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MERGING PHILOSOPHY AND LITERATURE:
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In contrast to the fixed, positivist view of the world and humankind
that flourished in the nineteenth century, the twentieth century attested
to a new state of society and the individual, which responded better to
characterizations such as flux, fragmentation, and pluralism. While in
the social sciences psychoanalysis actively undertook the task of
delving into the consciousness of the individual, philosophy attempted
to examine in conceptual terms this new relationship between human-
kind and its environment. More specifically, philosophy tackled the re-
emerging' awareness of the apparently purposeless role and position
of man in a world whose existence seems futile. The principal writers
who strove to represent the deceptive nature of reality and man’s strug-
gle with the irrationality of experience were Jean-Paul Sartre, Albert
Camus, and Samuel Beckett. Examined in detail, their work proves
that there has been a conscious cross-fertilization between the views
expressed by the three thinkers and that Existentialism has permeated
their works. While all three have often been characterized as pessimi-
stic, a parallel study may prove that what they all insist upon is active
participation. In a world where values and ideals have proved unstable,
human beings, according to the existentialist belief, have to reach self-
awareness and exercise free will in order to make something of them-
selves. Man should, thus, fashion his own existence and not adopt
blindly whatever essence society or providence is supposed to have
offered him.

In her book on Sartre, Iris Murdoch describes the thinker as the
philosopher, politician, and novelist who stood between «three post-
Hegelian movements of thought: the Marxist, the existentialist and the
phenomenological». «He uses the analytical tools of the Marxists and
shares their urgent passion for action». «He takes from Kierkegaard the
picture of man as a lonely anguished being in an ambiguous world, but
he rejects the hidden Kierkegaardian God».? Murdoch’s definition
immediately places Sartre at the forefront of atheistic existentialism
which sought to address more than one ideology of the early twentieth



466 ANNA DESPOTOPOULOU

century. From phenomenology Sartre inherited the need to disclose
aspects of the being of humans and their worlds, while at the same
time he shared with phenomenologists the belief in the prominence of
the subject at the expense of external reality. Husserl’s belief that
objects in the external world do not have independent existence, but
are always processed and mediated through the conscious mind may
be considered to be the starting point or springboard for Sartre’s
existentialist theories. Sartre, like other existentialists, was painfully
aware of the void created in the human heart by the agnostic position
that many of his contemporaries were adopting. His theory was meant
to propose an alternative stance, by which humankind would draw all
the consequences of such an atheistic position and use them to its
advantage. Against popular belief Sartre’s existentialism neither sug-
gested quietism, nor encouraged the dwelling on human degradation:
on the contrary, «by existentialism we mean a doctrine which makes hu-
man life possible and, in addition, declares that every truth and every
action implies a human setting and a human subjectivity». Sartre’s
existentialism implied that we are directly responsible for what we make
of ourselves, and therefore we should not hide behind divine causes or
predetermined social roles. In order to reach his ultimate conclusion
about the responsibility of the subject, Sartre had to demolish the basic
essentialist belief that «everything that exists is defined by its essence,
which it carries within itself and which cannot be applied to anything
else»® On the contrary Sartre believes that existence precedes es-
sence. For a paper-knife, to cite one of Sartre’s famous examples, since
it is produced for a specific purpose, essence precedes existence. Its
function is predetermined even before it is actually manufactured. Man,
however, according to atheistic existentialism,

first of all... exists, turns up, appears on the scene, and, only
afterwards, defines himself. If man is indefinable, it is because at
first he is nothing. Only afterward will he be something, and he
himself will have made what he will be. Thus, there is no human
nature, since there is no God to conceive it.*

With no pre-established definition of human nature to comfortably fit
into, «Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself>.* «<Man is
nothing else than his plan; he exists only to the extent that he fulfils
himself; he is therefore nothing else than the ensemble of his acts,
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nothing else than his life».° This theory presupposes the dissolution of
predetermined social roles and sets a route of actions and re-
sponsibility for humankind. Sartre continues that although people like
to think that a coward or a hero, for example, were born that way, in
reality a coward has made himself so through his acts: «Man is
responsible for what he is».”

La Nausée (1938) expresses Sartre’s theoretical views in literary
form. The writer takes a practical approach to show how his theory
may affect the everyday life of an ordinary man. By thus diffusing his
theory into the controlled literary form of a diary, Sartre successfully
manages to explore his hero’s moments of crisis, his turning points, as
he gradually discovers the nature of existence. The reader is invited to
probe the consciousness of a man who is about to reach the anguish-
ed realization that nothing in the world carries any inherent meaning or
value. The reassuring view that everything which exists is defined by its
essence is about to be shattered and replaced by the existentialist
principle that existence precedes essence; things exist without ex-
planation or reason.

From the outset of the novel, the hero, Roquentin, states that his
purpose for starting a diary is «to fix the exact extent and nature of this
change» (9).° The change that the hero is initially detecting is a flu-
ctuation in the experience of perception. The example of the pebble,
included in the undated sheet which introduces the diary, although
explained later, is the first incident which arouses in him the bewilde-
ring feelings of alienation and disgust. Similarly, at a café, as he rea-
lizes that he has avoided looking at his glass of beer, he stresses that
«the glass jtself | don’t want to see» (19). The word «itself», italicized by
the diarist, indicates that the essence of the glass, the meaning that he
used to attribute to it, is not there any more. Roquentin’s method of
perceiving from now on abandons an essentialist realistic technique
and becomes impressionistic. Permeated by a pale light —which will
always accompany his new experience- the cafés, for example, turn
into «aquariums, ships, stars, or big wide eyes» (27). However, the
transformation does not only affect the inanimate objects surrounding
the hero. The most painful perception involves his own face, which,
viewed in the mirror seems unrecognisable, an indiscriminate «grey
thing» with no human features:

I'think itis ugly, because | have been told so. But that doesn’t
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strike me. At heart | am indeed shocked that qualities of this sort
can be applied to it, as if you called a piece of earth or a lump of
rock beautiful or ugly. (30)

Not only is the physical object indescribable, but the abstract adje-
ctives, which we generally use to modify materiality, are also arbitrary.
Ultimately, in his consciousness, his face grows into an «immense pale
halo», a circle of light which borders between reality and the imagi-
nation.

Moreover, just as all halos are the same, similarly his face has no
distinguishing characteristic; why should it, therefore, belong to him?
Divorced from its conventional name and use, a thing becomes any-
thing. The instability of the world which has brought about Roquentin’s
nausea now becomes more familiar than its opposite. His attempt to
«fix» the objects which disturb him so with their mutability is unsuccess-
ful because now all logical suppositions, like «this is a gas-lamp, that is
a drinking fountain» (115), are merely simplistic. Impeded by the burden
of consciousness he is unable to fool himself by limiting his perception
to the formation of conventional deductions. It becomes clear to him
that «things have broken free from their names. They are there, grotes-
que, stubborn, gigantic, and it seems ridiculous to call them seats or
say anything at all about them» (180). Objects are imposing themselves
on him, freed from the reassuring immutability which guaranteed the
stability of the world.

While the unidentifiable quality of physical objects and their estran-
gement from words have been the first factors to cause Roguentin’s
nausea, the nature of people, on which he ponders throughout the
novel, provides him with a second source of pain. Humanity disqusts
him because he sees through the duplicity of those who hide behind
social conventions. His stroll in rue Tournebride is meant to comfort
him because it betrays the stability of social manners; he hopes it will
serve as the safety net that will rescue him from the unbalancing
agitation. However, Roquentin once again discerns his own alienation
from his surroundings and sets himself apart from the parade of stereo-
typical people, each embodying an established social role, that he
witnesses. To the superficial activity of Sunday socializing he remains
a passive observer, the outcast who has lost his role as a social human
being. Soon he acknowledges that people have got used to blindly
conforming to the pretentious trappings of the bourgeois Sunday.
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Forthwith he castigates Doctor Rogé’s role, which features like a
«cardboard mask» on his face, hiding «the unbearable reality: that he is
alone, without any attainments, without any past, with a mind which is
growing duller, a body which is disintegrating» (103). Similarly, his visit
to the portrait gallery reveals to him the unenlightened perpetuation of
comfortable roles that people throughout time have lived up to. While
society hails the subjects of the portraits as leaders of some sort,
Roquentin calls them «salauds» because through their role playing
they have hidden from themselves the truth, which is that they are not
in reality different from the rest of humanity. Roquentin had himself
attempted to achieve what the painter had accomplished in his
portraits, the immortality of the role, by writing the history of Monsieur
de Rollebon, thus attaching significance to the dead man’s existence.
This autodidact, however, as Roquentin realizes, is another example of
a human being hiding his meaningless existence behind the smoke-
screen of his thirst for knowledge and his optimistic love for people.
Therefore, he establishes that «an existent can never justify the
existence of another existent» and abandons his project (252).

Combining his knowledge of the discrepancy between words and
things and the deceitfulness of social roles, Roquentin becomes
capable of accounting for what has been causing him the nausea ever
since he first picked up the pebble on the beach. Sitting in the park,
looking at the root of a chestnut tree, he is suddenly intimidated by the
strong existence of everything that surrounds him. Existence is in
«rapturous abundance»; yet, if there is no connection between the
objects and people -since there are no words which can describe
objects any more- then existence is «Superfluous, that was the only
connection | could establish between those trees, those gates, those
pebbles» (185). They are all «de trop», unnecessary, contingent. Just like
the chestnut tree, a physical object with no name or purpose, Roguentin
himself is superfluous since he cannot explain his own existence:
«contingency is not an illusion... it is absolute and consequently perfect
gratuitousness. Everything is gratuitous, that park, this town and myself»
(188).

In Roguentin’s mind, only music can escape contingency; the song
he hears early in the novel «seems inevitable, the necessity of this
music is so strong: nothing can interrupt it, nothing which comes from
this time in which the world is slumped» (37). In contrast to the world
around him which continually changes, music presents itself as eternal
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for it does not belong in the physical world, and therefore does not
exist; the tune is beyond existence. Consequently, all works of art
escape the limitations of the physical world, because once an artist
has created them, they exist in an untouchable and unchangeable
state forever. Even if the record is broken, Roquentin concludes, the
music will still be because it is not superfluous. Creating a work of art
exorcises superfluity out of the life of the artists as well: «they have
cleansed themselves of the sin of existing» (251). Roguentin hopes
that by writing a piece of fiction he will be able to give essence to his
existence. As Iris Murdoch has argued, «through the book he will be
able to attain to a conception of his own life as having the purity, the
clarity and the necessity, which the work of art, created by him, will
possess».’ By accomplishing an original creation —not a history book—
he will be able to recall his life «without repugnance».

Albert Camus denied that he was either a philosopher or an
existentialist. However, if we acknowledge that Existentialism, in explor-
ing the implications of existence, concentrated on the absurdity of
predetermined social roles, the nauseating discovery of an alien physical
world, and the lack of purpose in our mechanical, habitual actions,
then we can certainly discover a close affinity between Sartre’s philo-
sophy and Camus’s preoccupations in his fiction. Camus was mainly
interested in finding manifestations of this new conception of existence
in people and thus described the absurd in non-conceptual terms. His
novels unravel considerations similar to those expounded in his
mentor’s essays; he presents them, however, through human testimo-
ny and experience. In Le Mythe de Sisyphe Camus claimed that «the
great novelists are philosophical-novelists» who write «in images rather
than in reasoned arguments» because they are convinced of the
«uselessness of any principle of explanation». The work of art is «the
outcome of an often unexpressed philosophy» and «it is complete only
through the implications of that philosophy».” It has been argued that
his philosophical argumentation is unsatisfactory. Le Mythe de Sisyphe
offers the spectacle of an intensely humane man attempting to face
some of the most pressing problems confronting the contemporary
conscience, and in this respect, as various critics have maintained, the
light it sheds is ethical, not philosophical." Sisyphus was condemned to
repeating eternally the futile labour of pushing a rock up a hill and then
watching it roll back down. Camus argues, however, that «one must
imagine Sisyphus happy», because he has recognized the absurdity of
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it all, that he is without power and hope, and therefore, can revolt
against it. This insight gives him victory and makes him superior to his
eternal destiny. This story reveals Camus’s early optimistic stance, that
the life of the individual being can transcend meaninglessness when
the absurdity of the world is actually apprehended.

Written in 1956, fourteen years after Le Mythe de Sisyphe, La Chute
(The Fall) presents once again a picture of a man who has reached the
painful realisation that social and moral values do nothing but
perpetuate deceit and hypocrisy. This late novel, however, does not
offer us the optimistic ending of the previous ones. Camus here seems
to have discovered the inadequacy of his own existentialist views of the
past. He suggests that even if we have discovered life’s meaning-
lessness and contingency we cannot overcome it. The rebellion that
he had taught in Le Mythe de Sisyphe and L’ Etranger is now buried
under the cynical knowledge that although we have acquired this
insight, we cannot change or rise above our human nature. La Chute
presents the monologue of an ex-lawyer, Jean-Baptiste Clamence,
who abandoned his profitable career in Paris after experiencing a few
incidents which threw light on the nature of man’s existence. His
personal hell started the minute he failed —or rather did not bother-to
save a woman from drowning one dark night on a bridge in Paris. From
then onwards, his life was accompanied by a dry metaphysical
laughter, which appeared to scorn his seemingly virtuous deeds. It
suddenly occurred to him that his generosity with the poor or disabled
had always been a way of satisfying his selfish egocentrism, his need
«to feel above» (19)."” His need for superiority is intensified by his
preference for high vantage points like the top deck of boats and open
carriages. His own hypocrisy emerged the minute he realised the
importance of public applause; his magnanimous deeds always had to
be performed in front of an audience, and as soon as there was no one
to compliment him, there was no need for inconveniencing himself in
pursuit of an unselfish act. Clamence’s fall from the state of innocence
—or of wilful ignorance, as the case may be- coincided with the fall of
the woman off the bridge. Unwilling to get himself wet since noone was
watching, he walks away hurriedly. At this moment Clamence’s facade
of altruistic heroism crumbles; when noone is looking he is a coward.

What is Clamence’s true nature? According to Sartre’s theory that
our actions make us what or who we are, it would seem that Clamence
was certainly heroic until that fateful moment on the bridge, when he
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exhibits a momentary lapse. As Sartre puts it in his essay «Existentialism»,
«What the existentialist says is that the coward makes himself coward-
ly, that the hero makes himself heroic. There’s always a possibility for
the coward not to be cowardly any more and for the hero to stop being
heroic. What counts is total involvement; some one particular action or
set of circumstances is not total involvement».” In The Fall, however,
while Clamence’s actions, until the bridge incident, were heroic, his
motives were most certainly not. After this illuminating incident Camus’s
character realizes that he was not born the warm, charitable hero that
he always believed he was, but that his actions could change him and
make him a coward. Moreover, he grasps that his past actions were
hypocritical. After this incident he strives to match his actions with his
motives and denies his own innocence by assuming a position of
complete guilt. If he is a mean and selfish man he might as well derive
the benefits of mean and selfish acts: he behaves carelessly towards
women and denounces all humanitarian causes. In other words, he
changes, in accordance with Sartre’s views, but for the worse. In reality
he changes his actions to fit exactly the profile of the man he really is.
His actions in Paris before his realization were hypocritical while now
they reflect his true nature.

After moving to Amsterdam, Clamence takes up a new occupation,
that of «judge-penitent». He makes a habit of relating his life story to
strangers, stressing his hypocrisy and selfishness, constantly
accusing himself, in order to earn the right to accuse them in return.
Moreover, he hopes to provoke them into judging themselves: «the
portrait | hold out to my contemporaries becomes a mirror» (102). In
this way Clamence admits to having «accepted duplicity instead of
being upset about it> (103). He wants the reader to believe that he is a
happier man after his discovery, tasting, as he says, a «double enjoy-
ment, first of my nature and secondly of a charming repentance» (104).
However, the word «charming» suggests the superficiality of his position.
Throughout the monologue he was accusing himself, taking for grant-
ed that the realisation of his flaws has now exonerated him from them.
The fact is that he is now more selfish and arrogant, not to mention
hypocritical, than ever. By confessing his sins, he is firstly pursuing the
selfish cause of feeling better. Secondly, he is arrogant enough to be-
lieve that he is superior to the rest, while in reality he is a coward, who
once again is trying to avoid full responsibility for his actions by finding
other accomplices to share his burden. In his past life his arrogance
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was revealed in his condescending nature towards the less privileged.
His present arrogance is revealed in his belief that he has the power to
judge humanity. What he really wishes is that by the end of his speech,
the listeners will have forgotten his own depravities, and feel grateful to
him for pointing them towards their own truth: «l pity without absolving,
| understand without forgiving and above all, | feel at last that | am
being adored» (105). Finally he is a hypoctite, «play-acting» in front of
an audience, leading them to self-discovery, while in private he has not
changed in the least. His vanity still crowns this perverse self-glorifi-
cation. He has once again reached the summits that he unconsciously
sought before his discovery: «l dominate at last, but for ever. Once more
| have found a height to which | am the only one to climb and from
which | can judge everybody» (104). Thus he is no true penitent; if he
were given a second opportunity to save the woman at the bridge he
would probably not have done it.

A second time, eh, what a risky suggestion! Just suppose, cher
maitre, that we should be taken literally? We’d have to go
through with it. Brr ...! The water’s so cold! But let’s not worry! It's
too late now. It'll always be too late. Fortunately! (108)

In reality, if he had helped the woman then, he would not have needed
«saving» now, because the act of self-sacrifice would have revealed a
subconscious heroism which would not require confirmation or
approval. The Fall, therefore, discloses a pessimistic picture of man’s
unchanging nature. It is as if Camus is asking the question «and after
Existentialism, what?». Realisation of the futility and meaninglessness
of life is not anymore the key to existence.

Samuel Beckett’s answer to the above question would be «nothing»;
life consists of man’s persistence to wait, and the gradual realization
that there is nothing to wait for. It would be wrong to classify Beckett as
an existentialist; he was certainly not a philosopher. However, he did
concern himself with the questions that preoccupied the two previous
writers and depicted them in his work. Continuous interest in the mean-
ing of individual existence and its relation to the outer, physical world
and the flux of time were the issues that constituted his existentialism. In
this sense, Beckett, like Sartre, was also trying to draw all the conse-
guences of an agnostic position. The fatherless condition, the absence
of the much craved God —although not strictly in the religious sense—
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intensifies the feelings of futility and purposelessness, notions represent-
ed inimages of impotence, paralysis, disease, and decay in Endgame,
age, sterility, rotting leaves, dust, and dung in All that Fall, and embers, a
fire dying out, in the play of the same name. In Waiting for Godot the
«action» evolves around filthiness and stench arising from unclean bo-
dies, which are beaten every day by gangs mentioned in the beginning
of both acts. The atmosphere suggests desertion: man left on his own,
unable to interpret his condition— hence Didi and Gogo’s incapacity to
communicate any meaning, or to pass information. Beckett's plays
present the frustration and anguish of the human being who recognises
that he or she is a stranger in a universe that offers no definition or
guidance. Waiting for Godot shows that all systems of knowledge—
most of all those that present a divine order, the Bible being his first
example— are arbitrary and unreliable. If in the Bible the Evangelists
cannot agree as to whether a thief was saved during Christ’s cruci-
fixion, how can Vladimir and Estragon determine the nature of facts?
The futility of existence is well summed up in Vladimir’s words, «habit is
a great deadener». In other words, the habit of waiting for external or
divine intervention, which seems to be what Beckett’s characters are
doing, gives us but an illusion of purpose, thus deadening the possibi-
lity of man’s making something of himself, defining his own existence.

One of the elements that accentuates the theme of futile existence
in Beckett’s work is the notion of time as a spiral. Events are repeated
making life a monotonous compilation of meaningless and identical
patterns of action and speech. For most of his protagonists it is as if
time does not exist, or if it does, it is standing still since progression can
only mean repetition. Since there is no time there is also no memory.
Estragon cannot remember Pozzo and Lucky; he needs physical
evidence to convince him, while Vladimir desperately tries to establish
the memory of something in order to give meaning to their existence. If
two people remember the same events then these events must in truth
have taken place. They spend their time waiting for a future, their only
consolation being that there is a tomorrow, not realizing that tomorrow
is the same as today. In this, Beckett implies, they are like humanity,
which drivels away its life postponing action and waiting for a far off
event, which will alleviate the boredom. In the same way time is am-
biguous in Endgame. Actions are repeated unintelligibly, as the chara-
cters are waiting for an end: «All life long the same questions, the same
answers», moans Clov. Time has slowed to a stop because the chara-
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cters are clinging to dead ideas. In Krapp’s Last Tape past and future
merge with the present as the character witnesses the delineation of
both his selves at the same time and place. Through his tapes he reca-
ptures lost moments, fragmented painful memories surviving from the
wreckage of time, reminding him that what is lost is irreparable. Henry
in Embers is haunted by a past in the form of ghosts and the sea, the
sound of which is continuously piercing his head. He talks aloud in
order to exorcise the past, and like Krapp he is unwilling to engage in
life. In Happy Days Minnie is also sustained by her memories of her first
ball and her first kiss. Now her life is trapped in a repetitive cycle of
habitual actions, while her increasing immobility represents the futility
of trying to cling to «the old style», values imposed by hollow social
codes.

Immobility is another characteristic of Waiting for Godot. Vladimir
and Estagon constantly talk of leaving, without ever moving. Their life
revolves around talking and taking naps, while they avoid any sort of
activity that would require strenuous effort. They babble on for four
pages in the play before they are actually tempted with money to help
the blinded Pozzo. Although they agree that action is the only thing that
makes time go by, they are inclined to adimit that «nothing happens,
nobody comes, nobody goes, it's awful»; «nothing to be done».
Although Pozzo, Lucky, and the boy do come and go, the main chara-
cters’ inability to remember such appearances ironically denies their
presence on stage. Each act ends with the words, «Yes, let's go. They
do not move». With his stage directions Beckett is showing that, without
a definition of self and a purpose, life leads nowhere. The road, with
which the playwright furnishes his stage, and which implies journeying
and progress, ironically is not used by the protagonists.

In his early novel Murphy (1938), Beckett explores his main existential
concerns by penetrating the mind of a lonely individual who wishes to
be totally disconnected from the contingencies of the world. Murphy is
introduced sitting naked in a rocking chair, rocking himself violently,
tied up from head to toe:

He sat in his chair in this way because it gave him pleasure! First
it gave his body pleasure, it appeased his body. Then it set him
free in his mind. For it was not until his body was appeased that
he could come alive in his mind. (6)"
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Like Roquentin, Murphy abhors the superficial world of physical reality
and wishes to free himself from the traps set by senses and desires.
The world of «sights and sounds» bores him and he wishes not to
belong to it. Murphy has realized that living involves repeating the
same meaningless habitual acts every day. The first sentence of the
novel stresses the static mode of living, where, as in Beckett’s plays,
«nothing happens»: «The sun shone, having no alternative, on the
nothing new» (5). Similiarly, man’s routine of physical activity evolves
necessarily around «eating, drinking, sleeping and putting his clothes
on and off» (5). What disgusts Murphy most is that to perpetuate this
hated physicality he is obliged to pursue an even less meaningful
everyday activity: work. However, while the sun did indeed have no
alternative, man does by possessing a mind which requires intellectual,
not just physical, nourishment. For Murphy, «life in his mind gave him
pleasure»; he realizes, nevertheless, that the word «pleasure», being
usually associated with the physical realm, «was not the word» (6). He
defines pleasure as the result of one’s ability to free one’s mind from
time and find, as Richard Coe has put it, «the timeless Void of absolute
existence».”® Timelessness, or «essence» as Sartre’s Roquentin would
define it, is achieved in the life of the mind, which in Murphy’s case is
depicted as a «closed system», «a large hollow sphere, hermetically
closed to the universe without» (76-77), to which he retires to escape
the physical world. The only external equivalent to his mind that he can
find is the padded cell of the lunatic asylum, the most «creditable
representation of what he kept on calling indefatigably, the little world»
(125). In this asylum he finally finds others similarly disconnected from
the outer world. He deems them lucky to be inhabiting such a
«sanctuary», having «escaped from a colossal fiasco» (128). By
associating with the inmates, especially during a game of chess with a
schizophrenic, Murphy experiences his Roquentin-like epiphanic
moment: his apprehension of nothingness. Freed from the tyranny of
the senses, he welcomes his realization as if he had found the key to
existence.

Although all three writers discussed were influenced by Existentia-
list philosophy, they dealt with it in their own individual way, attempting
to find, in Beckett’'s own words, «a form that accommodates this mess».
By exploring the influence of existentialist beliefs on various indivi-
duals, all writers demonstrated both the success but also the failure of
their beliefs. If their characters seem unsatisfactory —undeveloped or
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ineffectual— in certain cases, it is because they reflect the reality of their
times. Twentieth century literature provides no happy endings to its
readers. The above writers, together with authors like James Joyce,
Virginia Woolf, and T. S. Eliot, being mainly concerned, among other
things, with the despair of modern man and the chaos and fragmen-
tation of consciousness and society, were impelled to search for
explanations of man’s mental condition by unfolding the various levels
of consciousness. Existential theories and the realisation of the ab-
surdity and superfluity of existence showed that logical deductions
which until then gave order and stability to the world were no longer
reliable. Man’s despondency in the Twentieth Century required new
forms of expression, often unrealistic, as in the works cited here, which
presented in conceptual terms the inadequacy of mere existence.
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MEPINHWH

Avva AeomotomoUAou,
dwooopia kat Aoyotexvia: Sartre, Camus, and Beckett

To yeyovég 6Tl 0 YNap&lopdg damépaoe alodntd Ty Aoyotexvia
ToU £lkoOTOU AWdva amnodelkvisTal arnéd Ty npoomnddela MOAN®Y Ao-
YOTEXV®V Va £punveloouv Tov AvBpmo KATw amd Ty enidpaocn g
VEaq BENOKEUTIKAG, MONTIKIG, KAl KOWWVIKIG OUVeldnong. Ze ouv-
SUaopd pe TV dalvopevoloyla Tou KATEPPLYE TN OUUBATIKT OXEON
TOU PUOIKOU Kal UNKOU KOOHOU Kal TNV epunve{a Toug, o YapEopds
TPOOTIAENTE va emaveEeTdoel, HETAEU GAAwY, TV ouoia Tou avepw-
Tou ot pita tep{odo mou 1 Bpnokela Sev MPOTEPEPE MAEOV IKAVOTION-
TIK) epunvela. Mn éxovrag €va mpokabopIopEVo, EUKONO TIPOCBLOPL-
oué yia Ty avlpdmvn @uor, o dvepwriog dev umopel va Exel AAo
P60 AP Vo auTdv Tou Tou Bivel o (B3log 0 eauTOG Tou. EMopgvag,
N Bdom TG P0TOPIKAG Bewplag Tou ZapTp, 6Tt N Unapgn mponyel-
TaL ™g ouciag («existence precedes essence»), eival pavepn oTo €p-
yo Tou Kapl kat Tou MMEKeT, 6rou avartyooeTal [e T Hopen Hubl-
oToploypapiag kat dpapatoupyiag.

To dpBpo auté uehetd T Nautia tou Zdptp, ™ fTtwon Tou Kapd,
Kal PepIkd Beatpikd pya Kabwg kat Tov MEppu Tou MIEKET e OKOTIO
va SeiEet 6Tt ol cuyypaPe(g autol mPoTeivouv Hia vEa oTdon Jwr|g Tou
nipémel va Eeplyel amd Ta ouvnolopéva mpdtuna. Ta €pya autd &e-
OKeMAZOUV TOUG OUPBATOUG KOWWVIKOUG POAOUG e TO Va Mapouaotd-
Touv Touc RPWEG XwpPIg epyacia Kat xwp(g mMPOKABOPIOUEVO OKOTIO
Twng. O okomdg autédg dev amokTiETal e Bela mapgupao, olte pe
TNV ameP{OKETTIN UL0BETNOT KOWMVIKOV POA®Y, GANG e aOPACLOTL-
K kal evepyd ouveldnronoinon Kat autoeppnvela. Evid o POKeTEy,
oto Téhog Tng Nautiag, eAmilet va ano@Uyetl Ty peuotdmTa g {wrig
Tou Péow TNG AOYOTEXVIKNG dnptoupyiag, o o Kuvikég Khapdvg,
otV MTtwon uloBeTel jia Sle@Bappévn oTdom {wr|§ KE TO Va SIEKTIEPE-
OVel KaBNUEPIVA To POAO TIOU Exel SLOAEEEL yia ToV eaUTO Tou. TEAOG,
0 Méppu Tou MIEKET Eepelyel amd TO «HEYANO PLACKO» ATOUOVHVO-
VTag ToV eauTé Tou amd v Kowvwvia, evd o BAAvTLp, ato MMepiuévo-
vtag tov [kovtd, ouvedntomolel 6Tt «n guvrBela eivat To peydho avat-
oBnTikd» («<habit is a great deadener»), pia pdon Tou cuvow(Zel Kat
TO €pY0 TV AWV dUo ouyypapEwy, KaBwg OAol poomdénoav va
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3layvwoouy TV andyvworn TOU HOVTEPVOU avBpwTiou Kal To XAog Kat
TOV KATAKEPHATIONS TNG ouve{dnong kat Tng Kowwviag otov IKkoaTtd
awva.



Catherine Papoutsa

LE SILENCE DANS LA COMMUNICATION:
MARQEUR PRAGMATIQUE

Toute parole est issue du silence et y retourne selon P. van den
Heuvel (1985, 65). C’est peut-étre pour cette raison que les structu-
ralistes considérent les silences et les vides comme des figures de
construction, comme des éléments constitutifs du discours.

Mais des questions surgissent telles que: & quoi correspodent ces
«trous» discursifs —et textuels— au niveau de l'acte de parole? Quels
effets leur présence vise-t-elle & obtenir sur le plan de la réception?
D’ou vient le sens au silence — parce que sens il ya —?

N’observant que le seul énoncé, la linuistique ne s’en est pas
soucié. Mais c’est la pragmatique qui peut offrir le cadre le plus
pertinent pour une approche du silence dans la communication
surtout au niveau de la problématique de I'implicite et par la méme de
la contextualisation. Le silence y sera envisagé comme un «énoncé»
qui «dit” I'essentiel sous le mode de I" implicite.

La philosophie a observé le phénoméne dans une perspective
métaphysique qui n’est pas la nétre. Dans ce paradigme le silence
releve de I'inexprimable, de «ce dont on ne peut parler —et qu’ il faut
taire» selon Wittgenstein. Pourtant il faut noter que pour la pensée zen
«le vide est le lieu du sens».

D’autres théoriciens voient surtout dans le silence une figure
esthétique qui, par le recours a lelliptique et a I'imprécis, vise a
appeler le destinataire a la participation.

Les narratologues s’intéressent exclusivement au rapport que le
silence entretient avec le temps dans la mesure ou il constitue une
accélération extréme de la durée.

Si I'on essayait de définir le silence, on dirait qu’il peut étre con-
sidéré comme une opération discursive, se manifestant dans le
discours et référant directement a un acte d’énonciation. Ne possé-
dant pas de support concret sur le plan linguistique, il sera pris, en
surface, dans le sens d’une non-réalisation d’un acte d’énonciation qui
pourrait ou devrait avoir lieu dans une situation donnée.

Cette notion de situation, définie comme “I'ensemble des condi-
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tions psychologiques, sociales et historiques qui déterminent I'émis-
sion d’'un énoncé a un moment donné du temps et en un lieu donné»
(J. Dubois et al, 1973; cf. Ducrot-Todorov, 1972) sert de base pour
I'interlocuteur du silence. A la situation, il faudrait inclure aussi le
locuteur et linterlocuteur comme parameétres de I'acte de commu-
nication que constitue le silence. D’autre part, c’est le co-texte a savoir
ce qui précede et suit un silence, qui est fondamental pour son inter-
prétation.

Une des caractéristiques du silence est sa négativité a savoir que ce
qui est a la base d’un éventuel silence c’est 'impuissance ou le refus.
L'incapacité du sujet a satisfaire a la nécessité créée par la situation
provient soit de I'insuffisance du langage soit de la difficulté de ce qui
est a dire (critére de I'incommodité de I'acte d’énonciation). Le refus se
fonde souvent sur une révolte qui se dirige contre le discours social
dont le sujet récuse 'usage stéréotypé, soit contre I'interlocuteur dont il
décline I'offre de communication. Mais «on ne peut ne pas commu-
niquer» selon P. Watzlawick, ce qui signifie que la non-parole est signe
au méme titre que la parole: on sait bien que le silence «parle» et que
son «éloquence» joue un réle capital dans la communication.

Le silence, acte énonciatif in abstentia, inscrit dans le discours par
une causalité contextuelle, produit un manque que vient couvrir la
situation et le co(n)texte qui contiennent ce qu’on ne veut ou n’ose dire
mais souvent aussi ce qu’'on sait. Dans ce dernier cas, le silence
remplit une fonction intersubjective dans la mesure ou il renvoie a un
univers commun & deux interlocuteurs qui rend superflue la parole et
dans cette perspective renforce les liens d’'une communauté. C'est
pour cette raison que dans certaines societés, surtout nordiques, les
moments de silence sont bien vus. Cette fonction apparait notamment
dans le cas de I'aposiopése ou il s’agit de la passation de la parole a
I'interlocuteur supposé capable de compléter I'énoncé soit pour dire
une évidence que le silence suggere soit pour verbeliser un mot tabou
qui ne convient pas.

Le silence dans cette fonction semble dire «voici ce que je ne peux
(veux) pas énoncer: a vous de le dire».

Ce silence se fonde indubitablement sur une vision idéaliste de la
communication puisqu’il fait supposer que le destinataire est apte a
réaliser, grace a quelques références situationnelles, I'énonce que le
sujet lui-méme a laissé en blanc. Le silence, marquant l'inachevé,
appelle toujours a I'activité complémentaire.
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En recréant l'intimité interrelationnelle de la situation interlocutive
ou laltérité subjective est effacéé, le discour du silence fait de
I'interlocuteur I'égal du locuteur.

Cette optique optimiste oublie évidemment qu’un silence, surtout
s'il est prolongé, peut «glacer» la communication et mettre en cause
I'autre dans son étre, notamment quand le silence n’est pas accompa-
gné par un signe mimo-gestuel quelconque.

D’autres fonctions peuvent étre attribuées au silence. R. Ingaden et
W. Iser lui ont reconnu les fonctions de 'indéterminé et du secret qu’un
silence implique et qui sont des structures d’appel; les variations sur le
plein et la vacuité constituent des stratégies séductrices qui agissent
sur l'autre. Mais c’est mettre I'accent sur la réception.

Au niveau de la production le silence a la fonction de «dire» I'essentiel
parce que souvent oblige le locuteur a un feed-back, un retour sur le
dit. Un silence qui suivrait une question comme «est-ce que j’ai bien
agi»? obligerait certainement le locuteur a voir autrement son action.
«Un silence abrupt au milieu d’une conversation, dit Cioran, nous
raméne soudain a I'essentiel». Le fonctionnement de cette parole
absente, tout en n’étant pas prononceé, nous renseigne sur la valeur
de celles qui sont visibles, ponctue I'importance —ou l'insignifiance— du
dit et dans cette fonction constitue une stratégie des orateurs —depuis
les politiciens et jusqu’aux enseignants— qui veulent metire en valeur
leur discours.

Ainsi, quand la parole se retire, il ne reste que le sens plein: le
silence avec tout ce qu'il comporte de vrai, ce qui ne se dit pas dans
l'usage social du langage. C’est I'absentification du sujet ol grace &
des stratégies spécifiques, I'istance d’énonciation s’absentifie par un
desinvestissement de sa fonction et ol le lieu du retrait devient ce
méme lieu de la monstraction: en se cachant, il se montre mieux: «ily a
assurément de I'inexprimable. Celui-ci se montre...» dit Wittgenstein.

Une autre fonction, majeure celle-ci, c’est la réorientation de la
conversation ou la réitération d’'un énoncé qui contribue a linten-
sification du dialogue. Puisons deux exemples dans la piéce de
Beckett «<En attendant Godot» ol le silence réigne.
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(@ V.- Cafait comme un bruit de plumes
E. — De feuilles
V.- De cendres
E. - De feuilles

Long silence

(b) V.-Dis quelque chose!
V. - Dis quelque chose!
E. - Je cherche

Long silence
V. (angoissé) — Dis n’importe quoi.

Il est évident qu’un locuteur qui butte sur un silence comprend le
plus souvent que son interlocuteur n’a pas envie de parler sur la sujet
en cours et il change de sujet pour ne pas le brusquer. D’autres fois,
on peut étre angoissé par un silence —comme le héros de Beckett- et
réitérer la demande de parole. L'une ou l'autre de deux attitudes
dépendent aussi du degré d’intimité entre les interlocuteurs.

Le silence, en régle générale, transforme les droits et les obli-
gations des interlocuteurs lors d’'un échange. En tant que tel, il est
institutionnel comme tout acte de langage, dans la mesure ou le statut
et la place des interactants dans I'édifice social réglent la poursuite de
I'interaction et apportent des changements dans I'état de connais-
sances ou les dispositions affectives des participants a I'échange.

La théorie des actes de langage repose justement sur la notion de
transformation: «L’accomplit un acte illocutoire A dans une énoncia-
tion E, si L présente E comme distinée & produire certaines trans-
formations juridiques et les produisant» (Anscombre, 1980, 68).

Défini comme acte de langage, le silence possede une force
illocutoire —sa valeur d’action- et un effet perlocutoire sur I'auditeur. |l
constitue ainsi «un faire sans dire», le dire lui vevant du co(n)texte.
Dans un exemple comme:

L. — Nous sortirons ce soir?
. - (Silence) (allant s’installer devant la telé)
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le silence équivaut, suivant le contexte extra-linguistique, a un refus
(«non») qui transforme le champs d'interlocution et «fait» donc quelque
chose; parce que, pour qu'il y ait acte, il faut et il suffit qu’'un com-
portement corporel ou langagier quelconque permette de changer I
état de choses existant, d’apporter une modification & I'ordre du
monde, c’est-a-dire, d’obtenir un résultat.

Acte de langage donc, le silence est institutionnel et intentionnel
mais non conventionnel, et est certainement non vériconditionnel,
c’est-a-dire qu’on ne peut pas lui attribuer une valeur de vérité dans la
mesure, ol il ne décrit rien, ne rapporte rien mais «fait> quelque chose
et requiert des circonstances concomitantes, a savoir, les intentions,
pensées, sintiments des locuteurs pour réussir en tant qu’acte.

Mais si acte de langage il y a, il est indirect, c’est-a-dire que pour
comprendre la force illocutoire effective, I'allocutaire doit la déduire au
moyen d’un raisonnement avec comme regles les maximes con-
versationnelles de Grice. dans notre cas, un tel raisonement, basé sur
la régle de lincommodité du dire pourrait étre formulé de la fagon
suivante:

(1) — Le se tait :

(2) - S'il se tait c’est qu'il veut dire quelque chose d’incommode
(3) - Vu les circonstances concomitantes, I'incommode a dire
est un refus

(4) — Son silence donc, peut vouloir signifier un refus

(5) — Donc, il refuse

Il apparait qu'au deld du contextuel, le silence a un caractére
inférentiel et se situe dans le cadre de lillocutoire dérivé ol une ou
plusieurs valeurs dérivées se surajoutent a la valeur pragmatique
littérale. Seulement, dans le cas du silence, il se trouve quil y a
absence de valeur littérale si I'on fait abstraction du contexte. Dans
’exemple suivant:

L - Est-ce que tu I'aimes?
| — (silence)
le silence, qui ne signifie littéralement rien, peut pourtant prendre
I'allure de différentes actes de langage comme: le blame («on ne pose
pas de questions pareilles»), d’un aveu difficile («oui»), d’un refus («non»),
d’une menace («si tu continues a me poser de telles questions, je te
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mets dehors»), le co(n)texte se chargeant de sélectionner une valeur
approriée parmi les valeurs virtuelles. On a donc, des valeurs dérivées
non inscrites en langue et c’est la raison pour laquelle on a parlé du
caractere non conventionnel du silence.

Vu ainsi, le silence est installé dans le discours a I'aide d’un
implicite, un non-dit, selon le mode du sous-entendu qui sans le dire
fait comprendre quelque chose a linterlocuteur, le locuteur faisant
appel a sa faculté de déduction. Si I'on apparente le sens du silence a
celui du sous-entendu c’est que celui-ci» englobe toutes les infor-
mation qui sont susceptibles d’étre véhiculées mais dont I'actua-
lisation reste tributaire de certaines particularités du contexte énon-
ciatif et qui constituent des valeurs instables dont le décryptage
implique un calcul interprétatif plus ou moins sujet a caution (dé-
codées par la compétence encyclopédique et rhetorico-pragmatique
des interlocuteurs») (Orecchioni, 1986, 39).

Le nombre de supports linguistiques du sous-entendu peut étre
nul, ce qui est le cas du silence, et de cela dépend le degré d’évidence
et sa force d’actualisation.

Le silence, en tant que sous-entendu, peut étre interprété comme
insinuation, manoeuvre par lequel un sujet plus ou moins mal
intentionné, fait entendre quelque chose sans I'affirmer, ou comme
allusion s'il fait référence a un ou plusieurs faits particuliers connus des
protagonistes de I'echange verbal, d’eux seuls, d’eux surtout, ce qui
établit entre eux une certaine connivence.

Mais pour extraire un sous-entendu et par suite le sens d’'un
silence, il faut certains principes que sont les maximes conversation-
nelles de Grice. Ces maximes prévoient un principe de coopération
(«que votre contribution a la conversation soit tel que le requiert
I'objectif ou la direction acceptée de I' échange verbal dans lequel
vous étes engagé») avec comme sous-régles le principe de quantité
(«Donnez autant d’informations qu'il est requis»), le principe de qualité
(«Dites la vérité»), le principe de maniére («éviter I'ambiguité et
I'obscurité»), et le principe de relation («soyez pertinent»).

Il est évident que le silence n’obéit pas a ces principes, ce qui nous
amenerait & une impasse. Seulement, dans le cas du silence, il s’agit
de I'exploitation des maximes ot on peut violer une maxime pour ne
pas violer une autre dont le respect engage davantage le locuteur:
ainsi on peut se taire, se montrer non-coopératif pour ne pas violer la
régle de la qualité et dire des mensonges.
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Concernant le silence, on peut énoncer une loi de discours du type:
ne parler d’un fait x a un auditeur y, cela peut vouloir dire, dans
certaines situations, soit que I'auditeur n’a pas droit a I'information soit
qu’ il doit chercher dans le contexte les inférences qui s'imposent.

Le silence est en quelque sorte, un nouveau langage, la forme d’
énonciation la plus pure qui fonde la communication sur une situation
pleine.

Et de par son caractere contextuel et inférentiel s’inscrit dans le
cadre des faits pragmatiques et constitue dans la communication un
margueur pragmatique.
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H o, optfépevn wg AeKTIKY| TTPGEN in absentia xapaktnpiletal
apxikd wg aduvapia i dpvnon Adyou.

TTepnuévn €€ 0plopol TNG YAWOOOAOYIKAG EKPAVOEWS ONHACLO-
Soteltal and Ta cupePEaldUeVa EVEOKEIUEVIKA Kl EEWKEILEVIKAL.

Me autd Ta Sedopéva, N oW eyypdpetal ota maioa g Eupe-
oNG AEKTIKAG TPAENG Tou evepyorotel TIG eNMAYWYIKEG Sladikaoieq
POG avelpean €vvolag.

O 3ladikaoieg auTég dev atnpilovtal oTa CUVOUIAIAKE agiopata
Tou Grice oav Tétola aA\d oy eneEepyaoia Toug.
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