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Introduction. ‘The ghost in the machine
and intentionality’1  TOC

If I try to de ter mine how I should be have to wards oth ers, I im me di ately
find my self im mersed in com plex philo soph i cal prob lems. First, what is
the struc ture of my re la tion ship with oth ers? To an swer this ques tion, I
need to know what I am and what oth ers are – so I need to iden tify my orig i -
nal re la tion ship with the world be fore I can ad dress moral and po lit i cal is -
sues. In other words, all moral and po lit i cal the o ries im ply a the ory about
the nature of man and the world.

The most gen eral prob lem found in philo soph i cal books is whether or not 
the world in which hu mans, trees, cars and el e phants ex ist is ‘real’, or
whether it is en tirely imag i nary, or the ‘ap pear ance’ of some deeper re al ity. 
So we will start with this problem.

We will see that this is a pseudo-prob lem, and from our anal y sis we will
de rive a method that will al low us to avoid sev eral philo soph i cal pit falls.

What do these ques tions about the re al ity of the world mean? How can
they be an swered? Let’s start with a more fa mil iar ques tion of the same
type.

What do I mean when I ask my self whether some thing is real? If I ask
my self, ‘Is that rat real?’, I want to know whether the rat ex ists in the world, 
in the same way that this chair, this pen, this book ex ist. There are meth ods
of ver i fi ca tion, all of which in volve not think ing but look ing in the world of 
things and peo ple. The word ‘real’ de rives its mean ing from this world. It is 
clear that if the ques tion about the re al ity of the world means, ‘Does the
world ex ist in the same way as this chair, this pen, this book?’, it is not [2]

pos si ble to an swer it, be cause it is non sense. When we ask whether some -
thing is real, we al ready know what ‘real’ means, and in deed ‘the world’
means ‘what is real’ (in ev ery day lan guage, if not al ways in philo soph i cal
lan guage). Thus, to ask whether the world it self is real is to ask a ques tion
that is devoid of any meaning.
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1 [FvG: Ad denda by the trans la tor are in [square brack ets]. I ex press my grat i tude to Dan
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but rather that of an M.A.]  



The mis take co mes from sep a rat ing the word ‘real’ from its ev ery day
con text in or der to ask a very gen eral ques tion. There is al ways a dan ger in
do ing this. A word de rives its mean ing from its con text, and by for get ting
the ev ery day con text, we risk ei ther chang ing or de stroy ing that mean ing.
There fore, if we want to ask such ques tions, we must first ana lyse the
words we want to use. Oth er wise, we will get lost in ir rec on cil able con tra -
dic tions. This can be eas ily dem on strated in the case of Des cartes. It is true
that the fact that we can doubt our re al ity im plies that we ex ist. But it also
im plies much more. First, it im plies an un der stand ing of ‘doubt’ and there -
fore of ‘knowl edge’. Sec ondly, as I have just shown, doubt ing the re al ity of 
some thing im plies the world as re al ity. Thirdly, the act of doubt ing is a pro -
ject, that is, a re la tion ship of means and ends in time, and thus im plies not
only that man is not con fined to an ‘in stan ta neous’ pres ent, but also that the
mean ing of words re mains sta ble, and the pos si bil ity of mem ory. These
con cepts: knowl edge, world, time, lan guage, mem ory (and un doubt edly
oth ers) pro vide us with the con text in which all our activities take place,
including our philosophical activities.

Merleau-Ponty ex presses it this way: 
For if I can speak of ‘dreams’ and ‘re al ity’, ques tion the dis tinc tion be tween the
imag i nary and the real, and cast doubt on the ‘real’, [3] it is be cause I have al ready
made this dis tinc tion be fore anal y sis, be cause I have ex pe ri ence of the real as
well as the imag i nary, and the prob lem is then not to seek how crit i cal think ing
can give it self sec ond ary equiv a lents of this dis tinc tion, but to ex plain our pri -
mor dial knowl edge of the ‘real’, to de scribe the per cep tion of the world as that
which for ever grounds our idea of truth. We should not there fore ask our selves
whether we re ally per ceive a world; on the con trary, we should say: the world is
what we per ceive. (PP xi)

How could Des cartes have been so mis taken as to be lieve that he could
doubt the re al ity of the world? From a log i cal point of view, phi los o phy is a
sec ond ary ac tiv ity, an ac tiv ity of re flec tion. An act of re flec tion takes place
in a con text of pre-re flec tive (or un re flec tive) ac tiv ity. When I want to re -
flect on a (pre-re flec tive) act that I have done, I con sider it in the con text of
other pre-re flec tive acts. A few ex am ples will be use ful here. If I am eat ing
lunch, I do not con stantly re peat to my self, ‘Here I am eat ing lunch.’ I am
busy putt ing peas on my fork, or I am lis ten ing to my com pan ion’s ex cit ing
ac count of what he saw on TV last night. There is no re flec tion. How ever, if 
some one in the next room asks me what I am do ing, I im me di ately re ply, ‘I
am hav ing lunch.’ This is the sim plest form of re flec tion; it is sim ply a mat -
ter of ver bally ex press ing what I am do ing at that mo ment. Then I might be
asked, ‘Why are you hav ing lunch?’ This ques tion, if it has its usual mean -
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ing, re quires lit tle more thought. I an swer, ‘Be cause I was hun gry,’ or ‘I al -
ways have lunch at this time so I can lis ten to the news.’ I place my ac tion in 
the con text of my day or my daily life. There is no dis cov ery in ei ther case.
It is sim ply a mat ter of thematising what was al ready there. [4]

To an swer a philo soph i cal ques tion, which is by def i ni tion an un usual
ques tion, we must first ana lyse the very words that make up the ques tion.
For it is not only that the ques tion re fers me back to my pre-re flex ive ac -
tions, but the words and their mean ings are not given in their en tirety in the
‘mo ment’. There is a pre-re flex ive di men sion to words. There fore, an anal -
y sis of the vo cab u lary used by the phi los o pher im plies, or rather is, a de -
scrip tion and ‘ex pli ca tion’ of the pre-re flex ive. It is a mat ter of be gin ning
phi los o phy with on tol ogy, ac cord ing to Jeanson’s def i ni tion that ‘on tol ogy
is an ex ten sion of de scrip tion, it ren ders ex plicit; meta phys ics is an ex ten -
sion of sci ence, it seeks to ex plain’ (Jeanson 146), and not by the clas si cal
route of epis te mol ogy. But I pre fer Ryle’s def i ni tion, for whom, in The
Con cept of Mind, it is a mat ter of ‘not in creas ing what we know about
minds, but of rec ti fy ing the log i cal ge og ra phy of the knowl edge we al ready 
pos sess’ (p. 7) (my em pha sis). In both cases, it is a mat ter of ex pli cat ing
what Sartre calls ‘pre-on to log i cal un der stand ing’ (EN 203), but the word
‘on tol ogy’, which is rather am big u ous, is per haps un for tu nate. Es pe cially
be cause it sug gests that we are go ing to talk about ‘Be ing’. The word ‘be -
ing’ is not a noun. As Jean Wahl says, the idea of “be ing” is a ‘gram mat i cal
myth’. (L’Ex pér ience Métaphysique 192).

Des cartes for got the pre-re flex ive con text, the pre-on to log i cal un der -
stand ing. (There is al ways a ten dency to hy pos ta sise words in this way).
This led him to an other very se ri ous er ror. A pre-re flex ive act, such as the
act of eat ing, in volves the use of the hands and mouth, the cal cu la tion of the 
rel a tive widths of my mouth and the po tato I want to put in it, etc. That is to
say, it is partly ‘in tel lec tual’ and [5] partly “phys i cal” (al though this for mu -
la tion, which it self co mes from Des cartes’ er rors, is very in ac cu rate). But
re flec tion seems to be to tally ‘in tel lec tual’ and does not seem to di rectly
im ply the ex is tence of ei ther my body or the things of this world. The re sult
of this is that Des cartes was able to con clude that, al though his ex is tence as
a think ing be ing was cer tain, there was no nec es sary con nec tion be tween
this and the ex is tence of his body. He be lieved that he could know his mind
with greater cer tainty than his body, and thus in tro duced the prob lem of
how res cogitans could know res extensa. The out come of all this is what
Gilbert Ryle calls ‘the ghost in the ma chine’ (see The Con cept of Mind). I
am a mind, lo cated in side a ma chine, into which sig nals from the ‘out side
world’ en ter, which I must then trans late in or der to form a rep re sen ta tion
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of that ‘out side world’. Thus Des cartes and his suc ces sors were faced with
the prob lem: can I form a true ‘representation’ of this world? And how can
I do so?

But their prob lem is flawed, be cause there is no rea son to ac cept the ini -
tial de scrip tion of the re la tion ship be tween ‘mind’ and ‘matter’.

I do not claim to of fer a de tailed cri tique of Des cartes. I am merely
criticising the idea that there is ‘a sub stance whose en tire es sence or na ture
is noth ing but think ing’ (6th med i ta tion, p. 121) – the ghost – and that there
is also a body, the ma chine, which is dis tinct from this sub stance. Ryle uses
the idea of a ‘ghost’ to in di cate some thing that is real and in de pend ent, but
which ex ists on a dif fer ent “level” from the body, and this is what we want
to deny. I will use the ad jec tive ‘Car te sian’ to de scribe such the o ries, not to
re fer to Des cartes’ ideas. [6]

It seems to me that it is al most im pos si ble to un der es ti mate the harm ful
ef fects of this de scrip tion. Al most all of Des cartes’ suc ces sors have worked 
within this frame work of a ‘closed’ mind and a ‘closed’ ob ject, and the vo -
cab u lary has crept into the sci ences. It has be come the vo cab u lary of
Western thought.

In ad di tion, this the ory re quired the in ven tion of ob jects called ‘sen sa -
tions,’ which no one has ever seen or heard, to ex plain the ev ery day fact
that we see trees and el e phants. (In Eng lish we have the ex pres sion ‘sense
data’, and we can more eas ily dis tin guish be tween the sen sa tion I ex pe ri -
ence when, for ex am ple, I burn my hand, and the ‘sen sa tion’ – a tech ni cal
and philo soph i cal term – that I am sup posed to ex pe ri ence when I see a tree. 
It is the ex is tence of this sec ond kind of sen sa tion that I dis pute). In fact, no
mat ter how I ana lyse my per cep tions, I can not di vide them in a pre cise or
de tailed way. How many col oured spots make up this ta ble? How long do
they last? Such ques tions can not be an swered. I do not see col oured spots, I
see a ta ble. (See J.L. Aus tin, Sense and Sen si bil ity, and also EN 377-8.)

The usual so lu tion to the prob lem of sen sa tions – the pos tu la tion of a
‘con sti tut ing ego’ or a ‘syn the sis ing ego’ – in tro duces a new dif fi culty.
Locke in vented ‘sen sa tions’ in or der to solve the orig i nal prob lem posed by 
the dif fi culty of es cap ing the ma chine, and then a ‘con sti tut ing ego’ of the
Car te sian type had to be in vented in or der to ex plain the co her ence of these
ob jects that are sup posed to be dis crete. Thus the prob lem of so lip sism, in -
her ent in Des cartes’ po si tion, be came even more dif fi cult to solve. [7]

Let’s ad dress this ques tion of so lip sism. If it is dif fi cult for a ghost
trapped in a ma chine to learn what is hap pen ing out side, it is even more dif -
fi cult for it to learn what an other ghost trapped in an other ma chine is doing.
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 Even if it could ob serve the other ma chine in some way, it could not ob -
serve the other ghost; thus, it can only rely on highly ques tion able anal o -
gies to ad mit that the other ghost is there.

To ex press the ar gu ment in a less ten den tious way, the ques tion is: Do I
have ‘priv i leged ac cess’ to my own mind (con scious ness), or can oth ers
know as much about it as I do? In the first case, I can have no im me di ate
rea son to be lieve that oth ers ex ist in the same way as I do. It must there fore
be shown that there are not two ‘worlds’, one in ter nal (and pri vate) and the
other ex ter nal. We have al ready seen that Des cartes’ rea sons for such a dis -
tinc tion are not valid. It must also be shown that there are no phe nom ena
that such a theory could explain.

If I am asked to de scribe my self, I might re ply that I am hon est, some what 
stingy, gen tle, am bi tious but lazy, in ter ested in pol i tics, and that I like clas -
si cal mu sic, moun tain eer ing and plump girls. I do not think there is any
other cat e gory of an swer pos si ble. Is this an swer, in any way, an ac count of
some se cret ‘in ner state’ that no one could ob serve, or could an at ten tive
and well-placed observer verify it?

What do I mean when I say I am hon est? Noth ing more than that in most
cases I tell the truth, even if it puts me at a slight dis ad van tage, that if I find
a hun dred-franc note in the street I hand it in to the po lice, and that I do not
ex press the same po lit i cal opin ions [8] as the peo ple I am with in or der to
please them. All these acts are ac tiv i ties that oth ers can ob serve as well as I
can. But per haps I ob serve them with out the pos si bil ity of er ror, whereas
oth ers might be mis taken. Ad mit tedly, I am in a better po si tion than oth ers
to say whether I have told the truth re cently. But that is only be cause I am
al ways there when I do some thing. Some one else could al ways be there
with me (a Siamese twin, for ex am ple) and thus be as well in formed as I
am. And I may well for get yes ter day’s lit tle lie and even con vince my self
that what I am say ing is the truth. So I am not infallible even in the case of
particular lies.

I am no more in fal li ble, and I could even be led to ad mit that I am wrong,
when I at trib ute a char ac ter trait to my self. For ex am ple, if my friend points
out that I usu ally fal sify my tax re turns, that I oc ca sion ally ac cept too much
change, and that, al though I call my self a Chris tian, I do not love my neigh -
bour, I may, af ter re flec tion, ad mit this and agree that I am in deed not hon -
est at all. To a cer tain ex tent, a good ob server who knows me well would
prob a bly give more ac cu rate in for ma tion about my char ac ter than I would,
since I might want to be lieve that I am hon est, whereas it is of no con -
sequence to him.

9Some implications of existential phenomenology



Thus, the ques tion of my hon esty is not de cided some where in my heart
or my brain, but in the world, in the sense that Sartre says: 

We would like to show here that the Ego is nei ther for mally nor ma te ri ally in con -
scious ness: it is out side, in the world, it is a be ing of the world like the Ego of oth -
ers. (TE 13). 

(Sartre him self gives the ex am ple of Clovis’ am bi tion – “How would
Clovis’ am bi tion [9] have dif fered from the spe cific pro ject of con quer ing
Gaul?” (EN 525) – i.e. am bi tion is not a ‘pre-ex ist ing motive’).

If, af ter you have shown me that I am dis hon est, I tell you that I am de ter -
mined to change and be come hon est, it could be ar gued that I have priv i -
leged ac cess to my in ten tion, which you can not ver ify. First, you can ver ify 
it if you ask me, ‘Are you sure?’ and if you ob serve my fa cial ex pres sion
while point ing out the con se quences (10 years of taxes, etc.) of this in ten -
tion that I claim to have.

This in ten tion is noth ing out side of my state ment. (The fact that I might
want to de ceive you is no more a rea son for you to doubt all these state -
ments than the pos si bil ity of il lu sion is a rea son for you to doubt the re al ity
of the world). I test the truth of my in ten tion in much the same way as you
do. And, no more than you, do I know whether I will ac tu ally be hon est;
just like you, I have to wait and see what I will do.

Part of the prob lem of so lip sism here stems from a bias in fa vour of the
pres ent. We be lieve that if I can not ver ify what you say about your self at
the very mo ment you say it, you have Priv i leged Ac cess. But if you shout
from the top of a moun tain, ‘The view from here is mag nif i cent,’ no one
will in vent a meta phys i cal prin ci ple to ex plain the fact that it takes me a
good 10 min utes of climb ing be fore I can ver ify your opin ion. In truth, all
ver i fi ca tion takes place in time. 

This brings us back to re flec tion. Think ing is it self a pre-re flex ive ac tiv -
ity – while I am think ing, I am not also think ing that I am think ing. If I want
to make [10] my act of think ing about moun tain eer ing the sub ject of my
thought, when I do so I am no lon ger think ing about moun tain eer ing but
about the act of think ing about moun tain eer ing, which is not at all the same
thing. We see, there fore, that what I grasp in re flec tion is not my pres ent act 
or thought, but the act that is im me di ately past. Re flec tion is ret ro spec tion
(see Ryle 166). Any act of re flec tion can be replaced by another that targets
it. 

Self-com men tary, self-rid i cule and self-ad mo ni tion are log i cally con demned to
eter nal penultimacy. Yet noth ing is left out of any par tic u lar com men tary or ad -
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mo ni tion for ever. On the con trary, it may be the tar get of the very next com men -
tary or rebuke. (Ryle 195) 

Ryle calls this fact “the sys tem atic elu sive ness of ‘I’” (Ryle 195), and
Sartre says that “the ego is by na ture fu gi tive” (TE). That is to say, my
thoughts un fold in time and so I can never catch my self. (In ci den tally, this
is hardly more re mark able than the fact that, as we say in Eng lish, ‘To mor -
row never co mes’. Each new day ‘to mor row’ ad vances by one day and we
never ar rive there. Ver i fi ca tion in the mo ment would be im pos si ble for me.
Thus, if we wanted to con fine the con cept of ‘me’ to the mo ment, I would
never be able to the mat i cally grasp my own self, and, a for ti ori, the ‘self’ of
oth ers ei ther. I will show later that there is no ‘in stan ta neous’ pres ent. For
the mo ment, we can only point out that there is no rea son to de mand this
lim i ta tion, just as there is no rea son to de mand that a per cep tion be in cor ri -
gi ble, that is, certain in itself, without reference to anything else.

Thus, the words we use to talk about oth ers, and also about our selves, all
re fer not to se cret acts ‘in the mind,’ but to pub lic acts in the world. But it
could per haps be ar gued that, for [11] an act to be in tel li gent, it must be ac -
com pa nied by an in tel lec tual act in the mind, and that, al though I can see
your act in the world, I can not know any thing di rectly about the in tel lec tual 
act, and so I can never know with cer tainty whether your act is truly in tel li -
gent, rather than automatic.

How ever, first, these in tel lec tual acts are only pos tu lated as an ex pla na -
tion for in tel li gent be hav iour; they are never ob served. For ex am ple, if I tie
a dif fi cult knot, which un doubt edly re quires con cen tra tion and in tel li -
gence, and if I then re flect on my act, I will real ise that while I was do ing it I 
was not re peat ing to my self the ‘rules’ ac cord ing to which I had to do it. It is 
quite pos si ble that I re peated these rules to my self once or twice, but in the
mean time I con tin ued to tie the knot in tel li gently and know ing what I was
do ing. Sec ondly, even if these in tel lec tual acts ex isted, they could not ex -
plain the dif fer ence be tween do ing some thing in tel li gently and do ing it un -
in tel li gently, be cause think ing is in it self some thing that is done with or
with out in tel li gence. That is to say, if we say, with Ar is totle, that do ing a
good deed is ap ply ing a rule, we must ask our selves how we knew that this
rule should be ap plied. Is there a rule for ap ply ing rules? And an other for
applying that rule? We fall into an infinite regress. (See Ryle, pp. 30-31.)

My in tel li gent ac tions in the world do not ex press the ac tiv i ties of my
mind. They are those ac tiv i ties. My be hav iour is in it self an un der stand ing
of the world. Even my strictly the o ret i cal thoughts can not be con fined to
my mind alone. When I dis cuss a the ory with my friends, [12] I am en gaged
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in ab stract thought, but that does not mean that, while I am speak ing, I am
si mul ta neously hav ing si lent thoughts. My words are my thoughts. (Al -
though this does not mean that all my words are thoughts, or are in tel lec -
tual. That is, they do not all have the same sta tus). Ryle there fore sug gests
that pri vate ab stract thought, i.e. my thoughts when I am alone, co mes from 
pub lic ab stract thought. Just as we first learn to read aloud and only then to
read si lently, we also learn to speak aloud and then to speak si lently, to
think. (See Ryle p. 35: “the tech ni cal trick of con duct ing our thoughts in
au di tory word im ages”, and also p. 27.) Ac cord ing to Piaget, up to the age
of 7, chil dren say what they think – they have no ver bal re straint (see Lan -
guage & Thought of the Child p. 38). This means that when I think pri -
vately, I imag ine a conversation (in which, perhaps, I play all the roles).

This brings us to the last prob lem: is n’t imag i na tion (es pe cially in the
sense of pic tur ing a ‘pic ture’) some thing ir re triev ably pri vate? Cer tainly,
oth ers can not see the house I imag ine. But, strictly speak ing, nei ther do I; I
imag ine it. You can not imag ine my ‘im ages’ any more than you can eat my
din ner, and for the same log i cal rea son – if you eat it, it be comes your din -
ner. This does not make din ner some thing pri vate. If we both look at a tree,
we both see the same tree, even though I do not see it ‘through’ your eyes.
Sim i larly, if we both imag ine my house, we both imag ine the same house.
[13]

‘Rep re sent ing’ some thing de rives from knowl edge of that thing. (This is
why im ages do not teach us any thing.) One of the facts im plied by my
knowl edge of a cer tain city is that I will not be sur prised when I find a foun -
tain at the end of a cer tain street, even though I did not say to my self con tin -
u ously while walk ing, ‘I am go ing to find a foun tain at the end of this
street.’ (That is, there is no rep re sen ta tion of the foun tain.) Be fore ar riv ing
there, I could have stopped and said to my self, ‘I’m ap proach ing the foun -
tain,’ but the fact of be ing in that place is not the stim u lus nec es sary to
make me think of it. An other small foun tain, the sound of a small wa ter fall,
a pho to graph or even a ‘day dream’ could have drawn my at ten tion there.
Here, it is a ques tion of ‘rep re sent ing’ some thing we have al ready seen.
Rep re sent ing is not ex actly the same as re mem ber ing. If some one asks me
what I did yes ter day, I could an swer with out rep re sent ing yes ter day’s
events in my mind. For ex am ple, I can tell my friend what I saw in Ven ice.
It’s a mem ory and I can date it. I can also rep re sent Ven ice in my mind. Al -
though I can’t rep re sent it be cause I saw it that day, my rep re sen ta tion is not 
dated. It is a rep re sen ta tion of Ven ice, not of Ven ice on 18 July 1965. But
there is still a fairly close re la tion ship here be tween re mem ber ing and rep -
re sent ing. In L’Imaginaire Sartre shows that imag i na tion is a way of be ing
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‘pres ent to’ an ab sent or even non-ex is tent ob ject. But he be lieves that there 
is an “analogon” of the imag ined ob ject, which is the “men tal con tent” or
“mat ter” of the act of imag i na tion. He is wrong, be cause the mind is not a
con tainer. His ar gu ment is based on his the ory that a pho to graph “serves as
the mat ter for the im age” (I. p. 35). This is false. I can very well look at the
pho to graph [14] with out ‘rep re sent ing’ the per son to my self. If I rep re sent
her to my self, it is be cause the pho to graph re minded me of her in the same
way that an old letter, a recording, or even a place might do. These things
could not be considered ‘material’ for an image.

Thus we can con clude that imag i na tion is not some kind of ac tiv ity that
takes place in side my mind. There is no pri vate in te rior of my mind.

From this brief dis cus sion of the er rors of the Car te sian the ory of the
‘ghost in the ma chine’ we can draw the fol low ing con clu sions. I am not cut
off from the world or from oth ers. I am not im pris oned in the pres ent.
Above all, my in tel lec tual acts do not en joy any log i cal pri macy. They are
just one space for in tel li gent acts among oth ers. They are no more es sen -
tially pri vate than oth ers (al though they are easier to hide).

I do not con tem plate the world, I live it. All my acts are con nected to it
and di rected to wards it.

This is what Husserl re fers to when he says that con scious ness is ‘in ten -
tional’. This idea of intentionality is also ex pressed by the existentialists in
the phrase ‘man is a be ing-in-the-world’ (cf. Sartre: “A fun da men tal idea
of Husserl’s phe nom en ol ogy” [Sit u a tions I, p. 33]: 

Imag ine that we are thus re jected, aban doned by our very na ture in an in dif fer ent,
hos tile and un yield ing world, and you will grasp the pro found mean ing of the dis -
cov ery that Husserl ex presses in this fa mous phrase, ‘All con scious ness is con -
scious ness of some thing’... Husserl calls this ne ces sity for con scious ness to ex ist
as con scious ness of some thing other than itself intentionality.) 

In other words, man is not a con crete be ing, [15] with his own na ture, sit ting
on a cloud and watch ing the world go by with in dif fer ence (the ‘over view
thought’ re ferred to by Merleau-Ponty). He is noth ing apart from what he
does and makes of him self in the world. It is im pos si ble to con sider him in
ab strac tion from the world.

That man lives and acts in the world of things, peo ple and el e phants is
also the opin ion of ‘com mon sense’. But have n’t psy chol o gists and phys i -
ol o gists shown that this is not the case, that in truth there is no world; there
is only a suc ces sion of dis crete re ac tions to a suc ces sion of equally dis crete
stim uli? That is to say, can they ef fec tively ex plain ev ery thing that hap pens 
based on the the ory of man as im pris oned in the body? In La Struc ture du
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Comportement and La Phénoménologie de la Per cep tion, Merleau-Ponty
dem on strates that such the o ries can only suc ceed in so far as they are im plic -
itly based on the ‘open ness to the world’ that is intentionality. He says: 

We do not mean that the anal y sis of the liv ing body en coun ters a limit in ir re duc -
ible vi tal forces. We only mean that the re ac tions of an or gan ism are un der stand -
able and pre dict able only if we think of them not as mus cu lar con trac tions tak ing
place in a body, but as acts di rected to wards a cer tain en vi ron ment, pres ent or vir -
tual: the act of tak ing prey, walk ing to wards a goal, run ning away from dan ger.
(SC I64).

Acts di rected to wards a cer tain en vi ron ment, acts to wards a goal: these
two as pects are in sep a ra ble. We per ceive the world through par tic u lar as -
pects. The world as a whole is what we call the ho ri zon of my pro ject. It is
this ho ri zon that dis tin guishes nor mal per cep tion from hal lu ci na tory
perception. Sartre says, 

Per cep tion is ar tic u lated only against the on to log i cal back ground of pres ence [16]

in the world, and the world re veals it self con cretely as the back ground of each
sin gu lar per cep tion. (EN 229). 

Of course, when I see a real tree, I do not see the whole world at the same
time; I see it as part of the world. Or per haps we can say that I see the world
through the tree. Just as my steps are only un der stand able in re la tion to my
goal, the goal it self is only un der stand able in re la tion to the whole world.

Intentionality is the key idea in phe nom en ol ogy. I tried to in tro duce it
through Ryle’s The Con cept of Mind be cause it seems to me that what we
might call ‘the his tor i cal func tion’ of the idea is to es cape the Car te sian di -
chot omy of res cogitans and res extensa, but that phenomenologists them -
selves too of ten use the vo cab u lary of this di chot omy, whereas Ryle de lib -
er ately tries to avoid it. We must even be wary of the word ‘phe nom e non’,
which co mes from the Greek ‘that which ap pears’. In fact, things do not ap -
pear. Some one ap pears at the win dow, for ex am ple, but I see or feel or hear
some thing. So when we started talk ing about ‘phe nom ena’ in stead of
‘things’, we were al ready half way trapped in the ma chine. Of course,
Sartre, for ex am ple, finds a loop hole, but to do so he has to talk about ‘the
be ing of the phe nom e non’ and ‘the phe nom e non of be ing’. ‘The be ing of
the phe nom e non’ means ‘the de scrip tion of the thing’, but ‘the phe nom e -
non of be ing’ means noth ing be cause be ing is not in the class of ob jects that 
we can say we can see, etc. It seems to me that Sartre man ages to ex press a
valid phi los o phy through this vo cab u lary of ‘being’ and ‘phenomenon,’
but he could have done so more easily.
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In this in tro duc tion, with out hav ing con trib uted any thing pos i tive, we
have avoided the ‘pit fall of so lip sism’ and [17] we have dis cov ered my fun -
da men tal re la tion ship of intentionality to the world. I would now like to ex -
plore the idea of intentionality in greater depth, not in or der to con struct a
meta phys i cal the ory of the world, but only in re la tion to the prob lem of ac -
tion. I will do this by study ing the idea of free dom as it is pre sented in Be ing 
and Noth ing ness and The Cri tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son. These two works
have broader aims than the dis cus sion of free dom alone, so I will not ad -
dress all the points they raise. There are as pects of Be ing and Noth ing ness
that could be in ter preted ide al is ti cally, as well as the rather re al is tic in ter -
pre ta tion (in the sense that ob jects are in de pend ent of con scious ness) that I
will give. This in ter pre ta tion has the ad van tage of be ing more com pat i ble
with the later de vel op ment of ex is ten tial phe nom en ol ogy. I have tried to
avoid the spe cial vo cab u lary that Sartre uses in Be ing and Noth ing ness. It
seems to me that this can be done with out at the same time miss ing the
point of his phi los o phy, for the rea son that it is not a meta phys ics but a de -
scrip tion. So ‘the in-it self’, ‘the for-it self’, etc. are not ab stract con cepts
whose con tent must be brought to light in or der to un der stand the phi los o -
phy. They are sim ply lin guis tic tools de signed to ex plain cer tain el e ments
of our experience, and we can just as well try to give the same description
using different, and perhaps more practical, tools.

Broadly speak ing, we find in Be ing and Noth ing ness the ab stract skel e -
ton of hu man free dom, and in Cri tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son we see how
this free dom could be lost in the world, which then gives us the pos si bil ity
of ex plain ing the con di tions for con crete and true free dom. Moral im per a -
tives, or their ab sence, [18] will emerge on their own in the course of the dis -
cus sion. My method will be to iden tify the gen eral char ac ter is tics of hu man 
be hav iour and then see how be ings with these char ac ter is tics could be have
to gether in our world (i.e., in a world pos sess ing the con tin gent char ac ter is -
tic of scar city).

The word ‘free dom,’ like all big words, is am big u ous. The way Sartre
uses it in Be ing and Noth ing ness is a bit un usual. But it seems to me that
what he calls free dom is the ‘qual ity’ that dis tin guishes hu mans from all
other spe cies, and which is thus the ba sis for the more com mon con cept of
free dom. This ‘qual ity’ is, as we shall see, what makes it pos si ble to ap ply
the idea of po lit i cal free dom to man and not to a chair or a dog. It is there -
fore cor rect to re tain the word ‘free dom’ to de scribe it. [19]
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Part One

The Abstract  TOC

Ch. 1 – Freedom and “nothingness”.

Be fore ad dress ing the ques tion of free dom, let us re mem ber that this is a
work of on tol ogy, in the sense of “de scrip tive”. And it could not be oth er -
wise, for Be ing and Noth ing ness is an es say in phenomenological on tol -
ogy, and in phe nom en ol ogy, as Merleau-Ponty says, “It is a mat ter of de -
scrib ing, not ex plain ing or ana lys ing.” We will there fore at tempt to de -
scribe consciousness, not explain it.

“It is enough to open one’s eyes and ques tion in all na ivety this to tal ity
that is man in the world” (EN 38) says Sartre. But the lan guage he uses to
do so is bi zarre. He in tro duces the idea of free dom as fol lows: 

This ca pac ity of hu man ex is tence to se crete a noth ing ness that iso lates it, Des -
cartes, fol low ing the Sto ics, gave a name: it is free dom. (EN 61). 

And a lit tle fur ther on: 
Free dom is the ca pac ity of the hu man be ing of dis tanc ing him self from his past
by se cret ing his own noth ing ness (EN 65).

It does not take much thought to real ise that the ex pres sion ‘se cret ing noth -
ing ness’ does not mean much. Let us leave aside ‘se cret ing’ and ex am ine
“noth ing ness”. ‘Noth ing ness’ is not a word that is used very of ten (ex cept,
per haps, when speak ing pe jo ra tively about a per son). We can there fore
only ex am ine how Sartre uses it.

We have al ready seen the dif fer ence be tween re flex ive con scious ness
and pre-re flex ive con scious ness. If I think about an el e phant, I know at the
same time that I am think ing about it. This means that [20] I could, if I
wanted to, stop think ing about the el e phant and in stead start think ing about
my thoughts about the el e phant. Here we have two ‘men tal’ ac tiv i ties,
which are sep a rate but also seem to be con tin u ous. This con ti nu ity be -
comes even more strik ing when we no tice that at any mo ment dur ing the
first ac tiv ity, I can switch to the sec ond. The re flex ive act seems al most to
be con tained in the first in an im plicit state. There is al ways a non-po si -
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tional aware ness of one self. Sartre ex presses this fact by say ing that “The
re flex ive is sep a rated from the re flected by a noth ing ness” (EN 199). It is
this non-po si tional aware ness of one self that ac com pa nies all my acts that
is the de fin ing mark of con scious ness. Thus, at the cen tre of con scious ness
we find a ‘noth ing ness’ that sep a rates con scious ness from it self. To ex -
press it in more fa mil iar terms, we can say that this ‘noth ing ness’ is, in a
sense, that structure of consciousness which makes reflection possible.

But he also says: 
Thus, the for-it self (con scious ness) must be its own noth ing ness. The be ing of
con scious ness, as con scious ness, is to ex ist at a dis tance from it self as pres ence to
it self, and this zero dis tance that be ing car ries in its be ing is Noth ing ness
(EN 120). 

Con scious ness is noth ing ness. By this we must un der stand the in de fin able
na ture of con scious ness. We can not say that con scious ness is con scious -
ness in the same way that a chair is a chair. My con scious ness is un sta ble,
‘trou bled’. It is al ways con scious ness (of) be lief, con scious ness (of) moun -
tains; it is never sim ple con scious ness. Nor can it be iden ti fied with belief
or with mountains. It 

ex ists from the out set as es cap ing from it self, as break ing the unity of all con cepts 
in which we might wish to en close it (EN 18). 

The chair re mains a chair, but con scious ness (of) be lief must [21] con tin u -
ally be come con scious ness (of) belief.

It can al ways be come con scious ness (of) be lief (i.e., re flex ive con scious -
ness) or con scious ness of any thing else. It is noth ing other than this flight
from one to the other.

We have seen that re flec tion is ret ro spec tion. It is in this tem po ral char ac -
ter of con scious ness that we will find the true na ture of ‘noth ing ness’.

When I re flect, I with draw from a se ries of acts in or der to look at them
from a dis tance. This act of ‘putt ing my self at a dis tance’ is a more pic tur -
esque ex pres sion of Noth ing ness. I put a space be tween my self and the
thing I am look ing at, just as I step back to get a better look at a paint ing.
But in the case of ret ro spec tion, I look at my self; thus it is an imag i nary
space. Or rather, it is what sep a rates my present from my past. 

The con di tion for hu man re al ity to be able to deny all or part of the world is that it
car ries noth ing ness within it self as the noth ing that sep a rates its pres ent from all
its past’ (EN 65).
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This helps us to see why re flec tion is the de fin ing mark of con scious ness.
For any act of con scious ness re fers not only to the sit u a tion that is di rectly
pres ent, but also to the past and the fu ture. That is, pre-re flec tive con scious -
ness al ways in volves an es cape from the pres ent, to which it nev er the less
re mains linked, just as re flec tion in volves an es cape from pre-re flec tive
con scious ness, to which it re mains linked. Both have the same struc ture,
which is why one implies the other.

Con scious ness is never at tached to its ob ject. It is not ab sorbed by the ob -
ject or by the in stan ta neous pres ent. Me chan i cal de ter min ism tries to en -
close [22] con scious ness not only in the body, but also in this in stan ta neous
pres ent, as an in stan ta neous re ac tion to an in stan ta neous stim u lus. And in -
deed, if the pres ent is an in stant in time, it seems dif fi cult to see how I could
do any thing other than sim ply be in the pres ent. But if we look a lit tle
closer, we see that even de ter min ism is not un der stand able in the light of an 
in stan ta neous pres ent. That is, if time is made up of a se ries of dis crete mo -
ments, it is im pos si ble to pos tu late any re la tion ship be tween them. This
would im ply a con tin u ous pro cess of an ni hi la tion and rec re ation of the en -
tire uni verse (see Des cartes). The hy poth e sis is ab surd, but the ideas of phi -
los o phers who demand proof that we can know the future or the past imply
this hypothesis.

Fur ther more, we have no ex pe ri ence of the pres ent in terms of such a mo -
ment. In a sim ple ac tiv ity, such as a game of ten nis, it is im pos si ble to sep a -
rate my ges ture of rais ing the racket when the ball crosses the net from my
op po nent’s com pleted act of hit ting the ball and the fu ture com ple tion of
my ges ture. (See EN 169).

We can thus ob serve that, in a sense, I ‘see into’ the past and the fu ture.
So what is the pres ent? We can not aban don it as a con cept, since it ful fils

a use ful task in ev ery day lan guage. Here it has no pre cise mean ing. I could
say, ‘Stop talk ing about his tory, I’m only in ter ested in the pres ent,’ in
which case ‘the pres ent’ would mean a fairly long pe riod of time - this year, 
last year, and next year. Or, ‘What are you do ing now?’ ‘I’m writ ing a let ter 
to my friend’ - but not (usu ally) ‘I’m writ ing a “d.”’ How ever, this last [23]

an swer would be nor mal if you in sisted, say ing, ‘No, I mean right now.’
But even writing a “d” takes time.

I am not try ing to show that time is in fi nitely di vis i ble. Rather, time is not
di vis i ble at all. When we speak of the pres ent in the most pre cise sense, we
are not talk ing about some ‘part’ or ‘sec tion’ of time. We are mak ing a
cross-sec tion of time, just as an en gi neer might draw a cross-sec tion of his
ma chine. Just as a ma chine is not made up of a se ries of these cross-sec tions 
added to gether, time is not made up of a se ries of pres ents stuck together.
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There is a thick ness to the pres ent we ex pe ri ence. It is an in def i nite thick -
ness. As I wait at the bus stop, watch ing the bus ap proach ing me, my pres -
ent is made up of my walk from home to the stop and the bus’s jour ney to
the stop, which I ‘see’ in its en tirety, even though the bus has not yet
reached me. What I will do on the bus is still in my fu ture, and what I was
do ing be fore I left home is be gin ning to slip into the past. Sim i larly, if I am
look ing at a house, I see it in the past and in the fu ture; oth er wise I would be 
con tin u ally sur prised to find the house in front of me, and sud denly the
house would dis ap pear. (“This ink well, as soon as I per ceive it, al ready has
its three tem po ral di men sions in its ex is tence” EN 255).

This abil ity to ‘see into the past and fu ture’ should not be con fused with
the acts of re mem ber ing and pre dict ing. It is not true that, at the same mo -
ment, I look at the house, re mem ber what it looked like a min ute ago, and
pre dict what it will look like in a min ute. First, I [24] do not do that. Sec ond,
even if I wanted to, I could n’t, since the acts of re mem ber ing and pre dict ing 
them selves take time. This would im ply that, while pre dict ing, I would
have to re mem ber the be gin ning of my pre dic tion, and while re mem ber ing, 
I would have to pre dict the end of my mem ory. Thus, I could never es cape
the be gin ning of my first mem ory or my first pre dic tion. Pre dict ing and re -
mem ber ing are them selves re flex ive acts that are only pos si ble within the
con fines of the pre-re flex ive pres ent. I can only re mem ber that the house
was there five min utes ago be cause my knowl edge of this fact is al ready
im plied (not thematically) in my act of seeing it now (cf. Sartre: 

It is not be cause I “rep re sent” my past to my self that it ex ists. But it is be cause I
am my past that it en ters the world, and it is from its be ing-in-the-world that I can, 
fol low ing cer tain psy cho log i cal pro cesses, rep re sent it to my self.‘ - EN 159)

and Ryle “Bear ing in mind is not re call ing, it is what makes re call ing,
among other things, pos si ble” (Ryle M 17-81). The fact that the pres ent dis -
ap pears if we ana lyse it rig or ously helps us to un der stand ‘noth ing ness’.
Sartre says: 

A rig or ous anal y sis that claims to rid the pres ent of ev ery thing that is not it self,
that is, the past and the im me di ate fu ture, would in fact find only an in fin i tes i mal
in stant, that is to say... noth ing ness (EN 165). 

Strictly speak ing, the pres ent is noth ing. How ever, it sep a rates my past,
what I have done and, in a sense, can not change, from my fu ture, which is
prob lem atic. One could say that it is a bit like the in vis i ble line that forms
the bor der be tween two coun tries. They are con tig u ous and dif fer ent, and
noth ing sep a rates them. (This anal ogy may help us avoid the trap of
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be liev ing, when we speak of a noth ing ness that sep a rates two things, that
we mean there is some kind of very sin gu lar ‘some thing’ that sep a rates
them). [25]

It is the fact that there is no pres ent that makes it im pos si ble to say that I
am this or that, in the sense that we can say ‘This is a chair’. We can say,
with fi nal ity: ‘This was a tree. It is now a chair.’ It will be a pile of ashes,
‘be cause the chair is what it is,’ and we speak of its pres ent in the im pre cise
sense in which we say that ‘to day’ is the pres ent, not in the pre cise sense we 
have just de fined. But con scious ness it self has no pres ent at all, not even a
very small one. It is flight, es cape, gush ing, mo tion. But these words are
only anal o gies. There is no vo cab u lary to ex press the temporalising char ac -
ter of con scious ness, since it is the phe nom e non from which all hu man be -
hav iour de rives and is there fore not usu ally thematised. Ul ti mately, we can
only re fer the scep tic to their own lived consciousness.

Just as con scious ness is di rected to wards the world of things and peo ple,
the pres ent is di rected to wards the fu ture and the past. Thus, what I have
said about time can be ex pressed by say ing that con scious ness is in ten -
tional in time as well as in space. (And we must not be lieve that there are
two sep a rate ‘pow ers’ here. They are not distinct.)

Call ing con scious ness ‘noth ing ness’ and at the same time say ing that it
can be con scious ness (of) be lief, con scious ness (of) joy, con scious ness (of) 
a moun tain, is only un der stand able from the per spec tive of time. It is a
‘noth ing ness’ be cause we can never grasp it. I can see a moun tain and at
the same time avoid be com ing de fined as [some one hav ing a] ‘vi sion of a
moun tain,’ only be cause I es cape it in time. Merleau-Ponty says, 

What must be un der stood is that the same rea son makes me pres ent here and now
and pres ent else where and al ways, ab sent from here and now and ab sent [26] from 
all places and all times. This am bi gu ity is not an im per fec tion of con scious ness or 
ex is tence; it is its def i ni tion. (PP 383).

This is what Sartre calls the ‘diasporic’ na ture of con scious ness.
This does not mean that I have some kind of God’s-eye view of the world

from a point out side time and space. The am bi gu ity Merleau-Ponty re fers
to lies in the fact that, al though I can see the moun tain, I re main con nected
to my win dow, from which I see it. In a sense, I am in both places at the
same time, but un like God, I am ‘more squarely’ in one than in the other.
This be comes less com pli cated when we real ise that this de scrip tion re -
mains within the Car te sian frame work. It is only if we have a small ma -
chine here and a large box with the moun tain in side there that I should be
con sid ered as some thing fly ing very, very fast be tween the two, and that we 
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should talk about be ing ‘pres ent else where and al ways’, ‘di as pora’, ‘ex is -
tence out side one self’, “tran scen dence” or ‘ek-sta sis’. Such terms are only
use ful in the Car te sian frame work; their com plex ity co mes from the fact
that they try to ex press ev ery day facts, such as ‘I see a tree’, with the vo -
cabulary of an absurd theory.

So when Sartre says that free dom is “the pos si bil ity for hu man re al ity of
se cret ing [cre at ing, gen er at ing?] a noth ing ness that iso lates it,” he is talk -
ing about intentionality, the fact that man di rects him self to wards the world 
and is there fore not at all bound to any part of the world. He thus es capes
de ter min ism. But we must not be lieve that Sartre means that there is a ‘fac -
ulty’ called ‘free will’ that es tab lishes [27] free dom. Free dom is not a fac -
ulty, it is a kind of be hav iour or con duct (which Sartre will ex press more
clearly in Cri tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son, where he will talk about praxis
rather than free dom). Thus, free dom is the name of a cer tain kind of be hav -
iour, hu man be hav iour. This is why Sartre can ar gue that man is ei ther en -
tirely free or not free at all. He uses the words ‘noth ing ness’ and ‘an ni hi la -
tion’ to emphasise the fact that the sin gu lar ity of this be hav iour is that it is
di rected to wards what is not: the fu ture, the imag i nary, etc. We have al -
ready seen some ex am ples: the ten nis player who pro jects him self into the
fu ture, and, in the in tro duc tion, the imag i na tion as ‘presence to’ what is
absent. Another example of ‘nihilisation’ is language.

A word can be ei ther a sign or a sym bol. When a dog hears its mas ter’s
name, it looks for him; the word is a sign that in di cates the ex is tence of its
mas ter. But when I hear the name, I don’t look for him, I think about him;
for me, the word is a sym bol. “Signs an nounce their ob jects to him (the sub -
ject) whereas sym bols lead him to con ceive their ob jects”. (S. Langer, Phi -
los o phy in a New Key, p. 49). Thus we can speak of the ‘unrealising’ func -
tion of the sym bol, as well as of the im age. Lan guage is es sen tially sym -
bolic.

If the fact that hu man be hav iour is free dom is most clearly ev i dent in
imag i na tion and lan guage (or thought), it is only be cause these two are the
thematisation of the fun da men tal in ten tional at ti tudes that un der lie all our
be hav iour. Here we see again the fact al ready emphasised that the game of
ten nis is thought. [28] Let us re peat that this is a de scrip tion and not an ex -
pla na tion. One of the dif fi cul ties in un der stand ing Be ing and Noth ing ness
co mes from a ten dency to be lieve that Sartre is try ing to ex plain facts by
pos tu lat ing two ‘sub stances’ called “be ing” and ‘noth ing ness,’ or ‘in-it -
self’ and ‘for-it self,’ whose in ter ac tion would give rise to us and our world.
De Waehlens, for ex am ple, speaks of a meta phys ics of Sartre that would be
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in con tra dic tion with his phe nom en ol ogy (In tro duc tion to The Struc ture of
Be hav iour viii-x), and Jolivet criticises him because he 

rea sons from the the ses of his on tol ogy as if they were self-ev i dent. (Jolivet 55). 

But there is nei ther meta phys ics nor ‘on to log i cal the ses’. Sartre sought a
lin guis tic tool to ex plain his own ex pe ri ence of pre-re flex ive con scious -
ness, and he chose this vo cab u lary of “be ing” and ‘noth ing ness’. It seems
to me that this was a rather un for tu nate choice; but, if we real ise that these
are not meta phys i cal cat e go ries but sim ply a lin guis tic tool, I think we can
un der stand what he means. [29]

Ch. 2. – Value  TOC

The act is in ten tional – that is, it is di rected to wards the fu ture. But is n’t it
pos si ble that it is a re ac tion to a stim u lus? If I ‘see’ the ten nis ball ar riv ing at 
a cer tain place in the fu ture, could n’t this act as the stim u lus that au to mat i -
cally trig gers a re ac tion to hit the ball at that place? This might seem true
un til I ask my self why, in fact, I hit the ball instead of letting it pass.

The an swer is sim ple: it is be cause this ac tion is part of play ing ten nis.
Some one with nor mal body co or di na tion can very eas ily hit the ball the
first time it is thrown at them. It is not true that they build con di tioned re -
flexes be fore they can hit the ball where it lands.

Quite sim ply, they know what a game of ten nis is and they ori ent them -
selves in a cer tain di rec tion. In it self, the ball is not la belled ‘to hit’, ‘to
catch’ or ‘to let pass’. The value ‘to hit’ de rives from my pro ject to play
tennis.

Let’s take a closer look at this idea of value. First of all, it should be said
that value here does not mean eco nomic value or moral value. It means the
func tion that some thing has in my life. We could just as well say ‘im por -
tance’ or ‘mean ing’. The first point to note is that the things we find around
us have no value in them selves. If I am hun gry, a piece of bread has a cer -
tain value for me, but that value is com pletely dif fer ent if I am not hun gry,
and yet again if I am on hun ger strike. This last ex am ple sug gests that there
is not even a [30] nec es sary re la tion ship be tween phys i o log i cal states and
values.

If there were things that had value in them selves, this would mean that
our be hav iour to wards them would be de ter mined. These things would be -
have like mag nets. For ex am ple, ac cord ing to the doc trine of ‘economism’, 
‘ma te rial goods’ are ir re sist ible mag nets for hu man be hav iour. That is to
say, ‘hu man na ture’ is such that these ob jects nec es sar ily have value-
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 for-hu man be ings. We must try to dem on strate that, ac cord ing to the struc -
ture of con scious ness, this is im pos si ble, and that there are nei ther val -
ues-in-them selves nor values-for-human beings.

We have al ready seen the neg a tive char ac ter of con scious ness in re la tion
to its ob jects. It iso lates it self from them, it ‘puts its past out of play’.
Intentionality means not only that I can es cape from ‘here’ to the moun tain, 
but also that I can es cape from the moun tain. Sartre ex presses this by say -
ing that to be con scious (of) the moun tain is to be con scious of the moun -
tain as not be ing one self: “the for-it self that con sti tutes it self as not be ing
the thing” (EN 222). I can al ways re flect; thus I am never hyp no tised by the
thing. Be ing con scious of some thing im plies that one can ques tion or doubt 
it. This ‘some thing’ can be any theme of con scious ness, a thing, an im age,
a value. Of course, since these ob jects ‘ap pear’ or ‘are given’ in dif fer ent
ways, they are doubted in dif fer ent ways. I ask whether some thing is real,
whether an im age or a mem ory is ac cu rate, whether a prop o si tion is true,
whether a value is ab so lute, whether a fact is es tab lished. Doubt ing a fact, a
thing or a prop o si tion im plies that there are es tab lished facts, real things
and true prop o si tions. [31]

But doubt ing a value does not im ply that there are ab so lute val ues, since a 
value is de fined by its re la tion ship to hu mans, and not ing that there is a cer -
tain re la tion ship be tween cer tain things and cer tain hu mans does not im ply
that there is a nec es sary re la tion ship be tween a cer tain thing and all hu -
mans. That is to say, there are nec es sar ily val ues, be cause man is ac tion,
but there are no nec es sary val ues. More over, it could very eas ily be shown
em pir i cally that there are no ‘mag nets-for-Man’; for any pos tu lated value,
one can find individuals who have rejected it.

(Value) can only re veal it self ... to an ac tive free dom that brings it into ex is tence
as value by the mere fact of re cog nis ing it as such. It fol lows that my free dom is
the sole foun da tion of val ues ... val ues, be cause they re veal them selves in es sence 
to free dom, can not re veal them selves with out at the same time be ing ‘called into
ques tion’ (EN 76).

But per haps, one might say, we have slightly dis torted the def i ni tion of
value. We could agree that there is no ab so lute ‘duty’, but nev er the less
main tain that there are ab so lute ‘ob li ga tions’; that is, ‘tran scen dent[al]’
val ues, in scribed not in hu man na ture, but in the na ture of the uni verse:
God’s com mand ments, for ex am ple. Thus, there would be moral val ues
that do not de rive their sta tus from man. We could ques tion them with out
un der min ing the fact that they are absolute.
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How ever, there can not be val ues in scribed in the na ture of the uni verse,
be cause the uni verse is con tin gent. There is no rea son why there should be
some thing rather than noth ing. The world is ab surd. That is to say, there is
no pos si bil ity of value in it self. [32]

Roquentin’s ‘en light en ment’ in the park is a de scrip tion of the world
with out val ues that lies be neath the val ues cre ated by our pro jects. (“Words 
had van ished, and with them the mean ing of things, their modes of use, the
faint land marks that men have traced on their sur face” (La Nausée 179).
Be neath it there is noth ing ex cept a pul sat ing ‘some thing’ whose only char -
ac ter is tic is be ing there. There are no writ ten in struc tions on it, I have no
idea what to do with it.

We have iden ti fied two dis tinct facts about value. First, since any value
can be doubted, there is no nec es sary value that hu mans can not help but act
upon. This fact can be ex pressed by say ing that there is no hu man na ture
(but it must be un der stood, as many com men ta tors on Sartre have failed to
un der stand, that he only de nies ‘the ex is tence of a na ture as an es sence that
un folds, as when we say, “Ah, but it is in hu man na ture to act this way.”’ Of
course, we do not want to deny that hu man be ings have a com mon con di -
tion, be cause it is this con di tion that makes it pos si ble to speak of hu man
be ings, and not just of Pi erre, Jean, Jeanne, etc.). Sec ondly, since I and the
world are con tin gent, there is no pos si bil ity of an ab so lute moral value to -
wards which hu man be ings should act. Even God, if he ex isted, would be
con tin gent. ‘Ens causa sui’ is just a very re spect ful way of ex press ing this
fact – and so the val ues he would or dain would them selves be con tin gent.
Moral val ues can only be ex pressed in terms of if....; there fore ... They im -
ply a choice be tween ifs.

The dis tinc tion be tween a thing and its value sug gests [33] what we might
call a new kind of world. Each in di vid ual cre ates a world of val ues around
them selves through their pro jects. It is in this world, and not in the un der ly -
ing world of things, that we live. But we can not sep a rate it from the world
of things ei ther. Sartre ex plains this by say ing that man is al ways in a sit u a -
tion. I am ‘con demned to be free’ in the sense that I find my self in this world 
and thus can not help but take a po si tion to wards it, thereby cre at ing the
world of val ues. (the lebenswelt). Even the de ci sion to com mit sui cide is a
way of tak ing a po si tion, thus at trib ut ing values to the ‘raw’ world in itself.

So it is man’s pro jects that give this world its val ues. In a sense, man is
noth ing but his pro jects. Or “hu man re al ity ... ex ists first as a lack” (EN
132). That is to say, con scious ness, by its very na ture, can never set tle any -
where, al ways re mains un ful filled. What it pro jects it self to wards is de -
fined as value, and since it pro jects it self to wards a fu ture state of it self, we
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can say that value is a con scious ness that would not lack, that would be a to -
tal ity. Sartre calls this be ing that aims at it self as a to tal ity “a detotalisated
to tal ity”. (EN 652)

The am bi gu ities and con tra dic tions of this pro ject can be ex pressed by
say ing: 

man is fun da men tally a de sire to be God (EN 653). 

God is de fined as a be ing who is com plete in him self, but who is also con -
scious ness. Man wants to be come com plete in him self, but re main con -
scious. How ever, the idea of God is con tra dic tory, since con scious ness is
in ten tional, that is, al ways re lated to some thing out side it self, never com -
plete in it self. The ‘pro ject of be ing God’, there fore, is just an other way of
ex press ing the fact that man is con demned to be free, to never find true ab -
so lute value. [34]

It should be emphasised that when Sartre says that man is the de sire to be
God, he is not pos tu lat ing a con crete ob ject that all men must de sire –
which would de stroy free dom. Rather, he is seek ing a way of ex plain ing
what free dom is – free dom is pro ject, is lack, is to tal ity-detotalisised, is the
de sire to be God. All these def i ni tions are syn on y mous. The im por tance of
the last one is that it re veals the es sen tially des per ate na ture of all pro jects
(see EN 645).

To be lieve that the idea of con scious ness as lack con demns me to per pet -
u ally fill the gaps as they ap pear is to fall into the Car te sian trap of be liev -
ing that the ‘I’ is a con crete struc ture. In deed, the word ‘I’ is am big u ous.
“(The for-it self) is in a cer tain sense, it is since it can be named, since cer -
tain char ac ter is tics can be af firmed or de nied of it.” But ac cord ing to an -
other def i ni tion, “it is never what it is” (EN 184), or it is what it is not and it
is not what it is. I es cape into the fu ture, leav ing be hind what I am ‘in the
world’. In one sense, I can be de fined en tirely – I am an gry, stingy, stu pid,
mar ried with seven chil dren. But on the other hand, I never co in cide with
this def i ni tion. This lack of co in ci dence ap pears the o ret i cally in the case of
ver tigo. Sartre also de picts it in his de scrip tion of the waiter. (EN 98-99).
The waiter, he says, plays a role: he plays at be ing a waiter. That is to say,
he does not be come a waiter in the same way that an acorn be comes an oak
tree. When he be comes one, he does not have nat u ral ‘waiter be hav iour’; he 
can only im i tate other wait ers. He can never be more than a very good im i -
ta tion – and, what’s more, he only imitates the imitations of other waiters!

The lack of co in ci dence with one self there fore has two as pects: the need
to play a role, and the pos si bil ity of es cap ing from [35] one self through re -
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flec tion. Of course, these two as pects can not be sep a rated – they are part of
the same struc ture, or rather, they are the same structure.

I am not an gry in the same way that a tree is a tree. My pro pen sity for an -
ger is, in a sense, out side of me. I can de cide to aban don it, since I can real -
ise it through re flec tion. Sim i larly, my av a rice, my de sire for money, is
some thing I can take a stand on.

If I sud denly real ise that I am greedy, I may be shocked, be cause I can not
stand the greedy peo ple I know. So I im me di ately send a large cheque to a
char ity, buy the hairdryer my wife has been ask ing for for months, and buy
my self a new re cord. Of course, these ac tions in them selves do not prove
that I am not stingy if, the next day, al ready re gret ting them, I re duce my
wife’s bud get in or der to get my money back. But if I con tinue in this way,
the mo ment when I reached my de ci sion ap pears as a mo ment of escape
from myself.

This ex am ple also shows us that the mean ing of an act co mes from the fu -
ture. If I had lived a whole day as a gen er ous man and then been run over by 
a car, I would be re mem bered as stingy. And that would not be wrong. I
would have been a stingy man who acted gen er ously in a mo ment of ab er -
ra tion. So we can not say that I es cape my past en tirely, but only that it is the
fu ture that gives my past its mean ing. Thus, the value of my stin gi ness and
my at tempt at gen er os ity is not given; it must be con sti tuted anew by me in
the pres ent. [36]

I have al ready given the ex am ple of bread, whose value changes, even if I 
am hun gry, de pend ing on whether it is nor mal hun ger or hun ger re sult ing
from a hun ger strike. My pro jects give value to this ‘phys i o log i cal’ lack. A
strik ing ex am ple of the dif fer ence be tween a lack to which we as sign value
and a lack that has value in it self is the com par i son be tween the sex u al ity of 
a nor mal man and that of a dog that has smelled a female dog in the street.

Thus, my sit u a tion in cludes not only the world of things and peo ple, but
also my past and my phys i o log i cal and psy cho log i cal lacks – that is, my
body and my psyche.

a. The world of things and people 

The world it self has an ob jec tively ar tic u lated struc ture. The ob jects of the
world ap pear to me with pos si bil i ties; I can use them. But in the ab stract,
these pos si bil i ties are com pletely un de fined. How ever, we never find our -
selves in such an un de fined world. In our world, there are what we might
call ‘so cial ob jects’ and ‘so cial tech niques’. There are trees and el e phants,
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but there are also cars and pocket knives. The value of the lat ter seems, at
first glance, to be much more sta ble than that of the for mer. If I live in a
tech no log i cally ad vanced so ci ety, a car tells me what to do with it, whereas
a tree does not. This is be cause I find my self in a sit u a tion that in cludes
other in di vid u als, who are them selves, by def i ni tion, sources of value. I
thus en coun ter the val ues of oth ers as ob jects; we could call them ob ject
val ues. This is what Sartre means when he says that the other is a ‘cen tre of
flow of my uni verse’ (EN 312-13). I do not come into a com pletely cha otic
world. There are [37] paths and signs. But these are not lim ited to man u fac -
tured ob jects. In an an i mist so ci ety, for ex am ple, a cer tain tree will be given 
to an in hab it ant with a much more pre cisely de fined value than that of a car
in a tech no log i cal so ci ety. There is a ‘prop erly hu man co ef fi cient of ad ver -
sity’ (EN 593). In the world, I find not only things and ob ject val ues, but
also tech niques. First, there are those of my body – walk ing, grasp ing, a
cer tain kind of vi sion, etc. The pos ses sion of some of these tech niques de -
fines ‘the hu man spe cies’ (see EN 594). In ad di tion to these, the tech niques
avail able to me will de pend on the so ci ety in which I live and my place in
that so ci ety. They will in clude not only tech nol ogy but also lan guage and
sys tems of thought. I learn these techniques. My class, nationality, etc. are
defined by the techniques and modes of thought I use. For example: 

Most at tempts to de fine the work ing class boil down to tak ing as cri te ria pro duc -
tion, con sump tion or a cer tain type of Welt an schau ung be long ing to the in fe ri or -
ity com plex, that is, in all cases, cer tain tech niques of elab o ra tion or ap pro pri a -
tion of the world (EN 596). 

(The im por tance of be ing able to de fine such ‘col lec tivi ties’ in this way
stems from the fact that it ren ders un nec es sary the pos tu la tion of some in -
her ited na tional “na ture” or ‘col lec tive un con scious’ to ex plain dif fer ences
be tween peo ples and races. And the fact that there are tech niques of
thought and not some kind of Pla tonic ‘nat u ral thought’ is cen tral to un der -
stand ing the dif fer ent lev els of cul ture among dif fer ent so ci et ies. All these
ideas will be taken up and de vel oped in Cri tique, and we will re turn to them 
later). With these tech niques, which come to me from so ci ety, [38] I aim at
the world. They are means of think ing about or ma nip u lat ing the world.
This means that the way I act, my un der stand ing of the world, is con di -
tioned by so ci ety. The world ‘re veals to me a face that is strictly cor re lated
with the means I use, there fore the face it of fers to ev ery one’. (EN 594 –
em pha sis added by Sartre). Now a days, the jour ney from Paris to
Fontainebleau is quite short, but five hun dred years ago it was long and rel -
a tively dif fi cult. Re gard less of whether we value Fontainebleau as a
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des ti na tion or not, this town has a dif fer ent mean ing for me than it did for
some one in the 16th cen tury. We could there fore talk about three ‘worlds’:
the ‘nat u ral world’, the ‘so cial world’ and the ‘world of val ues’. It is use ful
to ex press it this way be cause, in stead of giv ing val ues, as I said above, to
the ‘nat u ral world’, peo ple who re main within the frame work of their so ci -
ety give val ues to the ‘so cial world’. Thus, al though man ap proaches the
world through tech niques that he did not in vent him self, he re mains free
be cause it is he who gives value to these tech niques them selves and to the
world they re veal. And, in deed, it is clear that there is no possibility of any
kind of ‘direct’ grasp of the world – that would again be the idea of flying
over it. 

“Tech nique does not ap ply it self” (EN 599). Sim i larly, so cial im per a tives 
do not ap ply them selves. The ar row can tell me which di rec tion to go, but it
can not move my legs for me. I must take re spon si bil ity for the im per a tives
and tech niques; I must live them. In this very re quire ment lies the pos si bil -
ity of es cap ing them, for it also im plies that I can al ways in vent new val ues, 
new tech niques or new ways of think ing and a new vo cab u lary. [39]

b. My Body

I have talked about the tech ni cal as pects of my body: see ing, hold ing, walk -
ing, etc. Even these aren’t given.

I learn them. In ad di tion, I learn to write, to speak, to play ten nis, to drive
a car, and to do a thou sand other things with my body. As a col lec tion of
abil i ties, what I have al ready said about tech nol ogy also ap plies to my
body. 
“The body is our gen eral means of hav ing a world” (PP 171). That is to say, 
it is only be cause I pos sess these bodily abil i ties that I can ap proach the
world (al though this does not mean that I ex ist first and then use a body to
ap proach the world!). It is the state of my tech ni cal abil i ties that de ter mines 
how the world will ap pear to me. The jun gle is com pletely dif fer ent for the
hunter than it is for the city dweller. It is fuller for the hunter be cause his
senses are more acute and richer, be cause it has mean ings for him that the
city dweller can not un der stand. Learn ing ex pands and changes the shape of 
my uni verse. There is no ba sis for sub jec tiv ism in this anal y sis. There are
cer tain bodily tech niques and cer tain men tal tech niques with which we ac -
quire ob jec tive knowl edge. It is only when we for get that think ing is it self a 
tech nique that we be gin to mis trust the fact that we must ‘be in’ the world
through tech nol ogy. Apart from what we might call the in tel lec tual func -
tions of my body, there is also the other side, the fact that it is it self a be ing
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in the world, its need for re gen er a tion, and the fact that it can be in jured or
killed. First, I can ig nore its needs: sui cide, flag el la tion, fast ing, and vows
of ab sti nence are ex am ples of this. When [40] my body gets in the way of
my pro jects, as in the case of a man be ing tor tured to ex tract in for ma tion, or 
as in the case of a man who ex hausts him self dur ing a long walk, there is
nev er the less, as long as I do not lose con scious ness, no spe cific de gree of
ex haus tion or pain [that I am not able to overcome], up to that point where
my body commands me to speak or to rest.

It is up to me to de cide when pain or fa tigue be come un bear able. (Ex cept,
of course, if I lose con scious ness, it is no lon ger up to me to de cide whether
or not to con tinue my walk.) In other words, I am the one who gives value
to my body. My body’s ca pa bil i ties de ter mine how far I can go, but within
those lim its, I am the one who gives value and or gan ises the situation.

c. My psyche

We saw in the in tro duc tion that be ing am bi tious is noth ing more than the
se ries of am bi tious acts that ‘ex press’ it, and that the same is true of other
char ac ter is tics that could be called ‘psy cho log i cal traits’. How ever, in a
cer tain form of re flec tion (which Sartre calls ‘im pure re flec tion’), if I seek
to know ‘what I am’ in the sense of ‘what is my na ture’, these traits could be 
given as re al i ties in them selves, and I be gin to be lieve that there is some -
where within me a ‘cho leric’ qual ity which, in cer tain cir cum stances,
causes me to be come ir ri tated. This ‘phan tom world’ pop u lated by these
qual i ties and states of mind “ex ists as a real sit u a tion of the for-it self” (EN
218, Sartre emphasises this). That is to say, when, through re flec tion, I real -
ise that I am an gry, I must then take a po si tion with re gard to this ten dency,
ei ther [41] I ac cept it (by tell ing my self, for ex am ple, that it is my na ture) or I 
de cide from now on not to show my self to be an gry. And if I ac cept it, I can
de cide to avoid sit u a tions that are con du cive to my anger. So it is I who give 
value to a ‘quality’ or ‘state’ of the psyche.

d. The past

At the mo ment, I find my self with a par tic u lar past that I can not change. In -
so far as this past re lates to my pres ent, it does so pri mar ily through my past
pro jects that still ‘live’: my orig i nal pro ject of writ ing this the sis, for ex am -
ple. The the sis is there, given, with its mass of writ ten words, notes and
books read; but I can de cide to aban don it and be come a sailor, for ex am ple. 
It does not oblige me to continue it. 
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I alone can de cide at any mo ment the scope of the past: not by dis cuss ing, de lib er -
at ing and as sess ing in each case the im por tance of this or that past event, but by
pro ject ing my self to wards my goals, I save the past with me and de cide its mean -
ing through my ac tions (EN 579). 

Even if I de cide to aban don my the sis, I can not es cape the po si tion I find
my self in, hav ing writ ten a third of a the sis, just as if I walk to wards
Fontainebleau and de cide not to con tinue af ter walk ing 20 kilo metres, I
can not avoid be ing 20 kilo metres from Paris. Just as my fu ture move ments
will have to re late to this po si tion, so all my fu ture ac tions will re late to this
failed the sis. But it is up to me to de cide how they will relate to it.

This anal y sis of the ‘sit u a tion’ has shown us much more clearly the
mean ing of ‘be ing-in-the-world’. When we say that the sit u a tion con sists
of my body, my past, [42] my psy che and the world, we must re mem ber the
am bi gu ity of the word ‘I’ that we have dis cussed. In one sense of the word,
I am noth ing but my body, the world, etc., but in an other sense I am more,
not in the sense that there is some thing more that is me, but in the sense that
I es cape from it to wards the fu ture. I can do this be cause I can take an el e -
ment or even the to tal ity of my sit u a tion as the theme of my reflection.

I do not choose my sit u a tion. I do not choose to be born in a par tic u lar
place or to have a cer tain past. Sartre calls this fact FACTICITY. But it is I
who give it its value. This means that, in one sense of the word ‘free dom’, I
am com pletely free. This is not about the free dom to do what I want, which
can be ab so lute, lim ited or non-ex is tent. In the sense in which it is used
here, free dom can not be sep a rated from obstacles. 

The resistances that free dom re veals in ex is tence, far from be ing a dan ger to free -
dom, only al low it to emerge as free dom. There can only be some thing for it self
as en gaged in a re sis tant world (EN 563). 

I can not give value to things if there are no things! Things are, by def i ni -
tion, in de pend ent of my con scious ness. Thus, they in ev i ta bly re sist my pro -
jects. (The “ad ver sity co ef fi cient” of things (EN 389)). The thing is ‘un -
fath om able’, that is to say, I am in ca pa ble of know ing a pri ori when I will
have per fect knowl edge of it, or how I will ob tain this knowl edge. There -
fore, it is al ways, to a greater or lesser de gree, an ob sta cle. But it is only an
ob sta cle within the frame work of my pro jects. A moun tain is only ‘dif fi cult 
to climb’ if I want to climb it. Oth er wise, it has only the strictly neu tral
char ac ter is tics of be ing ‘steep’ and ‘rocky’. It can even have the pos i tive
char ac ter is tic of be ing ‘beau ti ful’ if my cur rent pro ject is to en joy the view
from my ho tel room win dow. [43]
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It must be clearly un der stood that for Sartre there is such a co ef fi cient of
ad ver sity, such depth, such an ‘un name able and un think able res i due that
be longs to the self con sid ered in it self’. Merleau Ponty says: 

Sartre speaks of a world that is not ver ti cal, but in it self, that is to say, flat.
(VI 290). 

But this does not seem right to me, un less we take ‘be ing-in-it self’ as a
meta phys i cal con cept. It is not that; it is a lin guis tic tool, and its func tion is
pre cisely to ex press the fact that the world is not TRANSPARENT to con -
scious ness, that I can never have ‘ad e quate knowl edge’ of the world. So
one of the things that de scrip tive on tol ogy shows us is that a
METAPHYSICAL on tol ogy is im pos si ble. The struc ture of the world is to
be ex am ined by the sci en tist, not by the phi los o pher. All the phi los o pher
can do is pre vent the sci en tist from con vinc ing him self that he has found
the ab so lute, that is, pre vent him from constructing a metaphysical
ontology.

The sit u a tion has the char ac ter of be ing given, a raw re al ity, and of be ing
a mean ing ful and af fec tive WHOLE. 

The sit u a tion can not be sub jec tive, for it is nei ther the sum nor the unity of the
IMPRESSIONS that things make on us; it is THE THINGS them selves and my -
self among the things... but nei ther can it be OBJECTIVE, in the sense that it
would be a pure given that the sub ject would ob serve with out be ing in any way
in volved in the sys tem thus con sti tuted (EN 633-34). 

Merleau Ponty ex presses this well when he speaks of the free dom of the
art ist or the phi los o pher: 

it con sists in as sum ing a fac tual sit u a tion by giv ing it a fig u ra tive mean ing be -
yond its proper mean ing. Thus Marx, not con tent with be ing the son of a law yer
and a stu dent of phi los o phy, thinks of his own sit u a tion as that of a ‘petty-bour -
geois in tel lec tual’, and in the new per spec tive of class strug gle. (PP 201-2). [44]

The ex is tence of in de pend ent things, of other peo ple’s pro jects, of an im -
mu ta ble past and of a vul ner a ble body does not con sti tute a limit to free -
dom. On the con trary, it is the nec es sary con di tion for the pos si bil ity of
free dom. How ever, there will be peo ple who agree with this de scrip tion of
the sit u a tion and the con sti tu tion of value, but who still deny free dom. They 
deny it not be cause of ‘the weight of cir cum stances’ but be cause of ‘hu man
na ture’. That is to say, they are will ing to ad mit that it is my pro jects that
give things their value, but they main tain that these projects derive from my 
‘nature’.
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We have de nied that there is any such thing as hu man na ture. But for the
mo ment we have not re placed it. Can we re ally un der stand hu man be hav -
iour with out pos tu lat ing such a nature?

Ch. 3. The orig i nal choice or the frame work [le cadre]

I hit the ball be cause do ing so is part of my pro ject to play ten nis. We can
eas ily find a broader pro ject in which the game of ten nis would in turn be
part of, and so on ... But we will surely find a pro ject that has no ‘be cause’,
that does not fit into any other larger pro ject: that is, we will find a pro ject
that has sim ply been cho sen, with out rea son. It would seem, there fore, that
since all my pro jects are co her ent, they stem from a sin gle orig i nal pro ject.
We have seen that con scious ness ‘lacks the world’. The orig i nal pro ject
would be the cor ol lary of this fundamental lack. 

Or, since this lack is not “phys i o log i cal” but a lack ‘of con scious ness’,
we could say that it is my orig i nal at ti tude to wards the world. Thus, while I
main tain this orig i nal at ti tude, [45] the world ap pears to me as a com plex of
mo tifs, as com posed of things with rel a tively sta ble val ues. Ac cord ing to
Sartre, this at ti tude is cho sen, and cho sen with out any jus ti fi ca tion, a
choice for which I am to tally re spon si ble. My whole life is based on this
con tin gent and ab surd choice. The hold [over me] of this ab so lute con tin -
gency is man i fested at the re flex ive level by ex is ten tial angst and by bad
faith, which is it self an es cape from such angst. So my free dom does not lie
in a se ries of gra tu itous choices, but in the fact that all my actions express
an original choice:

All ob jec tively de tect able man i fes ta tions of psy chic life main tain sym bolic re la -
tion ships with fun da men tal and global struc tures that con sti tute the per son
proper (EN 657). 

Since it is a choice, I can al ways change it; but we must not be lieve that we
might find a rea son to re ject the first choice, be cause “it is the first choice
that orig i nally cre ates all mo tives and all rea sons” (EN 543). A new orig i -
nal choice is not a pos si bil ity; it is a threat. 

Thus we are per pet u ally threat ened with the an ni hi la tion of our cur rent choice,
per pet u ally threat ened with choos ing our selves and con se quently be com ing
other than we are ... This ab so lute change that threat ens us from birth to death re -
mains per pet u ally un pre dict able and in com pre hen si ble (EN 543). 

We can not there fore say that I make this choice, I am it. It is a pre-per sonal
choice. And a sec ond choice is also pre-per sonal. I would not choose; I
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would be re placed by an other. It should be noted [46] that, if we ac cept this,
the en tire mean ing of the word ‘free dom’ is de stroyed. First, I would be
noth ing more than the un fold ing of this orig i nal choice in con tact with the
sit u a tion. Sec ondly, nei ther my ac tions nor those of oth ers could in flu ence
a new choice. (cf PP 500-501). How ever, this is not nec es sar ily false. We
should not re ject a the ory sim ply because it denies us freedom. 

But there is a much more se ri ous ob jec tion to the idea of an orig i nal
choice: in fact, we never ob serve our selves or oth ers mak ing this choice. (I
am talk ing here about the first choice. There are many ex am ples of a to tal
change of at ti tude, but never of a choice of a first at ti tude.) It would seem
rather strange, to say the least, to ar gue that I choose at the mo ment of my
own pro cre ation, or even at the mo ment of my birth. How ever, if we place
it later, we must ad mit that it is not a choice from noth ing, since I al ready
have ex pe ri ences. So if Sartre’s en tire the ory of free dom is based on this
orig i nal choice, it must be re jected. But we can per haps try to de scribe con -
scious ness in such a way that, while we re ject a first choice, there will nev -
er the less be the pos si bil ity of a real sec ond choice that will al low us to es -
cape from a given value sys tem; thus we will be im plic itly re spon si ble for
our val ues both be fore and after this choice. 

That is to say, it does not seem nec es sary to me, in or der to be re spon si ble
for one’s val ues, to be aware in any way that one is re spon si ble for them. I
am not sure whether I am criticising Sartre’s think ing here or just his vo cab -
u lary. For ex am ple, Jeanson says that when Sartre talks about this first
choice, he does not mean that there is a ‘true’ or “au then tic” choice: there is
only a ‘power of dis crim i na tion’ which “is ex hausted [47] in a sense in its
op er a tions on the world”, but which “al lows an au then tic choice to man i -
fest it self” (Jeanson 249). It seems to me that this in ter pre ta tion is closer to
the spirit of Sartre’s think ing than the lit eral in ter pre ta tion. (In La Cri tique,
Sartre himself says that 

fun da men tal alien ation does not come, as Be ing and Noth ing ness might lead us
to be lieve, from a pre na tal choice... RD 286). 

How ever, what he says about the threat of a sec ond choice does not seem to 
me to be com pat i ble with Jeanson’s in ter pre ta tion. Nat u rally, Sartre is per -
fectly en ti tled to use a word in an un usual way, if he in di cates this im plic -
itly or ex plic itly. But I do not see that it is use ful to do so in this case.

To un der stand the pos si bil ity of a sec ond choice, we can start with the
fact that a nor mal adult can re flect, whereas a new born can not. (Let us re -
peat that we are us ing the word ‘re flect’ in both senses of ‘think ing be fore
act ing’ and ‘ret ro spec tion’, as both have the same struc ture). There must
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there fore be a tran si tion to re flec tion, which could be ei ther sud den or grad -
ual. The lat ter pos si bil ity would im ply that there are de grees of re flec tion.
From the per spec tive of the ab stract mech a nism of re flec tion, such de grees
can not ex ist. Ei ther I can es cape from the pres ent (not the in stan ta neous
pres ent, but the whole ‘thick’ stream of per cep tion), or I can not es cape
from it. On the other hand, from the point of view of the ob ject of re flec tion, 
there are cer tainly de grees. We have al ready en coun tered the idea of a com -
plex of ma jor and mi nor pro jects. My cur rent pro ject ex ists in the con text of 
a se ries of in creas ingly broad pro jects, which al lows for a se ries of in creas -
ingly deep re flec tions as I suc ces sively tackle broader pro jects. [48]

The new born is a sum of phys i cal needs. It is al ready equipped with the
mech a nisms nec es sary to sat isfy them and is noth ing more than these needs 
and mech a nisms. Par a dox i cally, al though an adult has no na ture, a baby
does. It quickly be comes ac cus tomed to a fairly reg u lar sched ule for eat ing, 
sleep ing, etc., and at the same time be gins to learn to use its body, to see,
etc. It thus be gins to con struct an idea of the world by syn the sis ing ex pe ri -
ences. At this point, the child be comes unique through the ad di tion of its
own ex pe ri ences to its given na ture. There co mes a time when, based on the 
in creas ing com plex ity of its syn the sis, the child makes a pro ject for the first 
time – that is, it has a need and, to sat isfy it, in stead of sim ply cry ing, it
makes ru di men tary at tempts to solve the prob lem it self. They re flect, al -
though this re flec tion has a very nar row scope. Here I only want to note this 
tran si tion to re flec tion, not ex plain it. When talk ing about per cep tion,
Merleau-Ponty summarises this development of ‘human reality’ as
follows: 

My first per cep tion must ap pear to me as the ex e cu tion of an older pact con cluded 
be tween X and the world in gen eral, my his tory must be the con tin u a tion of a pre -
his tory whose re sults it uses, my per sonal ex is tence the re sump tion of a pre-per -
sonal tra di tion. (PP 293).

It is this ‘pre-per sonal tra di tion’ or “pre his tory” that I am re fer ring to when
I say that ba bies have a ‘na ture’. When Sartre says that we find our selves
aban doned in the world, this im plies that when we find our selves, we are
al ready in the world, whereas the orig i nal choice would seem to im ply that
we find our selves there at the mo ment we are aban doned. How ever, he dis -
cusses this prob lem else where in terms that seem to re ject the [49] orig i nal
choice as a true choice, rather than an implicit choice. 

It seems scan dal ous that con scious ness should ‘ap pear’ at some point, that it
should come to ‘in habit’ the em bryo, in short, that there should be a mo ment
when the liv ing be ing in for ma tion is with out con scious ness and a mo ment when
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a con scious ness with out a past be comes im pris oned in it ... our past does not ap -
pear to us as lim ited by a clear and un blem ished line – which would be the case if
con scious ness could spring into the world be fore hav ing a past – but rather that it
is lost, on the con trary, in a grad ual dark en ing, un til it reaches a dark ness that is
nev er the less still our selves; we can un der stand the on to log i cal mean ing of this
shock ing sol i dar ity with the foe tus, a sol i dar ity that we can nei ther deny nor un -
der stand. For, af ter all, this foe tus was me; it rep re sents the fac tual limit of my
mem ory but not the le gal limit of my past ... con scious ness can only ap pear to it -
self as al ready born. (EN 155). 

Thus, there would be no first choice, but only the con sti tu tion of a fun da -
men tal at ti tude.

We have dis cov ered a first small re flec tion, which is the ba sis for a
choice. But this choice is also sit u ated within a very nar row field. It is not a
ques tion of ends but only of means. For the mo ment, the ends are still given 
by the ‘pre-per sonal tra di tion’. How ever, in a sense, this pre-per sonal tra di -
tion is al ready mine; it has been con structed and con sti tuted by the in ter ac -
tion of MY body with a cer tain sit u a tion that is prob a bly unique. In other
cir cum stances, I would have other prob lems, for ex am ple, ‘how to avoid
mum’ in stead of ‘how to find her’. I al ready have a frame work of ideas ac -
cord ing to which I live the world. This frame work is flex i ble. If it can not
con tain a new fact, the frame work trans forms to better in te grate it. Al -
though my frame work is unique, it is not nec es sar ily [50] very dif fer ent
from that of oth ers, be cause we are in the same so ci ety and because we
encounter many value-objects there.

We have seen that con scious ness is not lim ited to the pres ent mo ment;
this is why we can say that all my ex pe ri ence is im plic itly pres ent, that is, as 
a frame work, in ev ery new ex pe ri ence, just as the the sis I am writ ing is im -
plic itly pres ent in this sen tence I am writing.

The frame work is un doubt edly in al most con stant evo lu tion at the be gin -
ning of life, be cause there are so many com pletely new ex pe ri ences; but it
will tend to sta bi lise as soon as it re fers to a suf fi ciently broad field of ex pe -
ri ence. The re la tion ship be tween a new ex pe ri ence and oth ers is
DIALECTICAL, be cause the new ex pe ri ence de rives its value from the
frame work - ON THE BASIS OF ITS OBJECTIVE STATUS - but can also
change the frame work when it is in te grated into it. The frame work is not
au to mat i cally con sti tuted - I cre ate it by INTERNALISATING my
experiences.

There do not seem to be any NECESSARY and orig i nal el e ments in this
frame work. Even con cepts such as time and per sonal iden tity must be
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learned. Laing, an Eng lish psy cho an a lyst who claims to be in flu enced by
ex is ten tial phe nom en ol ogy, says that children must 

de velop a sense of be ing the or i gin of their own ac tions. (The Di vided Self
p. 188). 

Sim i larly, he says that 
the schiz oid, and even more so the schizo phrenic, has a pre car i ous sense of his
own per son (and other per sons) as ad e quately em bod ied, as alive, as real, as sub -
stan tial and as a con tin u ous be ing who is in one place at one time and in a dif fer -
ent place at an other time, re main ing the ‘same’ through out. In the ab sence of a se -
cure ‘base’, he lacks a sense of [51] per sonal unity, and a sense of him self as the
agent of his own ac tions (in stead of a ro bot, a ma chine, a thing) and as the agent
of his own per cep tions (some one else is us ing his eyes, his ears, etc.) (The Self
and Oth ers, p. 35). 

In other words, the schizo phrenic is some one who has con structed a very
par tic u lar men tal frame work. He has his own way of see ing the world and
his own logic. In his case, there is a vi o lent con tra dic tion be tween his
frame work and his real ‘self’, and it is in the break down of this con tra dic -
tion that his ill ness con sists. The dif fi culty in un der stand ing what a schizo -
phrenic says does not mean that what they say is mean ing less, but only that
their words are con structed ac cord ing to ref er ences and a logic that are dif -
fer ent from the norm. (See The Di vided Self pp. 149 and 163). There fore,
the role of the psy cho an a lyst is not to try to in ter pret what the pa tient says
ac cord ing to a pre-ex ist ing sys tem of sym bols (Freud ian or oth er wise); it is
to try to re con struct for the pa tient, based on what they know of the pa -
tient’s his tory, the pa tient’s frame work. That is to say, one must not ex plain 
the pa tient’s ideas (by re fer ring to the un con scious, for ex am ple); one must
UNDERSTAND the pa tient’s con scious ness of the world. (“The psy cho an -
a lyst will have to re in vent a sym bol ism at ev ery turn ac cord ing to the par -
tic u lar case he is con sid er ing”.) (EN 661).

An other ex am ple of a dis torted frame would be the case of psy cho log i cal
‘trauma’. Usu ally the frame moves slowly, be cause there is a con ti nu ity of
ex pe ri ences. For ex am ple, for the av er age child, their par ents are ini tially
in fal li ble gods, but per haps around pu berty, they be gin to no tice small
flaws in them.

Since they are in the pro cess of ac quir ing skills them selves, this grad ual
col lapse of trust is not harm ful. How ever, if some dra matic event sud denly
shat ters this trust, it will have two se ri ous ef fects. First, there will be im me -
di ate dis ori en ta tion, since the child’s en tire frame work will be bro ken. [52]
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Sec ond, the event it self will take on dis pro por tion ate im por tance in the
new frame work and may thus give rise to a neu ro sis. Thus, the trauma does
not act on me from some where in the ‘un con scious,’ but through my frame -
work. Laing re fers to the ba sis of the frame work as a ‘piv otal self-def i ni -
tion’ and says, 

Let us sup pose that some thing hap pens that is in com pat i ble with the nu clear piv -
otal def i ni tion, per haps a hid den one, that nev er the less is de ter min ing the in di -
vid ual’s whole sys tem of mean ings. It is as though a linch pin has been re moved
that had been hold ing the per son’s whole world to gether. Some thing has hap -
pened that chal lenges the whole mean ing the in di vid ual gives to ‘re al ity’. (Self
and Oth ers p. 82). 

Since the ‘trau matic’ ex pe ri ence is at the ba sis of the frame work, it would
be very dif fi cult to dis cover it, be cause the psy cho an a lyst’s at tempts to do
so would them selves be seen ‘through’ that ex pe ri ence. It is ‘un con scious’
only be cause it per me ates ev ery thing, and thus is not THEMATISED. (See
Laing, Self and Oth ers p. 8 “the phantasy he was sub merged in, and hence
that he could not see as such, that is, that was un con scious”.) The ‘un con -
scious’ can only be de fined in re la tion to pre-re flex ive con scious ness.
Sartre shows the ab sur dity of the the ory that there are ‘ideas’ that ex ist in an 
‘un con scious’ con ceived as a ‘re gion’ of the mind to tally cut off from con -
scious ness. If these ideas ex isted in this way, they could never in flu ence
con scious ness with out be com ing con scious. But the phe nom e non of re -
pres sion, ac cord ing to the the ory of the un con scious, re quires that cen sor -
ship must some how know what is in the un con scious in or der to re press
what is un de sir able. This idea is con tra dic tory. (See EN 191). [53]

Thus, a com plex is not a ‘thing’ in the un con scious, it is A WAY OF
UNDER STANDING THE WORLD.

‘Saint-Genet’ is an at tempt to de scribe a unique frame work in de vel op -
ment. Genet tries to un der stand the world through ‘trau matic’ ex pe ri ences.
To ‘com mon sense’, Genet’s at tempt is noth ing but mad ness or per ver sion,
but this is only be cause he started with particular data.

The fact that the psy cho an a lyst must try to un der stand these cases him -
self and not ex plain them shows the free dom of the sub ject. The fac tors in -
volved in the pa tient’s his tory do not pro duce the com plex. They are pow -
er ful only to the ex tent that they are ex pe ri enced by the pa tient, and the psy -
cho an a lyst can not pre dict the ex tent that he be comes the pa tient; that is, he
pre dicts from within and not from with out.2
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A fi nal ex am ple of the frame work and its elab o ra tion is the phe nom e non
that Piaget calls ‘egocentrism’ (in The Lan guage and Thought of the
Child). At first, chil dren be lieve that ev ery one un der stands them im me di -
ately – they do not real ise that they see the world from a par tic u lar per spec -
tive – they only LEARN this by try ing to co op er ate with their peers: a grad -
ual pro cess that leads to a re struc tur ing of their world ac cord ing to mul ti ple
per spec tives. (Here we see the re la tion ship be tween their ac tiv i ties in the
world and their ideas about the world.)

One point that we can use fully dis cuss here is Sartre’s the ory of emo -
tions. He calls them 

‘mag i cal con duits’ ... which re veal ... ‘a mag i cal layer of the world’ and he asks,
“But who will de cide whether I choose the mag i cal or the tech ni cal as pect of the
world?” (EN 521). 

It seems to me [54] that there is an ob vi ous con tra dic tion here in the idea of
CHOOSING the mag i cal as pect. If I am walk ing qui etly in the park (with -
out emo tion, and thus im mersed in ‘a vol un tary and ra tio nal con duct’ that
‘will tech ni cally con sider the sit u a tion’) and I sud denly en coun ter a lion, I
could, for ex am ple, look it in the eyes in the (prob a bly vain) hope of tam ing 
it, and at the same time pre pare to de fend my self with my um brella. This
would be ra tio nal be hav iour. But I could also sim ply close my eyes and
scream; this would be mag i cal be hav iour, at tempt ing to make the lion dis -
ap pear through some kind of mag i cal in can ta tion! The prob lem is that
Sartre ar gues that the trans fer from ra tio nal be hav iour to mag i cal be hav iour 
is the re sult of a choice. But this would im ply that the choice it self is part of
the se ries of ra tio nal acts; thus I would RATIONALLY choose mag i cal be -
hav iour, which seems im pos si ble and con tra dic tory. But on the other hand,
we can not ad mit that fear, or any other emo tion, is some thing for eign to
con scious ness, com ing from out side to con trol it. So fear must be a be hav -
iour of con scious ness; per haps a learned be hav iour, but not a ra tio nally
cho sen be hav iour. The frame work, since it is never com plete, is never to -
tally ra tio nal; there are al ways mag i cal el e ments left over (be cause in the
be gin ning al most all of a child’s ac tions are mag i cal). Fur ther more, if I am
hunt ing lions in the jun gle and I en coun ter one, I am not afraid, be cause the
lion is in its con text. But I panic if I en coun ter one in my gar den, and I
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choose mag i cal be hav iour, BECAUSE THE LION IS MAGICAL – ac cord -
ing to my frame work, I have no way of un der stand ing or con trol ling the
situation. The framework collapses, as in ‘trauma’. [55]

The dif fi cul ties in Sartre’s the ory of emo tions stem from the am bi gu ity of 
the word ‘choice’. (There is also a harm ful ten dency to drift to wards the
Pla tonic myth of a ready-made un der stand ing that would have the pos si bil -
ity of choos ing be tween the two be hav iours.) In stead of choos ing, I
UNDER STAND the sit u a tion as ei ther mag i cal or requiring magical
behaviour.

Ev ery thing we have said about the frame work shows even more clearly
than be fore the great dif fer ence be tween re flex ive con scious ness and
pre-re flex ive con scious ness. The lat ter has real depth. We could say that it
has an eas ily vis i ble sur face, but that fur ther re flec tion is needed to reach its 
depths. It is this depth that Merleau-Ponty calls ‘sed i men ta tion’ (PP 152),
(VI 312).

Crit ics have ac cused Sartre of re turn ing to the ide al is tic po si tion of a con -
scious ness that is com pletely trans par ent to it self. And it is true that the
‘for-it self’ is trans par ent to it self – but only IN TIME. There is noth ing
mys ti cal about this, be cause there is ab so lutely noth ing that is trans par ent
‘in the mo ment’. All ver i fi ca tion, all in ves ti ga tion, all un der stand ing take
place in time. (So we might as well say that con scious ness is trans par ent to
it self, and that very of ten it does not know it self). This fact is of car di nal im -
por tance. It is, as we shall see in the second part, the basis of alienation.

One of the most im por tant con clu sions we can draw from the frame the -
ory is that, al though at the level of small-scale think ing where we are at the
mo ment our ideas are con di tioned by the world, nev er the less ev ery fact
must ‘pass through con scious ness’, must be ‘in ter nal ised’ be fore it can in -
fluence me. 

The en vi ron ment can only act on the sub ject to the ex act ex tent that he un der -
stands it, that is, [56] where he trans forms it into a sit u a tion (EN 660). 

I see some thing hap pen ing. It seems to me to be im por tant, so I re late it to
my other ideas; per haps it re in forces a prej u dice, per haps it changes one.
But it is not very ac cu rate to ex press this as if I first be lieved the thing to be
im por tant and then re lated it to my other ideas. Be liev ing that it is im por -
tant is re lat ing it dia lec ti cally to my other ideas in a certain way.

This means that I al ways act ac cord ing to my un der stand ing of the sit u a -
tion. And it seems to me that this is the fun da men tal fact that Sartre wants to 
ex press when he uses the word choice. Ul ti mately, it is the idea and not the
thing that guides my ac tions; this is an other way of ex press ing the dis tinc -
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tion be tween ‘value’ and ‘thing’. Value de rives from my frame work. But it
must be emphasised that my ideas, or my frame work, do not au to mat i cally
cause my ac tions. They only ex ist in so far as I ex pe ri ence them. Con scious -
ness re tains its pri macy (al though the dis tinc tions be tween ‘I’, “con scious -
ness” and ‘frame work’ are quite sub tle here). We have seen that con scious -
ness must con tin u ally be come con scious (of) be lief, etc. Con scious ness
con structs the frame work and it is con scious ness that con tin u ally pro jects it 
into the fu ture. It is separate from it only in the sense that it can reflect on it.

Al though I am in some way pre-re flex ively con scious of this frame work,
and con scious of it as a frame work, I am con scious of it as given and as ab -
so lute, not as con tin gent, not as a choice. (Thus, the Pla tonic myth is a per -
ma nent psy cho log i cal ten dency; re cog nis ing that oth ers may have un der -
stand ings of the world that are com pletely dif fer ent from your own is the
mark of a highly evolved mind. It is eas ier to be lieve that oth ers know the
truth, as you do, but that they are [57] evil, or that they dis play bi zarre opin -
ions in or der to get at ten tion, etc.) We have no nat u ral re flex ive aware ness
of the frame work, but it is al ways pos si ble to re flect on it. And as soon as
we think about it, the pos si bil ity of ques tion ing it arises, since it is not re ally 
ab so lute. So there is a need for a real sec ond choice – ei ther I ac cept my
frame work in full knowl edge of its con tin gency, or I choose an other one,
which will also be con tin gent, for that mat ter. (It should be emphasised
here that the frame work is a moral at ti tude as well as a method of under -
standing, because action and understanding are inseparable).

We are left with two ques tions: – How can we achieve this to tal re flec -
tion? And why is it such a rare event?

Chil dren not only learn to un der stand the world, they also learn the tech -
niques of their so ci ety. For our pur poses, the im por tant tech niques are
those of thought. In their re la tion ships with their fam ily and friends, chil -
dren learn to dis tin guish be tween their dreams and re al ity, and they learn to
con trol them selves, criti cise them selves, etc. (see Ryle 193). They learn to
count and to think ab stractly. At school, they learn the ba sic tech niques of
sci en tific anal y sis. They learn lan guage, which is a means of com mu ni ca -
tion but also a means of analysis. 

Sci ence is not the ex is tence of a thing. It is rather a par tic u lar way in which man
re gards the world. It is con se quently a par tic u lar way of nam ing things... One
who wishes to be a sci en tist has to ac quire this par tic u lar way of nam ing things
and so he may ar rive at sci en tific un der stand ing (Remy-Kwant En coun ter p. 11). 

An ap pro pri ate vo cab u lary is the most im por tant tool for ana lys ing the
world. Of course, such a vo cab u lary is not a given; it [58] has been in vented.
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But in vent ing is much more dif fi cult and re quires much more fa vour able
con di tions than learn ing, so in gen eral we only learn the vo cab u lar ies that
are avail able. By teach ing vo cab u lary (in the mother tongue, of course), I
point out and explain things to my students.

These think ing tech niques are ob vi ously tech niques of re flec tion. They
are nei ther nat u ral nor un nat u ral. The only thing that is nat u ral is the abil ity
to re flect. The dif fer ent ways in which this abil ity can be en riched and
deep ened must be ac quired and in this sense are not nat u ral, but ev ery one
can ac quire them, and in this sense they are not un nat u ral. They have the
same sta tus as the tech nique of build ing aeroplanes, or, if you pre fer, the
tech nique of be ing on time and keep ing to a sched ule (a tech nique that we
tend to be lieve is in nate but which is in fact only a fairly re cent de vel op -
ment in the his tory of hu man be hav iour, and which lies at the ba sis of tech -
no log i cal civili sa tion (see Lewis Mumford, Tech nique and Civilisation).

So I can learn think ing tech niques to with draw more and more from the
im me di ate and dig deeper and deeper into my ex pe ri ence. This has two as -
pects: the ‘out side’ world, and my own per son al ity and his tory. Think ing
about my per son al ity also re quires tech niques and vo cab u lary. The ‘thick -
ness’ and ‘sed i men ta tion’ of pre-re flec tive con scious ness re quires a tech -
nique that must be either learned or invented.

How ever, a prob lem re mains, namely that I must learn tech niques
through my frame work: thus they will be un der stood in terms of that frame -
work. [59]

Can I there fore aim at the very ba sis of the frame work, ‘the piv otal
self-def i ni tion’, with a cer tain tech nique? It seems so – with one im por tant
res er va tion. Such a tech nique of re flec tion must be a log i cal tech nique that
could show me that some of my pre sup po si tions, which I was not pre vi -
ously aware of, can be ques tioned. How ever, even af ter learn ing logic in
ev ery day life, we may re fuse to ap ply it to cer tain fields of ex pe ri ence.
Even in this case, I will have to choose re flex ively and in full knowl edge of
the facts be tween logic and magic. Of course, af ter choos ing magic, I may
re fuse to ac cept re spon si bil ity for this choice, and such a re fusal would be
in bad faith. (But there is no log i cal or magical reason why one should not
be in bad faith.)

We can there fore see that it is pos si ble to en gage in this kind of to tal re -
flec tion, but that it re quires the use of a spe cial tech nique or method, and
that such re flec tions are very rare events be cause this tech nique is dif fi cult
to ac quire and even more dif fi cult to in vent, as it is based on a whole host of 
other men tal tech niques. (That is to say, phi los o phy is not an in nate abil -

41Some implications of existential phenomenology



ity.) Thus, all hu mans are po ten tially ab so lutely free, but this free dom it self 
is a cul tural prod uct.

It seems to me that, al though dif fer ent the o ries can be drawn from Be ing
and Noth ing ness and Sartre’s other works from this pe riod, the the ory I
have just de scribed is in the spirit of his think ing. Some times it seems that
Sartre wants to say that all men ex cept existentialists are scoun drels who
are in bad faith, but in his the ory he is ex plicit: “ex is ten tial angst is the re -
flex ive grasp of free dom by it self” (EN 77). That is to say, [60] both ex is ten -
tial angst and bad faith are phe nom ena that ap pear only on the level of
reflection. He speaks of 

“the in stru ments and tech niques nec es sary to iso late the sym bol ised choice, to fix 
it in con cepts and to bring it alone into full light”. 

And he says,
“But this ‘mys tery in full light’ (of our orig i nal choice) co mes rather from the fact
that this en joy ment is de prived of the means that or di narily al low anal y sis and
con cep tuali sation” (EN 658). 

So he ad mits the ex is tence of tech niques for achiev ing this to tal re flec tion
(which, in ci den tally, he calls ex is ten tial psy cho anal y sis, rather than re flec -
tion). He gives a first ex pla na tion of why not ev ery one is free in Re flec tions 
on the Jew ish Ques tion, where he says: 

I would readily say that ex is ten tial angst is a lux ury that nei ther the Jew nor the
worker can af ford to day. One must be sure of one’s rights and deeply rooted in the 
world, one must have none of the fears that as sail the op pressed classes or mi nor i -
ties ev ery day, in or der to al low one self to ques tion man’s place in the world and
his des tiny. In a word, meta phys ics is the pre serve of the Aryan rul ing classes.
These re marks should not be seen as an at tempt to dis credit it: it will once again
be come the es sen tial con cern of man kind when men have freed them selves.
(162) 

How ever, it seems that at that time there were still un cer tain ties in ex is ten -
tial ism, for Simone de Beauvoir re counts, 

I ar gued that, from the point of view of free dom as Sartre de fined it - not stoic re s -
ig na tion but ac tive tran scen dence of the given - sit u a tions are not equiv a lent:
what tran scen dence is pos si ble for a woman locked up in a harem? Even this con -
fine ment can be ex pe ri enced in dif fer ent ways, Sartre told me. I per sisted for a
long time and only gave in half-heartedly. [61] Deep down, I was right. But to de -
fend my po si tion, I would have had to aban don the ter rain of in di vid u al is tic, and
there fore ide al is tic, mo ral ity on which we stood. (La Force de l’Age 448).
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In this first part, we have seen that con scious ness is such that there is no
hu man na ture and no val ues-for-man. Man cre ates him self, and this fact
gives him the pos si bil ity of to tal re flec tion, which would show him the con -
tin gency of his val ues and his re spon si bil ity for them – which would es tab -
lish his ab so lute free dom. But this re flec tion re mains a the o ret i cal pos si bil -
ity for most men. The quo ta tions from Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir that
we have just seen sug gest that the rea son for this is po lit i cal: the pos si bil ity
for the in di vid ual to real ise his free dom is con di tioned by the so ci ety in
which he finds himself and by his place in that society.

Why are there dif fer ent so ci et ies, and why are there dif fer ent so cial strata
within these so ci et ies? Be ing and Noth ing ness does not an swer such ques -
tions, but they must be an swered in or der to un der stand hu man free dom.
And if we can not an swer them on the ba sis of what we have dis cov ered so
far, we would have to pos tu late au ton o mous laws of his tory and so ci ety,
which would de stroy free dom by mak ing it the prod uct of an au ton o mous
mechanism and no longer of human effort.

The dis cus sion of “My Neigh bour” in Be ing and Noth ing ness (591-615)
pro vides the ba sis for an un der stand ing of so ci ety, but it is only in Cri tique
of Di a lec ti cal Rea son that we find the so lu tion, a so lu tion which, while
show ing how so ci ety and his tory are [62] sus tained by in di vid u als, will shed 
light on the frame work theory we have developed.

Thus, we could con sider Cri tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son as an at tempt to
concretise the still ab stract idea of free dom of fered by ex is ten tial phe nom -
en ol ogy in Be ing and Noth ing ness. [63]
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Part Two

The Concrete  TOC

Introduction
In Part One, I of ten said that the con cepts of Be ing and Noth ing ness should
not be con sid ered as meta phys i cal ‘sub stances’ but as lin guis tic tools. This
in ter pre ta tion is jus ti fied by the fact that in Cri tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son,
while still call ing him self an “ex is ten tial ist”, Sartre no lon ger uses the same 
vocabulary.

The ‘be ing-in-it self’ which is “nei ther con crete nor ab stract, nei ther pres -
ent nor fu ture” (EN 239), “nei ther ac tiv ity nor pas siv ity” (EN 32), and of
which Sartre says: “the in dif fer ence of be ing is noth ing, we can nei ther
think it nor even per ceive it” (EN 240), is re placed by “mat ter”, of which he 
says: 

where is mat ter, that is to say, Be ing to tally de void of mean ing? The an swer is
sim ple: it is found ab so lutely no where in hu man ex pe ri ence (RD 247). 

The two ideas sim ply ex press the irreducibility of the world to knowl edge – 
re al ism:

the mo nism of ma te ri al ity... is the only re al ism there is (RD 248). 

The in-it self and mat ter are only the re verse side of the world. The world it -
self is hu man (cf. RD 247: “this world for and by man can only be hu man”,
and EN 270: “The world is hu man”).

The cor re la tive ideas of “for-it self”, ‘nihilation’ [néantisation, Ver -
neinung, Nichtigmachung, non-iden tity] and ‘free dom’ are re placed by the
ideas of ‘praxis’ and ‘totalisation’. Praxis is the free ac tiv ity of the hu man
be ing. The terms ‘nihilation’ (in one of its mean ings) and ‘totalisation’ both 
ex press the fact that it is man who brings about a sit u a tion, a struc tured
world. (“This [64] nec es sary con di tion for the given to ap pear only within
the frame work of a nihilation that re veals it” (EN 558)). They are both the
temporalisation of man. Sartre says: ‘Thus free dom, choice, nihilation,
temporalisation are one and the same thing’ (EN 543), and in La Cri tique: 
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In this sense, it goes with out say ing that to totalise one self means to temporalise
one self. In deed - as I have shown else where - the only con ceiv able tem po ral ity is
that of totalisation as a sin gu lar ad ven ture (RD 143).

What I call the ‘so cial world’ (p. 38), that is, the world of objectified val ues
of oth ers, is called here ‘worked mat ter,’ or, in con di tions of alien ation, ‘the 
pratico-in ert.’ How ever, this con cept of the pratico-in ert is much more im -
por tant than the idea of the “so cial world” in Be ing and Noth ing ness.

There is yet an other ques tion of vo cab u lary that needs to be briefly ad -
dressed. The stated aim of Cri tique of Di a lec ti cal Rea son is to es tab lish
“di a lec ti cal rea son” as a type of rea son dif fer ent from “an a lyt i cal rea son”.
To this, Levy-Strauss replies: 

The dis tinc tion be tween the two types of rea son is, in our view, based solely on
the tem po rary gap that sep a rates an a lyt i cal rea son from the in tel li gence of life
(La Pensée Sauvage 326). 

The ques tion would be eas ier to re solve if Sartre had de fined the word ‘rea -
son’. (He says: “Rea son is a cer tain re la tion ship be tween knowl edge and
be ing” RD-QM 10, but this does not go very far.) In the usual sense of the
word, the idea of two [types of] “rea sons” is in com pre hen si ble. Sartre may
sim ply mean that there are two ways of rea son ing: the math e mat i cal
method, which is static and time less, and a sec ond method, which is dy -
namic. Ev ery one would eas ily agree with this be cause, as Sartre points out
sev eral times, ev ery one uses this [65] ‘dy namic rea son ing’ in their daily
lives. But one might won der where the problem of ‘foundation’ lies.

How ever, it seems to me that Sartre be lieves he is do ing some thing more
dif fi cult and more im por tant, be cause he seems to be lieve that for this dy -
namic rea son ing it is nec es sary to use the con cepts of ‘ne ga tion’, ‘ne ga tion
of ne ga tion’ and ‘con tra dic tion’, and that the way in which they are used is
not com pat i ble with tra di tional logic. Now, it should first be noted that
‘dia lec ti cians’ do not use these words in their usual sense, be cause or di -
narily only ideas can be con tra dic tory (a square cir cle). Ne ga tion is an ac -
tion, not a re la tion, and it is the ac tion of the mind - the ac tion of de ny ing -
rather than the ‘ac tion’ of one thing on another. For example, the sentence: 

Be ing is the ne ga tion of know ing, and know ing de rives its be ing from the ne ga -
tion of be ing (RD 131) 

is strictly non sense. But there is un doubt edly some thing that Sartre wants
to ex press when he talks about ne ga tion and con tra dic tion. We must there -
fore ad mit that Sartre (and other dia lec ti cians with him) give these words a
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new mean ing. What is this new mean ing and is it use ful to use these words
to ex press it?

Sartre criticises the Marx ist di a lec tic of na ture, say ing: 
A ma te rial change is nei ther af fir ma tion nor ne ga tion; it has not de stroyed any -
thing, since noth ing was con structed... (RD 169). 

Ne ga tion would thus be de struc tion, an event that hin ders the reali sa tion of
a man’s pro ject: 

ne ga tion is de fined as an op pos ing force based on a pri mary force of in te gra tion
and in re la tion to the fu ture to tal ity (RD 170). 

This is quite clear, and it is also clear that a force op posed to an op pos ing
force (ne ga tion of ne ga tion) will fa cil i tate the reali sa tion of the in di vid ual’s 
pro ject. But is it use ful to de scribe the dif fi cul ties of real is ing a pro ject in
this way? For me, nei ther [66] Sartre’s de scrip tions nor those of other phi -
los o phers based on ne ga tion, con tra dic tion, etc., have ever shed light on the 
phenomena in question.

Take, for ex am ple, Sartre’s de scrip tion of need: 
Through need, in fact, the first ne ga tion of ne ga tion and the first totalisation ap -
pear in mat ter. Need is ne ga tion of ne ga tion in so far as it de nounces it self as a lack
within the or gan ism; it is positivity in so far as through it the or ganic to tal ity tends
to pre serve it self as such. The prim i tive ne ga tion is, in fact, a first con tra dic tion
be tween the or ganic and the in or ganic in the dou ble sense that lack is de fined for
a to tal ity but that a la cuna, a negativity as such has a me chan i cal type of ex is -
tence ... Need es tab lishes the first con tra dic tion since the or ganic de pends in its
be ing, di rectly (ox y gen) or in di rectly (food), on the in or ganic, and con versely,
the con trol of re ac tions im poses a bi o log i cal sta tus on the in or ganic. (RD 166).

We can eas ily ad mit that my hun ger is a force op posed to my cur rent pro -
ject to write, and that my act of eat ing is a force op posed to my hun ger;
strictly speak ing, we could even say that there is a con tra dic tion be tween
the fact that I am an or gan ism and the fact that I feed (in di rectly) on the in -
or ganic (but I doubt it, all the same - I see no pos si ble mean ing for the word
‘con tra dic tion’ in this con text). So what? Is it re ally clearer to say all this
rather than sim ply say ing that when I need some thing, it is be cause I lack
some thing, and that I must seek it in the world, and, if we want my searches
to change a lit tle, my self and the world? [67]

I don’t mean that the de scrip tions given by Sartre and the Marx ists in
terms of ne ga tion etc. have no value. The re la tion ships they de scribe ex ist
(at least in some cases), but a strict dis tinc tion must be made be tween what
is de scribed and the vo cab u lary used to do so. The vo cab u lary of ‘ne ga tion’ 
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and ‘con tra dic tion’ is not only cum ber some; it is also a vo cab u lary of ide al -
ist or i gin. I am sure that at least a small part of the Marx ist ide al ism that
Sartre criticises (RD-QM 25) stems from this vo cab u lary. If we say, for ex -
am ple, that ‘the pro le tar iat is the ne ga tion of the bour geoi sie,’ it is very
easy to start be liev ing that both are meta phys i cal sub stances, and thus for -
get that they are classes made up of in di vid u als. More over, we have seen
that vo cab u lary is an in stru ment of anal y sis. One could per haps dis man tle a 
watch with a hammer, but it would be preferable to do so with a
screwdriver!

A more de tailed dis cus sion of this prob lem would take me too far from
my sub ject. I sim ply wanted to ex plain why I do not use this es o teric vo cab -
u lary in the fol low ing exposition.

In Cri tique, Sartre talks a lot about Marx ism, which he con sid ers to be the 
unsurpassable phi los o phy of our time and of which ex is ten tial ism is “a par -
a sitic sys tem that lives on the mar gins of knowl edge, which op posed it at
first and which to day is try ing to in te grate it self into it” (RD-QM 18). How -
ever, my aim here is not his tor i cal; I sim ply wanted to draw a co her ent the -
ory of man in so ci ety from what Sartre wrote. I do not mean to say that ab -
so lutely ev ery thing he said is orig i nal; what is orig i nal is his syn the sis, and
that is what I want to un der stand. I will there fore not dis cuss Marx ism’s
con tri bu tions to this syn the sis. [68]

Ch. 1 Praxis and Dialectic

An thro pol ogy will only de serve its name if it sub sti tutes for the study of hu man
ob jects the study of the var i ous pro cesses of be com ing an ob ject (RD-QM 107). 

We will study man be low the level of to tal re flec tion. He re mains an ob ject, 
that is, he has a na ture, in so far as there are val ues that have be come ab so -
lutes for him. In this case, we say that free dom is alien ated. To study the
pro cesses of be com ing an ob ject is to study how man is alien ated by ob jects 
or ideas. Since man al ways acts ac cord ing to his un der stand ing of the
world, it means ex am in ing how his ‘frame work’ can de velop in such a way
that he un der stands the world in terms of the ab so lute na ture of some of its
el e ments. We will there fore re sume our study of be ing-in-the-world, but at
a more concrete level than before.

Ev ery thing is re vealed in need: it is the totalising re la tion ship of this ma te rial be -
ing, a hu man be ing, with the ma te rial whole of which he is a part (RD 166). 

Need is an in ten tional re la tion ship; this is what the new con cept of
totalisation ex presses. To totalise is to unify, to give a def i nite struc ture to
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what was pre vi ously just a set of things placed ar bi trarily in the world. In
other words, it is to bring about a sit u a tion by pro ject ing one self to wards an 
end, it is to give value to the world. With need, I give value to the sit u a tion
ac cord ing to a given goal – to feed my self. Totalisation is strictly cor re lated 
with the body. Need, as a re la tion ship be tween my self and the world, is
orig i nal, in the sense of be ing first in time, but also in the sense of al ways
be ing there, at the ba sis of all other hu man ac tiv i ties. [69]

As we have seen, the world is in de pend ent of me; it has a co ef fi cient of
ad ver sity [co ef fi cient d’adversité]. Thus, I do not achieve my goal in -
stantly. My first totalisation, which nec es sar ily ap plies to the en tire field, is
not ad e quate, how ever. As pects of the field es cape me and be come ‘par tial
or gani sa tions’ that stand in the way of my orig i nal pro ject. I must try to re -
in te grate them into a new and more com plex totalisation, and so on. Thus
my ac tiv ity is di a lec ti cal - a never-end ing se ries of in creas ingly rich syn -
the ses, each syn the sis con sti tut ing, as its own ne ga tion, a new par tial or -
gani sa tion, a ‘counter-finality’ that escapes from it.

We have al ready seen that my frame work is dia lec ti cally con sti tuted, and
we now find that my re la tion ship with the world is it self di a lec ti cal. This is
no co in ci dence, for my thoughts are acts and my acts are thoughts. So to
say that my acts are di a lec ti cal is just an other way of say ing that hu man be -
hav iour is in tel li gent. To ex press the unity of this dual char ac ter of in tel li -
gence and in ter twin ing with the world of hu man be hav iour, Sartre uses the
word ‘praxis’. He defines praxis as: 

the or gan is ing pro ject of ma te rial con di tions in scribed through work in in or ganic
mat ter as a re work ing of the prac ti cal field and re uni fi ca tion of the means to
achieve the end (RD 687). 

The idea of praxis takes the place of ‘free dom’ in La Cri tique. This is not a
de nial of free dom, but only an at tempt to make it clearer that free dom is a
kind of be hav iour, not a ‘power’ or a ‘fac ulty’.

Since the world is in de pend ent of me, in or der to act in the world I must
obey the laws of the world. I must [70] be come a ‘me chan i cal sys tem’. “The
man of need is an or ganic to tal ity that per pet u ally makes it self its own tool
in the midst of ex te ri ori ty” (RD 167) We ap proach the world through tech -
nol ogy. Thus, the way I make my self a tool is dic tated by the struc ture of
the sur round ing world. I am the prod uct of my own prod uct. The kinds of
acts I per form, and thus, in gen eral, my re ac tions and at ti tude, are con di -
tioned by my ma te rial sit u a tion. For ex am ple, a farmer is a com pletely dif -
fer ent per son from a hunter. He seeks dif fer ent things in the world, he prob -
a bly has a dif fer ent phys i cal de vel op ment and, be cause the way he “be -
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comes a tool” in cludes the way he co op er ates with oth ers, the struc ture of
his so ci ety is dif fer ent. All this means that the two have different under -
standings (not necessarily thematised) of the world.

Co op er at ing with oth ers, there fore, is a way of mak ing one self a means to 
an end. But it is not the only pos si ble re la tion ship with oth ers. I en coun ter
the other as the sub ject of a praxis, that is, as some one who re or gan ises the
world, of ten in a way that dif fers from the way I my self try to re or gan ise it.
He is a “cen tre of flow of re al ity” (RD 183), or “a hem or rhagic cen tre of the 
ob ject” (RD 184). (See also EN 311-13. The ‘Gaze’ is only a dra matic way
of ex press ing this re or gani sa tion of the world by the other). They are sig ni f -
i cant in so far as they give the world val ues that I my self can re cog nise as
theirs. Since we both unify the same ma te rial world, we in te grate each
other as in de pend ent cre ators of value into our own value sys tems. This can 
be ex pressed very sim ply by say ing that I be have dif fer ently to wards an -
other hu man be ing than to wards a statue, be cause I have to take into con -
sid er ation what the other per son thinks of me and what he is go ing to do.3 

The foun da tion of [71] hu man re la tions ... is noth ing other than praxis it self ... in -
so far as it is plu ral ised by the mul ti plic ity who live in the same ma te rial en vi ron -
ment (RD 186). 

That is to say, as we saw in the in tro duc tion, that my re la tion ship with oth -
ers is not the re sult of purely in tel lec tual rec og ni tion, but prac ti cal rec og ni -
tion. But be cause the two are in sep a ra ble, oth ers are part of my
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3 [FvG: Two is sues here. The mean ing of the terms ‘Übertragung’/‘Gegenübertragung’ in 
psy cho anal y sis have re mained pretty much sta ble even in the face of very fun da men tal
changes in in the pro fes sion at both the in sti tu tional and the o ret i cal lev els. (In the
course of at least the last cen tury, i.e. in the face of two world wars, and vast po lit i -
cal/eco nomic changes.) Habermas’ in ter pre ta tion for this is that the ‘objectifying stance’ 
(with which we ap proach ob jects and objectified pro cesses ‘in the ex ter nal world’ [that
‘in it self’ ter mi nol ogy in this text]) is an an thro po log i cal con stant that goes back to the
or i gins of our spe cies al to gether. (Though it man i fests it self dif fer ently over the mil len -
nia - as can be dem on strated by lin guis tic anal y sis of a his tor i cal bent. [The Tomasello
de bates show that it’s al ready there in Chimps.]) Psy cho anal y sis orig i nated in Psy chi a -
try, and that, from the out set, objectifies the pa tient, just like the rest of the med i cal pro -
fes sion does. (For very good rea sons.) This objectification ex presses it self in that
Übertragung/ Gegen übertragung pair. (This is some thing dy namic, and can change over
time - it does so, if the ther apy is suc cess ful. The emo tional shifts can be vast, and it is
of ten per ma nent.) The rea son is that ev ery hu man be ing, with out ex cep tion, is the ‘re -
sult’, the ´prod uct´ of a socia li sa tion pro cess - and it is that, in the in di vid ual, which is
the ‘ob ject’ of psy cho anal y sis, its ‘point of de par ture’. Those in fant and child hood
years.
It is my claim here that any one wish ing to quib ble with the above can make their cri -
tique ‘stick’ only if they are pre pared to en gage in an ‘im ma nent critique’ both of
psycho analysis and the psychoanalytic profession, as well as Habermas and the
Frankfurt School. ]
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un der stand ing of the world. Thus, I al ways act in re la tion to oth ers; oth ers
are part of my ho ri zon when I do something.

When I en ter into a re la tion ship with an other per son, this ‘bi nary re la -
tion ship’ is it self sit u ated in the con text of oth ers; “the real re la tion ship be -
tween peo ple is nec es sar ily triadic”. There is al ways me, the Other and the
Third (the lat ter two can be ei ther in di vid u als or groups). The be hav iour of
lov ers who hide to avoid the Third, for ex am ple, shows that even the most
in ti mate re la tion ships take place in the con text of oth ers and can there fore
be con sid ered triadic. We will see later the im por tance of this triadic re la -
tion ship in my understanding of the world.

For now, let’s re turn to the bi nary re la tion ship. Two points need to be
made. First, be cause I en coun ter the Other as a pro ject, he is for me a ‘gar -
dener’ or ‘road mender’ and not a ‘man’. That is to say, my orig i nal re la -
tion ship with the other is a re la tion ship based on his own pro duc tive re la -
tion ship with the world; “each re cog nises the other on the ba sis of the so cial 
rec og ni tion as pas sively ev i denced by their clothes, their tools, etc.” (RD
190). Sec ondly, this re la tion ship is al ways re cip ro cal. (In Be ing and Noth -
ing ness, Sartre shows how, even in the case of sa dism, the sa dist’s pro ject
re quires him to re cog nise his vic tim as a sub ject; it is not [72] fun to tor ture a
man ne quin). The rec i proc ity of totalisation is not it self totalised by the two
in di vid u als who con sti tute the bi nary re la tion ship. The ob jec tive mean ing
of their strug gle or cooperation escapes them. They remain separate from
each other. 

Thus each lives in the ab so lute in teri ori ty of a re la tion ship with out unity; their
con crete cer tainty is mu tual ad ap ta tion in sep a ra tion, the ex is tence of a dual-fo -
cus re la tion ship that they can never grasp in its to tal ity; this dis unity in sol i dar ity
(pos i tive or neg a tive) co mes from an ex cess rather than a de fect: it is pro duced, in 
fact, by the ex is tence of two syn thetic and rig or ously equiv a lent unifications (RD
194). 

In this case, is there any ob jec tive mean ing? Does the struc ture of hu man
re la tions not col lapse into an in co her ent mul ti plic ity?

Our strug gle or co op er a tion takes place in the world, de pend ing on ma te -
rial things: tools, stones, rab bits, words. It leaves traces in the world. This
objectification of our ac tions gives them their unity and thus pro vides the
pos si bil ity of totalisation by a third party. Re la tions be tween peo ple are
me di ated by the world, or, as Sartre says, by ‘mat ter’. Mat ter does not ‘ex -
press’ or ‘think’ these re la tion ships. They are ‘writ ten on’ the world, and
thus must be ‘read’ be fore they be come active and meaningful. 
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Through its me di a tion, the third party re vives the ob jec tive mean ings that are al -
ready in scribed in things and that con sti tute the group as a to tal ity (RD 197). 

(The third party could be a mem ber of the group who later re flects on the
re la tion ship). How ever, there is no nec es sary totalisation, since an act
could have mi nor con se quences, or could be well hid den. [73]

It is this me di a tion through mat ter that makes his tory pos si ble. I think it
will be use ful here, even though we are still only at the level of the in di vid -
ual, to try to clar ify the ideas of totalisation, praxis, di a lec tic and mat ter by
con sid er ing the fact that, ac cord ing to Sartre, “mat ter, through the con tra -
dic tions it con tains, be comes for and by men the fun da men tal mo tor of his -
tory”. (RD 250).

The idea of his tory im plies some change in struc ture. There are so ci et ies,
or there were very re cently so ci et ies, which had not un der gone such
changes (or, at least, had not un der gone rad i cal changes). Why? In the
world, man is faced with prob lems that arise from his needs. These prob -
lems must be solved with the means at hand; that is, apart from the hu man
fac tor: the phys i cal en vi ron ment: rich or poor land, wa ter, cli mate, nat u ral
har bours, etc. If the means are very lim ited, as in the en vi ron ment of the Es -
ki mos, a bal ance is quickly reached. On the one hand, there are a lim ited
num ber of ma te ri als: ice, bones and seal skins; and on the other hand, there
are very lim ited sources of food: seals and fish. There fore, there are very
few pos si ble so lu tions to the prob lem, and the to tal ity of the environment
becomes a simple daily repetition.

The things and means avail able are them selves lim ited by the tools of so -
ci ety; oil a thou sand metres be low the sur face is not ac ces si ble to a
pre-tech no log i cal so ci ety. Why don’t they in vent the drill? Be cause an in -
ven tion is the an swer to a prob lem, and oil is not a prob lem for them. For
ex am ple, the Bushmen, de spite liv ing in coastal re gions, never in vented the 
boat. The rea son is that the coast [74] lacks shel tered nat u ral har bours, there
are hardly any coastal is lands, and the rivers are not nav i ga ble. A small ca -
noe would have been quite dan ger ous and of lit tle use. And you have to in -
vent a small ca noe be fore you can in vent a large boat! On the other hand,
the wheel could have been in vented any where, but it would only have been
use ful, or met a need, in a so ci ety that pro duced goods in bulk and had to
trans port them. If a group of peo ple set tle in a suit able place, they don’t
have any ma jor prob lems at first and can make do with sim ple tools. But as
the pop u la tion grows, they need to pro duce more and so they de velop a sys -
tem of ir ri ga tion, for ex am ple, which leads to other tech niques, and so on.
But these tech niques de velop in a nec es sary or der, and you can’t skip steps. 
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This de vel op ment can be sum ma rised as fol lows: – We start with a need
and a given. There is an ini tial totalisation that pro duces ru di men tary tech -
niques. At the mo ment of the sec ond totalisation, these tech niques are al -
ready part of the given. If the prob lems re main the same be cause the pos si -
bil i ties of fered by the en vi ron ment are vir tu ally nil, this is the end of the di -
a lec tic. But this new data may make a new, richer totalisation pos si ble;
there are two rea sons for this: ei ther there is a purely ma te rial change, in
pop u la tion or cli mate, or the tech niques them selves give rise to new prob -
lems, in the form of new pos si bil i ties or coun ter-fi nal i ties, so that each
totalisation can give rise to the pos si bil ity of a new, richer totalisation.
Tech niques are pre served be cause they are in scribed in mat ter, and this is
how they can ap pear in the given. Thus we have the di a lec tic of praxis:
totalisation – coun ter-fi nal ity (prob lem) – new totalisation, no lon ger at the
level of the in di vid ual, but at the level of so ci ety. Each [75] man makes his
to tali sa tions with data that in cludes the to tali sa tions of his an ces tors, to tali -
sa tions that are objectified by the mass of build ings, tools, books, roads and 
other traces left in matter, which he must revive through his own
totalisations. It is this objectification in matter, taken up by each gene -
ration, that makes history irreversible.

This di a lec tic stops where the new prob lem is in sol u ble in the given sit u -
a tion with the given tech niques (and it must be re peated that tech niques in -
clude tech niques of thought). So this di a lec tic is nec es sary. It can only be
es caped on an in di vid ual level. For ex am ple, Hiero in vented the steam en -
gine, but this in ven tion was not fol lowed up be cause it came ‘out of the
blue’ and the state of other tech niques, in clud ing the pro duc tion tech nique
called slav ery, pre vented it from be ing used. This ex am ple shows us that
strictly ‘me chan i cal’ tech niques can not be sep a rated from so cial or gani sa -
tion, and that the out line I have just given of the de vel op ment of tech nol ogy 
re mains ab stract as long as it is not integrated into the social dialectic.

Let us re turn to my re la tions with oth ers. The fun da men tal fact that we
dis cover when we take stock of the world is scar city. Scar city is not part of
the es sence of the ‘world’ – it is sim ply a con tin gent fea ture of our world, a
fea ture that we dis cover em pir i cally. This does not mean that ev ery one is
al ways hun gry. But it is an em pir i cal fact that through out his tory all so ci et -
ies have al ways been threat ened by a scar city of means of sub sis tence.
Even those who have eaten their fill have done [76] so against a back drop of
fam ine that threat ened them and against which they had to take pre cau -
tions. So scar city is in the back ground of all our ac tiv i ties. It is a cli mate, an
en vi ron ment (RD 204). And it is in this en vi ron ment that our re la tion ships
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with oth ers take place. This en vi ron ment is felt neg a tively through birth
con trol, abor tion, etc. (RD 205).

Scar city means that the other is, ob jec tively, a threat to me. It trans lates
into vi o lence at the interindividual level. If there are ten peo ple and only
nine ba nanas, one per son will starve to death. In a class-strat i fied so ci ety,
this per son is, at least par tially, pre-se lected, but in this ab stract ex am ple,
any of the ten could be se lected, and thus ev ery one is threat ened by ev ery -
one else and threat ens them in turn. The only pos si ble so lu tion for me is to
re store the bal ance by kill ing one of my com pan ions at ran dom. For me,
this vi o lence is only a re sponse to the violence of the other. 

Vi o lence al ways pres ents it self as coun ter-vi o lence, that is, as a re sponse to the
vi o lence of the Other. This vi o lence of the Other is an ob jec tive re al ity only in so -
far as it ex ists in ev ery one as a uni ver sal mo ti va tion for coun ter-vi o lence (RD
209).

The thematisation of this vi o lence is a Mani chean mo ral ity, ac cord ing to
which the Other is ab so lute evil. If there are nine peo ple for nine ba nanas
and a stranger ar rives, he co mes not as a man but as a wolf, and he can not
de mand to be treated as a hu man be ing. Thus, at this level, I un der stand the
Other in Mani chean terms as an alien spe cies, and vi o lence is the ex pres -
sion of this understanding.

Bru tal vi o lence is, of course, ab stract, in so far as it is mod i fied and con -
trolled by so cial in sti tu tions. But as long as the world re mains a world of
scar city, vi o lence is al ways there; and the in sti tu tions them selves will be
[77] vi o lent in so far as they sup port a so cial struc ture that con demns cer tain
strata of society to deprivation. 

Vi o lence is not nec es sar ily an act ... It is the con stant in hu man ity of hu man be -
hav iour as in ter nal ised scar city (RD 221). 

It should be emphasised that this in hu man ity of hu man be hav iour is not, as
Hobbes be lieved, part of hu man ‘na ture’ (cf. RD 206-7). It is sim ply the
internalisation of a con tin gent fact of our world, the world un der stood
through scar city. My totalisation of the world and of oth ers is of a spe cial
kind; it is a totalisation of strug gle. Of course, the Other against whom I
must strug gle is de ter mined by the ma te rial world (are there enough ba -
nanas?) and by the mode of pro duc tion (who do they be long to, who har -
vests them, can more be produced?).

We have seen that my pro ject cre ates ob sta cles, or coun ter-fi nal i ties. In
the realm of scar city, we en coun ter a new form of coun ter-fi nal ity. As soon
as I make some thing, that some thing takes on a value other than my own. In 
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par tic u lar, just as each in di vid ual is su per flu ous when there are only nine
ba nanas, my prod uct makes me su per flu ous, be cause it es capes me as a rare 
prod uct. It be comes a threat to me (for ex am ple, the man who is killed for
his money), or an in ter est that I must pro tect against ev ery one else. It takes
on a mean ing that is com pletely dif fer ent from what I in tended. This is an
ex am ple of a gen eral alien ation of all my pro jects, which stems from the
fact that they be come objectified in a world where there are other peo ple
with other pro jects. Sartre gives the ex am ple of Chi nese peas ants clear ing
new land. To find soil, the peas ant must get rid of the trees. This seem ingly
in no cent ac tiv ity, when mul ti plied by thou sands of other peas ants do ing the 
same thing sys tem at i cally, re sults in ero sion, [78] the clog ging of rivers, and 
fi nally flood ing. Be cause of the very thor ough ness of their work, the floods 
ap pear not as ac ci dents but as the re sult of praxis (see RD 232-3). In this
case, praxis, objectified in the world and thus pas sive, takes on an ac tive
char ac ter. I must take pre cau tions against it as if it were the praxis of the
Other. Thus, the nor mal pro cess is re versed, and in stead of me or der ing the
world, it is the world that or ders me. Ob jects, as car ri ers of hu man mean -
ings, take on quasi-hu man pow ers: this is what Sartre calls the pratico-
inerte.

He ex plains it as fol lows: 
praxis as the uni fi ca tion of in or ganic plu ral ity be comes the prac ti cal unity of
mat ter. The ma te rial forces gath ered in the pas sive syn the sis of the tool or ma -
chine per form acts: they unify other in or ganic dis persed el e ments and, in so do -
ing, im pose a cer tain ma te rial uni fi ca tion on the plu ral ity of hu man be ings (RD
250). 

In the field of the pratico-in ert, “free dom does not mean the pos si bil ity of
ac tion but the ne ces sity of liv ing un der con straints in the form of de mands
to be ful filled by praxis” (RD 365). I am to tally dom i nated by the val ues of
Oth ers objectified in the world, and my free dom is re duced to a min i mum:
the fact that I must live the sit u a tion by in ter nal is ing it. [79]

Ch. 2 – Alienation and the series [la série]  TOC

There are two forms of alien ation, one of which we have al ready en coun -
tered, which Sartre calls objectification, and which is the alien ation of the
re sult of my praxis. The sec ond, which we glimpsed in Be ing and Noth ing -
ness, is the alien ation of praxis it self through value – an ob ject be comes a
mag net for me. But these two forms in ter sect, be cause praxis is also
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un der stand ing, and be cause they can both arise from the same type of re la -
tion ship with others.

The first ex am ple of alien ation through value co mes from the fact that my 
own prod uct threat ens me in the world of scar city. So I have to pro tect it,
and it risks es cap ing me as a means of sat is fy ing my needs, be com ing an
ab so lute end. That is, I con struct my frame work around it in such a way
that I un der stand the world through it and no lon ger through my needs. 

This man re mained a man of need, of praxis and of scar city. But, in so far as he is
dom i nated by mat ter, his ac tiv ity no lon ger de rives di rectly from need, al though
this is its fun da men tal ba sis: it is aroused in him from out side, by the mat ter
worked on as the prac ti cal re quire ment of the in an i mate ob ject (RD 252). 

For ex am ple, a farmer’s plot of land is a means of live li hood. But it is also
more than that. It has been in ter nal ised as a moral code that con fuses the
sta tus of man with the sta tus of owner. A change in ag ri cul tural pro duc tion
tech niques, such as the in tro duc tion of trac tors, may mean that this plot of
land is no lon ger the best means for the farmer to sat isfy his needs, and that
he can live better by join ing a pro duc tion co op er a tive. Nev er the less, the
plot of land re mains a value in it self for him, and [80] he fights ir ra tio nally to 
keep it and, in his view, to preserve his very identity.

His plot of land has be come what Sartre calls his in ter est. 
From the mo ment when, in a given so ci ety, a col lec tive en tity de fines an in di vid -
ual in his per sonal par tic u lar ity and de mands as such that this in di vid ual, by act -
ing on the en tire prac ti cal and so cial field, pre serves it (as an or gan ism pre serves
it self) and de vel ops it at the ex pense of the rest (as an or gan ism feeds by draw ing
on the ex ter nal en vi ron ment), this in di vid ual has an in ter est (RD 263). 

In stead of us ing an ob ject as a means to my own ends, I have be come a kind 
of cog that trans mits the ac tiv ity of that ob ject to the world. 

The re la tion ship of in ter est there fore in volves – at the level of in di vid ual in ter est
– the massification of in di vid u als as such and their prac ti cal com mu ni ca tion
through the an tag o nisms or con ve niences of the mat ter that rep re sents them
(RD 263). 

With in ter est, we ex pe ri ence ne ces sity.
Sartre gives the ex am ple of the re la tion ship be tween the bour geois and

his fac tory. Here, scar city no lon ger ex ists as a threat to the bour geois. If he
suc ceeds, he earns much more money than he needs for his own con sump -
tion, and even if he does not suc ceed, he is not threat ened by hun ger. (He
will sim ply have to sell his fac tory to a com pet i tor.) In stead of re tir ing as
soon as he has earned enough money to live on, he con tin u ally re in vests his
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prof its in his busi ness; the busi ness has be come his “whole be ing out side
him self in a thing” (RD 261). Scar city does not threaten him, but it threat -
ens his busi ness: “com pe ti tion ... places it [the en ter prise] at risk in as much 
as it has been man u fac tured” (RD 264). Thus his Mani chean mo ral ity, his
in hu man ity, dis ap pears at the level of his pri vate life, but only to re ap pear
[81] at the level of his busi ness. No doubt he will will ingly sac ri fice him self
for the com pany, but he will also sac ri fice his com pet i tors or his work ers. If 
pos si ble, their wages should be low ered, or better yet, they should be re -
placed by ma chines. If they try to strike, di rect vi o lence can be used, or ac -
tiv ists can be dis missed and the oth ers in tim i dated. Vi o lence first ap peared
as coun ter-vi o lence against the Other who wanted to kill me, but now it will 
be used against the striker be cause he threat ens the in ter est of the owner.

Ac cord ing to 19th-cen tury lib er al ism, it is an im mu ta ble law of hu man
psy chol ogy that ‘ev ery one fol lows their own in ter ests,’ and that cap i tal ism
is the equally im mu ta ble re sult of this fact. Thus, the sep a ra tion of men
would be nat u ral, and the at tempt to ‘social ise’ man would be futile. 

We must choose, in fact: ei ther ‘ev ery one fol lows their own in ter est’, which
means that the di vi sion of men is nat u ral – or it is the di vi sion of men, as a re sult
of the mode of pro duc tion, which makes in ter est ap pear ... as a real mo ment in the 
re la tions be tween men. (RD 277). 

We can al ready con clude that in ter est is not nat u ral, and that the socia li sa -
tion of man there fore re mains pos si ble. In ter est is an alien ation, not a nat u -
ral state. More over, it is strictly ir ra tio nal from the point of view of the in di -
vid ual’s true ma te rial in ter est – that is, from the point of view of his ma te -
rial needs. The rea son why this ir ra tio nal ity can ap pear is that the ma te rial
needs of the in di vid ual are not an im mu ta ble na ture ei ther. They only act
in so far as they are in ter nal ised, and can thus be dis torted or even re jected. It 
is internalisation that is the basis of alienation.

The ma chine is there fore in the cap i tal ist’s in ter est. The re la tion ship be -
tween the worker and the ma chine is com pletely [82] dif fer ent. But it also
dom i nates him. In the fac tory, the pace of his work is set by the ma chine,
and it is these de mands that de ter mine the length of his work ing day. In so -
far as new in ven tions force the worker to change his hab its, forc ing him, for 
ex am ple, to leave the coun try side and set tle in the city, the ma chine con -
trols him com pletely. Un like the owner, he does not try to preserve or de -
velop it. 

It (the ma chine) there fore de fines and pro duces the re al ity of its ser vant, that is to
say, it makes him [the worker] a practico-in ert be ing who is a ma chine in so far as
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the lat ter is hu man and a man in so far as he re mains, de spite ev ery thing, a tool to
be di rected: in short, its ex act com ple ment as an in verted man (RD 269). 

In so far as the so cial struc ture re quires him to work as a wage earner, the
ma chine is his des tiny. Its de mands are in ter nal ised as part of the na ture of
things.

How ever, his des tiny does not come from the na ture of things. For ex am -
ple, be fore 1830, as a re sult of the in tro duc tion of ma chines, there was a
con tin u ous de cline in wages. The des tiny of the workers 

was noth ing but the im pos si bil ity of any sta bili sa tion. This was not be cause of the 
phys i cal and tech ni cal ma te ri al ity of the ma chine, but be cause of its so cial ma te -
ri al ity (its practico-in ert be ing), that is, the im pos si bil ity of con trol ling this ma te -
ri al ity and di rect ing it to wards the real re duc tion of hu man la bour for all and not
to wards the ne ga tion of work ers or at least of their hu man ity. (RD 272, emphasis
added). 

Their fate came from the na ture of so ci ety, that is, from the way in which
the peo ple of that so ci ety used things.

Why, then, did they use them in such a way that ad vances in pro duc tion
meth ods re sulted, at least ini tially, in in creased mis ery? And [83] how could
re spect able Chris tians cheer fully profit from child labour?

We have seen that all my re la tion ships with oth ers take place in the con -
text of the Third. Ei ther I as sume that the Third is with me, or I as sume that
it is not with me (al though not nec es sar ily against me). Sartre calls the kind
of group ing in which I as sume that the Third is not with me a col lec tive, or a 
se ries. A se ries is a re la tion ship be tween in di vid u als in which they are iso -
lated from one an other. In the case of peo ple wait ing at a bus stop, the pas -
sen gers are iso lated by their dif fer ent pro jects; they are all tak ing the bus
for dif fer ent rea sons and to go to dif fer ent places. In the case of peo ple lis -
ten ing to the ra dio, they are iso lated in space. If one of them be lieves that
the pro pa ganda programme is bad, he can not com mu ni cate with the other
lis ten ers to pro tect them from the lies. He is linked to them only through the 
com mon ob ject, the voice, and be cause of this he is pow er less to act. This
pow er less ness of the in di vid ual in the se ries, and the fact that they are
aware of it, is the most important point for understanding the series: 

I feel my pow er less ness in the Other, since it is the Other as Other who will de -
cide whether my act will re main an in di vid ual and crazy ini tia tive or will re ject
me into ab stract sol i tude or be come the com mon act of a group; thus, ev ery one
waits for the act of the Other, and ev ery one makes them selves the pow er less ness
of the Other, since the Other is their pow er less ness. (RD 325).

57Some implications of existential phenomenology



There is, for ex am ple, the case of a po lice state in which the gov ern ment
is very un pop u lar, but where dis con tent re mains se rial be cause each in di -
vid ual is afraid to talk about it to their neigh bour, for fear that they may be
an in former. There is the case of a strike, where each in di vid ual re turns to
work for fear of be ing the only one not to do so, thus [84] risk ing dis missal.
Here we see the sec ond char ac ter is tic of the se ries, which is that each in di -
vid ual acts as they be lieve oth ers will act. Here is a triv ial ex am ple. Sev eral
boys go to the swim ming pool to swim. They test the wa ter. It seems cold,
so for the mo ment they don’t go in. One of them sug gests that they all close
their eyes, count to three and dive in to gether. They all agree, they close
their eyes, they count to three - and each one does what he thinks the oth ers
are go ing to do. I don’t want the oth ers to laugh at me be cause I’m the only
one in the cold wa ter, but I also don’t want to look like a cow ard for stay ing
on the edge. So I have to de cide whether my friends are hon est, or whether
they tend to play tricks. If I think the ma jor ity is go ing to dive in, I dive in; if 
not, I stay on the edge. Once again, we are faced with pow er less ness. Each
boy’s ac tion is con di tioned by the sum of the oth ers’ ac tions but with out in -
flu enc ing them in turn. We can not even say that three boys are im i tat ing a
fourth. Each of them is im i tat ing the pre sumed at ti tude of the other three -
so all four are alien ated. Sartre ex presses this by say ing that in the se ries,
each tries to be come some one else. This at tempt to be come some one else in 
all one’s behaviour can be seen as a new kind of praxis - serial praxis.

If we re turn to the case of the cap i tal ist who can lower wages by mecha -
nis ing his fac tory, we see that he is not act ing ‘in a vac uum’. He acts in the
con text of other cap i tal ists. He wants to re duce his costs in or der to gain a
larger share of the mar ket by sell ing cheaper than his com pet i tors. Oth er -
wise, they will in tro duce ma chines into their busi nesses, and if he does not
do the same, his busi ness will go bank rupt. In both cases, the need to lower
wages comes from the Other. 

Com pe ti tion as a re cur ring an tag o nism de ter mines the boss as Other than him self
[85] in so far as he de ter mines his ac tion in re la tion to the Other and the ac tion of
the Other on the Oth ers. (RD 254).

The Mar ket is noth ing more than the sum of all the ac tions of those who
have some thing to sell or buy – cap i tal, goods or la bour. As the owner tries
to ‘fol low the mar ket’, he tries to ad just his ac tions to those of the Oth ers,
while the Oth ers try to ad just their ac tions to him. (Thus the Mar ket is a se -
ries.) It is never the owner who low ers wages or hires chil dren. It is al ways
the Other who forces him to do so.
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The owner un der stands the world through these two ideas: the ne ces sity
of vi o lence as coun ter-vi o lence to de fend his in ter ests, and the se rial ne ces -
sity of be com ing Other. These two ideas form the ba sis of this world, and it
is for this rea son that the owner in 1840 was able to go to mass on Sun days
with out any wor ries, even though he employed children.

The worker’s fate also co mes from the Other; from his boss’s com pet i -
tors, of course, but also from the seri al ised praxis of other work ers, be cause 
it is the com pe ti tion be tween them that al lows wages to fall. The ‘iron law’
of wages (like all other so-called laws of the mar ket) is noth ing more than
the re sult of the seri al isa tion of the workers’ praxis.

Thus, the ne ces sity we en coun ter in so ci ety is noth ing but the im po tence
of se rial praxis. “Ne ces sity, as a limit within free dom ... be comes ... the
very struc ture of all pro cesses of seriality.” (RD 376).

The pro ject of be com ing Other, called extero-con di tion ing [l’extéro-
conditionnement], also takes other forms than sub mis sion to the Mar ket. It
can be come a mo ral ity that gov erns the en tire life of the in di vid ual. At all
lev els there is an at tempt to do what oth ers do, to wear [86] what oth ers
wear, ‘to do the done thing’ as they say in Eng lish. Sartre gives the ex am ple 
of hit re cords that are bought be cause oth ers buy them. Ad ver tis ing makes
ex ten sive use of exteroconditioning – ‘Buy X. Ev ery one is buy ing it.’ ‘You 
have to be trendy.’ ‘Get with it.’ It should be noted that to the ex tent that we
try to be, act, and think like oth ers, to buy what oth ers buy, we are in ev i ta -
bly con di tioned by groups, be cause it is only through pro pa ganda groups
(press, ra dio) and ad ver tis ing that we can know what the Other is doing.

The best way for the bour geoi sie to pro tect its in ter ests is to keep the
work ers in a state of seriality. This can be done di rectly by ban ning trade
un ions, dis miss ing ac tiv ists and through in tim i da tion, or by en cour ag ing an 
ide ol ogy of seriality and exteroconditioning. It can be said that ad ver tis ing
in cap i tal ist coun tries has po lit i cal as well as com mer cial ef fects. In this
sense, any se rial ide ol ogy – that is, one that ad vo cates a mo ral ity of
exteroconditioning, or that main tains that from a sci en tific point of view
hu mans should be treated as dis crete mol e cules – can be called a bour geois
ide ol ogy. Ac cord ing to the Pla tonic myth, a class ide ol ogy would be a ra -
tion al is ation – that is, a lie, in vented know ingly to mys tify other classes in
or der to con sol i date its own dom i na tion. But this is not the case, be cause
the rul ing class is it self alien ated. We shall see that these ide ol o gies are
merely the thematisation of bourgeois praxis. But for the moment we
cannot consider classes.

If man could never es cape the se ries, his free dom would al ways be alien -
ated. We must there fore show how he can es cape it. [87] 
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Chapter III - The group

We have seen that oth ers are part of my frame work, that I act ac cord ing to
the Other. In the se ries, I as sume that he is not with me. In the group, I as -
sume that he is with me, and so I act in a com pletely dif fer ent way. (Sartre
uses the word ‘group’ in a very spe cific sense that I will try to de fine. I will
use the word ‘group ing’ as the ge nus of which the group, the se ries, the in -
sti tu tion and the bu reau cracy are spe cies). For ex am ple, a sec tion of sol -
diers is pre par ing to charge the en emy. Of course, a sol dier would not
charge alone. But when the or der is given, he charges with out hes i ta tion be -
cause he knows that the oth ers will charge. The unity of the charge co mes
from the fact that each in di vid ual uni fies the group by act ing as if it were a
unit. There is nei ther a ready-made unity nor a spe cial act of uni fi ca tion.
The uni fi ca tion of the group co mes from a spe cific qual ity of each act of its
mem bers; “In fact, the group is not my ob ject, it is the com mu nal struc ture
of my act” (RD 403) (my em pha sis). That is to say, there is a new kind of
praxis in the group, which Sartre calls com mon praxis. In the se ries, al -
though the Third totalises (uni fies) the re cip ro cal re la tions of the oth ers,
nev er the less he/she does so from his/her own po si tion in the se ries, that is,
as Other. This act of uni fi ca tion by the Third, if it re bounds on uni fied re la -
tions, would do so ei ther as if the Third were a for eigner, thus as a threat, or
as in dif fer ence. In the lan guage of Be ing and Noth ing ness, the Third uni -
fies me and the other as ‘we ob ject’. The ex pe ri ence of the Third as uni fier
‘cor re sponds to an ex pe ri ence of hu mil i a tion and pow er less ness: those
who ex pe ri ence them selves as con sti tut ing a “We” with other peo ple feel
stuck among an in fin ity of for eign existences; they are rad i cally and ir re -
triev ably alien ated’ (EN 490-91.) It is this alien ation that is the ba sis of the
se ries, where the Third al ways uni fies from out side. Thus, ‘unity, in fact,
can only ap pear as the om ni pres ent re al ity of a seriality in the pro cess of [88]

to tal liq ui da tion if it af fects each in di vid ual in the third-party re la tion ships
he main tains with oth ers, which con sti tute one of the struc tures of his ex is -
tence in free dom’ (RD 398). The Third Party must unify my reciprocal
relations with the other in a new way.

Ac cord ing to Sartre, this new way of uni fy ing co mes from the at tempt to
es cape se rial pow er less ness in the face of a threat, which can come ei ther
from the Other or from the practico-in ert (RD 396) and on the ba sis of an al -
ready given pas sive unity – unity of place – for ex am ple. He gives the ex -
am ple of the first days of the 1789 rev o lu tion. At first, the pop u la tion of
Paris is only pas sively uni fied by the city it self. That is to say, unity is the
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nom i nal unity given to them by the name ‘Pa ri sians’. This unity be comes
pos i tive, it is given con tent, by the fact that Paris is sur rounded by troops
pre par ing to ‘re store or der’. The cit i zens be came aware of them selves as
‘about to be mas sa cred’. At first, the Third totalised its neigh bour hood as a
unit of which it was not a part. But, given the external threat, 

if the totalising power of a Third pro duces, as the dis cov ery of an ob jec tive pos si -
bil ity, the sei zure of the neigh bour hood, this time as a threat ened to tal ity, it finds
it self des ig nated by this threat as in te grated into the to tal ity it has totalised
(RD 400, my emphasis). 

The Third-party thus no lon ger un der stands it self as an ob jec tive ob server,
but as an in te gral part of its neigh bour hood, and it is this un der stand ing that
is at the ba sis of group for ma tion. The first step is sim ply that peo ple, wor -
ried, take to the streets. There they al ready find them selves in a group as
they fol low the cur rents and ed dies that run through the crowd. But here the 
in di vid ual is only im i tat ing the Oth ers. Their ac tions come from else where, 
the group ing re mains se rial, and can fall back into the pure seriality of ab -
so lute dis per sion. The in di vid ual must still ‘think’ of the group as a group,
that is, by find ing in the other ‘their own free dom’ (RD 418) in so far as the
Other in creases the group and [89] represents for me an increase in myself: 

for the dem on stra tors fight ing the po lice, it is the bat tle ... in so far as it is the same
ev ery where and ev ery one be comes in it the same as ev ery thing, that is to say,
free dom objectified (RD 420). 

The cat a lyst for the merg ing group could be the act of an in di vid ual who is -
sues a slo gan, not as a com mand, but as a sim ple ‘sign post’ (RD 421) that
all mem bers fol low, be cause “I dis cover in my praxis the slo gans that come
from other third par ties” (RD 421).

The par tic u lar char ac ter of the group at this level is that it has no leader.
There is sim ply a se ries of slo gans, em a nat ing from anon y mous in di vid u -
als, which cir cu late and are fol lowed by ev ery one. The re la tion ship be -
tween me and each third party is me di ated by the group (“I grasp the group
... as a me di a tion be tween my self and each other third party” RD 404) in so -
far as the group has be come the ‘me dium’ of my ac tion. There is to tal
equal ity, but it is not the equal ity of oth er ness found in the se ries. It is the
equal ity of com mon sov er eignty. When the crowd be gins to be have as a
unit, even if this unity con sists only in flee ing to gether in stead of dis pers -
ing, the Third “is sov er eign, that is, it be comes, through the change in
praxis, the or gan iser of com mon praxis” (RD 401).

Sartre de fines sov er eignty as fol lows: 
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the ab so lute prac ti cal power of the di a lec ti cal or gan ism, that is, its pure and sim -
ple praxis as the on go ing syn the sis of all mul ti plic ity given in its prac ti cal field,
whether it be an i mate ob jects, liv ing be ings or men (RD 568), 

in short, “Man is sov er eign” (RD 538). In the case of the rev o lu tion ary
group, run ning to gether, re group ing, seek ing a vul ner a ble en emy, the ac -
tion is not di verse enough for us to find, even for a par tic u lar act, a spe cific
sov er eign. [90]

How ever, in a more struc tured group, such as a foot ball team, we can see
that sov er eignty cir cu lates among the mem bers. For a time, the ac tions of
one of them (the one with the ball) serve as a reg u la tor for the oth ers. They
ad just their po si tions ac cord ing to his ac tions, and it is he who to tals the
field for the group. But his ac tions while he is sov er eign in di cate the im mi -
nent loss of his sov er eignty; he only takes the ball to pass it on to some one
else. Thus, his sov er eignty is not ex er cised from out side. It is noth ing more
than his way of in te grat ing himself into the group. He is 

quasi-sov er eign and quasi-ob ject; and the group it self, as totalised by the prac tice 
of such a com mon in di vid ual, is quasi-ob jec tive to tal ity and, as a de nied mul ti -
plic ity of quasi-sov er eign ties, is in per pet ual detotalisation. (RD 564). 

Sartre calls this am big u ous re la tion ship be tween the in di vid ual and the
group a re la tion ship of tran scen dence-im ma nence. The sov er eign does not
tell oth ers what to do. The en tire group ex presses its un der stand ing of the
sit u a tion by re or gan is ing it self be hind the sov er eign. It is this very re or -
gani sa tion that makes it a group; it is the praxis of the group. The group re -
struc tures it self in the same way that I re or gan ise my body when I act.
There is the same struc ture here as that found in in di vid ual praxis – the
struc ture of an on go ing totalisation. The group in ter nal ises its goals and ob -
sta cles and re or gan ises itself to achieve the former and avoid the latter. 

The praxis of the group is to con stantly carry out its own re or gani sa tion, that is, to 
in ter nal ise its ob jec tive totalisation through the things pro duced and the re sults
achieved, to make these its new dif fer en ti a tions and new struc tures, and at the
same time to go be yond this re or gani sa tion to wards new ob jec tives (RD 412). 

For ex am ple, a com bat unit ad vanc ing to wards the en emy across dif fi cult
ter rain changes its for ma tion con stantly. Its mem bers split up to ex am ine
both sides of a mound, the tall est crosses [91] a river, the most ag ile climbs a
rock, and so on. There are two dif fer ent el e ments in this praxis, one di a lec -
ti cal and the other not. The first is the suc ces sion of choices, of to tali sa -
tions, made by the group through the Third Reg u la tor, and the sec ond is the
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au to matic re or gani sa tion of the struc ture that fol lows these choices. This
nec es sary re or gani sa tion is the move ment of the in ert skel e ton of the
group, which lies be neath all these acts and makes them pos si ble. Its ne ces -
sity stems from the fact that the group, like the in di vid ual, ap proaches the
world through tech ni cal means. The praxis of the group, there fore, un der -
stands, like in di vid ual praxis, the pro ject and the sit u a tion: the ‘ex ter nal’
sit u a tion (the world) and the ‘in ter nal’ sit u a tion (the tech ni cal means, for
the in di vid ual the body, for the group its mem bers). The pro ject is both
limited by these conditions and gives them their value by transcending
them.

The dif fer ence be tween the two is that the group is stron ger – be cause it
has a larger ‘body’ – but this co mes at the price of the am big u ous re la tion -
ship of tran scen dence-im ma nence be tween its mem bers, which means that
the group can never be come a hy per-or gan ism. The unity of its praxis al -
ways co mes from the com mon praxis of its mem bers. In di vid ual praxis is a
con sti tu tive di a lec tic, but the praxis of the group is a con sti tuted di a lec tic
(see RD 432).

The praxis of the in di vid ual is also his un der stand ing of his sit u a tion.
Sim i larly, the group ex presses its un der stand ing of the sit u a tion in its re or -
gani sa tion of itself. 

The struc ture, if it is to be con sid ered, by ab strac tion, as knowl edge, is noth ing
other than the idea that the group pro duces of it self’ (RD 502). 

This knowl edge is not nec es sar ily thematised. Each per son ex presses their
un der stand ing of the group in their praxis. (This is an other way of ex press -
ing the fact that the praxis of the in di vid ual in the group is dif fer ent from
[92] their praxis in the se ries or alone.) But it is pref er a ble that this knowl -
edge be made ex plicit and ex plained to all mem bers, be cause there is al -
ways the dan ger of the group break ing up, and this un der stand ing is a way
of avoid ing it. (Here we find the ba sis of a di a lec ti cal ide ol ogy, which we
encounter in the following chapter.)

Group co he sion pres ents two prob lems. First, there re mains in each in di -
vid ual an el e ment of pas siv ity, even if it is only the fact that each has a dif -
fer ent frame work, and there fore their own lim i ta tions of knowl edge. The
mem bers are dif fer ent.

In fact, ev ery one co mes to the group with a pas sive [passif: in di vid ual char ac ter -
is tics] (i.e., with a com plex con di tion ing that makes them unique in their ma te ri -
al ity); and this pas sive - which must in clude bi o log i cal as well as so cial de ter mi -
na tions - con trib utes to cre at ing, even out side of seriality, a hys ter esis that can
give rise to a new se ries. (RD 427). 
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There is al ways the pos si bil ity of mis un der stand ings, etc. More over, since
this dif fer ence in volves dif fer ences in ca pac ity, it con sti tutes the ba sis for a
per ma nent strat i fi ca tion of func tions. Sec ondly, since the group can never
be come a hyperorganism, the in di vid ual can al ways leave it. Unity re sides
only in the uni fy ing na ture of each in di vid ual’s praxis. If there is no praxis,
there is no group:

The group there fore risks be ing de stroyed as a liv ing unit ei ther through
dis in te gra tion or os si fi ca tion. (see RD 429) These are two dif fer ent forms
of re turn to seriality, be cause in os si fi ca tion the group be comes pas sive and 
merely re peats its ac tions me chan i cally; it is the in ter est of its mem bers, a
new alien ation. Un for tu nately, as we shall see, the at tempt to avoid frag -
men ta tion leads to os si fi ca tion. But os si fi ca tion and frag men ta tion are only 
ten den cies that arise from the fact that the in di vid ual al ways re mains free
and re spon si ble. In the fol low ing anal y sis, I want to show how [93] all forms 
of group ing can be un der stood in terms of this free dom. So we do not mean
to say that the pos si ble evo lu tion from one form to an other is nec es sary.
We can re cog nise the dan gers and thus, per haps, avoid them. (The value of
the anal y sis lies in help ing us un der stand that so ci ety is a hu man structure,
for which each member is responsible).

The first act taken to pre vent the ‘merg ing group’ from break ing up is the
oath. All mem bers of the group swear that they will stay to gether, and each
ad mits that sanc tions will be taken against them if they leave uni lat er ally.
This is an at tempt to es tab lish the unity of the group as an in sur mount able
limit; that is, to in tro duce into the group a new in er tia, a ri gid ity, to act on
the in er tia of the prac ti cal field. Af ter the ini tial en thu si asm has dis si pated
or the im me di ate threat has been lifted, each Third de mands a guar an tee
that the oth ers will stay to gether so that he can ac com plish his tasks. The
nec es sary ri gid ity is en sured by the group’s vi o lence against the de serter: “I 
de mand that you kill me if I se cede” (RD 449). Thus vi o lence, ter ror, is the
cor ol lary of fra ter nity, and it is al ways there as the back drop to all the
group’s ac tions. But it can only ‘raise the thresh old’ for se ces sion, not abol -
ish it as a pos si bil ity. Sartre does not ex plain him self very clearly on this
point, but it would seem that the de gree of vi o lence var ies ac cord ing to the
group’s ob jec tives. It is quite rare for some one to be killed be cause they left 
a foot ball club: but at the time when the club was formed, when it was still a 
‘hot’ group, a group in fu sion, one could perhaps say that violence existed
as a risk of unpopularity, for example.

This vi o lence must be un der stood as a new form of coun ter-vi o lence, in -
so far as I am threat ened by the de ser tion of the Third Party. It is merely the
ex pres sion within the group of the fact that [94] in the field of scar city, all
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hu man re la tion ships are based on vi o lence. In this case, vi o lence would be
pro por tional to the threat. The oath is not nec es sar ily a real his tor i cal act. It
is an im plicit struc ture of all groups. It is this struc ture that will form the ba -
sis for all other developments within the group.

Each in di vid ual has par tic u lar qual i ties (their in di vid ual char ac ter is tics),
so each tends to take on par tic u lar func tions. And, in any case, the group
must dif fer en ti ate it self in or der to ful fil its pur pose. This dif fer en ti a tion re -
in tro duces oth er ness – but oth er ness as ‘cul ture’, and no lon ger as ‘na ture’:
“I un der stand that the Other is a prac ti cal and mean ing ful in ven tion of us
the same” (RD 475). The group thus be comes an or gani sa tion: 

Or gani sa tion is both dis cov ered in the ob ject of prac ti cal re quire ments and the di -
vi sion of tasks among in di vid u als based on this di a lec ti cal dis cov ery (RD 460). 

At this level, ev ery one still has equal au thor ity as quasi-sov er eigns. There
is no dis tinc tion be tween my rights and my du ties. It is both my right and
my duty to de mand from the group what I need to ful fil my func tions. I am
still the Third Reg u la tor. How ever, if, in or der to avoid pos si ble con flicts,
the group, im plic itly or ex plic itly, makes sov er eignty the func tion of a cer -
tain in di vid ual, the whole na ture of the group is changed. The Third Reg u -
la tor is es sen tial to the merg ing group, but now the in di vid ual be comes a
non-es sen tial me di a tion be tween the sov er eign and the prac ti cal field. He
has be come a tool. The func tion is no lon ger the praxis of a cer tain in di vid -
ual. It has be come an in sti tu tion, that is, a po si tion that has its own ex is -
tence and that any one can fill. “(The Func tion), by pos it ing it self for it self
and pro duc ing the in di vid u als who must per pet u ate it, be comes an in sti tu -
tion.” (RD 581) Sartre calls sov er eignty as an in sti tu tion ‘au thor ity’. It
should be emphasised that the cre ation of this au thor ity, [95] as ter ror con -
cen trated in a sin gle in di vid ual (“in di vid ual re in car na tion of the group in
fu sion and of Lib erty-Ter ror” RD 588) does not cre ate a new force. It is a
re dis tri bu tion of the power of the quasi-sov er eigns. Thus, the power of au -
thor ity re sides only in the praxis of its sub jects, and it is the sub jects who
are re spon si ble for it. (This ap plies as much to po lit i cal sov er eignty as to
any other form of sovereignty). But the subjects are not aware of this. That
is to say, their praxis is alienated: 

Through sov er eignty, the group alien ates it self to a sin gle man in or der to avoid
alien at ing it self to the ma te rial and hu man whole (RD 603).

We are once again close to seriality. Re la tions be tween mem bers of the in -
sti tu tion al ised group tend to wards a sim ple hi er ar chy. Un der these con di -
tions, the in di vid ual is no lon ger di rectly as so ci ated with the praxis of the
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group. He is only con cerned with his own place in the hi er ar chy. Thus, he
be haves as he be lieves his su pe ri ors want him to be have. His peers are his
ri vals. For his sub or di nates, he is merely a cog in the wheel through which
or ders pass. He gives them kindly or bru tally, de pend ing on what he be -
lieves his su pe ri ors want. In his re la tions with his sub or di nates, he is con -
tent to control them and prevent insubordination. 

It is this tri ple re la tion ship—ex ter nal con di tion ing of the lower mul ti plic ity; mis -
trust and seri al is ing (and seri al ised) ter ror at the peer level; an ni hi la tion of or gan -
isms in obe di ence to the higher or gan ism—that con sti tutes what we call bu reau -
cracy (RD 626). 

Any group, a gov ern ment, a cor po ra tion, a church, a un ion, a high school,
could de gen er ate into bu reau cracy.

The group must arm it self in or der to ex ist as a prac ti cal power rather than 
as a fleet ing dream. But this ‘concretisation’ risks lead ing to the seri al isa -
tion of bu reau cracy. 

Thus the group, praxis bogged down in [96] mat ter, finds in its ma te ri al ity - that is, 
in its be com ing-pro cess - its true ef fec tive ness. But to the very ex tent that praxis
is pro cess, the ends sought lose their te le o log i cal char ac ter; with out ceas ing to be
ends in the strict sense, they be come des ti nies (RD 631).

It must be emphasised once again that we are not deal ing with a Pla tonic
man who con tem pla tively de cides whether or not he wants to be part of a
group or a se ries. Man is en tirely pen e trated by the group or by the se ries:
he un der stands the world through them, and it is for this rea son that we
speak of dif fer ent kinds of praxis: se rial praxis and common praxis.

The dif fer ence be tween the se ries and the group be comes clear if we con -
sider it in the light of what Sartre says about my re la tions with oth ers in Be -
ing and Noth ing ness. We can say that in the se ries I act with bad faith,
while in the group I act with good faith. 

Sartre ana lysed re la tion ships with oth ers in terms of my am big u ous sta tus 
as a sub ject (for one self) and an ob ject (for one self-for-oth ers). The gaze of
the Other trans forms me into an ob ject. I can ei ther ac cept and live with this 
sta tus as an ob ject (mas och ism), or re ject it and try to re-es tab lish my sub -
jec tiv ity by mak ing the Other an ob ject for me (sa dism, in dif fer ence). All
these be hav iours are in bad faith be cause they are re fus als to ac cept the fact
that we are both, the Other and my self, both ob ject and sub ject. In ev ery day 
life, the usual at ti tude to wards oth ers is in dif fer ence: queu ing for the bus,
the mar ket – the other as a sta tis tic. But those who ac cept an in fe rior po si -
tion, who ac cept be ing mis treated by bu reau cracy, or those who give them -
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selves en tirely to a leader in a fas cist (se rial) group, are peo ple who ac cept
their pow er less ness and choose them selves as ob jects – this is mas och ism.
The [97] leader him self, or the in dus tri al ist seek ing dom i na tion, poses as the
ab so lute sub ject in front of a se ries of ob jects that he can ma nip u late at will. 
– This is sa dism – . Thus, in the se ries, I deny that I and the Other are both
sub jects. (More over, there are se rial ide ol o gies that ex pressly deny that hu -
man be ings are sub jects – they be come ob jects that re spond to stim uli.)
Sartre also shows that bad faith is a form of es cap ism from re spon si bil ity – I 
say that my ac tions are the re sult of my na ture, my psy cho log i cal char ac ter -
is tics, God’s will. Sim i larly, in the se ries, bad faith man i fests it self in the
fre quent cry, ‘I know it’s wrong (tor ture, hun ger, rac ism, etc.), but what
can I do all by my self?’. We have also seen that the owner is not re spon si ble 
for un em ploy ment; it is al ways the Other who is re spon si ble. So in the se -
ries we find the two characteristics of bad faith – the refusal of re spon -
sibility and the refusal of the difficult and ambiguous status of
subject-object.

In Be ing and Noth ing ness, Sartre shows that all hu man re la tion ships are
doomed to fail ure if they re main at the level of bad faith:

All that re mains for the for-it self is to re-en ter the cir cle and al low it self to be
tossed in def i nitely be tween the two fun da men tal at ti tudes (EN 484). 

But in a note he adds: 
These con sid er ations do not ex clude the pos si bil ity of a mo ral ity of de liv er ance
and sal va tion. But this must be achieved through a rad i cal con ver sion which we
can not dis cuss here (EN 484 n. 1).

This con ver sion is the change of at ti tude that leads to the for ma tion of the
group, be cause the group is, through the struc ture of the Third Reg u la tors,
the mu tual rec og ni tion of each mem ber as free, re spon si ble, sub ject and ob -
ject (as quasi-ob ject and quasi-sov er eign). We [98] can say that true lov ers,
and not lov ers who strug gle in ‘Be ing and Noth ing ness’, form the limit
case of the group, both in terms of num ber and in terms of in te gra tion, of
the rec og ni tion of each per son as body and soul. This is the mo ral ity of
good faith. [99]

Chapter IV - Classes  TOC

So far, we have re mained, in two senses, at a fairly ab stract level. First, I
have tried only to show the ab stract mech a nisms of praxis, se ries and
groups, al though Sartre gives many very con crete ex am ples. Sec ondly, the
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group and the se ries are them selves ab stract be ings that ex ist only in so ci -
ety, which is a col lec tion of group ings of all kinds. In this chap ter, I want to
ad dress the con crete in both senses, show ing the in di vid ual in the full depth 
of their true con text and try ing to ap ply the con cepts we have con sid ered to
a few ex am ples, in or der to shed light not on the dif fi cul ties of the the ory of
group ings, for example, but on society itself.

The word class is de fined in terms of the means of pro duc tion. A class is a 
group ing of in di vid u als who all have the same re la tion ship to the means of
pro duc tion. The di vi sion of so ci ety into such groups stems from scar city.
So ci ety did not pro duce enough to feed ev ery one, so it was nec es sary to
des ig nate cer tain in di vid u als as un der nour ished and ex clude them through
vi o lence, i.e. coun ter-vi o lence, con trol of the means of pro duc tion. Thus, in 
a con text of scar city, so ci ety is di vided into two groups: the haves and the
have-nots. The have-nots, as un der fed, are threat ened by the haves, and the
haves, hav ing no di vine right to their prop erty, are threat ened by rev o lu tion
and the loss of their prop erty.4 It is these in ter nal ised threats that con sti tute
what is called class strug gle. It should be emphasised that the class struc -
ture is al ways vi o lent and deadly, even though there is not al ways con -
scious strug gle be tween two (or more) classes that are con scious of them -
selves. We will see why. [100]

In Eu ro pean so ci et ies, the cur rent class struc ture is the re sult of a long
evo lu tion, and there is no point in time when we can say that a so ci ety vi o -
lently di vided it self into two classes. But there are cer tain so ci et ies where
this vi o lent ac tion has oc curred re cently: these are the Eu ro pean col o nies in 
Af rica and Asia. Sartre takes the ex am ple of Al ge ria to show the de vel op -
ment of classes in co lo nial Al ge ria. The aim is to show that the class struc -
ture is vi o lent, and that it is noth ing but the re sult of the praxis of all in di vid -
u als in so ci ety, that ‘the class’ or (‘the na tion’) is not at all a nat u ral ‘be ing’, 
a hyperorganism, and that the ac tions of the in di vid ual do not come from
his na ture, but from his un der stand ing, his frame work, i.e. that colonialism
and classes are not inevitable or ‘natural’.
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4 (1) Here I am not mak ing an em pir i cal ob ser va tion. I am de fin ing the word. There are
other def i ni tions, for ex am ple based on life styles or lev els of con sump tion. It should be
noted that ac cord ing to my def i ni tion, en gi neers, for ex am ple, as non-own ers, are in -
cluded in the pro le tar iat.
(2) (Al though in dif fer ent so ci et ies there are dif fer ent ways of own ing, and thus of be ing 
non-own ing, and within the same so ci ety there may also be sub di vi sions ac cord ing to
dif fer ent means of pro duc tion, for ex am ple the ru ral pro le tar iat, which dif fers from the
ur ban pro le tar iat.)
(3) (Be cause ‘class’ is not de fined in terms of level of con sump tion, it has only an ap -
prox i mate iden tity be tween the non-pos sess ors and the ‘un der priv i leged’, but in what
fol lows I will, for the sake of brev ity, con sider the two as identical. The reader must
make the necessary reservations himself.)



First, it is hardly nec es sary to say that the orig i nal con quest was vi o lent
(al though there were parts of Af rica where force was de ployed with out be -
ing used). This vi o lence had two con se quences: the de struc tion of the old
so cial struc ture, which would have been a threat as a ral ly ing point (and as a 
pos si ble new au thor ity), and the need for the con tin ued pres ence of the
army. When the French gov ern ment de cided to make Al ge ria a set tle ment
col ony, it en cour aged the de te ri o ra tion of the pre-co lo nial or der by in tro -
duc ing new prop erty laws to cover the con fis ca tion of Mus lim land with a
sem blance of le gal ity, to pro vide land for the set tlers, and to cre ate an im -
pov er ished ru ral pro le tar iat that would be forced to work for them. Thus the 
so-called trans for ma tion of peas ant va grants was not the au to matic con se -
quence of a col li sion be tween two ‘cul tures’ or two ‘civili sa tions’. It was
the vi o lent and de lib er ate de struc tion of one so ci ety by the praxis of the
mem bers of an other. (More over, as Sartre points out, the de struc tion did
not come from the su pe ri or ity of [101] French culture, but rather from its
vices: 

if bour geois so ci ety is turn ing feu dal so ci ety into a so ci ety of beg gars, it is no lon -
ger be cause of its su pe rior qual i ties ... but be cause of its inferiorities, be cause of
the filthy bru tal ity that so clearly marked cap i tal ism in its early days (RD 675).

The col o nist finds him self among men whom he knows to be dan ger ous,
since they had to be con quered, and who are ob jec tively in fe rior to him in -
so far as the sta tus of a man is de fined by his job, his sal ary, his clothes, and
on whom he de pends since they are his work ers. That is to say, he finds
him self in a rac ist so ci ety - the struc ture of so ci ety is rac ist. But this struc -
ture is noth ing more than the praxis of the colo nis ers and the colo nised, the
way they re vive the past, in sti tu tions, etc. The colo niser must in ter nal ise
and live the rac ist sys tem in his daily ac tions. Rac ism is his way of un der -
stand ing the world, and rac ism as a the ory is merely the thematisation and
ex plicit ex pres sion of this lived rac ism. Of course, this is not a ra tion al is -
ation on the part of the colo nis ers to jus tify their priv i leges, be cause there is 
no nat u ral knowl edge (the Pla tonic myth) that the colo niser would con -
sciously try to dis tort. For the colo niser, rac ism is a prac ti cal truth. Nei ther
those born colo nis ers nor new com ers from the me trop o lis are ca pa ble of
ques tion ing this prac ti cal truth; nei ther have the nec es sary in tel lec tual
tools. Even if there are some among them who are ed u cated enough to un -
der stand sci en tific the o ries, it is quite pos si ble that they will not un der stand 
the o ries about race, be cause their rac ism is un con scious in the sense that
we have de fined it, that is, so deeply rooted in the frame work that we think
through it with out real is ing it. The rac ist ‘in tel lec tual’ will there fore limit
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him self to list ing sim plis tic ‘proofs,’ with out much con cern for logic, be -
cause it all seems so ob vi ous to him. (I even heard a white South Af ri can
jus tify laws against mar riage be tween [102] dif fer ent ‘races’ by the fact that
there are two spe cies of ducks which, al though bi o log i cally com pat i ble,
feel re pug nance for each other – with out even real is ing that if such re pug -
nance ex isted be tween whites and blacks, these laws would be su per flu -
ous!). On the other hand, rac ism is not part of the ‘es sence’ of the colo niser, 
be cause it is possible for a coloniser to realise, slowly and painfully, that
racism has no basis and that all his thoughts were previously largely
imbued with racism.

One of the char ac ter is tics of rac ist think ing is its seriality. 
All ra cial think ing is merely be hav iour that real ises in oth er ness the prac ti cal
truth in scribed in the ma te rial be ing worked on and in the sys tem that re sults from 
it (RD 672). 

Be hav iour is real ised in oth er ness be cause it is alien ated be hav iour; each
colo niser be haves as he be lieves oth ers will be have. A clear dis tinc tion
must be made be tween the praxis of as so ci a tions de fend ing col o nists, their
po lit i cal par ties, or their gov ern ment (South Af rica, Rho de sia), and the
daily and se rial praxis of each col o nist. The for mer is en tirely sec ond ary
and de riv a tive of the lat ter. At the level of the rac ist group, there is a re cog -
nised re spon si bil ity of the group. The group knows that it wants to crush
‘ag i ta tors’, spread pro pa ganda in the me trop o lis, etc. But the col o nist as
owner does not as so ci ate him self within a group with other own ers. He is
not re spon si ble for the mis ery of his em ploy ees, be cause he pays them the
same wages as ev ery one else. Ac cord ing to him, he does not choose the
wages, he pays the worker strictly ac cord ing to what he is worth. And since
the worker is stu pid, lazy, a thief, etc., he is not worth much. (One could re -
spond to this by say ing that one would have to be re ally stu pid to be hon est
and cou ra geous when one is paid only a pit tance – but let us move on). In
other words, [103] [in the mind of the col o nist/owner] low wages are not the
re sult of a sur plus of la bour, which is it self a con se quence of the pol icy of
ex pro pri a tion; they are merely the re sult of the in fe ri or ity of the na tives.
Not only the wages he pays them, but also his daily con duct to wards his
work ers co mes from the Other: “I try to real ise the Other – that is to say, to
make my self more deaf, more piti less, more neg a tive to wards the de mands
of the na tive than my plan ta tion or my own re quire ments would de mand, so 
that this at tempt may be come, in the Other who is tempted to make a con -
ces sion, the real pres ence of the Other, as a magical force of constraint”
(RD 346).
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There is a close re la tion ship here be tween my “ide ol ogy”, the ide ol ogy of 
the Other, and the struc ture of So ci ety. My ide ol ogy is my own inter nali -
sation of the struc ture. The struc ture is only the sum of the praxis of the
Oth ers; that is to say, it is only the sum of the ide ol o gies of the Oth ers, since 
the act co mes from the idea. So my ide ol ogy is the ide ol ogy of the Other,
the ide ol ogy of each Other is his internalisation of the struc ture, which is
part ly pro duced by my ide ol ogy ... Once again, we find noth ing but im i ta -
tions of im i ta tions with out any real praxis. For ex am ple, the colo niser be -
lieves that the colo nised is in fe rior be cause in that so ci ety he is poorly paid
and thus suf fers from all the evils caused by pov erty. He be lieves him to be
in fe rior and gives him a low wage be cause the other colonisers give him a
low wage, and vice versa.

On this ba sis of seriality, colo nis ers can form a group to pro tect them -
selves against the me trop o lis or against a pos si ble re volt by the colo nised.
But this group praxis re mains alien ated in so far as it acts ac cord ing to an
ide ol ogy that has be come ex plic itly rac ist and thus pos its race as the colo -
niser’s ‘oth er ness’, i.e. as an in ter est. Vi o lence and lies are jus ti fied as [104]

coun ter-vi o lence in the face of the threat that ev ery move ment of the colo -
nised poses to the [colonising] race.

If rac ism as praxis-struc ture and rac ism as ide ol ogy are iden ti cal, one
may won der how there could be a change in so ci ety. There are two pos si -
bil i ties. First, ide ol ogy is iden ti cal to struc ture only at the pre-re flex ive
level. It is al ways pos si ble to es cape it through re flec tion. Sec ond, since
praxis is se rial, its re sults are alien ated, dif fer ent from the re sults that were
in tended. The struc ture of so ci ety can thus change ‘by it self’, through the
blind praxis of its mem bers (coun ter-fi nal i ties), and ide ol ogy fol lows this
change. We can take as an ex am ple the idea of the in fe ri or ity of black peo -
ple as it re lates to slav ery. The slave trade, as we know, has its or i gins in the 
need for la bour in the Amer i can col o nies. Un free la bour was needed be -
cause there was so much vir gin land that it was im pos si ble to keep free men 
as em ploy ees on their own land. How ever, in the be gin ning, the nec es sary
la bour was pro vided not only by black slaves, but also by white con victs
trans ported un der con tract (‘in den tured la bour’) and even by peo ple kid -
napped from the large cit ies of Eng land. These white peo ple were shipped
in ex actly the same ap pall ing con di tions as the blacks and treated just as
bru tally by the overseers and white bosses. There was no rac ism – only
con tempt for the poor by the rich. How ever, the need for la bour was grow -
ing in both the col o nies and the me trop o lis as a re sult of the in creas ing im -
por tance of sugar in the Eng lish econ omy. As there were no lon ger any sur -
pluses in Eng land, only Af rica could sup ply the nec es sary slaves. Blacks
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re placed whites, and rac ism re placed class con tempt. It should be noted
that all these changes, and thus  [2 x 104][105] the change in ide ol ogy, came
from noth ing other than the seri al ised praxis of mer chants and bosses in
Eng land and the col o nies (see Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery, pp.
9-19).

Be fore mov ing on to con sider classes in ad vanced cap i tal ist so ci et ies, we
can talk a lit tle about the idea of ‘ide ol ogy’, a word I have of ten used with -
out at tempt ing to de fine it un til now. First, it should be emphasised that it
has no pe jo ra tive mean ing. An ide ol ogy is not nec es sar ily false. Sec ondly,
by ‘ide ol ogy’ I mean above all the po lit i cal ideas of the in di vid ual: the
frame work of their ideas about their so ci ety, their role in that so ci ety, his -
tory, mo ral ity. It is these ideas that are of ten sim ply an internalisation of the 
struc ture. There is a per ma nent ten dency to take what ex ists as ab so lute.
This ten dency is not part of ‘hu man na ture’; it co mes from the fact that all
re flec tion, all ques tion ing, re quires time, and that in our world of scarcity,
time is the scarcest of all goods. 

I [Sartre] en dorse with out re serve the for mu la tion in Cap i tal in which Marx de -
fines his ‘ma te ri al ism’ as: “the mode pro duc tion of ma te rial life [that] con di tions
the so cial, po lit i cal and in tel lec tual life of a peo ple in ev ery as pect and in ev ery
way”. This seems to me to be an un avoid able truth as long as the trans for ma tion
of so cial re la tions and the prog ress in tech ni cal means “have not freed man from
the yoke of scar city.” (RD-QM 31-32) 

For this rea son, ide ol ogy usu ally (but not nec es sar ily) fol lows praxis. I
learn the ide ol ogy of my mi lieu, and I con tinue to prac tise it through out my
life, prob a bly with out try ing to jus tify it. As we have al ready noted, one of
the char ac ter is tics of the frame work is that it is ‘un con scious’. It is there -
fore quite pos si ble for an in tel lec tual – that is, some one who has time to
think – to re main a vic tim of their frame work. In this case, they would, for
ex am ple, con struct a the ol ogy that would jus tify the in ter ests of their class:
per haps by sketch ing out [106] a hi er ar chi cal uni verse said to un der pin the
so cial hi er ar chy (such as me di eval Ca thol i cism), or per haps by find ing a
re li gious jus ti fi ca tion for the sep a ra tion be tween pri vate mo ral ity and pub -
lic mo ral ity (such as Cal vin ism). But in nei ther case would there be a con -
scious and dis hon est search for a means of mys ti fy ing the peo ple. Rather,
an at tempt is made to ap ply prin ci ples that are ob vi ously true in one sphere
to all other spheres. Nev er the less, I do not deny that it is pos si ble for the
bour geois, the rac ist, to act in bad faith, to say things they know to be false.
But here again, there is no ab so lute bad faith. Ac cord ing to their own prin -
ci ples, they have the right to lie – ly ing is part of the vi o lence that is noth ing 
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more than coun ter-vi o lence in the face of the threat of the Other. So they
are not cheat ing. Fi nally, the ‘lower’ classes, as we shall see, can ac cept the
ide ol ogy of the rul ing class. And they can only es cape their con dition by
developing a new ideology, that is, by realising that this political struc ture
is not natural.

The re la tion ship be tween classes in ad vanced cap i tal ist coun tries is much 
more com plex than the re la tion ship be tween colo nis ers and colo nised. The
cur rent so cial struc ture is the re sult of a long evo lu tion; the two ma jor
classes, the bour geoi sie and the pro le tar iat, have evolved from other struc -
tures and other classes, and the very re la tion ship be tween them has
changed greatly dur ing their 150 years of ex is tence. An other dif fi culty
arises from the fact that this evo lu tion can not be un der stood with out ref er -
ence to im pe ri al ism, which has made it im pos si ble to con sider a coun try
such as Eng land or France as a closed so ci ety. In fact, im pe ri al ism has so
thor oughly in te grated the econ o mies of the ‘At lan tic’ coun tries and the
‘Third World’ coun tries [107] that we can no lon ger con sider them as sep a -
rate societies. Sartre had to simplify, and I will have to simplify even more.

Vi o lence man i fests it self on two dif fer ent lev els. The first level is the re -
la tion ship be tween the worker and the boss. The lat ter, in or der to pro tect
his in ter ests, must pay as lit tle as pos si ble for as much work as pos si ble. (Of 
course, what is ‘pos si ble’ can vary greatly.) All his ac tions to wards his
work ers will be dom i nated by his un der stand ing of the need to ex ploit them 
(al though he does not frame it as ‘ex ploi ta tion’, be cause, as we have seen,
he has be come a cog in the wheel be tween his in ter ests and the world. He
does not ex ploit, he obeys the demands of the world). 

It is di rectly against fu ture un em ployed work ers that he buys his ma chines, not,
as they say, ‘with out car ing about their fate’, but on the con trary, ex pressly car ing
about it, in so far as ev ery boss at the time is try ing to build up a re serve army of la -
bour by in creas ing the num ber of un em ployed work ers (RD 697).

The worker is, in a sense, the en emy, be cause un like the ma chine, he does
not au to mat i cally sub mit to the de mands of the com pany. The re al ity of this 
ini tial vi o lence can be ex pressed by say ing that the boss wants to treat his
worker as a thing, not as a hu man be ing. The Mal thu sian the ory of wages,
which con sid ers the worker as a com mod ity ex actly like any other com -
mod ity, is the epit ome of this at ti tude. It is vi o lence be cause it can re sult,
for the worker, in per ma nent under-nutrition, unemployment, etc.

On this level, vi o lence is se rial; it is a re la tion ship be tween each boss and
his work ers. The boss de rives his power from his prop erty. But he has no
nat u ral right to his prop erty. (I do not mean to say that the boss de nies the
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rights of the worker. Nei ther has any rights be cause there are no nat u ral
rights.) How, then, can he keep it in the face of the work ers, who are, at
least [108] nu mer i cally, stron ger than him? First, if he has no nat u ral rights
to his prop erty, he has le gal rights, which are guar an teed by the laws of his
coun try, that is, by the State and by the State’s po lice and army. What is the
State? Sov er eignty, as the power of one in di vid ual over other in di vid u als, is 
the power of each Third Party in a group, cen tral ised as au thor ity in the
hands of one, on the ba sis of an oath. Thus, the sov er eignty of the State can
only be the power of a cer tain group. But since cap i tal ist so ci ety is not a
group, we can not speak of the sov er eign of so ci ety. It is not the ‘ex pres sion
of the gen eral will’, be cause only a group can have a will. “In a given so ci -
ety, the state is nei ther le git i mate nor il le git i mate” (RD 609). The power of
the state is noth ing but the se rial pow er less ness of in di vid u als in the face of
a cer tain group. It would not be ac cu rate to say that this group is the rul ing
class, be cause a class is not a group. But since class is de fined by its re la -
tions to the means of pro duc tion, and since it is the state that es tab lishes the
laws con trol ling these means, we can say that the state rep re sents the class
that ben e fits from the type of prop erty (feu dal, cap i tal ist, etc.) that it pro -
tects. As long as these prop erty re la tions re main the same, changes in the
pol icy of the state apparatus only concern disputes among members of the
ruling class - that is, in our case, the bourgeoisie.

Thus, vi o lence in de fence of the in ter ests of the bour geoi sie is le gal, but if 
the work ers, whose very ex is tence is threat ened by the sys tem, re sort to vi -
o lence to de fend their lives, this is il le gal. (“non-in ter ven tion ism in the
eco nomic op er a tions of the rul ing class, re pres sive and per ma nent in ter -
ven tion ism against the work ing class” - RD 712). This quote ap plies to the
19th cen tury and is, of course, a sim pli fi ca tion [109] com pared to to day’s so -
ci ety. It there fore seems to me that the min i mum con di tion that must ex ist
in or der for there to be a class strug gle is that there must be a state ap pa ra tus 
that uses vi o lence (or is pre pared to use it) to de fend a (se rial) so cial struc -
ture that guar an tees the in ter ests of one class and is it self vi o lent. “Ev ery
so ci ety de cides who dies” (RD 727). Of course, it does not do so by cre at -
ing a court of law to de cide who is su per flu ous, and the Prime Min is ter does 
not ex e cute the vic tims him self. No in di vid ual is cho sen per son ally. It is the 
sys tem, the struc ture that de crees that the in fant mor tal ity rate will be so
many per cent higher among the dis ad van taged classes, that work ers will
live so many years less than the bour geoi sie. The sys tem kills. (And the
sys tem is noth ing more than the praxis of the in di vid u als who keep it in ex -
is tence.) This is what state vi o lence is in a class so ci ety. It is se rial vi o lence, 
and thus eas ily con cealed, but it is much more serious than the violence of
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the group that defends the system against revolutionaries, because it is
always there.

Af ter what I have just said, it seems strange that there is not much more
open vi o lence. The rea son is that the bour geoi sie has an other weapon –
mys ti fi ca tion. Work ers will only re volt against the sys tem if they real ise
that their ills come from it. So as long as they are im bued with bour geois
ide ol ogy, they will ac cept their fate as immutable.

The ide ol ogy of the bour geoi sie, as I have said, is not a ra tion al is ation. It
is the de scrip tion of the cur rent sit u a tion taken to the ex treme. Broadly
speak ing, it has three as pects (at the po lit i cal level, of course): 
a) seriality as the nat u ral re la tion ship be tween hu man be ings, from which
[110] de rives the im pos si bil ity of hu man socia li sa tion, the ne ces sity for the
in di vid ual to “real ise” him self through the self ish ef fort to earn more than
his neigh bour, and extero-conditioning. 
b) the right to prop erty as the foun da tion of free dom, or der and sta bil ity. 
c) the right to use vi o lence to pro tect this prop erty. These ideas con sti tute
what Sartre calls ‘the gen eral schemes’ of a “sit u ated un der stand ing” or
“di rec tions for un der stand ing” (RD 715), or “the ob jec tive class spirit, ... an 
en vi ron ment for the cir cu la tion of mean ings” (RD 721) - that is, the ‘frame -
work,’ learned al most from birth, through which we un der stand so ci ety.
These ideas per me ate all pop u lar lit er a ture, news pa pers (which tend, for
ex am ple, to talk about per son al i ties rather than ideas), part of phi los o phy
(such as atomistic the o ries, etc.) and part of re li gion. One could speak of a
ver i ta ble se rial ‘brain wash ing’. It should be emphasised that it is se rial.
There is no con certed at tempt on the part of the bour geoi sie to make its ide -
ol ogy ac cept able to other classes; there are only in di vid u als, po lit i cal and
re li gious groups, and the state ap pa ra tus, each ex press ing their own ver sion 
of this ide ol ogy. The ex is tence of the state is an other fac tor of mys ti fi ca tion 
in that it cre ates the il lu sion of na tional unity and al lows for ap peals to
chau vin ism. All these in flu ences, added to the fact that he lives in a world
where bourgeois ideology is the ‘practical truth’, make the worker accept
his position.

There are there fore two things that are nec es sary be fore the worker can
be come rev o lu tion ary. He must rid him self of bour geois ide ol ogy and he
must join forces with a group in or der to fight the state ap pa ra tus and re -
place it with a hu man sys tem, i.e., a non-se rial sys tem. But in fact these two
re quire ments are one and the same, for they can be summed up by say ing
that he must ex change his se rial ide ol ogy for a group ide ol ogy. Since praxis 
and ide ol ogy are so [111] closely linked, change could come from a new ide -
ol ogy prop a gated by a hand ful of mil i tants, or from a change in praxis re -
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sult ing from a change in the sit u a tion, as in the case of the Paris in sur rec -
tions we have dis cussed. But usu ally changes are par al lel, in flu ence each
other and are equally indispensable.

What is en tirely new in the cap i tal ist sys tem as it has de vel oped in Eu rope 
is the mul ti pli ca tion of the pro duc tive power of men through co op er a tion
and the use of ma chines. This co op er a tion has al lowed the for ma tion of a
new ide ol ogy. While the boss sees his com pany as an in di vid ual fight ing
against other in di vid u als in the mar ket, the worker (and the phi los o pher
who ex am ines the sys tem) sees it as the co op er a tion of sev eral peo ple to -
wards the same goal. (Of course, he does not nec es sar ily see it that way, be -
cause for him, the goal of his work is not to cre ate a par tic u lar prod uct, but
to earn a liv ing, and he does not care about the rest. In this sense, the fac tory 
is both a se ries within and a mem ber of a se ries out side. But it re mains true
that it is eas ier to see the fac tory than the mar ket as a ra tio nal re la tion ship
be tween in di vid u als, with a well-de fined prod uct. And, at the very least,
the fac tory re mains a ‘pas sive unit’ that would be the ba sis for this uni fi ca -
tion of the group ing from within by the Third Party that trans forms the se -
ries into a group. Thus, the factory provides the possibility for the de -
velopment of a group ideology and praxis.

But the worker must still un der stand that his des tiny co mes from the boss
and not from na ture. It is in grasp ing this fact that he grasps his class be ing.
When he real ises that he is not sim ply em ployed by his boss but that he is
ex ploited by him, he sees at the same time that he is linked to other ex -
ploited peo ple. It is in the anal y sis of this [112] dou ble re la tion ship to a boss
and to other ex ploited peo ple that he con structs an ide ol ogy of his own
class. More over, it is not nec es sary for this ide ol ogy to be thematised at the
be gin ning of the work ers’ pro test ac tiv i ties, but it must be so for the praxis
of a rev o lu tion ary group to be come ef fec tive. The rea son for this is that the
class itself is not a group – 

The class man i fests it self si mul ta neously (in the arena of the strug gle for de -
mands) as an in sti tu tion al ised ap pa ra tus, as a (se rial or or gan ised) set of di rect ac -
tion groups, as a col lec tive that de rives its sta tus from the pratico-in ert field
(through and by means of re la tions of pro duc tion with other classes) and its uni -
ver sal scheme of prac ti cal uni fi ca tion of groups that are con stantly form ing on its
sur face (RD 649, collective=series). 

In a sense, the unity of the class is only nom i nal. In other words, the class is
to be uni fied. There are al ways up heav als, con flicts be tween the un ion and
the masses, be tween the un ion and ‘wild groups’, and ide ol ogy is the tool
that must re solve these con flicts, that must “en dow the work ing class with
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class re flex ivi ty based on the de ter mi na tions it un der goes in pow er less -
ness” (RD 737). It can do this be cause “truth in its orig i nal sense is, as
sociality and in an in te grated group, the liq ui da tion of all oth er ness” (RD
530) (my em pha sis). There is “a spon ta ne ous re form ism among work ers”
(RD 737) that stems from their fail ure to un der stand that their so cial sta tus
is not only un just in its de tails, but that it is un just in its very prin ci ple. This
‘spon ta ne ous re form ism’ has been fos tered by im pe ri al ism and co lo nial -
ism. For, in so far as cap i tal ist ex ploi ta tion aims at ac cu mu la tion, co lo nial -
ism and neo-co lo nial ism, by in creas ing the ac cu mu la tion of cap i tal in the
me trop o lis, have en abled met ro pol i tan work ers to ad vance more rap idly in
terms of their stan dard of liv ing, and at the same time, by ap peal ing to
chau vin ist sen ti ments, have di vided the pro le tar iat into two sec tions: colo -
nised [113] and metropolitan workers, and set them against each other.

For all these rea sons, class strug gle as the con scious praxis of groups may 
some times be con fused and dis or derly, but it nev er the less al ways ex ists as
a sys tem sup ported by the praxis of a myr iad of in di vid u als. It is there fore
al ways nec es sary to prop a gate the class ide ol ogy that will ex plain both the
na ture of the se ries and se rial pow er less ness and the pos si bil ity of escaping
it in the group. 

The worker will only free him self from his des tiny if hu man mul ti plic ity is for -
ever trans formed into group praxis (RD 351).

Sartre says that ‘an a lyt i cal rea son’ is the ide ol ogy of the bour geoi sie and
that ‘di a lec ti cal rea son’ is the ide ol ogy of the pro le tar iat. By this he means
that only di a lec ti cal rea son, in so far as it at tempts to un der stand in terms of
to tal i ties and the re cip ro cal re la tion ship of con di tion ing be tween the in di -
vid ual and the to tal i ties of which he is nec es sar ily a part, can un der stand se -
rial praxis and com mon praxis as es sen tially different from individual
praxis.

The ide ol ogy of the pro le tar iat is thus a di a lec ti cal ide ol ogy of group
praxis. Ac cord ing to Sartre, it is also a uni ver sal ide ol ogy. That is to say, it
aims at a so ci ety that is not based on ex ploi ta tion. He does not ex plain how
this would be pos si ble, but it is easy to do so, and it may help us to better un -
der stand Sartre’s con cepts. Since class di vi sion is based on the con tin gent
fact of scar city, it fol lows that a class less so ci ety is only pos si ble where
scar city has dis ap peared, at least where a so ci ety can be es tab lished in
which it would be pos si ble to guar an tee ev ery one the means of sub sis tence, 
re gard less of the risks of flood ing, drought or other nat u ral di sas ters.
(Speak ing of the beginnings of the industrial revolution, Sartre says:
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No doubt this new [114] mode of pro duc tion did not make it pos si ble to over come
scar city, so that it was not even con ceiv able that the means of pro duc tion could be 
social ised. (RD 227, em pha sis added.) 

With out this pos si bil ity, a rev o lu tion ary group could only re place one form 
of ex ploi ta tion with an other. For ex am ple, part of the pro le tar iat might
want to over throw the state in or der to co op er ate with the bour geoi sie in the 
ex ploi ta tion of other work ers and peas ants (a bit like in many newly in de -
pend ent coun tries where the lo cal rul ing class joins forces with the for mer
co lo nial com pa nies to ex ploit the peas ants); or the ur ban pro le tar iat could
take power sim ply to ex ploit the peas ants di rectly (as hap pened, at least ini -
tially, in the USSR and perhaps in other socialist countries).

The new his tor i cal fac tor that makes a uni ver sal ide ol ogy pos si ble is the
com bi na tion of an econ omy of ac cu mu la tion and pow er ful tech nol ogy,
which makes it pos si ble to en vis age steady prog ress to wards a so ci ety of
abun dance, and that we could, even to day, with the means avail able in the
world, en sure a com fort able stan dard of liv ing for ev ery hu man be ing. Of
course, no so ci ety, even a small one, cur rently does this – even the most ad -
vanced cap i tal ist coun tries, such as the United States (see Har ring ton: The
Other Amer ica) and the United King dom (see Abel Smith and Townsend:
The Poor and the Poor est) have cit i zens who are un der nour ished. But it
would be pos si ble to do so, and there fore it is also possible to create a class -
less society.

There is thus a close re la tion ship be tween the de vel op ment of uni ver sal
ide ol ogy, the econ omy of ac cu mu la tion and tech nol ogy. For cap i tal ism is
it self both a means of pro duc tion and a so cial sys tem; cap i tal ism and tech -
nol ogy were in vented in re sponse to the [115] same prob lems. The ac cu mu -
la tion of cap i tal al lows the boss to em ploy more work ers and buy ma -
chines, which in turn al low for greater ac cu mu la tion. Work ing to gether in
fac to ries re quired new tech ni cal means, new ma chines, and ac cu mu la tion
al lowed for the man u fac ture of ob jects not in tended for im me di ate con -
sump tion. All this made pos si ble a group ide ol ogy and a uni ver sal ide ol -
ogy. (Thus, crit ics of Marx ism who be lieved that Marx was na ive to be lieve 
that the pro le tar ian rev o lu tion could abol ish classes as such, and not just
cer tain classes, failed to un der stand the re la tion ship be tween class and the
con tin gent fact of scar city. As at least one Marx ist, François Hincker,
failed to un der stand, for he speaks of Sartre’s the ory of scar city as ‘a tragic
the ory of his tory’. La nou velle Cri tique, March 1966, p. 164. They be -
lieved that classes came from ‘human nature’: selfishness, love of power,
etc.)
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Thus cap i tal ism has cre ated the pos si bil ity of a hu man so ci ety – that is,
with out vi o lence and Mani chean mo ral ity. But be cause the praxis of the
bour geoi sie is alien ated in so far as it acts to pro tect its in ter est, it main tains
vi o lence and de mands that so ci ety be or gan ised ac cord ing to en ter prise and 
profit, not ac cord ing to man. For this rea son, man is not free in such a so ci -
ety. He is con trolled by the sys tem (the pratico-in ert) in stead of con trol ling
it. [116]

Conclusions - And some moral and political
perspectives

We be gan with the fol low ing prob lem: ‘How should I be have to wards oth -
ers?’ In or der to re solve it, af ter dis miss ing the Car te sian myth of the “ghost 
in the ma chine,” we un der took a phenomenological de scrip tion of the in di -
vid ual, thanks to which we were able to dis pel three other il lu sions: the il lu -
sion of the mo ment, the be lief in the ex is tence of “hu man na ture”, and one
ver sion of this be lief, the Pla tonic myth of a ready-made mind, of nat u ral
knowl edge and un der stand ing of the world. Man has no na ture be cause the
struc ture of con scious ness, which pro jects it self into the fu ture, is such that
it can never be bound to any thing, that it can ques tion any value. It is this
struc ture of con scious ness that makes it pos si ble to say that man is free. He
tran scends the given to wards a goal, a value, which he him self con sti tutes,
im plic itly or ex plic itly. This tran scen dence is the be hav iour that char ac ter -
ises hu man be ings. Man con sti tutes val ues ac cord ing to his frame work
[cadre], his un der stand ing of the world. He con structs this frame work by
syn the sis ing all his ex pe ri ence. This pro cess is un con scious, not con cep -
tual ised, but it can be thematised and be come a con scious at tempt to con -
struct a the ory of the world by us ing the in stru ments of thought [that are
avail able]. [au moyen des tech niques de la pensée.] In so far as he can
change his val ues, he is re spon si ble for them, but to the ex tent that he be -
lieves his frame work is ab so lute, he is un aware of his re spon si bil ity.
Through the tech niques of re flec tion, he can grasp the con tin gency of his
frame work and thus make a real choice for him self. Since these tech niques
of re flec tion and thought them selves de rive from so ci ety, he is largely con -
di tioned by his so ci ety, al though so ci ety and other as pects of his sit u a tion –
body, psy che, world – ex ist for him only in so far as he in ter nal ises and ex -
pe ri ences them. [117]

Nev er the less, in or der to un der stand free dom, it was nec es sary to study
so ci ety more closely to sat isfy our selves that there is no au to matic mech a -
nism at the level of so ci ety that would de ter mine which tech niques [of
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thought] would be avail able to each in di vid ual. So ci ety is made pos si ble by 
mat ter, the world of things, which me di ates be tween me and oth ers, and
also be tween me and the past, through and by the mean ings traced on the
world and re-ac ti vated by me. So ci ety has a synchronic di men sion and a
diachronic di men sion – his tory. Nei ther is a ‘dead weight’ that in ev i ta bly
con di tions me. The so cial sys tem is noth ing more than the praxis of the in -
di vid u als in so ci ety. It is there fore not im mu ta ble. The fact that the sys tem
ap pears to be some thing that has its own life in de pend ent of hu man be ings
stems from the fact that there are two kinds of for ma tions, two kinds of so -
cial struc tures: the se ries and the group. In the se ries, the praxis of each in -
di vid ual is alien ated and its re sult is a coun ter-fi nal ity [contre-finalité] that
no one has in tended, a “praxis with out an au thor” (RD 235). History un -
folds blindly.

The fact that con di tions this pro cess, mak ing it con tin gent, is scar city.
The scar city of the means of sub sis tence means that peo ple are threat ened
by each other, and thus the fun da men tal re la tion ship with oth ers is vi o -
lence, or rather coun ter-vi o lence in the face of the threat of the Other.

In ad vanced so ci et ies, scar city is re flected in the des ig na tion of cer tain
in di vid u als, de fined by their re la tion ship to the means of pro duc tion, as un -
der fed and dis ad van taged, and vi o lence is re flected in class strug gle. This
strug gle may ap pear as a di rect con fron ta tion be tween two groups, but in
any case it al ways ex ists as a daily strug gle be tween bosses and work ers
and as a state ap pa ra tus that un der pins the so cial struc ture. Scar city pre -
vents pu ri fi ca tion through re flec tion, which re quires time, and thus cre ates
the pos si bil ity of alien ation, whereby cer tain ob jects be come ab so lutes,
‘mag nets’ for hu mans. In its [118] form of in ter est, it causes coun ter-vi o -
lence to be used no lon ger to pro tect man, but to pro tect a thing – a com -
pany, for ex am ple – which has be come a man’s be ing. Thus, a so ci ety
dominated by serial praxis and interest is alienated, inhuman and irrational.

The means of es cap ing this ir ra tio nal ity and the im po tence of se rial
praxis is the group, in which each in di vid ual is free, as a quasi-sov er eign
who uni fies the group and co op er ates with the other mem bers on the ba sis
of a com mon un der stand ing of the sit u a tion. Changes in so ci ety are also
changes in the un der stand ing of the world. The his tor i cal de vel op ment of
so ci ety is both an en rich ment of praxis and an en rich ment of un der stand -
ing. This de vel op ment is the con se quence of the praxis of in di vid u als who
try to solve their prob lems in the midst of scar city and class strug gle. Their
un der stand ing is linked to their praxis, and as long as the de vel op ment of
so ci ety has been blind, po lit i cal ide ol o gies have re mained the sim ple
internalisation of the given (se rial) sys tem. But cap i tal ism, through the in -
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sti tu tion of co op er a tive pro duc tion, and above all through the cur rent pos si -
bil ity of abol ish ing scar city by means of tech nol ogy, has cre ated the pos si -
bil ity of an ide ol ogy that is both uni ver sal and group-based, i.e., one that
promises the abolition of counter-violence and serial alienation.

We can now try to de fine free dom more pre cisely. Man is al ways po ten -
tially free, in that he has the ab stract pos si bil ity of mak ing a ‘sec ond
choice,’ of chang ing his fun da men tal at ti tude or pro ject. To ac tu al ise this
pos si bil ity, he needs cer tain men tal re sources. Since it takes time to ac quire 
these re sources and to use them, this free dom will re main an il lu sion in a
world of scar city where man must [119] work with out re spite sim ply to feed
him self. More over, in a se rial so ci ety, whose prin ci ple is ex ter nal con di -
tion ing and where praxis is im me di ately alien ated, even a phi los o pher who
lib er ates him self through re flec tion is only for mally free. To trans late this
free dom into real and ef fec tive praxis, the in di vid ual must integrate himself 
into a group that is animated by his philosophy.

I am free in a so ci ety where I live, in all its in ten sity, the re la tion ship of
tran scen dence-im ma nence with the group. I co op er ate fully with the group
in the cre ation of so ci ety, but at the same time I know that so ci ety, as a
struc ture, is only a means, and that it is I, as an in di vid ual, who am the
end-goal. Oth er wise, so ci ety be comes my in ter est, which is to say a new
alien a tion.

The idea of one self as the ul ti mate goal leads us to the prob lem of eth ics.
Is it pos si ble to es tab lish eth i cal im per a tives? Once I have freed my self, is it 
pos si ble to say how I should act, what goal I should choose, how I should
be have to wards oth ers? Un for tu nately, the an swer is ‘No.’ As soon as I
real ise, through ‘pu ri fy ing re flec tion’, that I am re spon si ble for my val ues,
I find my self com pletely iso lated; it is im pos si ble to de duce moral ‘du ties’.
An ex is ten tial ist mo ral ity is il lu sory. It is not even possible to say that I
must act in good faith.

All we can do is un der take a phenomenological study of moral life, i.e.
try to show the in ter nal logic of dif fer ent ways of do ing things. For ex am -
ple, Be ing and Noth ing ness anal y ses the in ter nal con tra dic tions of at tempt -
ing to live in bad faith (as Simone de Beauvoir says: “Be ing and Noth ing -
ness is largely a de scrip tion of se ri ously-minded peo ple and their uni -
verse.” (MA 67) It shows that it is im pos si ble to achieve a sta ble re la tion -
ship [120] with oth ers if one does not ac cept their am big u ous sta tus as sub -
ject-ob ject. Know ing this is very use ful if one wants to es tab lish a sta ble re -
la tion ship with oth ers. But if one does not want to do so, it is of no in ter est.
For in the end, there is no rea son to want to be happy, ex cept in the tau to -
log i cal sense that I am happy when I do what I want to do. ‘Du ties’ are only
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oblig a tory if there is such a thing as hu man na ture. In that case, one could
say: ‘By your very na ture, you want this; there fore, you must act in this
way.’ But there is no such thing as hu man na ture. Eth ics is im pos si ble, not
be cause we live in an alien ated world, as Colette Andry (Sartre, pp.
112–113) sug gests, but because morality can only be an individual choice
with out any foundation.

We can only shed light on the world and cor rect the log i cal ge og ra phy of
moral con cepts. 

No one is sup posed to be ig no rant of the law be cause there is a code and the law is 
writ ten down: af ter that, you are free to break it, but you know the risks you run.
Sim i larly, the func tion of the writer is to en sure that no one can be ig no rant of the
world and no one can claim in no cence. (What is Lit er a ture? 31) 

Ev ery one can be shown their re spon si bil ity. If you be lieve that you love
your neigh bour, I can show you that this re quires a po lit i cal com mit ment to
abol ish a sys tem that kills chil dren in In dia and pro vides mink coats for
dogs in Eng land. But if, when you real ise that lov ing your neigh bour is not
just a pleas ant feel ing but a life long task, you tell your self that per haps you
were wrong to want to love your neigh bour af ter all, there is noth ing more I
can do. Ex cept, per haps, to point out that wolves can not ex pect to be treated 
like men. The only true [121] ex is ten tial ist moral phi los o phy is the pas sage
in La Nausée where Roquentin calls the good bour geois of Bouville
Salauds (La Nausée 36).

As sum ing that we want to be free, au then tic and sin cere, and as sum ing
that we con sider free dom to be a hu man value and not just a per sonal value,
this study can pro vide sug ges tions for po lit i cal ac tion.5
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5 The fact that ex is ten tial ism can not pro vide a uni ver sal mo ral ity does not pre vent each
in di vid ual from be ing faced with the ne ces sity of choos ing their own mo ral ity. And it is
in this sense that Sartre be lieves we must await the ad vent of the af flu ent so ci ety, be -
cause for him this search for per sonal sal va tion that pre oc cu pied phi los o phers such as
Nietz sche and Kierkegaard is, in our world of scar city, a kind of mys ti fi ca tion, a kind of 
per sonal es cape. In a world of abun dance, phi los o phers will have to ask them selves
what they should adopt in the face of the con tin gency of the world, but, ac cord ing to
Sartre, if we do so to day, we deny our re spon si bil ity to wards our fel low hu man be ings.
Of course, it should be noted that this is Sartre’s per sonal choice, his own at tempt to
give mean ing to his life, his own per sonal sal va tion. And Sartre would un doubt edly
agree with this crit i cism. He would say that by re ject ing ‘moral phi los o phy’, he wants to 
pre vent young phi los o phers from los ing them selves in a cer tain “fash ion able” ex is ten -
tial ism that seems to be con cerned with the ‘states of mind’ of the in di vid ual with out
ever real is ing its ‘so cial di men sion’. How ever, it must be added that for us (‘Sartre, my -
self, and prob a bly you, the reader), ‘pe tit bour geois in tel lec tu als,’ our de ci sion to be -
come pro gres sive ac tiv ists can only come from our at tempt to find a kind of ‘per sonal
sal va tion,’ be cause, ex cept in so far as we are all threatened by war, we are not threat -
ened by scarcity; we could live very comfortably without worrying about politics.



The first prin ci ple is that “free dom will never be given, but must al ways
be fought for” (de Beauvoir MA 171). This is true both on an in di vid ual and
on a po lit i cal level, be cause alien ation is al ways a threat. There are no sim -
ple so lu tions, pre cisely be cause there is no hu man na ture, and there fore hu -
mans must cre ate them selves. Free dom is not some thing that can sim ply be
guar an teed by a dec la ra tion of hu man rights. It is inherently difficult.

The pos si bil ity of free dom is ham pered by two fac tors: scar city and se rial 
alien ation. They seem to pose two dis tinct prob lems, but we will see that
for most peo ple they amount to the same thing.

If I spend my whole life threat ened by fam ine, con stantly wor ry ing about
my next meal, I am not free. There is a hi er ar chy of free doms, not in the
sense that some are more im por tant than oth ers, but in the much deeper
sense that cer tain free doms can not ex ist un less cer tain oth ers are guar an -
teed. The most fun da men tal free dom, of course, is the free dom to live; so -
ci ety must en sure that all its mem bers have the means to sub sist. A so ci ety
that does not do this is not free, no mat ter how free its uni ver si ties and press
may be. An in tel lec tual re duced to pov erty nev er the less re tains the free dom 
to ana lyse and criti cise. But the In dian peas ant is not a fallen in tel lec tual.
The ten dency [122] among lib eral in tel lec tu als to be lieve that the peas ant is
just a very, very poor lib eral in tel lec tual is as false as the con ser va tive view
that peas ants are a bi o log i cally in fe rior spe cies; both be liefs are dif fer ent
ver sions of the the ory of hu man na ture. Each in di vid ual con structs his own
world, and there is no room for any thing but hunger in a world constructed
on the basis of hunger as an omnipresent reality.

The sec ond free dom is the free dom to think. This must be un der stood in
the most con crete sense. I am not free to play ten nis if I have no racket, no
ball, no court and no pos si bil ity of ob tain ing them. Sim i larly, I am not free
to think if I do not have the nec es sary tools, be cause think ing in the sense of 
ra tio nal anal y sis is not a ‘nat u ral’ ac tiv ity, it is not an in nate power. It is in -
sep a ra ble from cer tain tech ni cal means [of think ing] and a cer tain vo cab u -
lary that must be learned. Up to a cer tain level, all ed u ca tion is in doc tri na -
tion: all ed u ca tion, for mal or in for mal, is just a way of se lect ing, con scious -
ly or un con sciously, cer tain char ac ter is tics and cer tain ideas, be cause there
are no nat u ral char ac ter is tics or ideas. We have seen that in a class so ci ety,
cul ture, and there fore ed u ca tion, is un con sciously im bued with the ide ol -
ogy of the rul ing class. This ‘se rial brain wash ing’ must be re placed by con -
scious in doc tri na tion. If we choose char ac ter is tics such as a spirit of logic
and cu ri os ity, and pro vide the tech ni cal means of rea son ing and re search,
then at a cer tain level a con scious pro cess of self-ed u ca tion will re place in -
doc tri na tion and the pre-re flec tive con struc tion of a frame work. If we do
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not do this, most peo ple will have an un der stand ing of the world that is nar -
rowly con di tioned by the way things are. Nev er the less, there will al ways be 
in di vid u als who es cape in doc tri na tion; in a so ci ety that guar an tees free dom 
of thought with out pro vid ing [123] the tools of thought, they will be the only
ones to benefit. For the rest, their religious and political ideas will be
nothing more than forms of alienation.

Po lit i cal free dom fol lows other free doms, not in ab so lute value, but in
pos si bil ity. Po lit i cal free dom means noth ing in an alien ated so ci ety that
does not guar an tee other free doms. For ex am ple, the very lim ited po lit i cal
free dom al lowed to in di vid u als in China is nev er the less much more real
than the much greater de gree of po lit i cal free dom al lowed in In dia, be cause 
it is based on suf fi cient (if not sub stan tial) food and an ef fort to give the en -
tire pop u la tion an education and the tools of political analysis.

The sec ond lim i ta tion on free dom is se rial alien ation. It can only be
avoided through group praxis. We have al ready seen that cap i tal ist so ci ety
is es sen tially se rial, and there fore in hu man, in the sense that it is gov erned
by ir ra tio nal prin ci ples rather than hu man prin ci ples. A per son’s needs are
quickly sat is fied, but the needs of a cor po rate en tity are bound less; there -
fore, when a cor po rate en tity be comes a per son’s en tire be ing out side of
them selves (their in ter est), their needs be come end less, and they re main in -
hu man even when they are not per son ally threat ened. Thus, it will be im -
pos si ble for a cap i tal ist so ci ety to solve the prob lem of hun ger on a global
scale, and even if it did, it would remain an alienated society.

Only a co op er a tive so ci ety can pro tect the in di vid ual against scar city. We 
need an econ omy reg u lated ac cord ing to hu man needs: ra tio nal plan ning.
The great dan ger in a planned so ci ety is the ten dency we have en coun tered
for a group to os sify into bu reau cracy. A so cial ist so ci ety could be come a
vast ma chine di rect ing a rel a tively pas sive pop u la tion. So ci ety can never
be come a true or ganic unity - a hyperorganism. An in di vid ual can al ways
leave the group and re vert to [124] pure seriality, and lead ers will al ways be
tempted to take short cuts, to use au thor ity in stead of rea son. The cor ol lary
of this is the ‘Marx ist ide al ism’ that Sartre criticises in Ques tion of Method.

On the other hand, the plan ning im posed by a bu reau cracy that re fused to ac -
knowl edge its mis takes be came, by that very fact, an act of vi o lence against re al -
ity, and since a na tion’s fu ture pro duc tion was de ter mined in of fices, of ten out -
side its ter ri tory, this vi o lence was coun ter bal anced by ab so lute ide al ism: peo ple
and things were sub jected a pri ori to ideas; ex pe ri ence, when it did not con firm
pre dic tions, could only be wrong. (RD-QM 25)
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How ever, these dan gers are only dan gers - they are not in ev i ta ble. The
goal, which is also pos si ble to achieve, is the cre ation of a so ci ety in which
all mem bers act con sciously ac cord ing to the needs of so ci ety - so ci ety con -
sid ered not ac cord ing to the fas cist prin ci ple of a “Volk” as a su pe rior be -
ing, but as the sum of in di vid u als. We have seen that there is no hu man na -
ture that would pre vent them from act ing in this way. Only two con di tions
are nec es sary: ev ery one must be lieve in the good faith of oth ers, must be -
lieve that they all unite the group at the same time as them selves, and ev ery -
one must un der stand the needs of so ci ety. Thus, the most im por tant ac tiv -
ity of gov ern ment is not plan ning, it is po lit i cal ed u ca tion. The gov ern ment
must con tin u ally ex plain what it is do ing and why it is do ing it. This can not
be lim ited to speeches on tele vi sion and pro pa ganda leaf lets. It must hap -
pen con stantly and at all lev els. The ex pla na tion must take the form of a
per sonal di a logue with each in di vid ual, be cause each in di vid ual is unique.
The only in sti tu tions that could be called ‘dem o cratic’ would be those that
en sure such di a logue, in the com mu nity, in the factory and [125] in the
nation.

What I have just de scribed has noth ing to do with po lit i cal par ties that
cam paign with slo gans and prom ises to at tract the votes of seri al ised vot -
ers. Sartre says: 

Any elec toral sys tem con sti tutes the elec tor ate as pas sive ma te rial for ex ter nal
con di tion ing, and the list of can di dates does not rep re sent the will of the coun try
... The only pos si ble man i fes ta tion of a ‘will’ among the masses is their rev o lu -
tion ary group ing against the in er tia of the in sti tu tions and against the sov er eignty
that is built on their pow er less ness. (RD 624) 

Even if a party with a gen u inely so cial ist programme won an elec tion in
this way, it would not be able to carry out its programme, be cause the pos -
si bil ity of im ple ment ing so cial ism pre sup poses a change in the mode of
praxis of in di vid u als - from se rial praxis to shared praxis - and this con ver -
sion can not be achieved by a sim ple electoral victory.

Thus, the first task of a so cial ist party is not to win elec tions, but to ed u -
cate. To do this, it must have a clear (and, of course, true) ide ol ogy, be cause 
peo ple al ways act ac cord ing to their un der stand ing. Party ac tiv ists must ex -
plain this ide ol ogy; they must spread a new tool for po lit i cal anal y sis. Of
course, it is also nec es sary to win elec tions (in a coun try where elec tions
are held, at least), be cause elec tions have be come the mea sure of suc cess in
bring ing about this con ver sion to col lec tive praxis. Only then will it be pos -
si ble to undertake the necessary social upheaval.
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I am only truly free in a so ci ety where I con trol the sys tem by co op er at ing 
with my neigh bour. But if I am born into a se rial so ci ety, [126] as soon as I
real ise my alien ation and pow er less ness, I can be gin to gain my free dom by 
co op er at ing with oth ers to change so ci ety. It is in this sense that want ing
my free dom nec es sar ily im plies wanting the freedom of others.

Sartre said that ex is ten tial ism is the at tempt to fol low through on the de -
nial of God’s ex is tence. It seems to me that it would be more ac cu rate to say 
that it is the at tempt to fol low through on the idea that there is no hu man na -
ture. This idea im plies that man can con sciously cre ate and con trol his own
so ci ety, be cause it is he who sus tains the pres ent so ci ety through his alien -
ated praxis. But it also im plies that, al though I can ex plain to the Other that
he is re spon si ble for what hap pens in his so ci ety - the world - he can both
agree and say that he does n’t care. Man must choose to be hu man. [127]
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