INTRODUCTION

The Pursuit of Being

I. THE PHENOMENON

MoDERN thought has realized considerable progress by re-
ducing the existent to the series of appearances which man-
ifest it. Its aim was to overcome a certain number of dualisms
which have embarrassed philosophy and to replace them by
the monism of the phenomeron. Has the attempt been
successful?

In the first place we certainly thus get rid of that dualism
which in the existent opposes interior to exterior. There is no
longer an exterior for the existent if one means by that a
superficial covering which hides from sight the true nature
of the object. And this true nature in turn, if it is to be the
secret reality of the thing, which one can have a presentiment
of or which one can suppose but can never reach because
it is the “interior” of the object under consideration—
~ this nature no longer exists. The appearances which manifest
the existent are neither interior nor exterior; they.are.all
equal, they all refer to other appearances, and none of them
is privileged. Force, for examplé, is not a metaphysxca] conatus
of an unknown kind which hides behind its effects (accelera-
tions, deviations, efc.); it is the totality of these effects.
Similarly an electric current does not have a secret reverse
side; it is nothing but the totality of the physical-chemical
actions which manifest it (electrolysis, the incandescence of
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produce it; it is the work considered as the totality of the
manifestations of the person.

That is why we can equally well reject the dualism of
appearance and essence. The appearance does not hide the
essence, it reveals it; it is the essence. The essence of an
existent is no longer a property sunk in the cavity of this
existent; it is the manifest law which presides over the suc-
cession of its appearances, it is the principle of the series. To
the nominalism of Poincaré, defining a physical reality (an
electric current, for example) as the sum of its various mani-
festations, Duhem rightly opposed his own theory, which
makes of the concept the synthetic unity of these manifesta-
tions. To be sure phenomenology is anything but a nom-
inalism. But essence, as the principle of the series, is definite-
ly only the concatenation of appearances; that is, itself an
appearance. This explains how it is possible to have an in-
tuition of essences (the Wesenschau of Husserl, for example).
The phenomenal being manifests itself; it manifests its essence
as well as its existence, and it is nothing but the well con-
nected series of its manifestations.

Does this mean that by reducing the existent to_its man-
ifestations we have succeeded in overcoming all dualiems? It
seems rather that we have converted them all into a new
dualism: that of finite and infinite. Yet the existent in fact
can not be reduced to a finite series of manifestations since
each one of them is a relation to a subject constantly chang-
ing. Although an object may disclose itself only through a
single Abschattung, the sole fact of there being a subject
implies the possibility of multiplying the points of view on
that Abschattung. This suffices to multiply to infinity the
Abschattung under consideration. Furthermore if the series
of appearances were finite, that would mean that the first
appearances do not have the possibility of reappearing, which
is absurd, or that they can be all given at once, which is still
more absurd. Let us understand indeed that our theory of the
phenomenon has replaced the reality of the thing by the
objectivity of the phenomenon and that it has based this on

an appeal to infinity. The reality of that cup is that it is
there and that it is not me. We shall interpret this by saying
that the series of its appearances is bound by a principle
which does not depend on my whim. But the appearance,
reduced to itself and without reference to the series of which
it is a part, could be only an intuitive and subjective pleni-
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since it indicates only itself (and the total series of appear-
ances), it can not be supported by any being other than its
own. The appearance can not be the thin film of nothingness
which separates the being-of-the-subject from absolute-being.
If the essence of the appearance is an “appearing” which is
oo longer opposed to any being, there arises a legitimate
problem concerning the being of this appearing. It is this
problem which will be our first concern and which will be
the point of departure for our inquiry into being and nothing-

ness.

II. THE PHENOMENON OF BEING AND
THE BEING OF THE PHENOMENON

THE appearance is not supported by any existent different
from itself; it has its own being. The first being which we
meet in our ontological inquiry is the being of the appear-
ance. Is it itself an appearance? It seems so at first, The
phenomenon is what manifests itself, and being manifests
itself to all in some way, since we can speak of it and since
we have a certain comprehension of it. Thus there must be
for it a phenomenon of being, an appearance of being, capable
of description as such. Being will be disclosed to us by some
kind of immediate access—boredom, nausea, efc., and on-
tology will be the description of the phenomenon of being as
it manifests itself; that is, without intermediary. However
for any ontology we should raise a preliminary question: is
the phenomenon of being thus achieved identical with the be-
ing of phenomena? In other words, is the being which discloses
itself to me, which appears to me, of the same nature as the
being of existents which appear to me? It seems that there is
no difficulty. Husser] has shown how an eidetic reduction is
always possible; that is, how one can always pass beyond the
concrete phenomenon toward its essence. For Heidegger also
“human reality” is ontic-ontological; that is, it can always
pass beyond the phenomenon toward its being. But the pas-

’ sage from the particular object to the essence is a passage

from homogeneous to homogeneous. Is it the same for the
passage from the existent to the phenomenon of being: Is
passing beyond the existent toward the phenomenon of being
actually to pass beyond it toward its being, as one passes be-
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of being to the being of the phenomenon must be established
first of all. We can do this more easily if we will consider
that the whole of the preceding remarks has been directly
inspired by the revealing intuition of the phenomenon of
being. By not considering being as the condition of revelation
but rather being as an appearance which can be determined
in concepts, we have understood first of all that knowledge
can not by itself give an account of being; that is, the being
of the phenomenon can not be reduced to the phenomenon of
being. In a word, the phenomenon of being is “ontological”
in the sense that we speak of the ontological proof of St
Anselm and Descartes, It is an appeal to being; it requires,
as phenomenon, a foundation which is transphenomenal. The
phenomenon of being requires the transphenomenality of
being. That does not mean that being is found hidden behind
phenomena (we have seen that the phenomenon can not hide
being), nor that the phenomenon is an appearance which
refers to a distinct being (the phenomenon exists only qua
appearance; that is, it indicates itself on the foundation of
being). What is implied by the preceding considerations is
that the being of the phenomenon, although coextensive with
the phenomenon, can not be subject to the phenomenal con-
dition—which is to exist only in so far as it reveals itself—and
that consequently it surpasses the knowledge which we have
of it and provides the basis for such knowledge.

III. THE PRE-REFLECTIVE COGITO AND
THE BEING OF THE PERCIPERE

One will perhaps be tempted to reply that the difficulties
mentioned above all pertain to a certain conception of being,
to a kind of ontological realism entirely incompatible with
the very notion of appearance. What determines the being
of the appearance is the fact that it appears. And since we
have restricted reality to the phenomenon, we can say of the
phenomenon that it is as it appears. Why not push the idea
to its limit and say that the being of the appearance is its
appearing? This is simply a way of choosing new words to
clothe the old “Esse est percipi” of Berkeley. And it is in

| fact just what Husserl and his followers are doing when,

i after having effected the phenomenological reduction, they
| treat the noema as unreal and declare that its esse is percipi.
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abandon the primacy of knowledge if we wish to establish that
knowledge. Of course consciousness can know and know
itself. But it is in itself something other than a knowledge
turned back upon itself.

All consciousness, as Husserl has shown, is conscious-
ness of something. This means that there is no consciousness
which is not a positing of a transcendent object, or if you
prefer, that consciousness has no “content.” We must re-
nounce those neutral “givens” which, according to the system
of reference chosen, find their place either “in the world” or
“in the psyche.” A table is not in consciousness~—not even
in the capacity of a representation. A table is in space, beside
the window, etc. The existence of the table in fact is a center
of opacity for consciousness; it would require an infinite pro-
cess to inventory the total contents of a thing. To introduce
this opacity into consciousness would be to refer to infinity
the inventory which it can make of itself, to make conscious-
ness a thing, and to deny the cogito. The first procedure of &
philosophy ought to be to expel things from consciousness
and to reestablish its true connection with the world, to know
that consciousness is a positional consciousness of the world.
All consciousness is positional in that it transcends itself in
order to reach an object, and it exhausts itself in this same
positing. All that there is of intention in my actual conscious-
ness is directed toward the outside, toward the table; all
my judgments or practical activities, all my present inclina-

| ions transcend themselves; they aim at the table and are

absorbed in it. Not all consciousness is knowledge (there are
states of affective consciousness, for example), but all know-
ing consciousness can be knowledge only of its object.
However, the necessary and sufficient condition for a
knowing consciousness to be knowledge of its object, is that
it be consciousness of itself as being that knowledge. This

| s a necessary condition, for if my consciousness were not
L consciousness of being consciousness of the table, it would
¢ then be consciousness of that table without consciousness of

being so. In other words, it would be a consciousness igno-
rant of itself, an unconscious—which is absurd. This is a
sufficient condition, for my being conscious of being conscious
. of that table suffices in fact for me to be conscious of it. That
"% of course not sufficient to permit me to affirm that this
table exists in itself—but rather that it exists for me.

What is this consciousness of consciousness? We suffer
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to such an extent from the illusion of the primacy of knowl-
edge that we are immediately ready to make of the conscious-
ness of consciousness an idea ideae in the manner of Spinoza;
that is, a knowledge of knowledge. Alain, wanting to express
the obvious “To know is to be conscious of knowing,” inter-
prets it in these terms: “To know is to know that one knows.”
In this way we should have defined reflection or positional
consciousness of consciousness, or better yet knowledge of
consciousness. This would be a complete consciousness
directed toward something which is not it; that is, toward
consciousness as object of reflection. It would then transcend
itself and like the positional consciousness of the world would
be exhausted in aiming at its object. But that object would be
itself a consciousness.

It does not seem possible for us to accept this interpreta-
tion of the consciousness of consciousness. The reduction of
consciousness to knowledge in fact involves our introducing
into consciousness the subject-object dualism which is typical
of knowledge. But if we accept the law of the knower-known
dyad, then a third term will be necessary in order for the
knower to become known in turn, and we will be faced with
this dilemma: Either we stop at any one term of the series—
the known, the knower known, the knower known by the
knower, efc. In this case the totality of the phenomenon falls
into the unknown; that is, we always bump up against a non-
self-conscious reflection and a final term. Or else we affirm
the necessity of an infinite regress (idea ideae ideae, etc.),
which is absurd. Thus to the necessity of ontologically es-
tablishing consciousness we would add a new necessity: that
of establishing it epistemologically. Are we obliged after ail
to introduce the law of this dyad into consciousness?
Consciousness of self is not dual. If we wish to avoid an in-
finite regress, there must be an immediate, non-cognitive rela-
tion of the self to itself.

Furthermore the reflecting consciousness posits the con-
sciousness reflected-on, as its object. In the act of reflecting
I pass judgment on the consciousness reflected-on; I am
ashamed of it, I am proud of it, I will it, 1 deny it, etc.
The immediate consciousness which I have of perceiving
does not permit me either to judge or to will or to be ashamed.
It does not know my perception, does not posit it; all that
there is of intention in my actual consciousness is directed
toward the outside, toward the world. In turn, this spontane-

THE PURSUIT OF BEING 13

ous consciousness of my perception is consmutxve.tqf n:ly 3:;:
ceptive consciousness. In othetll'1 wor;l]sé :i‘:,;yapgz‘nl-;gsitional
sciousness of an object is at the same ] ”

i s of itself. If 1 count the cigarettes which are.
f}c;:tsc::g:es? eIs have the impression of disclosing an Oble(flt.;,vi:
property of this collection of gigarettes: they are :t d(e)iie;;ng s
property appears to my consciousness as a prope Yt'o sting 1
the world. It is very possible that I have no position  con-
sciousness of counting them. Then I' do not know mys f o
counting. Proof of this is that children who arel cap bl
of making an addition spontan.eous.ly can not ex};:_altln s;ow
sequently how they set about it. .angets tests, v»i lcf Show
this, constitute an excellent refutation of the formula o i
—To know is to know that one knows. Yet at the mIortr:ene
when these cigarettes are revealed to me as a _dozen, av
a non-thetic consciousness of my adding actlxlty‘ If anyone
questioned me, indeed, if anyone should ask, “What are 'I}f}?u
doing there?” I should reply at once, “1 am counting. o h‘;
reply aims not only at the instantaneous cOnsclousness whic .
can achieve by reflection but at those fleeting conscnousne}:_seh
which have passed without being reﬂectefi-on, those whic
are forever not-reflected-on in my immediate past. Thus re-
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Of course, someone may say, but this makes a circle. f‘or
is it not necessary that I count in fact in ord_er to be. conscious
of counting? That is true. However th.ere is no c1rc‘1e, ‘E).r if
you like, it is the very nature of consciousness to exist “in a
circle.” The idea can be expressed in these terms: -Ev'ery con-
scious existence exists as consciousness of existing. We
understand now why the first consciousness of consciousness
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is not positional; it is because it is one with the consciousness
9f which it is consciousness. At one stroke it determines
itself as consciousness of perception and as perception. The
‘l‘lecesslty.qf syntax has compelled us hitherto to speak of the
non-positional consciousness of self.” But we can no longer
use this expression in which the “of self” still evokes
gseidldea ofﬂl]mowledge. (Henceforth we shall put the “of”
e parentheses to i i
calmuirement.)‘ show that it merely satisfies a grammati-
'. self-consciousness we ought to consider no
consciousness, but as the only mode of existerttlcet ?vsh?c:evi:
po'sszblc:: for a consciousness of something. Just as an extended
obye_ct 15 compelled to exist according to three dimensions, so
an intention, a pleasure, a grief can exist only as immediate
self-conscxousnes.s. If the intention is not a thing in conscious-
;1e§s, then the being of the intention can be only consciousness.
t is not necessary to understand by this that on the one hand,
some external cause (an organic trouble, an unconscious im-
pulse, another Erlebnis) could determine that a psychic event
~—a pleasure,_ for example—produce itself, that on the
other hand, this event so determined in its material structure
shquld be compelled to produce itself as self-consciousness.
This would be to make the non-thetic consciousness a quality
qf the po.sx_nonal consciousness (in the sense that the percep-
tion, positional comsciousness of that table, would have as
addition the quality of selfconsciousness) and would thus
fall back Into the illusion of the theoretical primacy of knowl-
edge. This would be moreover to make the psychic event a
th}ng and to qualify it with “conscious™ just as I can qualify
this blot-ter with “red.” Pleasure can not be distinguished—
even logically—from consciousness of pleasure. Consciousness
(of') pleasure. is constitutive of the pleasure as the very mode
of its own existence, as the material of which it is made, and
not as a form which is imposed by a blow upon a hedonistic
material. Pleasure can not exist “before” consciousness of
pleasuge—-—not even in the form of potentiality or potency. A
gg::gg:ll. %eetzsurg canf exist only as consciousness (of) being
otencies of consci i i

Roes of rotd onsciousness exist only as conscious-
Conversely, as I showed earlier, we must avoid defining
pleasure by the consciousness which I have of it. This would
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be to fall into an idealism of consciousness which would
bring us by indirect means to the primacy of knowledge.
Pleasure must not disappear behind its own self-conscious-
ness; it is not a representation, it is a concrete event, full
and absolute. It is no more a quality of self-consciousness
than self-consciousness is a quality of pleasure. There is no
more first a consciousness which receives subsequently
the affect “pleasure” like water which one stains, than there
is first a pleasure (unconscious or psychological) which re-
ceives subsequently the quality of “conscious” like a pencil
of light rays. There is an indivisible, indissoluble being—
definitely not a substance supporting its qualities like particles
of being, but a being which is existence through and through.,
Pleasure is the being of self-consciousness and this self-con-
sciousness is the law of being of pleasure. This is what
Heidegger expressed very well when he wrote (though speak-
ing of Dasein, not of consciousness) ; “The *how’ (essentia)
of this being, so far as it is possible to speak of it generally,
must be conceived in terms of its existence (existentia).”
This means that consciousness is not produced as a particular
instance of an abstract possibility but that in rising to the
center of being, it creates and supports its essence—that is,
the synthetic order of its possibilities.

This means also that the type of being of consciousness is
the opposite of that which the ontological proof reveals to us.
Since consciousness is not possible before being, but since its
being is the source and condition of all possibility, its exis-
tence implies its essence. Husserl expresses this aptly in speak-
ing of the “necessity of fact.” In order for there to be an
essence of pleasure, there must be first the fact of a conscious-
ness (of) this pleasure. It is futile to try to invoke pretended
laws of consciousness of which the articulated whole would
constitute the essence. A law is a transcendent object of
knowledge; there can be consciousness of a law, not a law
of consciousness. For the same reasons it is impossible to
assign to a consciousness a motivation other than itself. Other-
wise it would be necessary to conceive that consciousness to
the degree to which it is an effect, is not conscious (of) itself.
It would be necessary in some manner that it should be with-
out being conscious (of) being. We should fall into that too
common illusion which makes consciousness semi-conscious
or a passivity. But consciousness is consciousness through and

| through. It can be limited only by itself.

e e
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and find in addition the ability to produce a consciousness.
This demonstrates the great favor which the proof a con-
tingentia mundi has enjoyed.

Thus by abandoning the primacy of knowledge, we
have discovered the being of the knower and encountered the
absolute, that same absolute which the rationalists of the
seventeenth century had defined and logically constituted as
an object of knowledge. But precisely because the question
concerns an absolute of existence and not of knowledge, it is
not subject to that famous objection according to which a
known absolute is no longer an absolute because it becomes
relative to the knowledge which one has of it. In fact the
absolute here is not the result of a logical construction on
the ground of knowledge but the subject of the most concrete
of experiences. And it is not at all relative to this experience
because it is this experience. Likewise it is a non-substantial
absolute. The ontological error of Cartesian rationalism is not
to have seen that if the absolute is defined by the primacy of
existence over essence, it can not be conceived as a substance.
Consciousness has nothing substantial, it is pure “appearance”
in the sense that it exists only to the degree to which it ap-
pears. But it is precisely because consciousness is pure appear-
ance, because it is total emptiness (since the entire world is
outside it)—it is because of this identity of appearance and
existence within it that it can be considered as the absolute.

IV. THE BEING OF THE PERCIPI

It seems that we have arrived at tne goal &f our inquiry. We
have reduced things to the united totality of their appoar-
ances, and we have established that these appearance: lay
. claim to a being which is no longer itself appearance. The

“percipi” referred us to a percipiens, the being of which has
been revealed to us as consciousness. Thus we have attainec
¢ the ontological foundation of knowledge, the first being to
whom all other appearances appear, the absolute in relation
10 which every phenomenon is relative. This is no jonger the
subject in Kant’s meaning of the term, but it is subjectivity
jself, the immanence of self in self. Henceforth we have
escaped idealism. For the latter, being is measured by knowl-
_edge, which subjects it to the law of duality. There is only



