than admit to a defeat.43
Just as Beauvoir suggests we positively assume the negative condition of our
existence – our lack of being – so too can the political subject positively assume the
failure associated with attempting to establish these utopian ideals in the present. By
employing the theme of repetition, I argue that the permanent process of becoming
reveals certain truths to the political subject that give meaning not only to these failed
political projects but to the very being of the subject as well.

The movement of repetition
The temporal dimension to the permanent process of becoming is rooted in
Kierkegaard’s idea of repetition as a way to truth. In fact, Beauvoir admits that this idea
is a central theme of The Mandarins, specifically the belief that “truly to possess
something, one must have lost it and found it again.”44 If we are to consider the political
subject in a permanent process of becoming we must then understand their lives to be in
constant flux and as such the world that is created through the actions of these subjects is
in a similarly permanent process of becoming. This permanence of our having-to-be
allows for the emergence of repetition in our actions. It is through our repetitive attempts
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to understand certain truths of our existence that we bring into existence life truths.
Through my reading of The Mandarins, I explore the relationship between two different
types of truth: one static, eternal truth that exists independent of our awareness, and the
other, a life truth derived from these eternal truths that is brought into existence through
the specific actions of the individual.
Søren Kierkegaard develops his idea of repetition in two works, Repetition and
Fear and Trembling, both of which expose a rupture between philosophy and existence
and the type of truth belonging to each domain: the eternal truths of philosophy and the
life truths of existence. He introduces the theme of repetition in opposition to the Greek
notion of recollection, arguing that the act of recollection leads to truth as knowledge
about human existence in general, while the act of repetition produces “a truth that
belongs to life.”45 For Kierkegaard, recollection is conceptualized as a static process of
achieving a particular truth of “a passed actuality”46 – an eternal truth containing
knowledge of human existence that exists independent of our awareness of it. Through
her process of recollecting on human existence in general and our relationship to the
world and other subjects of the world, Beauvoir illuminates some of these eternal truths
in her philosophical and fictional writing. For instance, the foundational truth of an
existentialist existence is our lack of being and the necessity of negating this negation and
engaging in a process of becoming. But it is difficult at first to understand how to commit
to an existence that recognizes our lack of being. Above all, it requires the subject to act.
We cannot understand how these eternal truths relate to our life through recollection
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alone. Through a repetitive process of the subject’s attempts to understand these eternal
truths, we eventually come to learn how eternal truths in their generalized form relate to
our life. In acting on this newly acquired knowledge, we bring into existence a new form
of truth: a life truth that while based on an eternal truth applies specifically to our own
subjective experience. It is precisely the transformative capacity of our immanent
reflection on the world that prevents these eternal truths from remaining in their pure,
static form once we’ve come to understand them.47
This life truth is brought into existence through a subject’s repetitive actions; it is
movement, not static recollection, that is important here. “When something is repeated it
is reenacted, brought into existence; it is not only represented as an idea, but recreated as
a reality.”48 However, in discussing the life truth that is brought into existence
Kierkegaard is specifically referring to “the kind of truth essential to Christianity – a truth
incarnated in Jesus; a truth that literally comes into being; a truth defined...in terms of the
subjectivity of the existing individual.”49 For Kierkegaard, the Christian truth was
performed through the actions of the material incarnation of God, and it was through
these actions that believers were able to understand the Christian ideals of love,
compassion and salvation. If we abstract the Christian tinge to this idea of truth, we are
left with an extremely useful understanding of a life truth that depends on the subject to
bring it into existence. The process of becoming then also involves a process by which
truth is brought into existence through a particular repetitive life experience for the
47
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subject. This is what Clare Carlisle means when she argues for an understanding of
repetition as movement. The actions of our material bodies are central to the function of
repetition as bringing life truths into existence. The consequences of understanding
repetition as a movement is that, as Carlisle puts it, “repetition exceeds ideality” and as
such frustrates attempts to “elucidate repetition philosophically.”50 For this reason
Kierkegaard’s Repetition is “more like an experimental novel than a conventional
philosophical treatise.”51 Likewise, in order to understand Beauvoir’s philosophical
conception of repetition we must turn to The Mandarins.
When Anne first introduces herself to us in the second part of chapter one (the
first time in the novel she is a narrator), she is attempting to work through a serious
existential crisis: “she has yet again lost the security that the adoption of a foreign
absolute provides for the individual.”52 Anne has tried to secure her life through a series
of failed attempts to mask her fundamental ambiguity (her lack of being) by adopting a
dependence on absolutes. As a child, she had faith in God but during her teenage years
adopted an atheistic worldview and was confronted with her finite existence. As an
adolescent she met Robert, to whom she’s been married since, a marriage that has
prevented her from having to accept her tragic ambivalence. So when Anne begins to
realize Robert’s imperfections, his wavering commitment to writing literature, his
eventual replacement as France’s foremost writer by the younger generation, in short,
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“ever since he descended to the ranks of the merely human,”53 she falls into a deep
depression. Anne then decides to go to New York to attend a conference and once there
begins a relationship with the writer Lewis Brogan. Shannon Mussett summarizes the
significance:
In one way, Anne’s affair with the American writer Lewis Brogan functions as
a repetition of her love of Robert as she finds a new reason to live in her deep
love of this new man. However, like the repetition found in Kierkegaardian
philosophy, Anne’s repetition is not an exact mirroring, but contains within it
critical differences from her relationship with Robert. These differences allow
Anne to come to terms once and for all with her dependence on foreign
absolutes.54
Anne’s relationship with Lewis allows her to finally come to realize the truth of our
ambiguous condition and the need to positively assume our original failure to be in order
to engage with her own transcendental freedom. In fact, Mussett argues that this freedom
is the only absolute to be embraced because it “does not stand over against the subject as
a dominating and authoritarian force, but rather forms the very basis of the existent’s
praxis.”55 The eternal truth of our ambiguous condition exists independent of Anne’s own
ability to understand how it relates to her position in the world, and the misrecognition of
this truth has significant effects on her life. When Anne finally does come to understand
the negative effect of her reliance on foreign absolutes, she is able to configure this
eternal truth so it relates to her specific experience, and in effect brings this particular life
truth into existence through her actions that positively affirm her ambiguity. In the final
chapter, Anne overcomes the urge to end her life and positively assumes her existence.
Her thoughts end the book: “Since my heart continues to beat, it will have to beat for
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something. Since I’m not deaf, I’ll once more hear people calling to me.”56 Anne’s
experience demonstrates the immense difficulty of accepting her tragic ambivalence and
positively assuming her original failure, and is but one of many ways Beauvoir argues
that during our process of becoming we lose ourselves in the object in order to annihilate
our subjectivity.57 In recovering her subjectivity, Anne’s actions bring into existence the
life truth of exactly how she can stop masking her fundamental ambiguity and begin to
live an existentialist existence.

Repetition and the political subject
i. The true form of political-ethical action
In Anne’s experience, the movement of repetition is a negative process of masking her
fundamental ambiguity by adopting a series of absolutes. However, for the political
subject, the movement of repetition relates to a process where the subject commits to a
positive attempt to establish in reality a world that is yet to be. This positive move
requires the political subject to commit to action that engages with the collective
dimensions of our being – that in willing ourselves free, we simultaneously will the
freedom of all others. This commitment also engages with the temporal distance of our
being and projects, which as demonstrated above, unfortunately subjects these projects to
the distance and failure that marks all utopian projects. It is through this failed and
repetitive process of attempting to establish these utopian dreams here on earth that the
political subject brings into existence life truths concerning the form of political-ethical
commitments and the goal of these actions. Overall, I argue that the realization of the life
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truth of our projects is the result of our willing of the ideals contained in our goals, not in
their eventual realization.
Beauvoir begins “Moral Idealism and Political Realism” by recalling the Greek
drama, Antigone, one of Sophocles’ Theban plays, to establish the dichotomy between
the political realist, who is committed to engaging in realist action and is not interested in
any sort of ideal goals of this action, and the moral idealist, who has immense difficulties
committing to any form of action as it is sure to differ from their universal ideals.
Beauvoir argues, “each side is imprisoned in its own value system in the name of which it
rejects the values of its adversary.”58 While the realist is convinced of their “effective
methods and useful aims,” the moralist, “enamored with eternal principles only, will
always look at the realist’s actions as being futile.”59 Beauvoir explains, “For a long time,
this duality was based on man’s belief that he belonged at once to two worlds… This
obliged him at times to choose between two irreconcilable orders of values,”60 which are
essentially those values of human beings (represented in this play by the state) and values
in their ideal form (as represented by the divine values of gods). Our contemporary
humanist world is much different, and although “the conflict that opposes moralists and
realists takes on an entirely different meaning,”61 Sophocles’ lesson remains: “…every
human achievement is coextensive with a fateful limit. The world both supports and
undermines human achievement.”62 The chorus delivers the tragic message:

58

Beauvoir, “Moral Idealism and Political Realism,” 175.
Beauvoir, “Moral Idealism and Political Realism,” 175.
60
Beauvoir, “Moral Idealism and Political Realism,” 176.
61
Beauvoir, “Moral Idealism and Political Realism,” 176.
62
Lawrence J. Hatab draws this conclusion in his discussion of the place of Sophocles in
the writings of Nietzsche, especially The Brith of Tragedy. See Nietzsche and Eternal
59

Chapter Three | Political Subjectivities 76
Wood
For what is now and
What comes after and
What came
Before, only one
Law can account,
Which is that into the life
Of mortal beings comes
Nothing great that lies
Beyond the reach of ruin.63
The chorus end with a warning:
Wisely someone has
Kept before us the
Famous saying that
A moment will come
When what is bad
Seems good to the
Man whom some
God is driving toward
Ruin. Only a short
Time does he stay
Beyond the reach of ruin.64
The paradox here is that political-ethical action, as I understand it, is necessarily
motivated by a certain utopianism. Even the political realist acts initially according to a
certain idea that exists in their mind. This is because the ends towards which our
transcendence moves are not given; they require a consciousness to bring them into
existence. No situation can impose a course of action; every movement is at least initially
guided by an idea. Beauvoir states, “any coherent and valid politics is first of all idealist
inasmuch as it is subordinate to an idea that it intends to carry out.”65 However, action
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requires the political subject to falter from these ideals and act according to their
particular situated experience in the world. To engage in proper political-ethical action
then requires the subject to have knowledge of how to properly balance the tension
between the commitment to these ideals that initially drive action and the constraints of
any particular situation. As we saw with the case of Anne, translating knowledge of
eternal truths to a particular experience of the world is a difficult process and often
requires the subject to enter into a repetitive series of failed attempts. It is through Robert
Dubreuilh’s failed and repetitive attempts to live out a commitment to communism in The
Mandarins that he is able to bring into existence the particular life truth regarding the
form of political-ethical action. The political subject must, regardless of the goal of their
action, balance the tension between the universal idealities that motivate and initially
guide action and the realities of attempting to bring these ideals into existence.
After Henri and Robert repair their relationship, they begin to evaluate their past
and present political commitments. Karen Vintges concludes that the lesson emerging
from this conversation is a warning about prescriptive political action, arguing we should
abandon thinking of politics as applying blueprints of idealized goals and approach
politics on a case-by-case basis – as if we can distance ourselves from the political.66 She
draws this conclusion by focusing on Robert’s comments, especially when he admits to
Henri, “The S.R.L. had a constructive programme and it was necessarily utopian. What I
am doing now is much more like what I was doing in ’36. We’re trying to defend
ourselves against a given danger by employing whatever means are at hand. That’s far
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more realistic.”67 He continues: “When you’re modest, you begin to understand that, on
the one hand, there’s reality, and on the other, nothing. And I know of no worse error
than preferring emptiness to fullness.”68 In this instance Vintges occupies the role of the
supposed realist who disregards the need for universal ideals.69 In “Moral Idealism and
Political Realism,” Beauvoir argues that only through the proper negotiation of the
necessary tension of the universal and the particular can the political subject be a coincidence of themselves. “However, this requires that he give up the security that he
hoped to gain by enclosing himself within the pure subjectivity of traditional ethics or the
objectivity of realist politics”70 And although Vintges points to the theme of repetition in
the case of Anne, she doesn’t offer a similar analysis of this conversation between Robert
and Henri.
During this conversation Robert alludes to three broad stages of political action
throughout his life: the pre-war action of 1936, the immediate post-war utopian efforts of
the SRL, and his current political projects that he considers to be similar to those actions
before the war. Even though he considers his current commitments to be far more
realistic, he also makes a comment in the same conversation with Henri that Vintges
misses but is crucial to understanding how the theme of repetition functions here. In a
fervent reaction to Henri’s relentless chastising of Robert’s commitment to communism,
Robert makes a critical comment: “’There’s one thing that you must realize’, he said
heatedly, ‘and that is that acceptance is always a matter of choice, love always a matter of
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preference. If you wait until you meet absolute perfection before getting involved, you’ll
never love anyone and never do anything.’”71
What Vintges misses here is that this conversation revolves around Robert’s
commitment to communism, a political idea Henri has more difficulty committing to, and
it is this fidelity that reveals how repetition functions to produce life truths for the
political subject. During this conversation, Robert explains to Henri the necessary tension
between universal ideals and the subjective experience of human existence. Robert
commits to communism knowing it is not perfect but argues for this commitment as the
only way to attempt to realize this ideal. However, Robert only discovers this life truth
after his realist experiences in 1936 – in which he is attempting to fight against the real
danger of a growing Nazi threat – and his failed utopian experiment with the SRL. Robert
now truly possesses the idea of proper political action as containing the motivating force
of utopian politics but also recognizing and working within the realities of daily
experience. It is only after he has engaged with these two poles of political action
separately that he can come to understand the dialectic contained in the form of political
action that “reconciles man with himself.”72 He now commits to communism knowing
that he must not lose himself in the object of his desire but rather that the ideals this
ideology represents must be present in his actions. This requires Robert to continually
reassert his commitment, ensuring his actions are willing into existence the idea of a
communist society. He is now fully engaged in a permanent process of becoming with his
commitment to communism as the guiding ideal and motivating force. Only within this
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permanent movement is Robert a political subject who reconciles having-to-be at the
same time as being.

ii. The true goal of political-ethical action
As the author of four volumes of autobiography, it is difficult to explore the idea of
communism in The Mandarins without recourse to Beauvoir’s own ideological position –
a difficult task further complicated by her forceful resistance to treating political goals,
dogmas or ideologies as absolute ends. Beauvoir presents this argument in a more
abstract manner through her discussion of the “serious man” in The Ethics of Ambiguity:
Dishonestly ignoring the subjectivity of his choice, he pretends that the
unconditioned value of the object is being asserted through him; and by the
same token he also ignores the value of the subjectivity and the freedom of
others, to such an extent that, sacrificing them to the thing, he persuades
himself that what he sacrifices is nothing.73
This is not to say that Beauvoir was without any utopian goal that drove her politicalethical action throughout her life. Sonia Kruks identifies Beauvoir’s politics as a “radical
humanism” that begins in protest to the objectivism or “seriousness” of orthodox
Marxism as a way to develop “an argument concerning the interdependence of freedoms
and the necessarily intersubjective character of subjectivity.”74 In fact, Kruks also claims
it is Beauvoir’s synthesis of existentialism and Marxism “which supplies the missing link
between Sartre’s philosophy and Marxism.”75 Following Kruks, I root Beauvoir’s politics
in her intersubjective understanding of freedom – “to will oneself free is also to will
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others free.”76 Freedom then is the only end we can consider absolute and the only end
towards which our transcendence should surge. But freedom is also the foundation of all
our projects; without the power to engage in our transcendental freedom, the type of
projects to which we can commit is seriously limited.77 I will explore Robert and Henri’s
commitment to communism in The Mandarins as an example of one way the political
subject attempts to realize this true goal of political-ethical action.
There is nothing in Beauvoir’s idea of freedom that can help discriminate between
competing ideologies that all claim to advance the goal of collective self-emancipation,
the idea that in willing myself free I must create the conditions where every other
individual can will herself free. What we can deduce, however, is that freedom is not idle
but must be willed into existence. Freedom “is only by making itself be.”78 In acting on
my freedom, I must also act as though all others share this freedom despite not knowing
the particular course of action that guarantees this reciprocity. This goal of politicalethical action must continually and repeatedly be brought into existence through the
actions of the political subject in order to create the conditions by which all others can
simultaneously freely assume their subjectivity and engage in action of their own that
wills this very same intersubjective freedom. But in the course of the political subject’s
attempts to realize this goal, she must move beyond simply promoting the ideal of
freedom and commit to a particular political project, just as in contemporary society we
must move beyond simply being an advocate for such seemingly egalitarian notions as
76
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“human rights” – as if these ideals contain within them a clear path that leads to true
equality – and explore the realities of maintaining a commitment to realizing these goals
through political projects. Part of committing to a lived existence is the requirement to
make difficult choices between alternative courses of action, solidarities, ideologies and
ethical ideals. “The dilettante who claims to love everything loves nothing,”79 Beauvoir
says. In addition to fully understanding our commitments, especially those ideological
commitments that claim to be the path towards collective self-emancipation, we must
also fully understand those commitments we reject. This is not simply making a choice
between communism and democracy, for instance, but fully understanding the political
subject’s internal reasoning for maintaining a commitment to communism despite the
horrors of Soviet communism, or to democracy despite the many wars waged as part of
campaigns to “export democracy.” “The most convenient solution would be to challenge
the judgments that bother me by considering the men who pass them as simple objects,
denying them their freedom.”80 If we are to follow Beauvoir, the Soviet experiment with
communism cannot be used as pretext for ignoring Robert and Henri’s serious
commitments to this ideology.
Beauvoir scholars and commentators of The Mandarins have not viewed Robert
and Henri’s ideological commitment to communism favourably or even sympathetically.
Already been noted are Karen Vintges and Gail Weiss’ respective warnings on the danger
of reading ideal goals such as communism as blueprints that the political subject merely
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applies to society.81 Others have explained away the centrality of communism in The
Mandarins arguing, “There were no serious political alternatives other than the
Communist Party”82 or by reducing communism to being “the greater of two evils” over
capitalism.83 In questioning the ideological dichotomy of this novel, William McBride
asks, if not communism, “What was [Beauvoir’s] ‘vision’…of a possible better future?”84
He goes on to establish the idea of democracy as Beauvoir’s ideal future, her utopia. He
claims, “if properly understood as the overcoming, in a global context, of relations of
dominance and subordination, [democracy] does not seem to me too wide of her mark.”85
Though unwilling to separate the idea of communism from the historical practice of
communism or “really existing socialism,” McBride is sure to distance his democratic
utopia from those practices of democratic societies to which Beauvoir was knowingly
opposed, specifically Gaullist France.86 Unfortunately for McBride, this forecloses the
opportunity to explore the idea of communism as a political-ethical ideal for the
characters of The Mandarins. And although McBride rightfully notes how “‘ambiguity’
describes the reality of ethical practice” for Robert, he considers the failed attempts at
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realizing communism sufficient reason to not consider it an ideal towards which the
political subject can project her transcendence.87
While communism is established as the central political-ethical dilemma of the
novel, contrary to McBride’s insistence, Beauvoir does not offer any clear alternative in
the novel that would seem to be a superior alternative. Specifically for Henri and Robert,
the task is not to compare the relative quality of communism versus democracy or even
capitalism but to work within the idea of communism and attempt to separate the ideal
from the tragic practices of the Soviet Union. We cannot conclude from this, however,
that Beauvoir herself endorses communism. But as an author, Beauvoir has the special
ability to explore a variety of political-ethical commitments to ideological ideals that
claim to universalize the conditions by which everyone, in willing their own being free,
simultaneously wills the freedom of everyone else. So even though Beauvoir herself was
not a member of the Communist Party, nor did she admit to even being a theoretical
communist, for many characters in The Mandarins communism functions as their freely
chosen political-ethical commitment and the path they believe will lead to the elimination
of oppression and to a situation where all individuals hold equal power to engage in their
transcendental and intersubjective freedom. A serious treatment of the centrality of
communism in The Mandarins reveals the difficulty and necessity of the political
subject’s attempts to bring into existence utopian desires.
Throughout the novel both Henri and Robert take seriously their political-ethical
commitments, specifically their attempts to separate communism as an idea and the
reality of the Soviet Union. While both are ultimately committed to the idea of
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communism – despite recurring hesitations – they constantly argue over the finer points
of realizing these ideals on earth. This type of infighting reaches it most dramatic when
Henri ends (temporarily, at least) his relationship with Robert over allegations of Robert
joining the Communist Party. These conflicts are sufficient proof that Henri and Robert
are not treating communism as an absolute end. Rather, communism is the course of
political action that they believe most closely adheres to the only end we can consider an
absolute – freedom.
The level of Robert and Henri’s commitment is best expressed when George
Peltov, a Russian informant, presents his report on the existence of Soviet work camps to
the board of L’Espoir. After reading this report, the majority of board members are
outraged and in full support of publication. Peltov
pointed to names and figures on the papers spread out before him and Lambert
recited them in French. Karaganda, Tsarskoe, Uzbek. They were no longer
merely words; they were stretches of the frozen Russian steppe, swamps,
miserable barracks where men and women worked fourteen hours a day for a
pound of bread. They died of the cold, of scurvy, of dysentery, of exhaustion.
As soon as they became too weak to work, they were carted off to hospitals
where they were systematically starved to death.88
For Samazelle, there is no question: “If only a fourth of what he says is true, it should be
shouted immediately from every rooftop, through thousands of loud speakers. You have
no idea what a concentration camp is like! Whether it be Russian or Nazi, it’s all the
same. We didn’t fight the Nazis to encourage the Russians.”89 Scriassine, a Russian
émigré, agrees wholeheartedly with Samazelle.
Not wanting to compromise the overall communist project, Henri has difficulty
deciding whether to publish the existence of Soviet work camps. This also causes him to
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question the ideal of communism as really containing the conditions for intersubjective
freedom. When the board of L’Espoir finally demands to publish the existence of Soviet
work camps, Henri ultimately agrees to do so on the condition that Robert also agree to
publish. However, Robert has made his commitment to communism and to the Russians
explicit throughout the entire novel. The chances of Robert agreeing to publish are very
slim indeed, and even though Henri never admits to knowing so, it is difficult to believe
the contrary. In reflecting on the idea of communism, Henri admits
he knew of the abuses, the imperfections of the Soviet Union; nevertheless,
socialism, true socialism, the one in which justice and freedom belong to all
men, would one day finish by triumphing in the Soviet Union, and through the
Soviet Union.90
This internal dialogue helps clarify Henri’s response to the board of L’Espoir. It should
go without saying Henri objects to the work camps and other actions he considers
“abuses” and “imperfections” of the Soviet Union. Despite this, the Soviet Union remains
important because they are engaging in action that attempts to universalize the conditions
for collective self-emancipation – a political project that Henri agrees will achieve this
goal – and it is only through action that this intersubjective freedom can ever be realized.
But Henri understands that freedom must remain the absolute, not communism, and as
such is aware that human suffering actually runs counter to the goal of political-ethical
action. Still, this is not enough to dissuade him from his commitment to communism. “If
only you could be completely for, or completely against!”91 he wishes.
It is only after Henri and Robert discuss the merits of publishing and those of
withholding that Henri writes a draft report for L’Espoir. In the piece, he takes great care
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“to point out that, on the one hand, the faults of the Soviet Union in no way excused
those of capitalism, and, on the other, that the existence of the camps damned a certain
policy but not the whole régime.”92 At this point in the story Henri is suspicious that
Robert has secretly joined the Communist Party and it is Robert’s insistence that
publicizing the existence of Soviet work camps would be detrimental to the entire
communist project that convinces him of this suspicion. He calls out Robert for not
outright stating his political orientation: “To humour [the Communists] at any price
without joining them outright is to choose the easiest kind of moral comfort. It’s plain
cowardice.”93 A commitment to any ideology requires the political subject to denounce
those who deny the freedom and subjectivity of others under the same banner. So for
Henri, “it would be criminal not to do everything in [his] power against the camps.”94
Despite these objections, he remains convinced of the importance of maintaining the
commitment to the idea of communism and must rally around those who are actively
willing this idea into existence. For, “if, this evening, that certainty left him, then the
whole future would sink into the shadows; nowhere else in the world could even a
glimmer of hope be seen.”95
We are not witness to Robert’s internal dialogue like we are with Henri so we are
unable to know of any unspoken hesitations or frustrations with maintaining this
commitment. On the outside, at least, Robert is steadfast in his belief in communism as
containing the ability to abolish all forms of oppression and universalize the conditions
for intersubjective freedom, and throughout the novel he is willing to challenge any
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objector to his belief, specifically Henri. In discussing L’Espoir, Robert challenges
Henri’s passivity to commit to action that attempts to bring into existence Robert’s
desired level of freedom.
“You act as if you believe there’s still a Resistance and that we’re heading
steadily towards socialism…All we’re doing, really, is marking time; in fact,
we’re even beginning to retreat. And not one of you has the guts to tell the
truth.”
“I always thought you agreed with L’Espoir,” Henri said…
“Agree with what?” Dubreuilh asked. “L’Espoir has no line… If your paper
pleases everybody, it’s because it disturbs nobody. It attacks nothing, defends
nothing, evades every problem. It makes for pleasant reading, like a local
sheet.”96
While both are ultimately committed to communism, they disagree as to the best methods
of achieving their goal, and Robert’s outspoken criticism of his close friend hints at his
conviction and passion he places in his political project. However, Robert is not without
taking criticism himself. When discussing a course of action regarding the work camps
with his wife, Anne, he expresses the difficulty of living up to her reminder that as an
intellectual, Robert has made a commitment to tell the truth. He struggles with this
demand in this instance:
“You say that if I remain silent about the camps, I’d be an accomplice,” he
said. “But in speaking out, I’d become an accomplice of the enemies of the
Soviet Union, that is, of all those who want to keep the world as it is. It’s true
that those camps are a horrible thing. But you mustn’t forget that horror is
everywhere.”97
Anne is disappointed with Robert’s answer. She reflects,
There was a time when he was completely forthright, would let neither Russia
nor the Communist Party get away with anything. And one of the raisons
d’être of the S.R.L. was to allow him to voice constructive criticism. Suddenly,
he chose to remain silent. Why? Accusing him of being an idealist had
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wounded him deeply; he was trying to be a realist, to adapt himself to the hard
necessities of these times.98
Robert is in a compromising position only because he is treating communism as
the absolute end instead of freedom. Moreover, at this point, he is unwilling or unable to
realize that these universal ideals cannot remain in their pure form once we attempt to
bring them down to earth. In his mind he cannot separate the Soviet Union from his idea
of communism, and so for him, criticizing one is denouncing the other. As was
mentioned above, his strict commitment to these utopian ideals is part of his process of
becoming, a series of failed attempts to realize the life truth of the form of politicalethical action. As was discussed above, at the end of the novel Robert is able to
understand that proper political-ethical action must balance the tension between universal
ideals such as communism and the realities of attempting to establish this utopia on earth.
It is through these failed attempts to act on the idea of freedom through a
commitment to communism that we understand the demands placed on the political
subject, who above all else must be able to recognize the immense difficulties and
sometimes compromising decisions of maintaining a political commitment. In order to
act on the intersubjective idea of freedom, we must balance the tension between the
idealities and realities of our commitment to projects we believe will secure this goal; we
must carefully engage with the individual and collective dimensions of our being; and we
must continually reassert our commitment to collective self-emancipation by engaging in
action that attempts to abolish the present conditions that deny this goal as a possibility.
The antinomies of action, the failure and distance associated with such utopian projects,
and the difficulties by which we can ascertain from the movement of repetition certain
98
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life truths all frustrate our attempts to commit to the will of freedom. We may not always
know which actions will respect the subjectivity of others and which will reduce them to
pure objectivity but, as Beauvoir suggests, “we must, in any case, maneuver in a state of
doubt.”99 We must continually act on the idea of collective self-emancipation.
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An overview of the existentialist political subject
The value of adopting an existentialist understanding of the world may not be
immediately clear to the political subject. Rejecting the “pure subjectivity of traditional
ethics” and the “objectivity of realist politics,”1 she is left with the difficult task of
attempting to “hold both ends of the chain at the same time, surpassing the interiorexterior, subjective-objective opposition.”2 Existentialist philosophy does not go so far as
to provide an exact method for the political subject to achieve this task, but from
Beauvoir’s writings we can argue that it is not enough for one to simply be a Marxist, an
anarchist or a liberal. This does not mean the political subject rejects every political
project. Beauvoir is quite clear that the existentialist position requires the political subject
to engage with the radical nature of their transcendental freedom by committing to
projects that attempt to surpass the given and establish in the present the conditions for
collective self-emancipation. Of course, not only is the path to this ideal goal unclear but
the conditions under which we can consider an individual free has been an unresolved
issue in the history of philosophy. So, the political subject must approach their chosen
political project as an existentialist, which requires her to continually strive towards the
ideal goal of collective-self determination in every action. The value of existentialism
then is not only the recognition of “the individual as the source and reason for being” but
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the requirement “that the individual has reality only through his engagement in the
world.”3
In 1947, Simone de Beauvoir wrote an essay in response to a litany of questions she
received asking her to condense the existentialist position to a simple sentence or two.
Citing the extreme disappointment of the “Parisian public who rushed to the first
existentialist conferences in the hopes of seeing surrealist extravagances” only to “have to
listen to a serious doctrinal lecture like a class at the Sorbonne,” Beauvoir attempts to
find an explanation for the “fact that nonspecialists [in philosophy], regardless of their
incompetence, are interested in existentialism.”4 Her answer is simple yet reveals the
difficulty of living out a commitment to an existentialist existence. She writes,
The reason, in fact, is that although existentialism claims to rest upon the
most serious theoretical bases, it also claims to be a practical and living
attitude toward the problems posed by the world today. It is a philosophy yet
does not want to stay enclosed in books and schools; it intends to revive the
great tradition of ancient wisdom that also involved difficult physics and
logic, yet proposed a concrete human attitude to all men.5
The reason for reading Beauvoir’s fiction in combination with her philosophical works is
precisely because the existentialist position is difficult to fully explain in one format.
Books, novels, lectures or interviews are not enough on their own to adequately express
this philosophy. Above all else, it requires the individual to directly engage with the
world and approach the problems she encounters with recognition of her fundamental
ambiguity and respect for the transcendental freedom of others. As has been mentioned,
an engagement with the world leads the individual to the process of becoming, a

3

Beauvoir, “What is Existentialism?,” 325.
Beauvoir, “What is Existentialism?,” 324.
5
Beauvoir, “What is Existentialism?,” 324.
4

Chapter Four | Conclusion 93
Wood
permanent practice of having-to-be only to be reconciled by the political subject through
a commitment to utopian political projects.
The existentialist existence is such that no matter the ethics chosen or the political
projects committed to, the life of that being who positively assumes their fundamental
ambiguity oscillates somewhere between fulfillment and leftover desire. In a 1965
interview, Beauvoir reflects on the many successes of her own life and wonders why she
still desires more.
When one has an existentialist view of the world, like mine, the paradox of
human life is precisely that one tries to be and, in the long run, merely exists.
It's because of this discrepancy that when you've laid your stake on being—
and, in a way you always do when you make plans, even if you actually know
that you can't succeed in being—when you turn around and look back on your
life, you see that you've simply existed. In other words, life isn't behind you
like a solid thing, like the life of a god (as it is conceived, that is, as something
impossible). Your life is simply a human life… I've had what I wanted, and,
when all is said and done, what one wanted was always something else. A
woman psychoanalyst wrote me a very intelligent letter in which she said that
“in the last analysis, desires always go far beyond the object of desire.” The
fact is that I've had everything I desired, but the “far beyond” which is included
in the desire itself is not attained when the desire has been fulfilled.6
While each subject who positively assumes their own ambiguity will experience the
paradox of desiring being but only ever existing as a human individual, it is the political
subject who is able to positively appropriate this paradox and reconcile the notion of
having-to-be with being. This reconciliation is not simply achieved through the political
subject’s desire for a more just world but requires her to actively respond to the politicalethical imperative of an existentialist existence: that even though “no action can be
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generated for man without its being immediately generated against men,”7 she must go
beyond the present situation by committing to utopian political projects as a way to
engage with the radical dimension of her transcendence that “seeks with the destruction
of the present the whole future which flows from its victory.”8 For the political subject,
the object of desire is originally the ideal goal of her utopian political projects that motive
her to action. But our ability to establish the ideal goal of our projects is hampered by our
inability to possess these ends in the present; through political-ethical action we are only
ever able to establish a reconfigured form of these ideal goals. The object of desire, in its
ideal form, is never actually possessed. So the “far beyond” is actually the ideal,
unattained object of desire. Think of a political subject who attempts to universalize the
conditions for collective self-emancipation through a commitment to the democratic
project. But when a democratic state is established and inequality still exists, the political
subject is left desiring what she perceives to be the “far beyond” of the object of desire
when in fact the ideal object of desire – a democracy that actually universalizes the
conditions for collective self-emancipation – was never established. In its place is a
reconfigured form of the subject’s ideal. For Beauvoir to include the “far beyond” as a
necessary component of the object of desire is to reinforce the impossibility of attaining
our utopian goals on earth. However, if the “far beyond” were not included in the object
of desire, the political subject would not continually strive towards the ideal goals of
political-ethical action. So, for the political subject, both the object of desire and the “far
beyond” are subsumed into necessary components of the process of becoming and
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function to secure the reconciliation of being with having-to-be. However, it is only
through a commitment to a utopian political project that there can be an object of desire
and the subsequent “far beyond.”
The need to make explicit commitments to political projects is not immediately
clear in Beauvoir’s philosophy. We must first understand and eventually positively
assume our fundamental ambiguity. As I have argued, it is the tension between our desire
to be and our fundamental lack of being that motivates the individual to engage in the
process of becoming. But it is our inability to contain being in the present that drives this
process towards failure. Beauvoir writes, “He wants to be, and to the extent that he
coincides with this wish, he fails. All the plans in which this will to be is actualized are
condemned; and the ends circumscribed by these plans remain mirages.”9 This distance
between being and existence is one example of the type of dichotomy we find in
Beauvoir’s philosophy, but she is always sure to underscore our ability to positively
assume these objective/subjective tensions: while we lack an objective, knowable being
and fail at any attempt to be, it is through our process of becoming – those projects we
engage in that define who we are and the world we wish to create – that we exist as
human individuals.
The phenomenological method by which we engage in the process of becoming
expands the scope of the subjective experience. Accordingly, the individual must be
considered simultaneously a subject for this world and an object of this world. In arguing
for an understanding of consciousness as a relation, Beauvoir establishes a subject
inextricably bound to the world and to other subjects of this world. It is not by looking
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within that we locate a sense of self (recall Beauvoir’s inner void she experienced when
attempting to look within to find her ‘self’)10 but in the world we establish through our
freely chosen ethical and political commitments. However, in recognizing our own
freedom to engage in projects that contribute to our process of becoming, we must extend
this same privilege to every other individual. Here Beauvoir is stressing the tendency,
inevitability and in some cases necessity of viewing oneself as the subject in, of and for
the world. The projects we commit to may reduce the other’s subjectivity and treat them
as mere objects. We may even annihilate our own subjectivity by treating our projects as
the absolute end to which our transcendence aims. In order to properly balance the
intersubjective tensions of our experience, we must commit to a lived existence that is
principally motivated by a desire to universalize the conditions by which each individual
is able to act on the reciprocal nature of freedom. In my analysis, a lived existence is
concerned with the political subject.
The political-ethical imperative in Beauvoir’s philosophy is the requirement of the
political subject to engage in a lived existence that balances the tension between utopian
projects based on collective self-emancipation and the realities of attempting to establish
these utopias on earth. More specifically, this requires the political subject to commit to
political-ethical projects that attempt to universalize the conditions for freedom rather
than engage in a series of unrelated attempts (“ethical-spiritual exercises,” according to
one commentator)11 to merely respect the freedom of others. In acting on the commitment
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to a utopian political-ethical project, the individual is struck with a familiar moment of
failure and distance. The realities of our situational and intersubjective experience
drastically reconfigure the ideals we wish to establish. The political subject is then bound
to living out the values embodied in their ideal political-ethical project without ever fully
establishing their utopian goal. In maintaining this commitment, the political subject is
engaged in a permanent process of becoming (or, having-to-be) at the same time as
existing as a political subject.
While the majority of Beauvoir scholars insist on the political-ethical imperative
to universalize the conditions for collective self-emancipation, the discussion usually
drops off at the point of naming a specific political project. As I have argued throughout
this thesis, politics requires making choices between conflicting alternatives, and as such,
we must clearly distinguish our attempts to end oppression from others that claim the
very same goal as their own. Moreover, we must at some point commit to such projects
despite the irreducible distance between idealities and realities of political-ethical action.
The political question in Beauvoir’s philosophy – the need to name and commit to
specific political projects that push beyond simply articulating a desire for universal
freedom or the end of oppression – poses a dilemma for many Beauvoir scholars. Caught
between not wanting to treat these projects as absolutes but also not in favour of
endorsing a politics of pure relativism, most commentators resign to Beauvoir’s own
political commitments rather than fully exploring the political-ethical imperative of
committing to action necessarily motivated by utopian desires. However, it is in her
fiction, specifically The Mandarins, where Beauvoir best expresses the true difficulty but
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absolute necessity of committing to specific political projects in an attempt to
universalize the conditions for collective self-emancipation.
A novel affords Beauvoir the ability to explore a variety of political commitments
without ever having to state her own allegiances. This is not to say that Beauvoir was
without any political orientation or that she attempted to remove herself from political
activity. One must only look at her political involvements that she details in her
autobiographies to see the opposite. However, if freedom is the only end our
transcendence must treat as absolute, then the specific political project becomes a
secondary concern. In The Mandarins, Beauvoir does not argue for the worth of a
particular political ideology over others. She is primarily interested in supplementing her
philosophy of political-ethical action and the political subject that we find in her
philosophical works – most importantly, the difficult but necessary process of becoming
whereby the political subject finally understands the true form and true goal of politicalethical action.
Through the characters Henri and Robert we are able to understand the difficulty
of political-ethical action and maintaining a commitment to a particular ideology that
balances the tension between its utopian dimension and the form it takes through human
action. The true form and goal of political-ethical action is made especially clear through
Robert’s political activity. Near the end of the novel, he is reflecting on his previous
political projects and identifies three broad stages: his “realist” efforts of resisting the
threats of a growing Nazi presence in Germany and eventually Europe, the immediate
post-war utopian efforts of the SRL, and his current political projects, which he identifies
as less utopian than the SRL but not as realist as his pre-war activity. Overall, his current

Chapter Four | Conclusion 99
Wood
project sustains his ongoing commitment to communism as the project that will
universalize the conditions for collective self-emancipation, but this time balances the
tension between idealities and realities of utopian politics.
Through these characters, we also are able to understand the functioning of utopia
in Beauvoir’s political thought. Utopia first acts as a motivating force that helps the
political subject overcome the difficulties of committing to political-ethical projects.
While Henri also remains committed to the idea of communism as capable of achieving
the goal of collective self-emancipation, his internal dialogues reveal the difficulty of
maintaining a commitment to such a utopian ideal. When the board of L’Espoir demands
to publish the existence of Soviet work camps, Henri does not readily comply. Not
wanting to jeopardize the entire communist project but knowing he must speak against
the human suffering in the Soviet Union, he eventually writes an article detailing the
work camps but is careful to separate the Soviet experiment from the idea of communism
as a utopian political project.
Henri realizes the failure and human suffering associated with utopian politicalethical action. However, his commitment to the true goal of political-ethical action –
collective self-emancipation – inspires him to continually strive towards this ideal.
Despite the horrors of the Soviet work camps, Henri remains committed to acting on the
idea of communism as containing the ability to establish universal freedom. In this way
Henri demonstrates how the political subject is able to reconcile the notion of having-tobe with being. In continually striving towards the ideal form of freedom – a goal never
reached – he is forever committed to a process of becoming while at the same time
existing as a political subject – a being who respects the intersubjective dimension of
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their existence and continually acts to universalize the conditions for collective selfemancipation.
While Robert and Henri’s commitment to communism is but one type of political
project, their experiences demonstrate how through a sustained political commitment, the
political subject realizes the difficulties of acting in such a way that positively assumes
our fundamental ambiguity; that is engaged in a lived existence defined by action based
on principled commitments, concerned with a collectivity, and engaged with the radical
dimension of our transcendence; and finally, that commits to the goal of collective selfemancipation while balancing the motivating pull of utopian politics and the realities of
establishing these utopias in the present.
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