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Logical Time and the Assertion of
Anticipated Certainty: A New Sophism
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communicate amongst yourselves the results of your inspection. Your
own interest would, in any case, proscribe such communication, for
the first to be able to deduce his own color will be the one to benefit
from the dispensatory measure at our disposal.

“His conclusion, moreover, must be founded upon logical and not
simply probabilistic reasons. Keeping this in mind, it is to be under-
stood that as soon as one of you is ready to formulate such a conclu-
sion, he should pass through this door so that he may be judged indi-
vidually on the basis of his respose.”

This having been made clear, each of the three subjects is adorned
with a white disc, no use being made of the black ones, of which there

were, let us recall, but two.
How can the subjects solve the problem?

The Perfect Solution

After having contemplated one another for a certain time, the three
subjects take a few steps together and pass side by side through the
doorway. Each of them then separately furnishes a similar response
which can be expressed thus:

«] am a white, and here is how I know it: as my companions were
whites, I thought that, had 1 been a black, each of them would have been
able to infer the following: If I too am a black, the other would have
necessarily realized straight away that he was a white and would have

left immediately; therefore 1 am nota black’. And both would have left

together, convinced that they were whites. As they did nothing of the
kind, I must be a white like them. At that, I made for the door to make

my conclusion known.”
All three thus exited simultaneously, armed with the same reasons

for concluding.

Sophistic Value of this Solution
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Nothing therefore necessitates their reacting in the case that A is a
black. Consequently, A cannot deduce that he is a white.

To this it must first be replied that B and C’s whole cogitation is
falsely imputed to them, for the only situation which could motivate
it—the fact of seeing a black—is not in effect the true one. What must
be discerned here is whether, supposing this situation were the case, it
would be wrong to impute this logical thought process to them. Not at
all, for, according to our hypothesis, it is the fact that neither of them
left first which allows each to believe he is a white, and their hesitating
for but an instant would clearly suffice to reconvince each of them be-
yond the shadow of a doubt that he is a white. For hesitation is logi-
cally excluded for whoever sees two blacks. But it is also excluded in
reality in this first step of the deduction, for—as no one finds himself
in the presence of a black and a white—there is no way for anyone to
leave on the basis of what can be deduced therefrom.

But the objection presents itself more forcibly at the second stage of
A’s deduction. For if he has every right to come to the conclusion that
he is a white (supposing that, had he been a black, the others would
not have been long in realizing they were whites and leaving), he must
nevertheless go back over it—immediately after having established
it—and think it through again; for at the very moment at which he is
stirred into action by his conclusion, he sees the others setting off
with him.

Before responding to this, let us carefully pose once again the logical
terms of the problem. “A” designates each of the subjects, insofar as he
himself is on trial and resolves or fails to resolve to conclude about his
own case. “B” and “C” are the two others insofar as they are objects
of A’s reasoning. But while A can correctly impute to the others a
thought process which is in fact false (as we have just shown), he can,
nevertheless, only take into account B and C’s real behavior.

If A, seeing B and C set off with him, wonders again whether they
have not in fact seen that he is black, it suffices for him to stop and
pose the question again in order to answer it. For he sees that they too
have stopped: since each of them is really in the same situation as he,
or more aptly stated, is A insofar as real—i.e. insofar as he resolves or
fails to resolve to conclude about himself—each encounters the same
doubt at the same moment as he. Regardless of the reasoning A now
imputes to B and C, he will have every right to conclude again that he
is a white. For he supposes anew that, had he been a black, B and C
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Their role, while crucial to the carrying-out [pratique] of the logical
process, is not that of experience in the verification of an hypothesis,
but rather that of something intrinsic to logical ambiguity.

For at first sight the givens of the problem would seem to break

down as follows:

1) Three combinations of the subjects’ characteristic attributes are
logically possible: two blacks, one white; one black, two whites: or
three whites. Once the first combination is ruled out by what all
three subjects see, the question as to which of the other two is the
case remains open. Its answer derives from:

2) The experiential data provided by the suspended motions which
amount to signals by which the subjects communicate to each
other—in a mode determined by the conditions of the test—what
they are forbidden to exchange in an intentional mode, namely what

each sees of the other’s attribute.

But this is not at all the case, as it would give the logical process a
spatialized conception—the same spatialized conception which turns
up every time the logical process appears to be erroneous, and which
constitutes the only objection to the solubility of the problem.

It is precisely because our sophism will not tolerate a spatialized
conception that it presents itself as an aporia for the forms of classical
logic, whose “eternal” prestige reflects an infirmity which is, nonethe-

, less, recognized as their own,' i.e. these forms never furnish us any-
thing which cannot already be seen at a single stroke [d’un seul coup].

In complete opposition to this, the coming into play as signifiers of
the phenomena contested here makes the temporal, not spatial, struc-
ture of the logical process prevail. What the suspended motions dis-
close is not what the subjects see, but rather what they have found out

positively about what they do not see: the appearance of the black
discs. That which constitutes these suspended motions as signifying is
not their direction, but rather their interruption [temps d’arrét]. Their
crucial value is not that of a binary choice between two inertly” jux-
taposed combinations—rendered incomplete by the visual exclusion
of the third—but rather of a verificatory movement instituted by a
logical process in which a subject transforms the three possible com-
binations into three times of possibility.

This is also why, while a single signal should suffice for the sole
choice imposed by the first erroneous interpretation, w0 scansions are
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[) Being opposite two blacks, one knows that one is a white.

We have here a logical exclusion which gives the movement its basis.
The fact that this logical exclusion is anterior to the movement, i.e.
that we can assume it to be clear to the subjects with the givens of the
problem—givens which forbid a three-black combination—is inde-
pendent of the dramatic contingency which isolates the prefatory state-
ment of these givens. Expressing it in the form two blacks:: one white,
we see the instantaneousness of its evidence—its lightning-flash time,
so to speak, being equal to zero.

But, from the outset, its formulation is already modulated by the
subjectivization, however impersonal, which takes form here in the
“one knows that . ..”, and by the propositional conjunction which
constitutes less a formal hypothesis than a still indeterminate matrix;
we can put it in the following consequent form which linguists term
protasis and apodosis: “Being . . ., only then does one know that one

»

is....
An instance of time digs a hole in the interval so that the pre-given

[le donné] of the protasis, “opposite two blacks”, changes into the
given [la donnée] of the apodosis, “one is a white”, the instant of the
glance being necessary for this to occur. Into the logical equivalence of
the two terms: “two blacks::one white”, temporal modulation intro-
duces a form which, in this second moment, crystallizes into an au-
thentic hypothesis; for it aims then at the real unknown of the prob-
lem, namely the attribute of which the subject himself is unaware. In
this step, the subject encounters the next logical combination, and—
being the only one to whom the attribute “black” can be assigned—is
able, in the first phase of the logical movement, to formulate the fol-

lowing evidence:
) Were I a black, the two whites | see would waste no time realizing

they are whites.

We have here an intuition by which the subject objectifies something
more than the factual givens offered him by the sight of the two whites.
A certain ume defines itself (in the two senses of taking on meaning
and finding its limit) by its end, an end at once goal and term. For the
two whites in the situation of seeing a white and a black, this time is
the time for comprehending, each of the whites finding the key to his
own problem in the inertia of his semblable [counterpart]. The evi-
dence of this moment presupposes the duration of a time of meditation
that each of the two whites must ascertain in the other, and that the
subject manifests in the terms he attributes to their lips, as though they

11
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It is not, therefore, because of some dramatic contingency, the se-
riousness of the stakes, or the competitiveness of the game, that time
presses; it is owing to the urgency of the logical movement that the
subject precipitates both his judgement and his departure (“precipi-
tates” in the etymological sense of the verb: headlong), establishing the
modulation in which temporal tension is reversed in a move to action
(tendance & ’acte] manifesting to the others that the subject has con-
cluded. But let us stop at this point at which the subject arrives in his
assertion at a truth which will be submitted to the test of doubt, but
which he will be incapable of verifying unless he first attains it as a
certainty. Temporal tension culminates here since, as we have already
seen, it is the process [déroulement] of its release [détente] which will
scand' the test of its logical necessity. What is the logical value of this
conclusive assertion? That is what we shall now try to bring out in the
logical movement in which this conclusive assertion is verified.

Temporal Tension in the Subjective Assertion and
its Value Manifested in the Demonstration of

the Sophism

The logical value of the third evidential moment, formulated in the as-
sertion by which the subject concludes his logical movement, seems to
us to deserve deeper exploration. It reveals, in effect, a form proper to
an assertive logic, and we must indicate to which original relations
this assertive logic can be applied.

Progressing from the propositional relations of the first two mo-
ments, apodosis and hypothesis, the conjunction manifested here
builds up to a motivation of the conclusion, “so that there will not be”
(a lagging behind engendering error), in which the ontological form of
anxiety, curiously reflected in the grammaticaily equivalent expression
“for fear that” (the lagging behind might engender error), seems to
emerge.

This form is undoubtedly related to the logical originality of the sub-
ject of the assertion; that is why we characterize it as subjective asser-
tion, the logical subject here being but the personal form of the know-
ing subject who can only be expressed by “I”. Otherwise stated, the
judgement which concludes the sophism can only be borne by a sub-
ject who has formulated the assertion about himself, and cannot be

13



-=- v ww rreudian Field

he can i
as easily be
« god, table .
the two whites” ’ or washbas
ite in. The
form of the ot ,:er :’:’0 mhllst recognize “one anoﬁ,l:::fel;
such, i.e . PR
only recognize hi uch, 1.e. as pure rec .
. ze hi iproci
in the cquivalenc::)sfe :lflm the other, and only disco?;rs}l{;:e the one can
. €Ir res : . own attrib
c'uslVC aSscrt' .. peCthe times 'rh < Py . ute
10N, i - the “I”, su
reciprocity, by a’l ; isolated from the other, that is ;ro b,e}ft of th§ con-
Y a logical beat [battement de temps’] —nn‘l the relation of
. - 111s movement of

troduces the

with the o .
o seem:}:f)r, in tl}g function of logical time. As s
rovi . . u
called the Cxistin i le the essential logical form (rath
The essentigll nabform) of the psychological “J 3 er than what is
ally subjective (« . .
[he sophism; C( assertive” in .
S con : . ) our term
observer (e.g. the i:uj“’lon 1S attested to by the Unccnam::,o'g}’) value of
L. rison Wal’de . n n Wthh
pended, given th n overseeing th an
€ [hrce subj s - g the gaHIe) would b
whether an jects’ simultan € Sus-
y of the eous departu
the subject has seizr:dhjis ;Orrccdy deduced the arti'buter e};e b
due to th : the moment of . ears. For
e subjective evi concluding th i .
idence of a # g that he is a wh
wards ; of a time-Ig . ite
conse: the exit, but even if he has not sej 8 ‘.Vh'Ch presses him on to-
nsnt.uted by the others’ dep seized it

in deciding

> having haste
n
the only one to do so in these tcrergsto follow the other owo, he will be

en;l'hhe assertive judgement finall
thought has shown that eve

Jacques Lacan

What makes this act so remarkable in the
d by the sophism is that it anticipates

its own certitude owing to the temporal tension with which it is sub-
jectively charged; that, based on this very anticipation, its certitude 15
verified in a logical precipitaton determined by the discharge of this
tension—so that in the end the conclusion is no longer grounded on
anything but completely objectified temporal instances; and that the
assertion is desubjectified to the utmost. As is demonstrated by what

follows.
First of all, we witness the reappearance of the objective time of the
hich, as though sucked up between

initial intuition of the movement w
the instant of its beginning and the haste of its end, had seemed to
burst like a bubble. Doubt exfoliates the subjective certitude of the

moment of concluding, objective time condensing here like a nucleus
in the interval of the first suspended motion, and manifesting to the
subject its limit in the time for comprehending that, for the two others,
the instant of the glance has passed and that the moment of conclud-

ing has returned.

While doubt has, since Descartes, been integrated into the value of
judgement, it should certainly be noted that—for the form of assertion
studied here—the latter’s value depends less upon the doubt which

suspends the assertion than on the anticipated certainty which first in-

for this act of concluding.
subjective assertion demonstrate

troduced it.

But in order to understand the function of this doubt for the subject
of the assertion, let us consider the objective value of the first suspen-
sion for the observer whose attention we have already drawn to the
subjects’ overall motion. Though it may have been impossible up until
this point to judge what any of them had concluded, we find that each
of them manifests uncertainty about his conclusion, but will have it
confirmed without fail if it was correct, rectified—perhaps—if it was

erroneous.

If any one of them is subjectively able, in effect to make the first
move, but then stops, it is because he begins to doubt whether he has
really grasped the moment of concluding that he is a white—but he
will immediately grasp it anew as he has already experienced it subjec-
tively. If, on the contrary, he lets the others precede him and, in so
doing, convince him that he is a black, he cannot doubt whether he has

grasped the moment of concluding precisely because he has not sub-
jectively appropriated it (and in effect he can even find in the others’

15



new initiative logi .
them). I he srope 1 pmaton of bis belict that he difers £

thoroughly to tha,t whi c}f cause he subordinates his own c0nc1ur5' rom
mediately suspends his manifests the others’ conclusion thats}‘,oq )
doubts whether he is a glw“kwhe,? they seem to suspend theirs: the im-
himself discovers it, co la N di until ‘the)’ again show him the w; us he
a white—perhaps i;lcO;C ul ing this time that he’s a black or [}T;O;;h,c
impenetrable to CVeryoﬂ: ct K’ perhaps correctly—the point rem; es
But the lOgical descent ot e:.' than hlmsclf, mning
suspension. Each of the Sug‘?mlnues on towards the second tem I
certitude of the moment of] ects, having reappropriated the sub'epco'ra
question. It is now sustai SO”CIudmg, can once again throw l!t -tive
objectification of the ﬁmme » however, by the already accompli '}’:to
into question lasts but th § .f Or comprehending, and its bein tf}’]ls e
this hesitation is not th € instant of the glance; for the m gf o
ot the others’ first but rather their seconsr: ?ﬁa that

» Suffices to

With the termination of the log
motions x Ermina . ogical assembling of the tw
motions | cemmdz xlx; ;/el:cg they reach completion, the SSPS}:SSII’:’"dCd
fortion o cordn u /;ctxﬁed to the utmost. As is shown b ; 2;1&
oo acco SYChmnicu; observer, assuming he finds the sus eyc; ;
indubieasty o cheo or the t}}rec subjects, all three of thp g
Lastly, one can poinetn:)s:tlvt(: e at the i o
. at at thi
€an express, in the subjective asser:i;}:swshai:fhr:: ;5: . l:f e ublect
n him a certainty

as the sophism’ .

. s conclusion, th .
o e

Ing 1t in these terms: » the certainty he has finally verified—stat-

“I hastened to con
clude that | ;
should have at [ was a white, because ot ;
be whites (an’:jriyfjeldg :ne mbreciprocally recognizingotlf:;usjszetb?
ven them the ti s 1o
cause of that very fact, have led me as::';;)t,? do so, they would, be-

16

— he can also express this certainty,
desubjectified to the utmost in the logi

In its first form, this conclusion can be advanc

subject once he ha
can as such only be assume
form, it requires the logical descent veri
summated by all the subjects, though remainin

led out that one, but only

Jacquco Latath

in its verification which has been
cal movement, in the following

terms:
e hesitated

“One must know that one is a white when the others hav

twice in leaving.”
ed as unquestioned by a

s constituted the sophism’s logical movement, but

d personally by him; whereas in its second
fying the sophism to be con-
g applicable by any one

of them to each of the others. It is not even ru
cond form without constituting

one, of the subjects might reach this se
the logical movement of the sophism, having simply followed its ver-
‘fication as manifested by the other two.

The Truth of the Sophism as Temporalized
Reference of Oneself to Another: Anticipating
Subjective Assertion as the Fundamental Form

of a Collective Logic

The truth of the sophism thus only comes to be verified through its
presumption, sO to speak, in the assertion it constitutes. Its truth turns
out to depend upon a tendency which aims at the truth—a notion that
would be a logical paradox were it not reducible to the temporal ten-
sion which determines the moment of concluding.

Truth manifests itself in this form as preceding error and advancing
solely in the act that engenders its certainty; error, conversely, mani-
fests itself as being confirmed in its inertia, correcting itself only with
difficulty in following truth’s conquering initiative.

But to what sort of relation does such a logical form respond? To a
form of objectification engendered by the logical form in its move-

ment, namely the reference of an “I”’ to the common measure of recip-
rocal subjects, or otherwise stated, of others as such, that is, insofar as
they are others for one another. This common measure is provided by
a certain time for comprehending which proves to be an essential func-
tion of the logical relationship of reciprocity. This reference of the “I”

17
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“human” assimilation, precisely insofar as it posits itself as assimi-

lative of a barbarism, but which nonetheless reserves the essential de-

termination of the “I”. ... ¢

Translated by Bruce Fink
and Marc Silver

Lacan’s Footnotes

less to the minds formed by this tradition, as is
d from one intellect—however ad-
hich the discussion of our fecund
| panic amongst the select intel-
the note bears the traces

1) This infirmity applies no
evidenced by the following note we receive
venturous in other fields—after a soirée at wi
sophism had provoked a veritable confusiona
lects of an intimate circle. Despite its opening words,
of a laborious restatement of the problem.

a hasty note to direct your attention to a new difficulty:
y is not truly conclusive, for none of the
or 080—is reducible to any of the others

“My dear Lacan,
the reasoning admitted yesterda
three possible states—000, 000,
(appearances notwithstanding): only the last is decisive.

“Consequence: when A assumes he is black, neither B nor C can leave,
for they cannot deduce from their behavior whether they are black or

white: for if one of them is black, the other leaves; and if instead the first is
white, the other leaves anyway, because the first does not do so (and vice-
cannot leave in this case either. The

versa). If A assumes he is white, B andC
upshot being that, here too, A cannot deduce the color of his disc from the

others’ behavior.”
Our contradictor—in seeing the case too clearly—thus remains blind to the
fact that it is not the others’ departure, but rather their waiting, which deter-
mines the subject’s judgement. And in order to hastily refute us, he allows him-
self to overlook what we are trying to demonstrate: the function of haste in

logic.
2) “Irreducibles,” as the contradictor in the above footnote put it.

3) Thus the “I”*, the third form of the subject of enunciation in logic,
still the “first person,” but also the only and last. For the grammatical second
person is related to another function of language. As for the grammatical third
person, it is only alleged: itis a demonstrative, equally applicable to the field of

the enunciated and to everything distinguishable therein.
4) Here is the example for four subjects, four white discs and three black

is here

ones:
A thinks that, if he were a black, any one of the others—B, C or D—could
surmise concerning the two others that, if he himself were black, they would
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waste no time realizing they are whites. Thus one of the others—B, C or D—
would quickly have to conclude that he himself is white, which does not hap-
pen. When A realizes that, if they—B, C and D—see that he is a black, they
have the advantage over him of not having to make a supposition about it, he
hurries to conclude that he is a white.

But don’t they all leave at the same time as he? A, in doubt, stops; and the
others too. But if they all stop, what does this mean? Either they stop because
they fall prey to the same doubt as A, and A can thus race off again without
worry. Or it’s that A is a black, and that one of the others (B, C or D) has been
led to wonder whether the departure of the other two does not in fact signify
that he is a black, and to realize that their stopping does not necessarily imply
he is white—since either can still wonder for an instant whether he’s not
black. Which would allow him <B, C or D> to posit that they should both
start up again before him if he is a black, and to start up again himself from
this waiting in vain, assured of being what he is, i.e. white. Why don’t B, C and

D do it?> Well if they don’t, then I will, says A. So they all start up again.

Second stop. Assuming I am black, A says to himself, it must now dawn
upon one of the others—B, C or D—that, if he were a black, he could not
impute to the two others this further hesitation; therefore he is white. B, C and
D should thus start up again before him [A]. Failing which, A starts up again,
and all the others with him.

Third stop. But all of them should know by now that they are whites if | am
truly black, A says to himself. If they stop, then. . . .

And the certainty is verified in three suspensive scansions.

5) Concerning the condition of this minus one in the attribute, cf. the psy-
choanalytic function of the One-extra [/ "Un-en-plus) in the subject of psycho-
analysis, p. 480 in Ecrits, Seuil, 1966. [The reference here is to Lacan’s “Situa-
tion of Psychoanalysis and Training of the Psychoanalyst in 1956, an article
yet to be translated into English.]

6) The reader who continues on in this collection [the French edition of the
Ecrits] is advised to return to this reference to the collective, constituting the
end of the present article, in order to situate what Freud produced in the field
of collective psychology [Massenpsychologie und Ichanalyse, 1920 (Group

Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego)}: the collective is nothing but the
subject of the individual.

Translators’ Notes

a) A reference, at least in part, to the placing of this particular article in the
body of the original French version of the Ecrits, Seuil, 1966.

b) “*Resolution” should probably be understood here in the sense in which
it is used at times in physics: the act of breaking down or transforming some-
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Bruce Fink
Notes on Temporal Tension

The logic developed by Lacan in dealing with the three prisoner prob-
lem (outlined in his article “Logical Time and the Assertion of Antici-
pated Certainty”, Ecrits, 1966) can be applied to a myriad of situa-
tions in which time plays a determining role, and others in which the
instance of time seems conspicuously lacking. For the conceptual tools
he hews in that context allow us to approach subjects such as castra-
tion, identification, and angst, to link his temporal logic to later logical
operations known as alienation, separation, and foreclosure, and to
situate clinical types in accordance with the range of strategies adopt-
able in handling temporal tension. We will only be able to briefly
touch upon a few of these points here.

As laid out in his 1946 essay, temporal tension is generated by a
situation in which subjects have to identify themselves at one pole or
another of a binary opposition: black or white in the context of the
“game” itself, male or female in the example Lacan provides at the end
of the article. According to Lacan, the constraints of the situation
(along with the desire ascribed to them to be released/freed) are such
that the subjects are forced to subjectivize something, to come to a
decision, to rule out one choice in favor of another.

Let us summarily define Lacanian alienation as the condition of
someone confronted with an either/or choice, the two “alternatives”
being the subject (or the subject’s being) and the Other (as locus of
language). This condition implies, however, what is really a forced
choice entailing their fading (or “aphanisis”) as subjects. The pris-
oners’ black/white forced choice—forced in the sense that they can but
conclude correctly that they are white (that they are what they in fact
are!)—leads to their alienation in language. Lest the linguistic nature
of their alienation seem opaque, consider Lacan’s claim that time takes
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