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  For a binary praxis of non-antagonistic reciprocity







 







      ‘A binary praxis of antagonistic reciprocity’
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        ‘The tragedy is not being alone, but rather not being alone’


    

        ALBERT CAMUS
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WHAT IT FEELS LIKE TO BE ALIVE





  FOR A LONG WHILE I fully expected that this massive illusion would come to an end and everyone else in the world

  would just disappear, give up the ghost, and leave me all alone to play with the cars and planes and trains. (Quite how all the cars and trains and planes came to be there in the first place,

  without the existence of other people, did not give me serious pause.)




  On the whole I thought this great vanishing trick would be a good thing. (At other times I would wake up in a cold sweat. Has everybody gone? Come back!Which they duly did.) A few practical

  details remained unclear. Sometimes I wondered what would become of their shoes and socks – when all these plausible simulacra faded away – if they would just be left there, vast piles

  of shoes on every street corner, or if they too would disappear back into the void along with the ‘people’ wearing them.




  And yet, inexplicably, other people remained stubbornly there. But what were they all doing? What was the point of other people exactly? Perhaps a giant wave would sweep up the Thames and

  carry them all off, leaving me alone on top of a mountain somewhere. It took a few egocentric years before I started to wonder if, on the contrary, I was the illusion.

  What if, after all, they are real and I do not exist? I started to feel that I was not altogether palpably, tangibly, incontrovertibly, there. They were there. They were real, I was

  the ghost: an invisible man among the masses. Perhaps everything was a dream and I (or they) would eventually wake up and all would be revealed.




  It was in the midst of this state of confusion that I entered the bookshop.




  It was a small family bookshop, on a peaceful back street in a small town on the fringes of London, close to my school, run by real human beings, the kind that doesn’t exist so much now.

  Like something out of Dickens. I treated it as my own personal library, and I would sit there for hours on end, often on the floor, usually not buying anything, then walk out. I loved that

  bookshop, but I still rue the day I first went in there.




  

    [image: ]


  




  I had a particular soft spot for the foreign-languages section down in the basement. It was like going somewhere far away, but without having to go to the trouble of getting

  on a boat or a plane – like a foreign land in itself, reassuringly other, strange, barely comprehensible. On this particular day, around the sixteenth year of the life I thought of as a dream

  or a prolonged hallucination, I went down to the basement. There was no one else around; I had it all to myself. For some reason I pulled the fattest book I could find off the shelf and sat down on

  the floor with it. It was a big book but the print was small. There were so many words and names in there I had never come across before. But there was a special kind of music to it that instantly

  played in my head. It sounded to me like a remix of ‘21st Century Schizoid Man’ and ‘Je t’aime . . . moi non plus’. I had an irresistible feeling of

  déjà vu.




  This book changed my life (whether it ruined it or redeemed it, I am still not sure). I couldn’t understand too much of it, and not just because it was in French, but I

  felt as if it could understand me. At some visceral level we spoke the same language. Up until that point I had been a generally law-abiding citizen. Suddenly, stealing a book began to seem like

  not only a subversive, quasi-revolutionary act of some sort but also a way of rectifying matters, correcting some original, unspecified injustice. Like standing on the barricades in ‘68 and

  throwing a Molotov cocktail.
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  Not long before – like everyone at one time or another – I had been stood up. Waited for a girl to turn up at a local coffee shop, only she didn’t. Her name was Sylvie. Then,

  riffling through the pages of Being and Nothingness, I read this, with an electrifying feeling of identification.




  

  

  

    I have a rendezvous with Sylvie at 4 o’clock.


	


	


  




  Rereading it now (p. 43) I see that the author wrote ‘Pierre’, but I am sure that I read ‘Sylvie’. And, look, this was surely my café too,

  ‘replete with customers, tables, booths, mirrors, light, smoky atmosphere, the sound of voices, the clinking of saucers, footsteps’. All in all, yes, ‘a plenitude of being’.

  That was the mot juste. And yet, when he looks for the face of Pierre/Sylvie and doesn’t find it, ‘absence haunts the café’. Sartre’s nothingness was my

  nothingness. All this sound, the people, the food, the coffee: it was all subtly permeated, perfumed, with the vacancy, the lack, that was Sylvie. And her absence was in some way a commentary on

  his. It was obvious that the relationship with Sylvie was not going to work out too well, but if I didn’t have Sylvie at least I had Sartre. Maybe he was more my type anyway. He made a life

  that was – broadly – stupid, meaningless and futile, somehow philosophical. Philosophy was not a remote and arid discipline; it was an inherent part of

  everyday life, so self-evidently there – you just didn’t notice it most of the time, like air.




  This book had found its ideal reader: I had found my book. Its strangeness was my strangeness. And if I had had any sense or regard for morality I would have duly saved up and bought it.

  But – and this is not an excuse, only a description of what it felt like – I could feel this big book in my hand urging me on to do something reckless and illicit. An acte

  gratuit. The book made me do it. When I went up the stairs and crept past the bookseller and the till, where I did not stop to pay, I was sure that it was making an enormous guilty hump

  in my coat. But I kept on going regardless, out the door, and down the street, expecting alarm bells at any moment, the scream of sirens, pursuit by high-speed police cars, a dragnet closing in on

  the perpetrator. I was ready to face the consequences, whatever they may be. I would assume responsibility.




  I didn’t think my parents or teachers or twin brother would understand, but the book would. The author would. I was at large in the world, on the run, a fugitive from justice, on my own

  – except for the book.




  So this was what it felt like to be alive. I existed – for the first time. The book-thief was escaping on a bus and he was reading Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness. I

  see now, of course, that he (my younger, more felonious self ) was not escaping at all: he was hooked, on a bus driving him deeper and deeper into addiction. Sartre had taken the place of Sylvie in

  my heart. Here was the pre-eminent philosopher of the blues. Feeling bad had never felt so good. Worse was better. ‘The emptiness of all plenitude’. As time went on, nothing could

  brighten my day more than the thought that ‘Every existent is born for no reason, prolongs itself out of weakness, and dies by chance.’ I carried the book around with me in the way an

  apprentice gangster stuffs a gun into his belt. On the very rare opportunities that arose to declare my philosophical allegiance, I started – very tentatively – to

  call myself an existentialist. It was just as well not too many people asked me what I meant by it. But then the difficulty of defining it was part of its charm, like an Impressionist

  painting.




  Although, technically, had anyone taken the slightest interest, I could presumably have been thrown into jail (or at least some fearsome youth-rehabilitation facility) on this account, I had the

  odd feeling that the book guaranteed my immunity from prosecution and allowed me to get away with just about anything. Naturally when I set off not long after for St Tropez, in search of Brigitte

  Bardot, I took Sartre with me, as a good luck charm. And if I failed then so be it: was everything not ‘doomed to failure’ anyway? I became a paragon, an evangelist, of negative

  thinking. One thing I knew for sure about being an existentialist: it didn’t mean you were necessarily pro-existence.




  Which explains why I was instantly seduced by the first sentence of The Myth of Sisyphus by Albert Camus.




  

    

     There is only one really serious philosophical problem: suicide.


	


  




  My best friend, Bruno (a dog), had died in a road accident not long before and I (a) was initially crushed, but then (b) retaliated by experimenting with improvisatory forms of

  Russian roulette (I didn’t have a gun, but cars and people would definitely do). I hadn’t dared go back to the bookshop for a while. This was a book I picked up, quite legally and much

  less dramatically, from a shelf in the local library (I borrowed it and – a reformed character – took it back again). This might have had something to do with Wendy, who worked in the

  library on Saturdays and went to the nearby girls’ grammar school.




  I was starting to read Camus in the sixth form, but it wasn’t till I came across that resounding opening sentence – as arresting as the opening chords of

  Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony or Richard Strauss’s Also sprach Zarathustra – that I felt a real connection. It was déjà vu all over again. I had already

  thought something like this, but I hadn’t realized that I thought it. Now I knew. The surprising thing about both Sartre and Camus was that the darker and bleaker their pronouncements, the

  more life seemed worth living – or, if not entirely worthwhile, then at least intriguing in its very insignificance, or what I learned to call its absurdity. (Meaning what exactly?

  Only to stop worrying about exact meaning.)




  For one long hot summer, I was Meursault. Like the protagonist of The Outsider, I too would go swimming (that was the easy part), have sex (harder), kill someone randomly on the

  beach (the thought was there), go on trial, get executed, and so on – and keep a diary of my experiences. I adopted the cool, casual, laconic, rather detached way Camus had of speaking of all

  of this, almost as if it was happening to someone else.




  ‘Do you love me?’




  Wendy (unlike Meursault’s girlfriend) never did ask such an obviously idiotic question, and vowed instead to study art history, become a prostitute, and write her first novel in French,

  finally running off with a welder from Bristol. But, had anyone asked, I was ready with my Meursault-style answer: ‘That means nothing to me, but probably not.’




  Qui perd gagne. Loser wins. It was a perplexing phrase I came across in the stolen book. There was a dash of death-wish about it. And it resonated with the idea of the ‘moral

  victory’ we always spoke of after losing a football match (which seemed to happen a lot). I felt sure that the image that Camus conjured up of Sisyphus sweatily shoving his great rock up a

  hill and yet being at the same time ‘happy’ with his lot expressed a similar thought. Sartre and Camus became my philosophical guardian angels: minders and bodyguards. I learned from

  them that no one ever really slotted perfectly and painlessly into the group (family, school, country). Everyone, at some level, no matter how seemingly well-adjusted, was a

  lonely, anomic wanderer. The world, as Baudelaire said, is a vast hospital in which all the patients want to change beds. Through these two thinkers I learned to love other beings – or hate

  them, as the case may be, but at least I acknowledged their independent and finally unfathomable existence. I understood that they were just as weird – like refugees from a country that did

  not exist – as I was. They were outsiders too. It was a beginning. Sartre and Camus provided a self-help (or potentially self-harm) manual for day-to-day existence. They were clearly (so I

  thought) brothers-in-arms, comrades, intellectual compadres.




  For some time I tended to mix them up and think of them as one epic writer – Sartre/Camus. Their books – from Nausea to The Plague – nestled harmoniously together

  on the shelf, like a vast collaborative exercise. Maybe that wasn’t entirely wrongheaded and farfetched. Were all writers not part of some vaster, indeterminate uber-text that shaded off into

  infinity around the edges? And then they had in common what was perhaps the crux of all existential thinking: a dangerous chemistry between life and literature, ideas and existence. But I should

  have realized that these two would never be able to fit together into any mutually respectful collective – the duo – for very long. In fact it came as a shock when I discovered that my

  supposed dream team had morphed into sworn enemies, duellists who feuded over every inch of intellectual territory. It was as bad, in its way, as the Beatles splitting up. Their whole relationship

  had been more like a collision, a slow-motion car crash, than a collaboration. Half-bromance, half-war of words. Their split marked not just a fault line in the history of the twentieth century,

  but also a rift in the psyche.




  In truth, Sartre and Camus now seem to me like the heavy hitters of a philosophy fight club, exemplifying the clash between the savage and the symbolic. But their schism

  reflects a duality that goes to the core of what we are and defines what it feels like to be alive. Contemporary insights in cognitive psychology suggest that we are always in two minds. Remixing

  both Sartre and Camus, existentialism and the absurd, I call it X-theory. Each one of us is already double, divided, conflicted. It was something they both realized – that human beings

  are inherently ironic and philosophers, above all, somewhere between comic and tragic: riven by prehistorical, prelinguistic, preliterate habits and traditions and our more literate or postliterate

  tendencies, poised between past and future, associative and analytic. Socratic savages, hairless apes with pen and paper – or iPads – in our hands, we cannot live without telling

  stories about our lives. But what first drew the two men together was bound, equally, to tear them apart. The precarious friendship between the two writers was, as Sartre put it in his

  uncompromising way, ‘a binary praxis of antagonistic reciprocity’. Friend and foe. In philosophy, as in football, ‘everything is always complicated by the presence of the

  opposing team’.




  Sartre scorned the idea of guilt. It’s done: you can’t rewind and do it differently. Assume responsibility, be a man. Regret nothing. I must be without remorse

  or regrets. It was Camus who persuaded me to take the book back. Camus had more of a conscience than Sartre; he knew what it was like to be penitent. But really Sartre should have understood:

  having a conscience was nothing other than having multiple, fragmented selves, slightly out of kilter.




  The book-thief’s life of crime was over. I had kept well away from the place for a long while in case they had a ‘wanted dead or alive’ picture of me nailed to the wall.

  Finally, driven by remorse and the 103 bus, I went back to that undeservingly ripped-off bookshop, book in hand, with some vague notion of confessing or paying up or doing

  penance. Or perhaps returning the stolen goods (although my copy was now anything but pristine: grubby, torn, battered and littered with delirious marginalia and exclamation marks). In some

  symbolic way effecting a rectification. And, at some level, I really wanted to ditch the Sartre once and for all. To state the obvious: it wasn’t a clear, carefully worked-out plan.




  This is what the bookshop looked like when I went back:




  

    It was finally replaced by an estate agent.
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  The pile of rubble formerly known as ‘The Bookshop’




  

    This time I really did feel responsible, as if I had personally caused the downfall of a once-mighty edifice by running off with the one book that served as its foundation. I had

    singlehandedly, unintentionally, deconstructed an entire shopful of books. There was no confession. I could not be forgiven or punished or redeemed or rehabilitated. No one

    could absolve me of anything. But perhaps it is not too late to atone for that original sin and give back the book I stole. Even if it is warped and mangled and scribbled on.
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THINK COFFEE





  I AM SITTING IN A CAFÉ in New York, on the corner of 4th Street and Mercer, called Think Coffee. This is the

  capital of the kingdom of outsiders – ‘striped’, as Sartre once wrote of the city, ‘with parallel (but not interconnecting) meanings’. I’m not waiting for anyone

  in particular any more, neither Sylvie nor Pierre, but I am surrounded – sitting at the counter – by NYU students tapping away on their laptops. What is it about the café that

  makes it such a natural venue for thinking, the habitat of the philosopher and the writer? The idea is that coffee is good for the brain, an intellectual stimulant. I drink therefore I am. Add to

  the caffeinated café, if we rewind a few decades, the nicotine factor. The smoke from cigarettes and pipes was like clouds of pure thought wafting towards the ceiling, just as in jazz clubs

  of the era it seemed like the visual equivalent of improvised music. The true thinker needed not just strong coffee placed nearby but a half-burned cigarette between his fingers.




  But there is a more obvious answer. The café is somewhere to sit and talk, somewhere we go to meet other people. The café is a public house, a form of agora – the

  ancient market-place that evolved into the academy: the realm of the inter-subjective, the point where the parallel lives finally intersect. The seats, as Sartre put it, are owned by everyone and

  no one. And the café is somewhere, sheltered from the elements, to write in. They rarely throw you out, no matter how long you take over the coffee. Writing, for both Sartre and Camus, was

  the continuation of a conversation. Their work, even when not explicitly in the form of a play or a novel, has the feeling of a dialogue. Philosophy resides in a relationship or set of

  relationships, in the resonances and, above all, the intermittences or ‘cognitive dissonance’ – or flat-out disagreements. The café is also, philosophically, a battlefield,

  a place where verbal wars – the agon – can be fought out in metaphysical combat.
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  Sartre – after a spell in a German Stalag – wrote most of Being and Nothingness in the Café de Flore on the Boulevard Saint-Germain during 1942. He

  liked to sit near the wood stove (coal was in short supply). He was good at blocking out the noise, the Nazis, and the distractions, and staying focused. But the café

  nevertheless seeps into the philosophy, even becomes philosophical. Consider the waiter, for example.




  The Flore had no shortage of garçons. Perhaps if it had been a fast-food joint the idea would never have occurred to Sartre. Sartre spent hours there every day. He and Simone de

  Beauvoir had two main working shifts, before and after lunch (for which, ironically, they went elsewhere, to keep costs down). Sartre had his pen, his bottle of ink, and a thick wad of paper all

  lined up, and a pile of books, spread out on the table, like cards from the pack. He went to one end of the café, Beauvoir to the other. The waiter was the link between them, their

  go-between. Others would come and go, but the waiter was a constant. Sartre would sit and watch him, going through the same motions, again and again, day after day, until he realized that the

  waiter embodied something fundamental about human beings generally. He was in a rut and he needed to get out of it.
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  The Café de Flore on the eve of World War Two




  Sartre, observing the garçon closely, had the impression that he was overdoing it – overacting. He picked up his pen and jotted down the following analysis:




  

    

      

        He has brisk and emphatic gestures, in fact he comes towards the customers a little too briskly, and he bows a little too eagerly, his voice and his eyes express a level

        of interest in the customer’s order that is too full of solicitude. Finally he returns, trying to imitate in his gait the inflexible rigour of an automaton, all the while carrying his

        tray with the temerity of a tightrope walker, maintaining it in a perpetually unstable equilibrium, perpetually destabilized, and perpetually re-established with only the slightest movement

        of the arm and hand. His entire conduct seems to us like a game.


      


    


  




  So what if the garçon’s movements and gestures are a little theatrical? Perhaps all he wants is to make sure he gets a decent tip? No, it’s more than that:

  ‘he is playing at being a waiter’. He is pretending to be a waiter. But – hold on – surely he is a waiter (in the same way, a tailor is a tailor, says Sartre,

  and a grocer is a grocer), so is that not reasonable? True, but to the extent that he thinks of himself as a waiter, to the degree that he has consciously adopted the role of waiter and made it

  into his identity, then he is committing the sin of ‘bad faith’ by excluding at any moment the multiple alternatives, as a free human being, that could be available to him. He is a

  fake, a phoney.




  The garçon is wearing his distinctive black waistcoat, the bow-tie, the white apron. But he is, after all, another human being. What if the customers are a little like the waiter? Are

  they phoneys too? Maybe at some level we – NYU students, professors, baristas, writers, footballers, builders, tree surgeons – are all as guilty as the waiter, by

  pretending to be what we are when we could just as well be what we are not. That is our rut. But it is a rut of our own making. Beyond the rut lies the land of freedom, at once enticing and

  frightening. On the upside, we have ‘an infinite horizon of possibilities’. On the downside, we will never coincide perfectly with ourselves, ‘sincerity is a metaphysical

  impossibility’, and cracks and fissures start to open up in the surface of everyday life, revealing great voids beneath. The waiter is also, Sartre suggests, a tightrope walker; his

  equilibrium is unstable. He could easily fall off his tight, rigid rope, tip one way or another – and become something other than a waiter: a Resistance hero, for example, or, by the same

  token, a collaborator, a spy, a traitor. Perhaps – secretly – he is already leading these other lives.




  Sartre, persisting with his Socratic café dialectic, tried hard to explain his paradoxical point. Perhaps even to convert the garçon into a fully-fledged existentialist

  freedom-lover.




  

    

      

        And look, what have we over here?




        I don’t see anything, Monsieur, could you be more specific?




        But what you have just said confirms the very point I wish to make.




        What do you mean?




        You used a negative, did you not?




        Did I?




        You said, ‘I do not . . .’




        Well, yes, but . . .




        And where do you think this negative comes from? The power, the possibility, of negation?




        I don’t know. Oh sorry, there I go again . . .




        You see. Contained within all your negatives, like a germ at the heart of a grain of wheat, like an embryo, but more like the opposite of an embryo, must be the

        possibility of nothingness itself.




        I don’t get it. I mean, explain further.




        All right, let me simplify. Look at this coffee cup, for example.




        I see it.




        You perceive the coffee cup. You have consciousness of the coffee cup. But are you the coffee cup?




        No, obviously I am not a coffee cup.




        There, now you see: consciousness is always consciousness of something. But you are defined by negation. You know what you are not. You are not a coffee cup – or

        anything else in particular for that matter. You have a clear sense of what you are not. But, let me ask you: do you have an equally clear sense of what you are?




        Hmm, let me think about that . . . Maybe not.


      


    


  




  I am not an inkwell, nor a glass, adds Sartre in Being and Nothingness, looking around his immediate environment. So simple, so obvious, this not-being-something, that we

  forget it. It is not just that Pierre or Sylvie, by their absence, haunt the café: it is rather that – perpetually – ‘nothingness haunts being’. Whatever I am, I am

  is ‘in the mode of not-being’, in the same way that an actor is (and is not) Hamlet. To be and not to be: there is no ‘or’ about it.




  Thinking and conversation: as integral to the café as cups and saucers. The very sounds and sights of the café illustrate philosophical arguments. The café

  is shot through in its every atom with the themes of being and nothingness. Like the milk in a good café au lait. Like the butter in a croissant. There is nothing

  that is not philosophical (Sartre was inspired to go to Berlin to study by the suggestion that it was possible to make philosophy out of an apricot cocktail). In fact nothing is –

  mysteriously – the philosophical subject par excellence. Which is why Camus’ parody of a philosopher (in a play he will write some time after meeting Sartre) is known as ‘Monsieur

  Nothingness’.




  Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus first met in the summer of 1943 at the opening of Sartre’s edgy and provocative new play, The Flies, which reworked the myth of Orestes into an

  anti-Nazi allegory, just subtle enough to get past the censors. The theatre was once called the Sarah Bernhardt, but her all-too-Jewish name had been erased and it was now Théâtre de

  la Cité. Camus saw Sartre in the lobby of the theatre and went up and introduced himself. Towards the end of 1943, Sartre, Camus, and Simone de Beauvoir met up in the Café de Flore,

  the very café where Sartre had waited for Pierre, where the clatter of crockery and silverware and the buzz of conversation gave him a sense of ‘plenitude’. Camus had already

  written The Outsider. In many ways, in Paris at least, he was the ‘outsider’, having been born and brought up in Algeria, then a French colony. He was the son of an

  illiterate charlady. Now, having recently turned thirty, he had an office at Gallimard, the publishers, where he had become an editor or ‘reader’. Sartre, aged thirty-eight, was the

  already established author of Nausea, short stories, and a play or two. His monumental Being and Nothingness had just come out, weighing in at around a kilo and several hundred pages,

  his ‘essay on phenomenological ontology’, which shins up the mighty tree of philosophy, clambers bravely out on a high branch and proceeds to saw it off – and is miraculously

  suspended by the invisible wires of nothingness (while the rest of the tree falls over). Beauvoir, having been dismissed from her teaching job on a charge of ‘corrupting a

  minor’ (she had picked up a habit of seducing her students), had recently published She Came to Stay (L’Invitée) with Gallimard.




  Sartre and Camus had so many things in common: neither man growing up had known his father; both had notched up significant literary and philosophical achievements; both were (in their different

  ways) serial womanizers. Both preferred to be known by their last name. Both had a notion of giving expression to what it feels like to be alive. Both had a powerful sense of humans as divided,

  contradictory beings, unable to decide between the savage and the symbolic, or mind and body: ‘I am not what I am’ (Sartre); ‘I am a stranger to myself’ (Camus). Each man

  held out the promise of secular transcendence. Camus even wrote a ‘defence’ of Sartre when he got into trouble with the censors (‘when you see who is against him, you have to be

  with him’. But there were obvious differences. They were, in Bloom’s terms, the ‘precursor’ and the ‘ephebe’. Camus, even though a literary sensation, was still

  very much the new kid on the block.




  They ordered coffee and made it last, even though it was not particularly good coffee. When Camus discovered that the waiter’s name was Pascal, he started calling him

  ‘Descartes’ instead. An absurd joke, but perhaps it made the point about everyone being a philosopher, potentially.




  Occupied Paris: a place of fear, torture, and terror. ‘A vast Stalag,’ said Beauvoir. Wherever they went, Beauvoir, Camus, Sartre, to cafés or the theatre,

  Nazis and SS officers would go there too. There was no escape. This was post-Casablanca. The last train to freedom had left the station long ago. The SS had its headquarters around the

  corner from the Hôtel Mercure, where Camus was staying. Paris was plastered with Nazi posters (‘No Jews Allowed’). As the three of them sat at the Deux Magots or the Flore, German cars cruised by outside and German troops ordered Schnapps at the bar. They were right there all the time, in your face. Which was the whole idea.




  At different times and in different ways Camus, Sartre and Beauvoir participated in the Resistance, certainly at an intellectual level. Sartre accepted that he was more one of the ‘writers

  who resist’ than the ‘Resisters who write’. Occasionally they risked their lives. Being alive always implied the risk of death, but now more than ever. People they knew were being

  arrested and killed. Others were collaborating. Thousands of Jews were being routinely rounded up and shipped off to die in the camps. This was the high tide of the Holocaust. It is odd then that,

  as Sartre put it in an essay written some time later, ‘we were never so free as under the German Occupation’.




  To understand this point of view, it is necessary to forget that the Liberation of Paris took place in 1944 or that the Second World War came to an end in 1945 with the death of Hitler and the

  final defeat of Germany and the Axis. In other words, we have to give up any idea of history. In 1943, 1943 is anything other than history. It is still happening. Rommel has surrendered North

  Africa. The Allies have landed in Italy. The Soviets are punishing Germany in the East. But in the middle of 1943 it is still possible for the war to go either way. Or in any one of several

  different ways. If you are alive in 1943, whichever side you are fighting on, you can have no real confidence in the final outcome. You might hope, pray, scheme, plan, struggle, make confident

  statements and prophecies, and so on, but you can have no clear knowledge about how all the forces in play will ultimately shake out. Who, for example, will put any money on the subsequent Cold

  War, or the rise and fall of the Berlin Wall? And what will the role of America be post-World War Two?




  In The Man in the High Castle (1962), Philip K. Dick describes an America that has been taken over and divided up by Imperial Japan and Nazi Germany. This is now seen

  as an ‘alternate history’, a story of what might have been had things gone differently. In Fatherland (1992), Robert Harris evokes a Germany where the Nazis are still in power

  and the Final Solution is still on the agenda. Historians call these hypothetical scenarios ‘counterfactual’. In 1943, they are not counterfactual. These outcomes are not only

  imaginable; they must also seem plausible or even likely.




  In one future, Hitler dies and the Nazis are defeated.




  In another, there is no D-Day, the Axis nations roll back any adversaries and fascism gradually encircles the world. George Orwell’s vision of a boot stamping on your

  face forever comes true.




  

    [image: ]


  




  Springtime for Hitler




  

    These are possible futures. Nothing is inevitable. Maybe the world comes to an end. Maybe it doesn’t.


  




  Paris, now part of Nazi Europe, nominally ruled by Vichy but still looking towards de Gaulle, the Resistance, and the Allies, was a divided city. It was a place of bifurcating

  paths leading in radically opposed directions. If you were alive in 1943, it would be reasonable for you to feel that whatever you decided to do next could well make a difference to the shape and

  fate of the world. You would be personally responsible (in no matter how small a way) for the future. You would make a difference; what you chose to do would have serious consequences. You could be

  a traitor, a hero, a fascist, or a freedom fighter. Whether or not you were a waiter. All this is true at any time – it is still true – but it was especially and graphically true in the

  middle of 1943 in the middle of a war in France and beyond. ‘I have to choose between making a bomb and concentrating on philosophy,’ Camus wrote (rather riskily) from the mountains of

  the Massif Central. ‘This is a cruel uncertainty.’




  In the midst of the war he was trying to write a book about the war, The Plague, in which invading rats cause an epidemic of the bubonic plague in an Algerian town. But he had no idea how

  it was all going to turn out, the war or the book. He often felt like a failure. He lacked an ending. Maybe this was what made it so hard to write. He came up with a threshold ending, open-ended,

  in which he admits all this or something like it could happen again, at any time. ‘The plague bacillus never dies or disappears.’ Still he had doubts about the allegorical approach.

  ‘I do not think that the war is finished,’ he wrote to his friend and mentor Jean Grenier, ‘and in any case the worst of it is yet to come.’ This state

  of not-knowing was part of what he had a habit of calling the ‘Absurd’. We want to get everything clear, says Camus, to understand, to know – to live a life as if it were already

  history – but demand outstrips supply. Life is absurd, nothing is fixed; there are alternative outcomes. It is like being in a room and there are a number of different doors and depending on

  which door you open you end up in an entirely different world.




  Or doors that somebody else opens for you; doors you would rather remain closed.




  

    

      

        Towards midnight one heard the sound in the street of late passers-by hurrying to get home before the curfew, and then there was silence. And we knew that the only

        footsteps clacking past outside were their steps. It is difficult to give the impression that this deserted city could give, this no-man’s land plastered against our

        windows and which they alone inhabited. The houses were never exactly a protection. The Gestapo often performed their arrests between midnight and five in the morning. It felt at each moment

        as if the door could open, letting in a cold blast, a bit of night, and three affable Germans armed with revolvers. Even when we did not talk about them, even when we did not think about

        them, their presence was among us.


      


    


  




  So Sartre wrote in ‘Under the Occupation’, evoking not just a historical episode but also a mood of existential uncertainty. ‘Being is discovered as

  fragile’, as he puts it in Being and Nothingness. Friends and acquaintances would simply disappear in the night. But it didn’t take a war to persuade him of this feeling

  of not knowing what happens next. Rather the war came as a confirmation of his preliminary intuitions. ‘I am this war’, he wrote. In his first novel,

  Nausea, written in the 1930s while he was teaching in Le Havre, the hero, Antoine Roquentin, is trying to write the biography of an obscure eighteenth-century nobleman, and failing

  miserably. Eventually he decides to give up when he realizes that there is something dubious about all history and in fact all stories. His main example is Balzac, the great nineteenth-century

  novelist, who wrote in a quasi-historical way about people who were no longer alive (even assuming they ever had been in the first place). Not so different, in other words, from what Roquentin is

  trying to do.




  But, concludes Roquentin, it can’t be done. Every story, every history (in French – histoire – the distinction disappears) is a lie, an obvious falsification of real

  experience. A fake. Here is the fundamental problem: if you are telling a story (as opposed to hearing it, or reading it) you already know the outcome. You have a punchline. You have the sense of

  an ending or a telos; hence the whole story is teleological, end-oriented, even from the very beginning. There is a feeling of inevitability. But there shouldn’t be, since this is just

  what is missing from our lives. The novel, or biography, is the narrative equivalent of the waiter who is overdoing it – fakes or phoneys. For the fictional hero, the end is there from the

  very beginning; everything is ‘radiant with the light of future passions’. In everyday life, in contrast, it’s all the other way around. We have no idea where to begin because we

  don’t know where it’s all going to end either. This is the advantage of apocalyptic thinking, ‘The End is Nigh’, for example, or ‘The world will come to an end

  tomorrow’: when you know how it’s going to turn out everything makes some kind of sense (however dark). This, says Sartre, is like ‘trying to catch time by the tail’.




  In the present, the future has by definition not yet taken place. No end, no beginning, and not too much sense either. Take away the narrative structure and things quickly

  fall apart. The present is precarious. This, Sartre implies, is why we make up stories in the first place: to try to hold it all together. We invent narrative in order to rectify our sense of lack

  or foreboding. But then, in telling the tale, we cannot possibly be speaking the truth. But what if we give up stories, relinquish our tenuous hold on structure and closure, what then? The answer

  is: we don’t know, not really, we are not sure, because we live in a state of ignorance about the future. What Camus called the absurd, Sartre – borrowing from Hegel – calls

  contingency. Their common thrust is that ‘anything, anything could happen’, nothing is foreclosed. Narrative has an end, a point; life doesn’t, it’s pointless.

  ‘You have to choose,’ Roquentin/Sartre writes. ‘To live or to tell stories.’ I am not my narrative.




  Stories are told backwards, life is lived forwards. A tale told by an idiot, perhaps, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing. ‘Case closed’ is written, explicitly or implicitly,

  at the end of every good detective story. The problem is solved, all the absurdity and contingency are erased. But life isn’t like that. The case is not closed. Life is open. Everyone is a

  writer; you can keep on changing the script, again and again. And that is part of the problem: there are too many writers out there, each with his or her own plot, with quite distinct endings in

  view, or none at all. We are self-created, self-authored. ‘Freedom and creation are one’ (as Sartre put it in his essay on ‘Cartesian Liberty’). We cannot choose: we have to

  live and tell stories about it. There is no ‘or’, neither for Roquentin nor the rest of us. Philosophy is nothing more than a meditation on the and, the frontier between

  the physical and the metaphysical.




  The trouble with the Nazis was not that they killed people, Sartre reckoned, it was how they killed them. Sartre, like Philip K. Dick, was a quantum thinker: he imagined parallel worlds,

  he saw the Real as a giant acceleration chamber in which particles collided with unpredictable results. The Nazis, in contrast, were monists, not pluralists: they wanted to

  control what the particles were doing. They hated unpredictability. They were attacking the future, the very possibility of there being a future. ‘They stole our future [. . .] the Occupation

  stripped people of their future [. . .] we had no more destiny than a nail or a doorhandle.’ The Resistance was a way of ‘recovering a future’. Or futures.




  It is something Sartre complained about, obliquely, in the essay he wrote in February 1939, before war broke out, on the highly respected Catholic novelist François Mauriac: he cannot be

  a serious novelist, argues Sartre, because his characters are not unpredictable enough. He is like a fascistic puppet-master pulling their strings (and using terms like ‘fate’ and

  ‘destiny’). Whereas, even in a novel, you shouldn’t know how it is all going to work out. ‘The theory of relativity applies fully to the novelistic universe. There is no

  place for a privileged observer in the true novel any more than in the world of Einstein.’ He finishes the essay with a scathing put-down: Mauriac has tried to make himself into some kind of

  fake god, equipped with pseudo-omniscience, but ‘God is not an artist; and neither is Mauriac.’ (Curiously, Camus thought that God, if only he existed, would make a decent artist

  – a novelist of the realist tendency, to be specific, with a solid grasp of the omniscient narrative.)




  Sartre would have said something similar about the Nazis: that they were like bad artists, trying to impose their own narrative, to be surrogate gods. They were trying to control and dictate the

  real, abolishing the virtual. Under the Reich there would be no parallel worlds, only one world and that world was Nazi. That is what totalitarianism is like. You have to fit in: there is no room

  for misfits and outsiders: no self-authoring. For them, there is no alternative. Alternatives get arrested, tortured, and sent to the gas chambers.




  Sartre, in contrast, was the supreme advocate of virtual realities. For Sartre, the virtual was real. The real was virtual. Nothing was set in stone. There was no past and no future: nothing

  that could not be rewritten. I think that is why, even in the middle of 1943, surrounded by Nazis and the forces of Vichy France, it was possible to feel ‘free’, which is to say having

  no idea how it was all going to turn out. The writer is not God. A book is only a patchwork of guesses, gaps, and interpretations (‘a book exists against its author’ Sartre

  wrote. No one should be quite sure how the story ends, or even if it ends. In some way it is still happening. The bacillus will return.




  Sartre and Camus in 1943: this could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship. Or, of course, not.







 





  3




  



THE INVITATION





  BEAUVOIR WAS STRUCK first of all by the differences between the two men, in terms of physique, physiognomy, accent,

  bearing. On the one hand (as Arthur Koestler describes the pair), the ‘malevolent goblin or gargoyle’ (Sartre), on the other the ‘young Apollo’ (Camus). Beauty and the

  Beast. Shrek and Bogart (Camus deliberately cultivated a trenchcoat, with the collar turned up). The Nordic philosopher (in Camus’ terms) and the sensual man of the south. It seemed more like

  a collision of worlds than a meeting. But the two men soon found common ground in their enthusiasm for the prose poetry of Francis Ponge, Le Parti pris des choses (The Voice of

  Things), which brings out the strangeness and complexity of everyday things: snails, pebbles, butterflies, an orange (and which Ponge himself called ‘failures of description’). They

  talked theatre. In Algiers, Camus had been the leader of an amateur theatrical troupe. At a certain point in their conversation, Sartre and Beauvoir invited him up to Beauvoir’s hotel room to

  try out No Exit (Huis clos, literally Closed Doors), the new play Sartre had been writing. Maybe he would like to play the part of Garcin, how would that be? He could even be

  director.




  Camus hesitated. An invitation from Sartre. He could say yes or he could say no. All he had to do was look at his watch and claim a pressing engagement. There were certainly

  a lot of other things he could be doing. The future was ‘not there yet’ (as Sartre puts it in Nausea). He didn’t want to be boxed in. Least of all become an add-on or

  accomplice to Sartre-Beauvoir (like the garçon?)




  And, to be honest, he could readily think of a lot of good reasons for saying no. Look at what happened to Xavière. The Invitée. Admittedly, she was only a fictional

  character, but it didn’t feel like fiction. Camus had only skimmed Beauvoir’s She Came to Stay, her novel about what happens when she moves a friend into her hotel (someone at

  Gallimard put it on his desk). It wasn’t so much the fact (if you could call it a fact) that she is murdered on the last page that lingered in his mind. It was more the first page.




  He had been surprised that it took so long to bump off the Xavière character. She was set up as potential victim almost from the beginning. In his own novel, it took only about a hundred

  pages or so to shoot the Arab on the beach (the rest was all different takes on what had happened). Beauvoir span it out to more than 400. Not that there weren’t things in it to savour and

  admire. On the contrary. Look, for example, at her simple description of having breakfast. ‘Françoise picked up a piece of toast; it was all crusty on the surface and yielding inside;

  she coated it with butter and filled the bowls with café au lait.’ Camus noticed how good she was on the texture of everyday life; it gave a kind of authenticity and anchorage to

  everything she wrote, no matter how strange and perturbing.




  Or, again, towards the end of the book, on that camping holiday with the young Gerbert, how she twists and turns – will she, won’t she (an uncertainty that starts around page two)?

  – before finally getting up the courage to ask him, lying there in the straw in some barn deep in the countryside, ‘I was wondering what you would say if I were to

  say to you, “Would you sleep with me?”’ Camus could just imagine her saying that, in its contorted, prolix way. And still they had to have a longwinded conversation before

  anything really happened. And they both use the formal vous throughout (as Sartre and Beauvoir do), before, during, and afterwards, as if they had only just met, and everyone had to be madly

  polite, even though naked in a barn. Yet, at the same time, this was the frankest depiction of feminine desire that he had yet come across. For a moment he could almost – the effect was

  spooky – feel himself inside her body, having all those sensations but as a woman: ‘Hesitantly, incredulously, she caressed the surface of this hard, smooth young body, that had

  seemed to her for so long untouchable.’ Almost like the toast. Firm at first and then yielding. He could taste it, feel it in his hands, on his lips. Maybe that was the point of fiction,

  after all, to be someone else. Something else. To experiment with identity and gender. Sometimes Camus would grow tired of the immense effort of virility: ‘It is not always easy to be

  a man, and even less so to be a pure man.’




  There was no question about it, she could write. Gallimard were fortunate to have her on their list. Maybe, in some ways, she was even a better writer than Sartre. But sometimes she wrote like

  an academic, determined to prove a point, burying the argument in footnotes. If I’d been writing it, Camus considered, sipping at his coffee, I’d have cut it in half and made it twice

  the book. It was something he thought about when he’d been reading Sartre’s Nausea, back in Algiers. Camus loved philosophy, but he thought it was possible to have too many

  words. Sometimes you had to bypass all the ‘what would you do if I were to say to you . . .?’ stuff and just get on with it. He wanted to be seduced by language (almost as if it were

  not language at all), not persuaded rhetorically, beaten over the head with it, doing philosophy (as Nietzsche would say) with a hammer.




  Camus inspected Beauvoir intently. She could hardly present more of a contrast to Sartre. He was like a flyweight boxer who has taken a few knocks and doesn’t care. She was more like . . .

  a mannequin. That smooth, perfect skin, the sort of turban or headscarf – hijab, they would call it in Algeria – that she wore around her hair, the well-pressed clothes, elegant,

  so demure. High-class. Hard to believe she could be capable of murder? No, that would be to underestimate her. Everybody was capable of killing, in certain circumstances. Camus himself for one.

  Which is why he wrote about it in The Outsider (at heart, he was anything but a pacifist). But few would do it as neatly as Beauvoir – or, at any rate, her protagonist,

  Françoise. The perfect crime. Françoise made his own Meursault look like a naïve, blundering fool. He blew the guy’s brains out right there on the beach in broad daylight.

  Crudely, brazenly, without thinking about it. Naturally he didn’t expect to get away with it. Fully expected to be executed from that point on. Whereas she, on the other hand, so clever, so

  cunning, switches off the gas at the main, turns on the ring in her victim’s room, without her noticing, then slips back to switch the gas supply back on, just as soon as Xavière has

  knocked herself out with sleeping pills. It would be seen as either suicide or accident. Very neat, no loose ends. The door is even conveniently bolted on the inside. No one, not even Agatha

  Christie or Sam Spade, would suspect her of murder. And yet – this was her essentially philosophical point – they really ought to. Don’t be fooled by the looks. Beware the

  hammer.




  Maybe it is not so surprising that Camus was slightly scared of Beauvoir.






  She had first heard about Camus on the train. Or overheard. People were discussing The Outsider and were actually comparing it to Nausea.

  Despite her irritation, it was obvious she would have to read it in the end.





  She had to admit that she liked his face. There was something so frank and open about it. Spontaneous and unconsidered. His face (you could say) abolished the duality of the real and the

  apparent. For once, she felt, appearances really could be trusted. He smiled and laughed easily (mostly at Sartre’s jokes). His mouth was slightly lopsided with the half-smoked cigarette

  permanently stuck to his lower lip in that man-of-the-people way of his. He put her in mind of Jean Gabin, the great French movie star of the era. Except that Gabin was always so tragic (look at

  Le jour se lève, for example, where he commits suicide at the end, and which some said had contributed to the downfall of France). And Camus, on the other hand, seemed like the exact

  opposite of tragic. Humorous, yes, but not exactly comic either. Perhaps more like one of those American actors, a cowboy or a gangster. No hubris, no hamartia, no fissure or fatal flaw of

  character. He seemed so reassuringly solid and present.




  Unlike Sartre, of course, where one was practically obliged to look beyond the surface, not into the ‘soul’ of course, but rather outwards at a horizon of infinite possibilities.

  There was no point denying it: she could feel a definite sexual tug in his direction (which she could choose to ignore or not). Maybe he wasn’t really her type – supposing she had a

  ‘type’ – but she couldn’t help wondering what Sartre would say if she were to end up sleeping with Camus. It would be an interesting experiment. He might even be jealous for

  once. That would be a change. Sex and death: these were the core phenomena, she felt sure, that defined you as a human being. What attitude did you take up towards them? You had to be

  unafraid.




  Meursault, his fictional hero, was unafraid of dying. Camus, she suspected, was the same way. She couldn’t find any real philosophical justification for it (that

  wasn’t quite true, she could find a philosophical justification for anything), but she had an instinctive horror of cowardice. Everyone should really be ready to die at any moment and any

  other attitude was simply a pathetic overestimation of self-worth. This is how she saw it. Narcissism: Camus seemed to be devoid of it. No, not devoid (obviously there was a hint of

  Rastignac about him) but not consumed by it either. Perhaps it was a kind of bond between them: they had both been murderers, through their fictional personae. He was the outsider, certainly, a

  pied noir among Parisians, but she had a sudden presentiment that he could easily become an insider, one of the inner circle, part of la famille.




  Perhaps even – yes, she might as well admit it straight out, the idea occurred to her almost instantly – become part of a brand new type of trio. Look at No Exit, for

  example: it was another variation on the ménage à trois. One man, two women. Not a bad deal for the guy all in all (and yet still Sartre has the audacity to call it

  ‘hell’!). But did it always have to be that way around?




  She would always grow tired of these young girls (Olga, for example) before Sartre did; she couldn’t help it, that was just the way she was. She liked to get rid of, he liked to collect,

  hated to let go. Sex was like a statement, a proposition – how often could you keep repeating yourself? In a sense, Sartre was doing her a favour by relieving her of the burden. She was

  (suddenly seeing herself as some kind of Olympic athlete) passing on the baton, so to speak, and having a quiet breather. Still, all the same, no doubt about it, going purely by the numbers, Sartre

  was getting the better part of the deal. He, after all, had two women constantly vying for his attention (at least two, she should add – there was nothing to stop him

  acquiring a whole harem at the current rate).




  Whereas she, conversely . . . Wouldn’t it turn things around dramatically – level the playing field – for there to be two men in the trio and let them compete over her

  for a change? How would that be? Wouldn’t it be . . . fair? Just? A small victory for women, or at least a woman. What was sauce for the gander . . .




  It was the kind of thing you could read about in romantic novels from Jane Austen on, Madame de Staël, Colette, but come to think of it she had never before really experienced it at close

  quarters, the threesome, at least not involving two men whom she actively wanted to pursue her, fight over her, ultimately – and it didn’t take long to start thinking the ultimate

  – kill for the right, the privilege, to plant their flag in her body. Perhaps, who knew, Sartre might even consider . . .




  *




  Camus was not exactly anti-Hegel, but he was not pro-Hegel either. Maybe that was what reading Hegel’s dialectic did to you: you could never quite make your mind up for

  ever after. He’d never really taken to it, though, not in the way Sartre clearly had. Maybe, in fact, he really did hate it. And Beauvoir’s Hegelian epigraph was possibly the most

  intimidating and off-putting epigraph he had ever read – unless perhaps it was the exact opposite and that was precisely what sucked him, in some perverse way, into the book. It was the

  darkest possible view of human instincts. ‘Chaque conscience poursuit la mort de l’autre.’ Each of us seeks the death of the other. The philosophy of either/or, what Hegel

  called the ‘master-slave relationship’. If you weren’t Napoleon, then you were condemned to be the victim of other Napoleons; kill or be killed. Such were the options. In a time

  of war, it made a lot of sense. How could one think in any other terms? And it fitted the book to perfection – he had to admit that much.




  Camus saw Beauvoir’s book as something like a room, or a black box, or possibly like light entering the retina: you go in one way, and you come out again completely

  turned around, inverted, transformed. It began with one absurdity and ended with another. Solipsism: me, myself, and I, maybe all human beings were a little like this. A natural self-protective

  instinct that got out of hand, a principle of extreme selfishness taken to its logical conclusion. Perhaps writers in particular, with their fondness – their need – for solitude, were

  this way inclined. Hadn’t the Irish philosopher Bishop Berkeley based his whole philosophy on the idea? It was a surrealist metamorphosis of empiricism, inflating sense data into the building

  bricks of reality. He held that when you left the room, everyone else in it either ceased to exist or fell into a kind of slumber from which they would awake only when you walked back in. And what

  happened when you fell asleep? Did the whole world collapse in on itself for want of an observer to perceive it and thus conjure it up out of his ‘impressions’? Fortunately for the

  bishop, God was somewhere in the wings, keeping an eye on things, ensuring its continued existence. But what if . . .




  Beauvoir put it so much better, he thought. With her it was a form of realistic solipsism, an everyday solipsism, the kind that people really suffered from. Especially at night, in a theatre,

  when all the actors and the crowds had gone home.




  

    

      

        When she was not there, this scent of dust, this penumbra, this desolate solitude, none of it existed, not for anyone. But now she was there, and a red glow rose up out of the carpet and

        penetrated the darkness like a timid nightlight. She alone had this power: her very presence snatched things out of their state of unconsciousness, their inexistence, she invested them with

        colour, with smell. She went down a floor and pushed open the door to the auditorium. It was like a mission that had been entrusted to her: to take this whole vast empty

        space, this void, a thing of the night, and make it exist.


      


    


  




  Beauvoir’s Genesis – almost as if she were giving birth. Let there be light – or at least an eerie red glow. He had experienced something like it himself, back

  in Algiers, at the university (like another world! A lost paradise!) with his own theatre group, after the theatre itself emptied out, when everything that had taken place on stage, or off it, came

  to seem increasingly like an illusion, a fantasy, a bubble blown through a pipe on the surface of which, if you looked closely enough, you could see your own reflection. The point, though, surely,

  was to burst the bubble, to remember always that there are other beings out there, just like you, other solipsists, thinking similar thoughts. As there were in this café, right now.




  ‘It is impossible to conceive that other people are conscious beings too, aware of their own existence just as I am of mine [. . .] Nothing was real but her own life.’ Camus

  understood Beauvoir’s view – he even considered it seriously – but rejected it as a mistake. Alone in a theatre at night, you could entertain the idea, but here, now, sitting in a

  café, surrounded by autonomous beings with plans of their own, in broad daylight, it became practically inconceivable. So it was in the novel: other people, so unpredictable, so

  other, with their own ideas and feelings, start getting in the way and spoiling the comforting illusion of omniscience. It was obvious that, in the end, if you felt this way strongly enough,

  and held to it and privileged the self above others, you would have to murder somebody, perhaps everybody. Or possibly have sex with them.




  The murder scene struck him as an allegory of the sexual act itself: a slightly more extreme way of giving vent to and quelling all those chaotic desires. That could be the secret power of

  Beauvoir’s work, Camus hypothesized: she wouldn’t come out and say so explicitly, but amid all the talk and bravado and actual liaisons, it was clear (to him at

  least) that what she (or Françoise) really wanted was to have sex with Xavière herself, another woman. To ‘possess’ her, body and soul. That was the great unsaid of

  the book, the repressed, lesbian undercurrent. He couldn’t help wondering why she didn’t just come right out and say it. All women were potential lesbians after all. Just as all men

  were inverts, at one time or another, in theory at least. The Greeks were perfectly explicit about it.




  Except that there it was, even before page one, right up front, even before Hegel, in the dedication itself: ‘To Olga Kosakievicz’. Maybe it meant nothing, but philosophically

  speaking, if you insisted on being a serious solipsist in daylight hours, either you had to have sex with other people and they became an extension of your own desires, yielding and surrendering;

  or you had to kill them. Possess the body entirely – or eradicate it.




  That was the simple choice that Beauvoir, looking at him steadily across the table, seemed to offer: sex or death.




  *




  And then there were his stupid jokes. Camus made you laugh. Calling the garçon ‘Descartes’, for example, when his real name was Pascal. As if, at some level,

  everyone was truly a philosopher. Which in fact they were – just not necessarily very good philosophers. Mostly they couldn’t think their way out of a paper bag.
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