
















s<}8 BEING AND NOTHINGNESS 

the start, which is the "there" of the first being-there of the for-itself; 
that is the being of the world. The for-itself does not exist so as first to 
think a universal and then determine itself in terms of concepts. It is 
its choice and its choice can not be abstract without making the very being 
of the for-itself abstract. The being of the for-itself is an individual ven· 
ture, and the choice must be an individual choice of a concrete being. 
This applies, as we have seen, to the situation in general. The choice of 
the for-itself is always a choice of a concrete situation in its incomparable 
uniqueness. But it is true as well for the ontological meaning of this 
choice. \\'hen we say that the for-itself is a project of being, we do not 
mean that the being-in-itself which it forms the project of being, is con­
ceived by the for-itself as a structure common to all existents of a certain 
type; its project is in no way a conception, as we have seen. That which 
it forms the project of being appears to it as an eminently concrete to­
tality; it is this particular being. Of course we can foresee in this project 
the possibilities of a universalizing development; but it is in the same 
way as we say of a lover that he loves all women or all womankind in 
one woman. The for-itself has the project of being the foundation of this 
concrete being, which as we have just seen, can not be conceived- for the 

.very reason that it is concrete; neither can it be imagined, for the imaginary 
is nothingness and this being is eminently being. It must exist; that is, 
it must be encountered, but this encounter is identical with the choice 
which the for-itself makes. The for-itself is an encountered-choice; that 
is, it is defined as a choice of founding the being which it encounters. This 
means that the for-itself as an individual enterprise is a choice of tllis 
world, as an individual totality of being; it does not surpass it towards a 
logical universal but towards a new concrete "state" of the same world, 
in which being would be an in-itself founded by the for-itself; that is, it 
surpasses it towards a concrete-being-beyond-the-concrete-existing-being. 
Thus being-in-the-world is a project of possessing-this world, and the value 
which haunts the for-itself is the concrete indication of an individual 
being constituted by the synthetic function of this for-itself and this 
world. Being, in fact, whatever it may be, wherever it may come from and 
in whatever mode we may consider it, whether it is in-itself or for-itself or 
the impossible ideal of in-itself-for-itself, is in its original contingency an 
individual venture. 

Now we can define the relations which unite the two categories, to be 
and to lJave. We have seen that desire can be originally either the desire to 
be or the desire to have. But the desire to have is not irreducible. While 
the desire to be bears directly on the for-itself and has the project of 
conferring on it without intermediary the dignity of in-itself-for-itsel~, 
the desire to have aims at the for-itself on, in and through the world. It IS 

by the appropriation of the world .that the project to have aims at realiz­
ing the same value as the desire to be. 'rhat is why these desires, which 
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can be distinguished by analysis, are in reality inseparable. It is impossible 
to find a desire to be which is not accompanied by a desire to have, and 
conversely. Fundamentally we have to do with two ways of looking toward 
a single goal, or if you prefer, with two interpretations of the same fun.da­
mental situation, the one tending to confer being on the For-itself with­
out detour, the other establishing the circuit of selfness; that is, inserting 
the world between the for-itself and its being. As for the original situation, 
it is the lack of being which I am; that is, which I make myself be. But 
the being of which I make myself a lack is strictly individual and con­
crete; it is the being which exists already and in the midst of which I 
arise as being its lack. Thus the very nothingness which I am is individual 
and concrete, as being this nihilation and not any other. 

Every for-itself is a free choice; each of its acts-the most insignificant 
as well as the most weighty-expresses this choice and emanates from it. 
This is what we have called our freedom. We have now grasped the 
f!leaning of this choice; it is a choice of being, either directly or by the 
appropriation of the world, or rather by both at once. Thus my freedom 
is a choice of being God and all my acts, all my projects translate this 
choice and reflect it in a thousand and one ways, for there is an infinity 
of ways of being and of ways of having. The goal of existential psycho­
analysis is to rediscover through these empirical, concrete projects the 
original way in which each man has chosen his being. It remains to ex­
plain, someone V'.:1I say, why I choose to possess the world through this 
particular object rather than another. We shall reply that here we see the 
peculiar character of freedom. 

Yet the object itself is not irreducible. In it we aim at its being through 
its mode of being or quality. Quality-particularly a material quality like 
the fluidity of water or the density of a stone,-is a mode of being an~ 

so can only present being in one certain way. Vlhat we choose is a certain 
way in which being reveals itself and lets itself be possessed. The yellow 
and red, the taste of a tomato, or the wrinkled softness of split peas are 
by no means irreducible givens according to our view. They translate 
symbolically to our perception a certain way which being has of giving 
itself, and we react by disgust or desire, according to how we see being 
spring forth in one way or another from their surface. Existential 
psychoanalysis must bring out the ontological meaning of qualities. It 
is only thus-and not by considerations of sexuality-that we can explain, 
for example, certain constants in poetic "imaginations" (Rimbaud's 
"geological," Poe's fluidity of water) or simply the tastes of each one, 
those famous tastes which we are forbidden to discuss without taking into 
account that they symbolize in thcir own way a whole \Veltanschauung, 
a whole choice of being and that hence comes their self-evidence to the 
eyes of the man who has made them his. Our next procedure thcn is to 
sketch in outline this particular attempt of existential psychoanalysis, 
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for the sake of making suggestions for further research. For it is not on the 
level of a taste for sweetness or for bitterness and the like that the free 
choice is irreducible, but on the level of the choice of the aspect of 
being which is revealed through and by means of sweetness, bitterness, 
and the rest. 

III. QUALITY AS A REVELATION OF BEING 

WHAT we must do is to attempt a psychoanalysis of things. M. Bachelard 
has tried this and shown much talent in his last book, Water and Dreams. 
There is great promise in this work; in particular the author has made a 
real discovery in his "material imagination." Yet in truth this term im­
agination does not suit llsand neither does that attempt to look behind 
things and their gelatinous, solid, or fluid matter, for the "images" which 
we project there. Perception, as I have shown elsewhere,lO has nothing 
in common with imagination; on the contrary each striCtly excludes 
the other. To perceive does not mean to assemble images by means of 
sensations; this thesis, originating with the association theory in psy­
chology, must be banished entirely. Consequently psychoanalysis will 
not look for images but rather will seek to explain the meaning which 
really belongs to things. Of course the "human" meaning of stid:y, of 
slimy, etc. does not belong to the in-itself. But potentialities do not 
belong to it either, as we have seen, and yet it is these which constitute 
the world. Material meanings, the human sense of needles, snow, 
grained wood, of crowded, of greasy, etc., are as real as the world, neither 
more nor less, and to come into the world means to rise up in the midst 
of these meanings. But no doubt we have to do here with a simple differ­
ence in terminology. M. Bachelard appears bolder and seems to reveal 
the basis of his thought when he speaks in his studies of psychoanalyzing 
plants or when he entitles one of his works The Psychoanalysis of Fire. 
Actually he is applying not to the subject but to things a method of 
objective interpretation which does not suppose any previous reference to 
the subject. When for instance I wish to determine the objective meaning 
of snow, I see. for example, that it melts at certain temperatures and that 
this melting of the snow is its death. Here we merely have to do with 
objective confirmation. When I wish to determine the meaning of this 
melting, I must compare it to other objects located in other rerions of 
existence but equally objective, equally transcendent-ideas, friendship, 
persons-concerning which I can also say that they melt. Money melts 
in my hands. I am swimming and I melt in the water. Certain ideas-in 
the sense of socially objective meanings-"snowball" and others melt 

10 L'Imaginaire. N.R.F., 1939. 
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away.u We say, "How thin he has become! How he has melted away!" 
(Comme il a fondu!) Doubtless I shall thus obtain a certain relation 
binding certain forms of being to certain others. 

It is important to compare the melting snow to certain other more 
mysterious examples of melting. Take for example the content of certain 
old myths. The tailor in Grimm's fairy tales takes a piece of cheese 
in his hands, pretends it is a stone, squeezes it so hard that the whey oozes 
out of it; his assistants believe that he has made a stone drip, that he is 
extracting the liquid from it. Such a comparison informs us of a secret 
liquid quality in solids, in the sense in which Audiberti by a happy 
inspiration spoke of the secret blackness of milk. This liquidity which 
ought to be compared to the juice of fruits and to human blood-which 
is to man something like his own secret and vital liquidity-this liquidity 
refers us to a certain permanent possibility which the "granular compact" 
(designating a certain quality of the being of the pure in-itself) possesses 
of changing itself into homogenous, undifferentiated fluidity (another 
quality of the being of the pure in-itself). We apprehend here in its origin 
and with all its ontological significance the polarity of the continuous and 
discontinuous, the feminine and masculine poles of the world, for which 
we shall subsequently see the dialectical development all the way to the 
quantum theory and wave mechanics. Thus we shall succeed in decipher­
ing the secret meaning of the snow, which is an ontological meaning. 

But in all this where is the relation to the subjective? To imagination? 
All we have done is to compare strictly objective structures and to fonnu­
late the hypothesis which can unify and group these structures. That 
is why psychoanalysis depends here on the things themselves, not upon 
men..That is also why I should have less confidence then M. Bachelard in 
resorting at this level to the material imaginations of poets, whether 
Lautreamont, Rimbaud, or Poe. To be sure, it is fascinating to look for 
the "Bestiary of Lautreamont." But actually if in this research we have 
returned to the subjective, we shall attain results truly significant only 
if we consider Lautreamont as an original and pure preference for ani­
mality and if we have first detennined the objective meaning of ani­
mality12. In fact if Lautreamont is what he prefers, it is necessary first 
to understand the nature of what he prefers. To be sure, we know well 
that he is going "to put':, into the animal world, something different and 
more than I put into it. But the subjective enrichments which infonn 
us about Lautreamont are polarized by the objective structure of ani­
mality. This is why the existential psychoanalysis of Lautreamont sup­
poses first an interpretation of the objective meaning of animal. Similarly 
I have thought for a long time of establishing a lapidary for Rimbaud. But 

11 We may recall also the "melting money" of Daladier. .
 
12 One aspect of this animality is exactly what Scheler calls vital values.
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what meanil.g would it have unless we had previously established the 
significanc;:e of the geological in general? 

It will be objected that a meaning presupposes man. We do not deny 
this. But man, being transcendence, establishes the meaningful by his 
very coming into the world, and the meaningful because of the very 
structure of transcendence is a reference to other transcendents which 
can be interpreted without recourse to the subjectivity which has estab­
lished it. The potential energy of a body is an objective quality of that 
body which can be 0bjectively calculated while taking into account unique 
objective circumstances. And yet this energy can <:ome to dwell in a body 
only in a world whose appearance is a correlate of that of a for-itself. 
Similarly a rigorously objective psychoanalysis will discover that deeply 
engaged in the matter of things there are other potentialities which re­
main entirely transcendent even though they correspond to a still more 
fundamental choice of human reality, a choice of being. 

That brings us to the second point in which we differ with M. Bache­
lard. Certainly any psychoanalysis must have its principles 'a priori. In 
particularit must know wllat it is looking for, or how will it be able to 
find it? But since the goal of its research can not itself be established 
by the psychoanalysis, without falling into a vicious circle, such an end 
must be the object of a postulate; either we seek it in experience, or we 
establish it by means of some other discipline. The Freudian libido is 
obviously a simple postulate; Adler's will to power seems to be an un­
methodical generalization from empirical data-and in fact it is this very 
lack of method which 3110ws him to disrcgard the basic principles of a 
psychoanalytic method. M. Bachelard seems to rely upon these predeces­
sors; the postulate of sexuality seems to dominate his research; at other 
times we are referred to Deatll, to the trauma of birth, to the will to 
power. In short his psychoanalysis seems more sure of its method than of 
its principles and doubtless will count on its results to enlighten it con­
cerning the precise goal of its research. But this is to put the cart before 
the horse; consequences will never allow us to establish the principle, 
any more than the summation of finite modes will permit us to grasp 
substance. It appears to us therefore that we must here abandon these 
empirical principles or these postulates which would make man a priori 
a sexuality or a will to power, and that we shol,I1d establish the goal of 
psychoanalysis strictly from the standpoint of oqtology. This is what we 
have just attempted. We have seen that humaQ reality, far from being 
capable of being described as libido or will to power, is a clloice of being, 
either directly or through appropriation of the world. And we have seen 
-when the choice is expressed through appropriation-that each tlling 
is chosen in the last analysis, not for its sexual potential but depending 
on the mode in which it renders being, depending on the~ manner in 
which being springs forth from its surface. A psychoanalysis of tllings 
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and of their matter ought above all to be concerned with establishing the 
way in which each thing is the objective symbol of being and of the 
relation of human reality to this being. We do not deny that we should 
discover afterwards a whole sexual symbolism in nature, but it is a second­
ary and reducible stratum, which supposes first a psychoanalysis of pre­
sexual structures. Thus M. Bachelard's study of water, which abounds in 
ingenious and profound insights, will be for us a set of suggestions, a pre­
cious collection of materials which should now be utilized by a psycho­
analysis which is aware of its own principles. 

What ontology can teach psychoanalysis is first of all the true origin of 
the meanings of things and their true relation to human reality. Ontology 
alone in fact can take its place on the plane of transcendence and from 
a single viewpoint apprehend being-in-the-world with its two terms, 
because ontology alone has its place originally in the perspective of the 
cogito. Once again the ideas of facticity and situation will enable us to 
understand the existential symbolism of things. We have seen that it is 
in theory possible but in practice impossible to distinguish facticity from 
the project which constitutes it in situation. This observation can be 
of use to us here; we have seen that there is no necessity to hold that the 
"this" has any meaning whatever when considered in the indifferent 
exteriority of its being and independently from the upsurge of the for­
itself. Actually its quality, as we have seen, is nothing other than its 
being. The yellow of the lemon, we said, is not a subjective mode of 
apprehending the lemon; it is the lemon. We have shown also that the 
whole lemon extends throughout its qualities and that each one of the 
qualities is spread over the others; that is what we have correctly called 
"this."13 Every quality of being is all of being; it is the presence of its abso­
lute contingency; it is its indifferent irreducibility. Yet in Part Two we in­
sisted on the inseparability of project and facticity in the single quality. 
"For in order for there to be quality, there must be being for a nothing­
ness which by nature is not being ... Quality is the whole of being unveil­
ing itself within the limitations of the there is." Thus from the beginning 
we could not attribute the meaning of a quality to being-in-itself, since 
the "there is" is already necessary; that is, the nihilating meditation of the 
for-itself must be there in order for qualities to be there. But it is easy to 
understand in view of these remarks that the meaning of quality in turn 
indicates something as a re-enforcement of "there is," since we take it 
as our support in order to surpass the "there is" toward being as it is 
absolutely and in-itself. 

In each apprehension of quality, there is in this sense a metaphysical 
effort to escape from our condition so as to pierce through the shell of 
nothingness about the "there is" and to penetrate to the pure in-itself. 
But obviously we can apprehend quality only as a symbol of a being which 

13 Part Two, ch. III, section iii. 
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totally escapes us, even though it is totally there before us; in short, we 
can only make revealed being function as a symbol of being-in-itself. 
This means that a new structure of the "there is" is constituted which is 
the meaningful level although this level is revealed in the absolute unity 
of one and the same fundamental project. This 'Structure we shall call 
the metaphysical purport of all intuitive revelation of being; and this is 
precisely what we ought to achieve and disclose by psychoanalysis. What 
is the metaphysical purport of yellow, of red, of polished, of wrinkled? 
And after these elementary question~ .what is the metaphysical coefficient 
of lemon, of water, of oil, etc.? Psychoanalysis must resolve all these 
problems if it wants to understand someday why Pierre likes oranges 
and has a horror of water, why he gladly eats tomatoes and refuses to 
eat beans, why he vomits if he is forced to swallow oysters or raw eggs. 

We have shown also, however, the error which we would make by 
believing that we "project" our affective dispotJitions on the thing, to 
illuminate it or color it. First, as was seen early in the discussion, a feeling 
is not an inner disposition but an objective, transcending relation which 
has as its object to learn what it is. But this is not all. The explanation· 
by projection, which is ·found in such trite sayings as "A landscape is a 
spiritual state," always begs the question. Take for example that particu­
lar quality which we call "slimy."14 Certainly for the European adult it 
signifies a host of human and moral characteristics which can easily be 
reduced to relations of being. .A handshake, a smile, a thought, a feeling 
can be slimy. The common opinion is that first I have experienced certain 
behavior and certain moral attitudes which displease me and which I 
condemn, and that in addition I have a sensory intuition of "slimy." 
Afterwards, says the theory, I should establish a connection between 
these feelings and sliminess and the slimy would function as a symbol 
of a whole class of human feelings and attitudes. I would then have 
enriched the slimy by projecting upon it my knowledge with respect to 
that human category ~f behavior. 

But how are we to accept this explanation by projection? If we sup­
pose that we have first grasped the feelings as pure psychic qualities, 
how will we be able to grasp their relation to the slimy? A feeling appre­
hendedin its qualitative purity will be able to reveal itself only as a certain 
purely unextended disposition, culpable because of its relation to certain 
values and certain consequences; in any case it will not "form an image" 
unless the image has been given first. On the other hand if "slimy" is not 
originally charged with an affective meaning, if it is given only as a cer­
tain material quality, one does not see how it could ever be chosen as 
a symbolic representation of certain psychic unities. In a word, if we are 

14 French ViSqUeulC. This at times comes closer to the English "sticky'~, but I have 
consistently used the word "slimy" in translating because the figurative meaning of 
"slimy" appears to be identical in both languages. 
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to establish consciously and clearly a symbolic relation between sliminess 
and the sticky baseness of certain individuals, we must apprehend base­
ness already in sliminess and sliminess in certain baseness. Consequently 
the explanation by projection explains nothing since it takes for granted 
what it ought to cxplain. Furthcrmore even if it escaped this objection 
on principle, it would have to face another, drawn from experience and 
no less serious; the explanation by projection implies actually that the 
projecting subject has arrived by experience and analysis at a certain 
knowledge of the structure and effects of the attitudes which he calls 
slimy. According to this concept the recourse to sliminess does not as 
knowledge enrich our expericnce of human baseness. At the very most 
it serves as a thematic uDity, as a picturesque rubric for bits of knowledge 
already acquired. On the other hand, sliminess proper, considered in its 
isolated state, will appear to us harmful in practice (because slimy sub­
stances stick to the hands, and clothes, and because they stain), but 
sliminess then is not repugnant. In fact the disgust which it inspires can 
be explained only by the combination of this physical quality with cer­
tain moral qualities. There would have to be a kind of apprenticeship for 
learning the symbolic value of "slimy." But observation teaches us that 
even very young children show evidence of repulsion in the presence of 
something slimy, as if it were already combined with the psychic. We 
know also that from the time they know how to talk, they understand 
the value of the words "soft," "low," etc., wIlen applied to the descrip­
tion of feelings. All this comes to pass as if we come to life in a universe 
where feelings and acts are all charged with something material, have 
a substantial stuff, are really soft, dull, slimy, low, elevated, etc. and in 
which material substances have originally a psychic meaning which renders 
them repugnant, horrifying, alluring, etc. No explanation by projection 
or by analogy is acceptable here. To sum up, it is impossible to derive the 

'('o'alue of the psychic symbolism of "slimy" from the brute quality of the 
this and equally impossible to project the meaning of the this in terms 
of a knowledge of psychic attitudes. How then are we to conceive of this 
immense and universal symbolism which is translated by our repulsion, 
our hates, our sympathies, our attractions toward objects whose materi­
ality must on principle remain non-meaningful? To progress in this 
study it is necessary to abandon a certain number of postulates. In particu­
lar we must no longer postulate a priori that the attribution of sliminess 
to a particular feeling is only an image and not knowledge. We must also 
refuse to admit-until getting fuller information-that the psychic al­
lows us to view the physical matter symbolically or that our experience 
with human baseness has any priority over the apprehension of the "slimy" 
as meaningful. 

Let us return to the original project. It is a project of appropriation. It 
compels the slimy to reveal its being; since the upsurge of the for-itself 
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into being is appropriative, the slimy when perceived is "a slimy to be 
possessed"; that is, ·the original bond between the slimy and myself 
is that I form the project of being the fouP-dation of its being, inasmuch 
as it is myself ideally. From the start then it appears as a possible "my­
self" to be established; from the start it has a psychic quality. This 
definitely does not mean that I endow it with a soul in the manner of 
primitive animism, nor with metaphysical virtues, but simply that even 
its materiality is revealed to me as having a psychic meaning-this psychic 
meaning, furthermore, is identical with the symbolic value which the 
slimy has in relation to being-in-itself. This appropriative way of forcing 
the slimy to produce all its meanings can be considered as a formal a 
priori, although it is a free project and although it is identified with the 
being of the for-itself. In fact the appropriative mode does not depend 
originally on the mode of being of the slimy but only on its brute being 
there, on its pure encountered existence; it is like any other e,ncounter 
since it is a simple project of appropriation, since it is nO,t distinguished 
in any way from the pure "there is" and since it is, according to whether 
we consider it from one point of view or the other, either pure freedom 
or pure nothingness. But it is precisely within the limits of this appropria­
tive project that the slimy reveals itself and develops its sliminess. From 
the first appearance of the slimy, this sliminess is already a response to a 
demand, already a bestowal of self; the slimy appears as already the out­
line of a fusion of the world with myself. What it teaches me about the 
world, that it is like a leech sucking me, is already a reply to a concrete 
question; it responds with its very being, with its mode of being, with all 
its matter. The response which it gives is at the same time fully appro­
priate to the question and yet opaque and indecipherable, for it is rich 
with all its inexpressible materiality. It is clear inasmuch as the reply is 
exactly appropriate; the slimy lets itself be apprehended as that which 
I lack; it lets itself be examined by an appropriative inquiry; it allows its 
sliminess to be revealed to this outline of appropriation. Yet it is opaque 
because if the meaningful form is evoked in the slimy by the for-itself, all 
its sliminess comes to succour and replenish it. We are referred then to a 
meaning which is full and dense, and this meaning rel~ases for us first 
being-in-itself in so far as the slimy is at the moment thaffwhich is mani­
festing the world, and second an outline of ourselves, in so far as the 
appropriation outlines something like a founding act on the part of the 
slimy. 

What comes back to us then as an objective quality is a new nature 
which is neither material (and physical) nor psychic, but which tran­
scends the opposition of the psychic and the physical, by revealing itself 
to us as the ontological expression of the entire world; that is, which 
offers itself as a rubric for classifying all the "thises" in the world, so that 
we have to deal with material organizations or transcended transcend­
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ences. This means that the apprehension of the slimy as such has, by the 
same stroke, crcated for the in-itself of the world a particular mode of giv­
ing itself. In its own way it symbolizes being; that is, so long as the Contact 
with the slimy endures, everything takes place for us as if sliminess were 
the meaning of the entire world or the unique mode of being of being-in­
itself-in the same way as for the primitive clan of lizards all objects are 
lizards. . 

What mode of being is symbolized by the slimy? I see first that it is 
the homogeneity and the imitation of liquidity. A slimy substance like 
pitch is an aberrant fluid. At first, with the appearance of a fluid it mani­
fests to us a being which is everywhere fleeing and yet everywhere simi­
lar to itself, which on all sides escapes yet on which one can float, a 
being without danger and without memory, which eternally is changed 
into itself, on which one leaves no mark and which could not leave a 
mark on us, a being which slides and on which one can slide, which can 
be possessed by something sliding (by a rowboat, a motor boat, or water 
ski), and which never possesses because it rolls over us, a being which is 
eternity and infinite temporality because it is a perpetual change without 
anything which changes, a being which best symbolizes in this synthesis 
of eternity and temporality, a possible fusion of the for-itself as pure 
temporality and the in-itself as pure eternity. But immediately the slimy 
reveals itself as essentially ambiguous because its fluidity exists in slow 
motion; there is a sticky thickness in its liquidity; it represcnts in itself a 
dawning triumph of the solid over the liquid-that is, a tendency of the 
indiffcrent in-itself, which is represented by the pure solid, to fix the 
liquidity, to absorb the for-itsclf which ought to dissolve it. 

Slime i~ the agony of water. It presents itsclf as a phenomenon in proc­
ess of b(;('':''Ill;ng; it does not have the permanence within change that 
water has but on the contrary represents an accomplished break in a 
change of state. This fixed instability in the slimy discourages possession. 
\Vater is more fleeting, but it can be possessed in its very flight as 
something fleeing. The slimy flees with a heavy flight which has the same 
relation to water as the unwieldy earthbound flight of the chicken has to 
that of the hawk. Even this flight can not be possessed because it denies 
itself as flight. It is already almost a solid permanence. Nothing testifies 
more clearly to its ambiguous character as a "subst:mce in between two 
states" than the slowness with which the slimy melts into itself. A 
drop of water touching the surface of a large body of water is instantly 
transformed into the body of water; we do not see the operation as buccal 
absorption, so to speak, of the drop of water by the body of water but 
rather as a spiritualizing and breaking down of the individuality of a 
single being which is dissolved in the great All from which it had issued. 
The symbol of the body of water seems to playa very important role 
in the construction of pantheistic systems; it reveals a particular type of 
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relation of being to being. But if we consider the slimy,J5 we llote that 
it pre~ents a constant hysteresis in the phenomenon of being transmuted 
into itself. The honey which slides off my spoon on to the honey COn­
tained in the jar first sculptures the surface by fastening itself on it in 
relief, and its fusion with the whole is presented as a gradual sinking, a col­
lapse which appears at once as a deflation (think for example of children's 
pleasure in playing with a toy which whistles when inflated and groans 
moumfuBy whendeflating16) and as display-like the flattening out 
of the full breasts of a woman who is lying on her back. 

In the slimy substance which dissolves into itself there is a visible 
resistance, like the refusal of an individual who does not want to be 
annihilated in the whole of being, and at the same time a softness pushed 
to its ultimate limit. For the soft is only an annihilation which is stop­
ped half way; the soft is what furnishes us with the best image of our 
own destructive power and its limitations. The slowness of the disappear­
ance of the slimy drop in the bosom of the whole is grasped first in 
softness, which is like a retarded annihilation and seems 'to be playing 
for time, but this softness lasts up to the end; the drop is sucked into 
the body of the slimy substance. This phenomenon gives rise to several 
characteristics of the slimy. First it is soft to touch. Throw water on the 
ground; it LUllS. Throw a slimy substance; it draws itself out, it displays 
itself, it flattens itself out, it is soft; touch the slimy; it does not flee, 
it yields. There is in the very fact that we cannot grasp water a pitiless 
hardness which gives to it a secret sense of being metal; finally it is incom­
pressible like steel. The slimy is compressible. It gives us at first the 
impression that it is a being which can be possessed. Doubly so: its slimi­
ness, its adherence to itself prevent it from escaping; I can take it in my 
hands. separate a certain quantity of honey or of pitch from the rest in the 
jar, and thereby create an individual object by a continuous creation; but 
at the same time the softness of this substance which is squashed in 
my hands gives me the impression that I am perpetually destroying it. 

Actually we have here the image of destruction-creation. The slimy is 
docile. Only at the very moment when I believe that I possess it, behold 
by a curious reversal, it possesses me. Here appears its essential character: 
its softness is leech-like. If an object which I hold in my hands is solid, 
I can let go when I please; its inertia symbolizes for me my total power; 
I give it its foundation, but it does not furnish any foundation for me; 
the For-itself collects the In-itself in the object and raises the object to 

13 Although slime has mysteriously preserved al1 fluidity in slow motion, it must not 
be confused with purees where fluidity roughly outlined, undergoes abrupt breaks and 
blocks and where the substance after a preliminary plan of pouring, rolls abruptly head 
over heels. 

16 In the original the reference is to gold-beater's skin, a thin membrane used in mak­
ing gold leat Tr. 
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the dignity of the In-itself without compromising itself (i.e., the self 
of the For-itself) but always remaining an assimilating and creative power. 
It is the For-itself which absorbs the In-itself. In other words, possession 
asserts the primacy of the For-itself in the synthetic being "In-itself-For­
itself." Yet here is the slimy reversing the terms; the For-itself is sud­
denly compromised. I open my hands, I want to let go of the slimy and 
it sticks to me, it draws me, it sucks at me. Its mode of being is neither 
the re3ssuring inertia of the solid nor a dynamism like that in water which 
is exhausted in flecing from me. It is a soft, yieldingaction, a moist and 
feminine sucking, it lives obscurely under my fingers, and I ser:se it like 
a dizziness; it draws me to it as the bottom of a precipice might draw me. 
There is something like a tactile fascination in the slimy. I am no longer 
the master in arresting the process of appropriation. It continues. In one 
sense it is like the supreme docility of the possessed, the fidelity of a 
dog who gives himself even when one does not want him any longer, and 
in another sense there is underneath this docility a surreptitious appro­
priation of the possessor by the possessed. 

Hcre we can see the symbol which abruptly discloses itself: there 
exists a poisonous possession; there is a possibility that the In-itself might 
absorb the For-itself; that is, that a being might be constituted in a man­
ner just the reverse of the "In-itself-For-itself," and that in this new being 
the In-itself would draw the For-itself into its contingency, into its indif­
ferent exteriority, into its foundationless existence. At this instant I sud­
denly understand the snare of the slimy: it is a fluidity which holds me 
and which compromises me; I can not slide on this slime, all its suction 
cups hold me back; it can not slide over me, it clings to me like a leech. 
The sliding however is not simply denied as in the case of the solid; 
it is degraded. The slimy seems to lend itself to me, it invites me; for a 
body of slime at rest is not noticeably distinct from a body of very dense 
liquid. But it is a trap. The sliding is sucked in by the sliding substance, 
and it leaves its traces upon me. The slime is like a liquid seen in a night­
mare, where all its properties are animated by a sort of life and turn 
back against me. Slime is the revenge of the In-itself. A sickly-sweet, 
feminine revenge which will be symbolized on another level by the quality 
"sugary." This is why the sugar-like sweetness to the taste-an indelible 
sweetness, which remains indefinitely in the mouth even after swallow­
ing-perfectly completes the essence of the slimy. A sugary sliminess is 
the ideal of the slimy; it symbolizes the sugary death of the For-itself 
(like that of the wasp which sinks into the jam and drowns in it). 

But at the same time the slimy is myself, by the very fact that I outline 
an appropriation of the slimy substance. That sucking of the slimy which 
I feel on my hands outlines a kind of continuity of the slimy substance 
in myself. These long, soft strings of substance which fall from me to the 
slimy body (when, for example, I plunge my hand into it and then pull 

..
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it out again) symbolize a roIling off of myself in the slime. And the 
hysteresis which I establish in the fusion of the ends of these strings with 
the larger body, symbolizes the resistance of my being to absorption into 
the In-itself. If I dive into the water, if I plunge into jt, if I let myself sink 
in it, I experience no discomfort, for I do not have any fear whatsoever 
that I may dissolve in it; I remain a solid in its liquidity. If I sink in tIle 
slimy, I feel that I am going to be lost in it; that is, that I may dissolve in 
the slime precisely because the slimy is in process of solidification. The 
sticky would present the same aspect as the slimy from this point of view, 
but it does not have the same fascination, it does not compromise 
because it is inert. In the very apprehension of the slimy there is a gluey 
substance, compromising and without equilibrium, like the haunting 
memory of a metamorphosis. 

To touch the slimy is to risk being dissolved in sliminess. Now this dis­
solution by itself is frightening enough,because it is the absorption of the 
For-itself by the In-itself as ink is absorbed by a blotter.. But it is still 
more frightening in that the metamorphosis is not just into a thing (bad 
as that would be) but into slime. Even if I could conceive of a liquefac­
tion of myself (that is, a transformation of my being into water) I would 
not be inordinately affected because water is the symbol of consciousness 
-its movement, its fluidity, its deceptive appearance of being solid, its 
perpetual flight-everything in it recalls the For-itself; to such a degree 
that psychologists who first noted the characteristics of duration of con­
sciousness (James, Bergson) have very often compared it to a river. A river 
best evokes the image of the constant interpenetration of the parts by a 
whole and their perpetual dissociation and free movement. 

But the slimy offers a horrible image; it is horrible in itself for a con­
sciousness to become slimy. This is because the being of the slimy is a 
soft clinging, there is a sly solidarity and complicity of all its leechlike 
parts, a vague, soft effort made by each to individualize itself, followed 
by a falling back and flattening out that is emptied of the individual, 
sucked in on all sides by the substance. A consciousness which became 
slimy would be transformed by the thick stickiness of its ideas. From 
the time of our upsurge into the world, we are haunted by the image 
of a consciousness which would like to launch forth into the future, to­
ward a projection of self, and which at the very moment when it was 
conscious of arriving there would be slyly held back by the invisible suc­
tion of the past and which would have to assist in its own slow dissolution 
in this past which it was fleeing, would have to aid in the invasion of its 
project by a thousand parasites until finally it completely lost itself. The 
"flight of ideas" found in the psychosis of influence gives us the best 
image of this horrible condition. But what is it then which is expressed 
by this fear on the ontological level if not exactly the flight of the For­
itself before the In-itself of facticity; that is, exactly temporalization. 
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The horror of the slimy is the horrible fear that time might become 
slimy, that facticity might progress continually and insensibly and absorb 
the For-itself which exists it. It is the fear not of death, not of the pure 
In-itself, not of nothingness, but of a particular type of being, which 
does not actually exist any more than the In-itsclf-For-itself and which 
is only represented by the slimy. It.is an ideal being which I reject with 
all my strength and which haunts me as value haunts my being, an ideal 
being in which the foundationless In-itself has priority over thc For-itself. 
We shall call it an Antivalue. 

Thus in the project of appropriating the slimy, the sliminess is revealed 
suddenly as a symbol of an antivalue: it is a type of being not realized 
but threatening which will perpetually haunt consciousness as the con· 
stant danger which it is fleeing, and hence will suddenly transform the 
projcct of appropriation into a projcct of flight. Something has appeared 
which is not the result of any prior expericnce but only of the pre-ontologi­
cal compre,hension of the In-itself and the For-itself, and this is the pecul­
iar meaning of the slimy. In one sense it is an experience since sliminess is 
an intuitive discovery; in another sense it is like the discovery of an 
adventure of being. Henceforth for the For-itself there appears a new 
danger, a threatening mode of being which must be avoided, a concrete 
category which it will discover everywhere. The slimy does not symbolize 
any psychic attitude a priori; it manifests a certain relation of being with 
itself and this relation has originally a psychic quality because I have 
discovered it in a plan of appropriation and because the sliminess has 
returned my image i.o me. Thus I am enriched from my first contact 
with the slimy, by a valid ontological pattern beyond the distinction 
between psychic and non-psychic, which will interpret the meaning of 
being and of all the existents of a certain category, this category arising, 
moreovcr, like an empty skeletal framework before the experience with 
diffcrent kinds of sliminess. I· have projected it into the world by my 
original project when faced with the slimy; it is an objective structure 
of the world and at thc same time an antivalue; that is, it dctennines 
an area where slimy objects will arrange themselves. Henceforth each 
time that an object will manifest to me this relation of being, whether 
it is a matter of a handshake, of a smile, or of a thought, it will be ap­
prehended by definition as slimy: that is, beyond its phenomenal con­
text, it will appear to me as constituting along with pitch, glue, honey, 
etc. the great ontological region of sliminess. 

Conversely, to the extent that the this which I wish to appropriate, 
represents the entire world, the slimy, from my first intuitive contact, 
appears to me rich with a host of obscure meanings and references which 
surpass it. The slimy is revealed in itself as "much more than the slimy." 
From the moment of its appearance it transcends all distinctions between 
psychic and physical, between the brute existent and the meanings of 

-
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the world; it is a possible meaning of being. The first experience which the 
infant can have with the slimy enriches him psychologically and morally; 
he will not need to reach adulthood to discover the kind of sticky baseness 
which we figuratively name "slimy"; it is there near him in the very 
sliminess of honey or of glue. What we say concerning the slimy is 
valid for all the objects which surround the child. The simple revelation 
of their matter extends his horizon to the extreme limits of being and 
bestows upon him at the same stroke a collection of clues for deciphering 
the being of all human facts. This certainly does not mean that he knows 
from the start the "uglinesS;" the "characteristics," or the "beauties" 
of existence. He is merely in possession of 'all the meanings of being . 
of which ugliness and beauty, attitudes, psychic traits, sexual rela­
tions, etc. will never be more than particular exemplifications. The gluey, 
the sticky, the hazy, etc., holes in the sand and in the earth, caves, the 
light, the night, etc.-all reveal to him modes of pre-psychic and pre­
sexual being which he will spend the rest of his life explaining. There is 
no such thing as an "innocent" child. We will gladly recognize along 
with the Freudians the innumerable relations existing between sexual­
ity and certain matter and forms in the child's environment. But we 

.do not understand by this that a sexual instinct already constituted has 
charged them with a sexual significance. On the contrary it seems to us 
that this matter and these forms are apprehended in themselves, and 
they reveal to the child the For-itself's modes of being and relations to 
being which wiH illuminate and shape his sexuality. 

To cite only one example-many psychoanalysts have been struck by 
the attraction which all kinds of holes exert on the child (whether holes 
in the sand or in the ground, crypts, caves, hollows, or whatever), and 
they have explained this attraction either by the anal character of infant 
sexuality, or by prenatal shock, or by a presentiment of the adult sexual 
act. But we can not accept any of these explanations. The idea of "birth 
trauma" is highly fantastic. The comparison of the hole to the feminine 
sexual organ supposes in the child an experience which he can not possibly 
have had or a presentiment which we can not justify. As for the child's 
anal sexuality, we would not think of denying it; but if it is going to 
illuminate the holes which he encounters in the perceptual field and 
charge them with symbolism, then it is necessary that the child appre­
hend his anus as a hole. To put it more clearly, the child would have to 
apprehend the essence of the hole, of the orifice, as corresponding to 
the sensation which he receives from his anus. But we have demonstrated 
suJIiciently the subjective character of "my relation with my body" so 
that 'we can understand the impossibility of saying that the child ap­
prehends a partIcular part of his body as an objective structure of the 
universe. It is only to another person that the anus appears as an orifice. 
The child himself can never have experienced it as such; even the intimate 
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care which the mother gives the child could not reveal the anus in this 
aspect, since the anus as an erogenous zone, or a zone of pain is not 
provided with tactile nerve endings. On the contrary it is only through 
another-through the words which the mother uses to designate the 
child's body-that he learns that his anus is a hole. It is therefore the 
objective nature of the hole perceived in the world which is going to 
illuminate for him the objective structure and the meaning of the anal 
zone and which wiII give a transcendent meaning to the erogenous sensa­
tions which hitherto he was limited to merely "existing." In itself then 
the hole is the symbol of a mode of being which existential psychoanalysis 
must elucidate. 

We can not make such a detailed study here. One can see at once, 
however, that the hole is originally presented as a nothingness "to be 
filled" with my own flesh; the child can not restrain himself from put­
ting his finger or his whole arm into the hole. It presents itself to me 
as the empty image of myself. I have only to crawl into it in order to make 
myself exist in the world which awaits me. The ideal of the hole is then 
an excavation which can be carefully moulded about my flesh in such a 
manner that by squeezing myself into it and fitting myself tightly inside 
it, I shall contribute to making a fullness of being exist in the world. 
Thus to plug up a hole means originally to make a sacrifice of my body 
in order that the plenitude of being may exist; that is, to subject the 
passion of the For-itself so as to shape, to perfect, and to preserve the 
totality of the In-itselfP 

Here at its origin we grasp one of the most fundamental tendencies 
of human re-ality-the tendency to fill. We shall meet with this tendency 
again in the adolescent and in the adult. A good part of our life is passed 
in plugging up holes, in filling empty places, in realizing and symbolically 
establishing a plenitude. The child recognizes as the results of his first 
experiences that he himself has holes. When he puts his fingers in his 
mouth, he tries to wall up the holes in his face; he expects that his 
finger wiII merge with his lips and the roof of his mouth and block up 
the buccal orifice as one fills the crack in a wall with cement; he seeks 
again the density, the uniform and spherical plenitude of Pannenidean 
being; if he sucks his thumb, it is precisely in order to dissolve it, to 
transform it into a sticky paste which wiII seal the hole of his mouth. 
This tendency is certainly one of the most fundamental among those 
which serve as the basis for the act of eating; nourishment is the "cement" 
which wiII seal the mouth; to eat is among other things to be filled up. 

. It is only from this standpoint that we can pass on to sexuality. The 
obscenity of the feminine sex is that of everything which "gapes open." 
It is an appeal to being as all holes are. In herself woman appeals to a 

17 We should note as well the importance of the opposite tendency, to poke through 
holes, which in itself demands an existential analysis. 
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. strange flesh which is to transform her into a fullness of being by pene­
tration and dissolution. Conversely woman senses her condition as an 
appeal precisely because she is "in the form of a hole." This is the true 
origin of Adler's complex. Beyond any doubt her sex is a mouth and a 
voracious mouth which devours the penis-a fact which can easily lead 
to the idea of castration. The amorous act is the castration of the man; 
but this is above all because sex is a hole. We have to do here with a 
pre-sexual contribution which will become one of the components of 
sexuality as an empirical, complex, human attitude but which far from 
deriving its origin from the sexed being has nothing in common with 
basic sexuality, the nature of which we have explained in Part III. Never­
theless the experience with the hole, when the infant sees the reality, 
includes the ontological presentiment of sexual experience in general; it is 
with his flesh that the child stops up the hole and the hole, before all 
sexual specification, is an obscene expectation, an appeal to the flesh. 

We can see the importance which the elucidation of the~e immediate 
and concrete existential categories will assume for existential psycho­
analysis. In this way we can apprehend the very general projects of hu­
man reality. But what chiefly interests the psychoanalyst is to determine 
the free project of the unique person in terms of the individual relation 
which unites him to these various symbols of being. I can love slimy 
contacts, have a horror of holes, etc. That does not mean that for me the 
slimy, the greasy, a hole, etc. have lost their general ontological meaning, 
but on the contrary that because of this meaning, I dctermine myself in 
this or that manner in relation to them. If the slimy is indeed the symbol 
of a being in which the for-itself is swallowed up by the in-itself, wbat 
kind of a person am I if in encountering othc"~, I love the slimy? To what 
fundamental project of myself am I referre!' l.f I want to explain this love 
of an ambiguous, sucking in-itself? In this way tastes do not remain 
irreducible givens; if one knows how to question them, they reveal to us 
the fundamental projects of the person. Down to even our alimentary 
preferences they all have a meaning. We can account for this fact if we 
will reflect that each taste is presented, not as an absurd datum which 
we must excuse but as an evident value. If I like the taste of garlic, it 
seems irrational to me that other people can not like it. 

To eat is to appropriate by destruction; it is at the same time to be 
filled up with a certain being. And this being is given as a synthesis of 
temperature, density, and flavor proper. In a word this synthesis signifies 
a certain being; and when we eat, we do not limit ourselves to knowing 
certain qualities of this being through taste; by tasting them we appro­
priate them. Taste is assimilation; by the very act of biting the tooth 
reveals the density of a body which it is transforming into gastric contents. 
Thus the synthetic intuition of food is in itself an assimilative destruc­
tion. It reveals to me the being which I am going to make my flesh. 

J
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Henceforth, what I accept or what I reject with disgust is the very being 
of that existent, or if you prefer, the totality of the food proposes to me 
a certain mode of being of the being which I accept or refuse. This to­
tality is organized as a form in which less intense qualities of density and 
of temperature are effaced behind the flavor proper which expresses them. 
The sugary, for example, expresses the slimy when we eat a spoonful of 
honey or molasses, just as an analytical function expresses a geometric 
curve. This means that all qualities which are not strictly speaking flavor 
but which are massed, melted, buried in the flavor, represent the matter 
of the flavor. (The piece of chocolate which at first offers a resistance to 
my tooth, soon abruptly gives way and crumbles; its wsistance first, then 
its crumbling is chocolate.) In addition they are united to certain tem­
poral characteristics of flavor; that is, to its mode of temporalization. 
Certain tastes give themselves all at once, some are like delayed-action 
fuses, some release themselves by degrees, certain ones dwindle slowly 
until they disappear, and still others vanish at the very moment one 
thinks to possess them. These qualities are organized along with density 
and temperature; in addition on another level they express the visual 
aspect of the food. If I eat a pink cake, the taste of it is pink; the light 
sugary perfume, the oiliness of the butter cream arc the pink. Thus I 
eat the pink as I see the sugary. We conclude that flavor, due to this fact, 
has a complex architecture and differentiated matter; it is this structured 
matter-which represents for us a particular type of being-that we can 
assimilate or reject with nausea, according to our original project. It is 
not a matter of indifference whether we like oysters or clams, snails or 
shrimp, if only we know how to unravel the existential significance of 
these foods. 

Generally speaking there is no irreducible taste or inclination. They all 
represent a certain appropriative choice of being. It is up to existential 
psychoanalysis to compare and classify them. Ontology abandons us 
here; it has merely enabled us to determine the ultimate ends of human 
reality, its fundamental possibilities, and the value which haunts it. Each 
human reality is at the same time a direct project to metamorphose its 
own For-itself into an In-itself-For-itself and a project of the appropria­
tion of the world as a totality of being-in-itself, in the form of a funda­
mental quality. Every human reality is a passion in that it projects losing 
itself so as to found being and by the same stroke to constitute the In­
itself which escapes contingency by being its own foundation, the Ens 

.causa sui, which religions call God. Thus the passion of man is the reverse 
of that of Christ, for man loses himself as man in order that God may 
be born. But the idea of God is contradictory and we lose ourselves in 
vain. Man is a useless passion. 



-

Conclusion 
'-------­

I. IN-ITSELF AND FOR-ITSELF: META­

PHYSICAL IMPLICATIONS
 

WE are finally in a position to form conclusions. Already in the Introduc­
tion we discovered consciousness as an appeal to being, and we showed 
that the cogito refers immediately to a being-in-itself which is the object 
of consciousness. But after our description of the In-itself and the 
For-itself, it appeared to us difficult to establish a bond between them, 
and we feared that we might fall into an insurmountable dualism. This 
dualism threatened us again in another way. In fact to the extent that 
it can be said of the For-itself that it is, we found ourselves confronting 
two radically distinct modes of being: that of the For-itself which has to 
be what it is-i.e., which is what it is not and which is not what it is-and 
that of the In-itself which is what it is. We asked then if the discovery 
of these two types of being had resulted in establishing an hiatus which 
would divide Being (as a general category belonging to all existents) into 
two incommunicable regions, in each one of which the notion of Being 
must be taken in an original and unique sense. 

Our research has enabled us to answer the first of these questions: 
the For-itself and the In-itself are reunited by a synthetic connection 
which is nothing other than the For-itself itself. The For-itself, in fact, is 
nothing but the pure nihilation of the In-itself; it is like a hole of being 
at the heart of Being. One may be reminded here of that convenient 
fiction by which certain popularizers are accustomed to illustrate the 
principle of the conservation of energy. If, they say, a single one of the 
atoms which constitute the universe were annihilated, there would result 
a catastrophe which would extend to the entire universe, and this would 
be, in particular, the end of the Earth and of the solar system. This 
metaphor can be of use to us here. The For-itself is like a tiny nihilation 
which has its origin at the heart of Being; and this nihilation is sufficient 
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