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516 BEING AND NOTHINGNESS 

by the juxtaposition of instantaneities; it is cinematographic and is con­
stituted in universal time. But if words appear to live when one projects a 
semantic or morphological film, they are not going to constitute whole 
sentences; they are only the tracks of the passage of sentences as highways 
are only the tracks of the passage of pilgrims or caravans. The sentence 
is a project,which can be interpreted only in terms of the nihilation of a 
given (the very one which one wishes to designate) in terms of a posited 
end (its designation which itself supposes other ends in relation to which 
it is only a means). If the given can not determine the sentence any 
more than the word can, if on the contrary the sentence is necessary 
to illuminate the given and to rnak~ the word understandable, then 
the sentence is a moment of the free choice of myself, and it is as such 
that it is understood by my companion. If a language is the reality of 
speech, if a dialect or jargon is the reality of a language, then the reality 
of the dialect is the free act of designation by which I choose myself as 
designating. And this free act epn not be an assem~ling of words. To be 
sure, if it were a pure assembling or words in conformity with technical 
prescriptions (grammatical laws), we could speak of factual limits im­
posed on the freedom of the speaker; these limits would be marked by 
the materiaL and phonetic nature of the words, the vocabulary of the 
language employed, the personal vocabulary of the speaker (the n words 
which he has at his command), the "spirit of the language," etc., etc. 
But we have just shown that such is not the case. It has been maintained 
recently that there is a sort of living order of words, of the dynamic laws 
of speech, an impersonal life of the logos-in short that speech is a 
Nature and that to some extent man must obey it in order to make use 
of it as he does with Nature.17 But this is because peopie in considering 
speech frequently will take speech that is dead (i.e., already spoken) 
and infuse into it an impersonal life and force, affinities and repulsions 
all of which in fact have been borrowed from the personal freedom of 
the for-itself which spoke. People have made of speech a language 
which speaks alI by itself. This is an error which should not be made 
with regard to speech or 2ny other technique. If we are to make man 
arise in the midst of techniques which are applied all by themselves, of 
a language which speaks itself, of a science which constructs itself, of a city 
which builds itself according to its own laws, if meanings are fixed in 
in-itself while we preserve a human transcendence, then the role of man 
will be reduced to that of a pilot employing the determined forces of 
winds, waves, and tides in order to direct a ship. But gradually each 
technique in order to be directed toward human ends will require another 
technique; for example, to direct a boat, it is necessary to speak. Thus we 
shall perhaps arrive at the technique of techniques-which in turn will 

17 Brice.Parain: Essai sur Ie logos platonicien. 
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be applied by itself-but we shall have lost forever the possibility of 
meeting the technician. 

If on the other hand, it is by speaking that we cause words to exist, 
we do not thereby suppress the necessary tec1mical connections or the 
connections in fact which are articulated inside the sentence. Better yet, 
we found this necessity. But in order for it to appear, in order for words 
to enter into relations with one another, in order for them to latch on 
to one another or repulse one another, it is necessary that they be united 
in a synthesis which does not come from them. Suppress this synthetic 
unity and the block which is called "speech" disintegrates; each word 
returns to its solitude and at the same time loses its unity, being par­
celled out among various incommunicable meanings. Thus it is within 
the free project of the sentence that the laws of speech are organized; it 
is by speaking that I make grammar. Freedom is the only possible founda­
tion of the laws of language. 

Furthermore, for whom do the laws of language exist? Paulhan has 
given the. essential answer: they are not for the one who speaks, they are 
for the one who listens. The person who speaks is only the choice of a 
meaning and apprehends the order of the words only in so far as he 
makes iU8 The only relations which he will grasp within this organized 
complex are specifically those which he has established. Consequently 
if we discover that hvo (or several) words hold between them not one 
but several defined relations and that there results from this a multi­
plicity of meanings which are arranged in an hier:uchy or opposed to 
each other-all for one and the same sentence-if, in short, we discover 
the "Devil's share," this can be only under the two following conditions: 
(1) The words must have been assembled and presented by a meaning­
ful rapprochement; (2) this synthesis must be seen from outside-i.e., 
by The Other and in the course of a hypothetical deciphering of the 
possible meanings of this rapprochement. In this case, in fact, each word 
grasped first as a square of meaning is bound to another word similarly 
apprehended. And the rapprochement will be multivocal. The appre­
hension of the true meaning (i.e., the one expressly willed by the speaker) 
will be able to put other meanings in the shade or subordinate them, 
but it will not suppress them. Thus speech, which is a free project for 
me, has specific laws for others. And these laws themselves can come 
into play only within an original synthesis. 

Thus we can grasp the clear distinction between the event "sentence" 
and a natural event. The natural fact is produced in conformi~ to a 
law which it manifests but which is a purely external rule ofproduction 
of which the considered fact is only one example. The "sentence". as an 

18 I am simplifying: one can also learn one's own thougbt from one's sentence. But 
this is because it is possible to a certain extent to adopt with respect to the sentence the 
point of view of the Other---exactly as in the case of one's own body. 
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II 
event contains within itself the law of its organization, and it is inside 

II
" 

'I 
the free project of designating that legal (i.e., grammatical) relations 
can arise between the words. In fact, there can be no laws of speaking 

lill before one speaks. And each utterance is a free project of designation 
1 

1
 
'.
 issuing from the choice of a personal for-itself and destined to be inter­
"II preted in terms of the global situation of this for-itself. What is primary is 
I 

the situation in terms of which I understand the meaning of the sentence; 
111.
 

'
 1, this meaning is not in itself to be considered as a given but rather
'I 

as an end chosen in a free surpassing of means. Such is the only reality
Iii which the working linguist can encounter. From the standpoint of this 

reality a regressive analytical work will be able to bring to light certain 
:':'Iilll! more general and more simple structures which are like legal schemata. 

But these schemata which would function as laws of dialect, for example, 
are in themselves abstract. Far from presiding over the constitution of the 

.11 1" I sentence and being the mould into which it flows, they exist only in and 
through this sentence. In this sense the sentence appears as a free inven­

I II'
"" 

tion of its own laws. We find here simply the original characteristic of 
1I every situation; it is by its very surpassing of the given as such (theII 

linguistic apparatus) that the free project of the sentence causes the 
! 1'1 

given to appear as this given (these laws of word order and dialectal 
I! :	 pronunciation). But the free project of the sentence is precisely a scheme 

to assume this given; it is not just any assumption but is aimed at a not 
yet existing end across existing means on which it confers their exact 
meaning as a means. 

Thus the sentence is the order of words which become these words 
only by means of their very order. This is indeed what linguists and 
psychologists have perceived, and their embarrassment can be of use to 
us here as a counter-proof; they believed that they discovered a circle 
in the formulation of speaking, for in order to speak it is necessary to 
know one's thought. But how can we know this thought as a reality made 
explicit and fixed in concepts except precisely by speaking it? Thus speech 
refers to thought and thought to speech. But we understand now that 

!I'I there is nO circle or rather that this circle-from which linguists and 
psychologists believed they could escape by the invention of pure psycho­

"I logical idols such as the verbal image or an imageless, wordless thought 
-is not unique with speech; it is the characteristic of the situation in 
general. It means nothing else but the ekstatic connection of the present, 
the future, and the past-that is, the free determination of the existent 
by the not-yet-existing and the determination of the non-yet-existing 
by the existent. Once we have established this fact, it will be permissible 
to uncover abstract operational schemata which will stand as the legal 
truth of the sentence: the dialectal schema-the schema of the national 
language-the linguistic schema in general. But these schemata far from 
pre-existing the concrete sentence are in themselves,affected with Unse1:'­

I 
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stiindigkeit and exist always only incarnated and sustained in their very 
incarnation by a freedom. 

It must be understood, of course, that speech is here only the example 
of one social and universal technique. The same would be true for any 
other technique. It is the blow of the a.."<e which reveals the axe, it is the 
hammering which reveals the hammer. It will be permissible in a particu­
lar run to reveal the French method of skiing and in this method the 
general skill of skiing as a human possibility. But this human skill is 
never anything by itself alone; it exists only potentially; it is incarnated 
and manifested in the actual and concrete skill of the skier. This enables 
us to outline tentatively a solution for the relations of the individual 
to the race. Without the human race, mankind, there is no truth; that 
is certain. There would remain onlyan irrational and contingentswarming 
of individual choices to which no law could be assigned. If· some sort 
of truth exists capable of unjfying the individual choices, it is the human 
race which can furnish this truth for us. But if the race is the truth of 
the individual, it can not be a given in the individual without profound 
contradiction. As the laws of speech are sustained by and incarnated in 
the concrete free project of the sentence, so the human race (as an 
ensemble of peculiar techniques to define the activity of men) far from 
pre-exisdng an individual who would manifest it in the way that this 
particular fall exemplifies the law of falling bodies, is the ensemble of ab­
stract relations sustained by the free individual choice. The for-itself in 
order to choose itself as a person effects the existence of an internal 
organization which the for-itself surpasses toward itself, and this internal 
technical orga'nization is in it the national or the human. 

Very well, someone will say. But you have dodged the question. For 
these linguistic organizations or techniques have not been crcated by the 
for-itself so that it may find itself; it has got them from others. The rule 
for the agreement of participles does not exist, I admit, outside of the 
free rapprochement of concrete participles in view of an end with a 
particular designation. But when I employ this rule, I have learned it 
from others; it is because others in their personal projects cause it to 
be that I make use of it myself. My speech is then subordinated to the 
speech of others and ultimately to the national speech. 

We should not think of denying this fact. For that matter our problem 
is not to show that the for-itself is the free foundation of its being; the 
for-itself is free but in condition, and it is the relation of this condition to 
freedom that we are trying to define by making clear the meaning of the 
si:'uation. What we have just established, in fact, is only a part of reality. 
We have shown that the existence of meanings which do not emanate 
from the for-itself can not constitute an external limit of its freedom. 
As a for-itself one is not man first in order to be oneself subsequently 
and one does not constitute oneself as oneself in terms of a humaues­
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sence given a priori. Quite the <:ontrary, it is in its effort to choose itself 
as a personal self that the for-itself sustains in existence certain social 
and abstract characteristics which make of it a man (or a woman); and 
the necessary connections which accompany the ~ssential elements of 
man appear only on the foundation of a free choice; in this sense each 
for-itself is responsible in its being for the existence of a human race. But 
it is necessary for us again to stress the undeniable fact that the for­
itself can choose itself only beyond certain meanings of which it is not 
the origin. Each for-itself, in fact, is a for-itself only by choosing itself 
beyond nationality and race just as it speaks only by choosing the designa­
tion beyond the syntax and morphemes. This "beyond" is enough to 
assure its total independence in relation to the structures which it sur­
passes; but the fact remains that it constitutes itself as beyond in relation 
to tllese particular structures. What does this mean? It means that the 
for-itself arises in a world which is a world for other for-itselfs. Such is 
the given. And thercby, as we have seen, the meaning of the world is 
alien to the for-itself. This means simply that each man finds himself 
in the presence of meanings which do not come into the world through 
him. He arises in a world which is given to him as already looked-at, 
furrowed, explored, worked over in all its meanings, and whose very 
contexture is already defined by these investigations. In the very act by 
which he unfolds his time, he temporalizes himself in a world whose 
temporal meaning is already defined by other temporalizations: this is 
the fact of simultaneity. We are not dealing here with a limit of freedom; 
rather it is in tllis world that the for-itself must be free; that is, it must 
choose itself by taking into account these circumstances and not ad 
libitum. But on the othcr hand, the for-itself-i.e., man-in rising up 
does not merely suffer the Other's existence; he is compelled to make 
the Other's existence manifest to himself in the form vf n choice. For 
it is by a choice that he will apprehend the Other as The-Othcr-as-subject 
or as The-Other-as-object.19 Inasmuch as the Other is for him the Other­
as-a-look, there can be no question of tecllniques or of foreign meanings; 
the for-itself experiences itself as an object in the Universe beneath the 
Other's look. But as soon as the for-itself by surpassing the Other toward 
its ends makes of him a transcendence-transcended, that which was a free 
surpassing of the given toward ends appears to it as meaningful, given con­
duct in the world (fixed in in-itself). The Other-as-object becomes an 
indicator of ends and by its own free project, the For-itself throws itself 
into a world in which conducts-as-objects designate ends. Thus the Other's 
presence as a transcended transcendence reveals given complexes of means 
to ends. And as the end decides the means and the means the end by its 
upsurge in the face of the Other-as-object, the For-itself causes ends in 

19 We shall see later that the problem is more complex. But these remarks are suffi­
cient for the present. 
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the world to be indicated to itself; it comes into a world peopled by ends. 
But if consequently the techniques and their ends arise in the look of the 
For-itself, we must necessarily recognize that it is by means of the free 
assumption of a position by the For-itself confronting the Other that they 
become techniques. The Other by himself alone can not cause these proj­
ects to be revealed to the For-itself as techniques; and due to this fact there 
exists for the Other in so far as he transcends himself toward his possi­
bles, no technique but a concrete doing which is defined in terms of his 
individual end. The shoe-repairer who puts a new sole on a shoe does 
not experience himself as "in the process of applying a technique;" he 
apprehends the situation as demanding this or that action, that particubr . 
piece of leather, as requiring a hammer, etc. The For-itself as soon as it 
assumes a position with respect to the Other, .causes techniques to arise 
in the world as the conduct of the Other as a transcendence-transcended. 
It is at this moment and at this moment only that there appear in the 
world-bourgeois and workers, French and Germans, in short, men. 

Thus the For-itself is respomible for the fact that the Other's conduct 
is revealed in the world as techniques. The for-itself can not cause the 
world in which it arises to be furrowed by this or that particular tech­
nique (it can not make itself appear in a world which is "capitalistic" or 
"governed by a natural economy" or in a "parasitic civilization"), but it 
causes that which is lived by the Other as a free project to exist outside 
as technique; the for-itself achieves this precisely by making itself the 
one by whom an outside comes to the Other. Thus it is by choosing itself 
and by historicizing itself in the world that the For-itself historicizes the 
world itself and causes it to be dated by its techniques. Henceforth, pre­
cisely because the techniques appear as objects, the For-itself can choose 
to appropriate them. By arising in a world in which Pierre and Paul speak 
in a certain way, stick to the right when driving a bicycle or a car, etc., 
and by constituting these free patterns of conduct into meaningful ob­
jects, the For-itself is responsible for the fact that there is a world in 
which they stick to the right, in which they speak French, etc. It causes 
the internal laws of the Other's act, which were originally founded and 
sustained by a freedom engaged in a project, to become now objective 
rules of the conduct-as-object; and these rules become universally valid 
for all analogous conduct, while the supporter of the conduct or the 
agent-as-object becomes simply anybody. This historization, which is the 
effect of the for-itself's free choice, in no way restricts its freedom; quite 
the contrary, it is in this world and no other that its freedom comes into 
play; it is in connection with its existence in this world that it puts itself 
into question. For to be free is not to choose the historic world in which 
one arises-which would have no meaning-but to choose oneself in the 
world whatever this may be. 

In this sense it would be absurd to suppose that a certain state of 
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1,1 techniques is restrictive to human possibilities. Of course a contemporary 
of Duns Scotus is ignorant of the use of the automobile or the airplane; II 
but he appears as ignorant to us and only from our point of view because 

: ~ we privately apprehend him in terms of a world where the automobile 
and the airplane exist. For him, who has no relation of any kind with Ii these objects and the techniques which refer to them, there exists a kind 

I,
, ,I of absolute, unthinkable, and undecipherable nothingness. Such a noth­

II ingness can in no way limit the For-itself which is choosing itself; it can 
not be apprehended as a lack, no matter how we consider it. The For-itselfI 

which historicizes itself in the time of Duns Scotus therefore nihilates 
itself in the heart of a fullness of being-that is, of a world which like 
ours is everything which it can be. It would be absurd to deelare that 

II 

II the Albigenses lacked heavy artillery to use in resisting Simon de Mont­
I fort; for the Seigneur de TrencaveI or the Comte de Toulouse chose 

themselves such as they were in a world in which artillery had no place: 
! they viewed politics in that world; they made plans for military resist­

ance in that world; they chose themselves as sympathizers with the 
Cat-hari in that world; and as they were only what they chose to be, they 
were absolutely in a world as absolutely full as that of the Panzer-divi· 
sionen or of the R.A.F. 

What is true for material techniques applies as well to more subtle 
techniques. The fact of existing as a petty noble in Languedoc at the 
time of Raymond VI is not determining if it is placed in tIle feudal world 

'I in which this lord exists and in which he chooses himself. It appears as 
I privative only if we commit the error of considering this divison of 
I Francia and of the Midi from the actual point of view of French unity. 

The feudal world offered to the vassal lord of Raymond VI infinite
III, possibilities of choice; we do not possess more. A question just as absurd 

is often posited in a kind of utopian dream: what would Descartes have 
been if he had known of contemporary physics? This is to suppose that 
Descartes possesses an a priori nature more or less limited and altered 
by the state of science in his time and that we could transport this brute 
nature to the contemporary period in which it would react to more exten­
sive and more exact knowledge. But this is to forget that Descartes is what 

II he has chosen to be, that he is an absolute choice of himself from the 
, 

standpoint of a world of various kinds of knowledge and of techniques 
which this choice both assumes and illuminates. Descartes is an absolute 

II
,I, upsurge at an absolute date and is perfectly unthinkable at another 

I
" date, for he has made his date by making himself. It is he and not another 
I who has determined the exact state of the mathematical knowledge il 

immediately before him, not by an empty inventory which would be
 
made from no point of view and would be related to no axis of coordina­


I! tion, but by establishing the principles of analytical geometry-that is,
 
by inventing precisely the axis of coordinates which ~ould permit us to
 

Ii 
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define the state of this knowledge. Here again it is free invention and the 
future which enable us to illuminate the present; it is the perfecting of 
the technique in view of an end which enables us to evaluate the state 
of the technique. 

Thus when the For-itself affirms itself in the face of the Other-as-ob­
ject, by thc same stroke it reveals techniques. Consequently it can appro­
priate them-that is, interiorize them. But sudder.ly there are the follow­
ing consequences: (1) By employing a technique, the For-itself surpasses 
the technique toward its own end; it is always beyond the technique 
which it employs. (2) The technique which was originally a pure, mean­
ingful conduct fixed in some Other-as-object, nbw, because it is interior­
ized, loses its character as a technique and is integrated purely and simply 
in the free surpassing of the given toward ends; it is recovered and sus­
tained by the freedom which founds it exactly as dialect or speech is sus­
tained by the free project of the sentence. Feudalism as a technical 
relation between man and man does not exist; it is only a purc abstract, 
sustained and surpassed by the thousands of individual projects of a par­
ticular man who is a liege in relation to his lord. By this we by no means 
intend to arrive at a sort of historical nominalism. We do not mean that 
feudalism is the sum of the relations of vassals and suzerains. On the con­
trary, we hold that it is the abst'ract structure of these relations; every 
project of a man of this time must be realized as a surpassing toward the 
concrete of this abstract moment. It is therefore not necessary to general­
ize in terms of numerous detailed experiences in order to establish 
the principles of the feudal technique; this technique exists neccssarily 
and completely in each individual conduct, and it can be brought to 
light in each case. But it is there only to be surpassed. In the samc way 
the For-itself can not be a person-i.e., choose the ends which it is­
without being a man or woman, a member of a national collectivity, 
of a class, of family, etc. But th,:se are abstract structures which the 
For-itself sustains and surpasses by its project. It makcs itself French, 
a man of a southern province, a workman to order to be itself at the 
horizon of these determinations. Similarly the world whieh is revealed 
to the For-itself appears as provided with certain meanings correlative 
with the techniques adopted. It appears as a world-for-thc-Frenchman, 
a world-for-the-worker, etc., with all the characteristics which would be 
expected. But these characteristics do not possess Selbstandigkeit. The 
world which allows itself to be revealed as French, proletarian, etc., is be­
fore all else a world which is illuminated by the For-itself's own ends, its 
own world. 

Nevertheless the Other's existence brings a factual limit to my free­
dom. This is because of the fact that by means of the upsurge of the 
Other there appear certain determinations which I am without having 
chosen them. Here I am-Jew, or Aryan, handsome or ugly, one-armed, 
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etc. All this I am for the Other with no hope of apprehending this 
meaning which I have outside and, still more important, with no hope 
of chan~ing it. Speech alone will inform me of what 1 am; again this will 
never be except as the object of an empty intention; any intuition of it 
is forever denied me. If my race or my physical appearance were only an 
image in the Other or the Other's opinion of me, we should soon have 
done with it; but we have seen that we are dealing with objective char­
acteristics which define me in my being-for-others. As soon as a freedom 
other than mine arises confronting me, I begin to exist in a new dimen­
sion of being; and this time it is not a question of my conferring a meaning 
on brute existents or of accepting responsibility on my own account for 
the meaning which Others have conferred on certain objects. It is I 
myself who see a meaning conferred upon me, and I do not have the 
recourse of accepting the responsibility for this meaning which I have 
since it can not be given to me except in the form of an empty indication. 
Thus something of myself-according to this new dimeI)sion-exists in 
the manner of the given; at least for me, since this being which I am is 
suffered, it is without being existed. I learn of it and suffer it in and 
through the relations which I enter into with others, in and through their 
conduct with regard to me. I encounter this being at the origin of a 
thousand prohibitions and a thousand resistances which I bump up 
against at each instant: Because I am a minor I shall not have this or that 
privilege. Because I am a few I shall be deprived-in certain societies-of 
certain possibilities, etc. Yet I am unable in any way to feel myself as a 
Jew or as a minor or as a Pariah. It is at this point that I can react against 
these interdictions by declaring that race, for example, is purely and 
simply a collective fiction, that only individuals exist. Thus here I sud­
denly encounter the total alienation of my person: I am something which 
I have not chosen to be. What is going to be the result of this for the 
situation? 

We must recognize that we have just encountered a real limit to our 
freedom-that is, a way of being which is imposed on us without our 
freedom being its foundation. Still it is necessary to understand this: the 
limit imposed does not come from the action of others. In a preceding 
chapter we observed that even torture does not dispossess us of our free­
dom; when we give in, we do so freely. In a more general way the en­
counter with a prohibition in my path ("No Jews allowed hen.:," or 
"Jewish restaurant. No Aryans allowed," etc.) refers us to the case 
considered earlier (collective techniques), and this prohibition can have 
meaning only on and through the foundation of my free choice. In fact 
according to the free possibilities which I choose, I can disobey the 
prohibition, pay no attention to it, or, on the contrary, confer upon it a 
coercive value which it can hold only because of the weight which I 
attach to it. Of course the prohibition fully retains its character as an 



525 BEING AND DOING: FREEDOM 

"emanation from an alien will;" of course it has for its specific structure 
the fact of taking me for an object and thereby manifesting a transcend­
ence which transcends me. Still the fact remains that it is not incarnated 
in my universe, and it loses its peculiar force of compulsion only within 
the limits of my own choice and according to whether under any circum­
stances I prefer life to death or whether, on the contrary, I judge that in 
certain particular cases death is preferable to certain kinds of life, etc. 
The true limit of my freedom lies purely and simply in the very fact that 
an Other apprehends me as the Other-as-object and in that second corol­
lary fact that my situation ceases for the Other to be a situation and 
becomes an objective form in which I exist as an objective structure. It 
is this alienating process of making an object of my situation which is 
the constant and specific limit of my situation, just as the making an 
object of my being-for-itself in being-for-others is the limit of my being. 
And it is precisely these two characteristic limits which represent the 
boundaries of my freedom. 

In short, by the fact of the Other's existence, I exist in a situation which 
has an outside and which due to this very<fact has a dimension of aliena­
tion which I can in no way remove from the situation any more than 
I can act directly upon it. This limit to my freedom is, as we see, posited 
by the Other's pure and simple existence-that is, by the fact that my 
transcendence exists for a transcendence. Thus we grasp a truth of great 
importance: we saw earlier, keeping ourselves within the compass of 
existence-for-itself, that only my freedom can limit my freedom; we see 
now, when we include the Other's existence in our considerations, that 
my freedom on this new level finds its limits also in the existence of the 
Other's freedom. Thus on whatever level we place ourselves, the only 
limits which a freedom can encounter are found in freedom. Just as 
thought according to Spinoza can be limited only by thought, so freedom 
can be limited only by freedom. Its limitation as internal finitude sterns 
from the fact that it can not not-be freedom-that is, it is condemned 
to be free; its limitation as external finitude stems from the fact that 
being freedol1l, it is for other freedoms, freedoms which freely apprehend 
it in the light of th~ir own ends. 

Once this is posited, we must observe first that this alienation of the 
situation does not represent an inner flaw nor the introduction of the 
given as a brute resistance in the situation such as I live it. Quite the 
contrary, the alienation is neither an inner modification nor a partial 
change of the situation; it does not appear in the course of the temporaliza­
tion; I never encounter it in the situation, and it is consequently never 
released to my intuition. But on principle it escapes me; it is the very 
exteriority of the situation-that is, its being-outside-for-others. Therefore 
we have to do with an essential characteristic of all situation in general; this 
characteristic can not act upon its content, but it is accepted and recovered 



'1,1111 

526 BEING AND NOTHINGNESS 

by the same being who puts himself into a situation. Thus the very mean­
ing of our free choice is to cause a situation to arise which expresses this 

II! choice, a situation the essential characteristic of which is to be alienated; 
,1 '1'; 
l	 that is, to exist as a form in itself for the Other. We can not escape this 
i 
I'	 

alienation since it would be absurd even to think of existing otherwise 
, I,1 than in situation. This characteristic is not manifested by an internal resist­

ance; on the contrary, one makes proof of it in and through its very inap­
1:11 11 prehensibility. It is therefore ultimately not an head-on obstacle which 

freedom encounters but a sort of centrifugal force in the very nature of 
11 

1 ;1 freedom, a weakness in the basic "stuff" of fr~edom which causes every­
i I

I
11 thing which it undertakes to have always one face which freedom will not 

: 'II have chosen, which escapes it and which for the Other will be pure exist­
ence. A freedom which would will itself freedom could by the same token 
will only this character. Yet this character does not belong to the nature 
of freedom; for there is here no nature; moreover if there were one, this 
characteristic could not be deduced from it since Others' existence is 
an entirely contingent fact. To come into the world as a freedom con­
fronting Others is to come into the world as alienable. If to will oneself 
free is to choose to be in this world confronting Others, then the one 
who wills himself such must will also the passion of his freedom. 

On the other hand, I do not objectively disclose and establish the 
alienated situation and my own being-alienated. In the first place, indeed, 
we have just seen that on principle everything which is' alienated exists 
only for the Other. But in addition a pure establishment, even if it were 
possible, would be insufficient. In fact I can not make proof of this 
alienation without by the same stroke recognizing the Other as a tran· 
scendence. And this recognition, as we have seen, would have no mean­

II ing if it were not a free recognition of the Other's freedom. By thisI 
free recognition of the Other across the proof which I make of my 
alienation, I assume my being-for-others, whatever it may be, and I assume 
it precisely because it is my link with the Other. Thus I cancapprehend 

III	 the Other as a freedom only within the free project of apprehending him 
as such (in fact it always remains possible for me to apprehend the Other 
freely as an object); and the free project of the recognition of the Other 
is not distinct from the free assumption of my being-for-others. 

Now then we can see how my freedom in a way recovers its own limits, 
for I can grasp myself as limited by the Other only in so far as the Other 
exists for me, and I can make the Other exist for me only as a subjec~ivity 
recognized by my assuming my being-for-others. There is no circle here. 

'I	 By the free assumption of this being-alienated which I experience, I sud­
denly make the Other's transcendence exist for me as such. It is only 
by my recognizing the freedom of anti-Semites -(whatever use they may 
make of it) and by my assuming this being-a-Jew that I am a Jew for 

II them; it is only thus that being-a-Jew will appear as the external objective 
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limit of the situation. If, on the contrary, it pleases me to consider the 
anti-Semites as pure objects, then my being-a-Jew disappears immedi­
ately to give place to the simple consciousness (of) being a free, unquali­
fiable transcendence. To recognize others and, if I am a Jew, to assume 
my being-a-Jew are one and the same. Thus the Other's freedom confers 
limits on my situation, but I can experience these limits only if I recover 
this being-for-others which I am and if I give to it a meaning in the 
light of the ends which I have chosen. Of course, this very assumption is 
alienated; it has its outside, but it is through this assumption that I can 
experience my being-outside as outside. 

How then shall I experience the objective limits of my being: Jew, 
Aryan, ugly, handsome, kind, a civil servant, untouchable, etc.-when 
will speech have informed me as to which of these are my limits? It can 
not be in the way in which I intuitively apprehend the Other's beauty, 
ugliness, race, nor in the way if which I have a non-thetic consciousness 
(of) projecting myself toward this or that possibility. It is not that these 
objective characteristics must necess~rily be abstract; some are abstract, 
others not. My beauty or my ugliness or the insignificance of my features 
are apprehended by the Other in their full concreteness, and it is this 
concreteness which the Other's speech will indicate to me; it is toward 
this that I shall emptily direct myself. Therefore we are not dealing with 
an abstraction but with an ensemble of structures, of which certain are 
abstract but whose totality is an absolute concrete, an ensemble which 
simply is indicated to me as on principle escaping me. TIlis ensemble 
is in fact what I am. Now we observed at the beginning of Part Two 
that the for-itself can not be anything. For-myself I am not a professor or 
a waiter in a cafe, nor am I handsome or ugly, Jew or Aryan, spiritual, 
vulgar, or distinguished. We shall call these characteristics unrealizables. 
We must be careful not to confuse them with the imaginary. We have to 
do with perfectly real existences; but those for which these characteristics 
are really given are not these characteristics, ar.d I who am them can not 
realize them. If I am told that I am vulgar, for example, I have often 
grasped by intuition as regards others the nature of vulgarity; thus I can 
apply the word "vulgar" to my person. But I can not join the meaning of 
this word to my person. There is here exactly the indication of a connec· 
tion to be effected but one which could be made only by an interiorization 
and a subjectivizing of the vulgarity or by the objectivizing of the person 
-two operations which involve the immediate collapse of the reality in 
question. 

Thus we are surrounded by an infinity of unrealizables. Certain among 
these unrealizables we feel vividly as irritating absences. Who has not 
felt a profound disappointment at not being able after his return from a 
long exile to realize that he "is in Paris." The objects are there and offer 
themselves familiarly, but I am only an absence, only the pure nothing. 
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ness which is necessary in order that there may be a Paris. My friends, 
my relatives offer the image of a promised land when they say to me: "At 
last you are here! You have returned! You are in Paris!" But access to this 
promised land is wholly denied me. And if the majority of· people de­
serve the reproach of "applying a double standard" according to whether 
they are considering others or themselves, if when they perceive that they 
are guilty of a fault which they had blamed in someone else the day before, 
they have a tendency to say, "That's not the same thing," this is because in 
fact "it is not the same thing." The one action is a given object of 
moral evaluation; the other is a pure transcendence which carries its 
justification in its very existence since its bejng is a choice. We shall be 
able to convince its agent by a comparison of the results that the two 
acts have a strictly identical "outside", but the best wiII in the world 
will not allow him to realize this identity. Here is the source of a good 
part of the troubles of the moral consciousness, in particular despair at 
not being able truly to contemn oneself, at not being able to. realize one­
self as guilty, at feeling perpetually a gap between the expressed mean­
ing of the words: "I am guilty, I have sinned," etc., and the rcal appre­
hension of the situation. In short this is the origin of all the anguish of 
a "bad conscience,"20 that is, the consciousness of bad faith which has for 
its ideal a self-judgment-i.e., taking toward oneself the point of view of 
the Other. 

But if some particular kinds of unrealizables have impressed us more 
than others, if they have become the ohject of psychological descriptions, 
they must not blind us to the fact that unrealizables are infinite in number 
since they represent the reverse side of the situation. 

These unrealizabJes, however, are not only appresented to us as unreal­
izables; in fact in order that they may have the charac-ter of unrealizables, 
they must be revealed in the light of some project aiming at realizing. 
them. This is indeed what we noted earlier when we were showing how 
the for-itself assumes its hcing-for-others in and by the very act which 
recognizes the existence of otllers. Correlatively therefore with this assum­
ing project, the unreali7..ables are revealed as to be realized. At first, 
indeed, the assumption is made in the perspective of my fundamental 
project. I do not limit myself to receiving passively the meaning "ugli­
ness," "infirmity," "race," etc., but, on the contrary, I can grasp these 
characteristics-in the simple capacity of a meaning-only in the light 
of my own ends. This is what is expressed-but by completely reversing 
the terms-when it is said that the fact of being of a certain race can 
determine a reaction of pride or an inferiority complex. In actual fact 

20 There is no distinction in French between "conscience" and "consciousness," 
both of which are expressed by the word conscience. This is, I believe, the only pas­
sage in Being and Nothingness in which Sartre intends to emphasize the idea of a "con· 
science" (English sense), which, of course, has no place in his philosophy. Tr. 
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the race, the infirmity, the ugliness can appear only within the limits of 
my own choice of inferiority or of pride;21 in other words, they can appear 
only with a meaning which my freedom confers on them. This means 
once again that they are for the Other but that they can be for me only 
if I choose them. The law of my freedom which makes me unable to be 
without choosing myself applies here too: I do not choose to be for the 
Other what I am, but I can try to be for myself what I am for the Other, 
by choosing myself such as I appear to the Other-i.e., by an elective 
assumption. A Jew is not a Jew first in order to be subsequently ashamed 
or proud; it is his pride of being a Jew, his shame, or his indifference 
"hich will reveal to him his being-a-Jcw; and this being-a-Jew is nothing 
outside the free manner of adopting it. Although I have at my disposal 
an infinity of ways of assuming my being-for-others, I am not able not to 
assume it. We find here again that condemnation to freedom which we 
defined above as facticity. I can neither abstain totally in relation to 
what I am (for the Other)-for to refuse is not to abstain but still to 
assume-nor can I submit to it passively (which in a sense amounts to 
the same thing). Whether in fury, hate, pride, shame, disheartened refusal 
or joyous demand, it is necessary for me to choose to be what I am. 

Thus the unrealizables are revealed to the for-itself as "unrealizables­
to-be-realized." They do not thereby lose their character as limits; quite 
the contrary, it is as objective and external limits that they are presented 
to the for-itself as to be interiorized. They have therefore a character 
which is distinctly obligatory. In fact we are not dealing with an instru­
ment revealing itself as "to be employed" in the movement of the free 
project which I am. Here the unrealizahle appears as an a priori limit 
given to my situation (since I am such for the Other) and hence as an 
existent which does not wait for me to give it existence; but also it appears 
as able to exist only in and through the free project by which I shall assume 
it-the assumption evidently being identical with the synthetic organiza­
tion of all the conduct aimed at realizing the unrealizable for me. At the 
same time since it is given in the capacity of an unrealizable, it is mani­
fested as beyond all the attempts which I can make to realize it. The 
unrealizable is an a priori which requires my engagement in order to be, 
while depending only on this engagement and while placing itself at the 
start beyond any attempt to realize it. What then is this if not precisely 
an imperative? It is indeed to be interiorized (that is, it comes from the 
outside as does every fact) but the order, whatever it may be, is defined 
always as an exteriority recovered ininteriority. If an order is to be order­
and not a flatus vocis or a pure fact'UaLgiven which one merely seeks to 
change-it is necessary that I reassume it with my freedom, that I make 
of it a structure of my free projects. But if the order is to be order and not a 

21 Or of any other choice of my ends. 

n 
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free movement toward my own ends, it must necessarily preserve at the 
very heart of my free choice its character as exteriority. It is the exteriority 
which remains exteriority even in and through the attempt on the part 
of the For-itself to interiorize it. This is precisely the definition of the 
unrealizable to be realized; that is why it is given as an imperative. 

But we can go further in the description of this unrealizable; it is in 
fact my limit. But precisely because it is my limit it can not exist as the 
limit of a given being but only as the limit of my freedom. This means 
that my freedom by freely choosing itself chooses its limits; or, if you 
prefer, the free choice of my ends (i.e., of what I am for myself) includes 
the assumption of the limits of this choice, whatever they may be. Here 
again the choice is a choice of finitude as we indicated earlier, but whereas 
the chosen finitude is an inner finitude-i.e., the determination of free­
dom by itself-the finitude assumed by the recovery of unrealizables is 
an external finitude. I choose to have a being at a distance, which limits 
all my choices and constitutes their reverse side; that is, I choose that my 
choice be limited by something other than itself. If I should grow angry 
over it and attempt in every way to recover these limits, as we saw in 
the preceding section of this work, even the most energetic of these 
attempts at recovery must of necessity have its foundation in the free 
recovery as limits of the limits which one wishes to interiorize. Thus 
freedom is fully responsible and makes the unrealizable limits enter into 
the situation by choosing to be a freedom limited by the Other's freedom. 
Consequently the external limits of the situation become a situation-limit 
-that is, they are incorporated in the interior of the situation with the 
characteristic "unrealizable" as "unrealizables to be realized." As a chosen 
and fugitive reverse side of my choice, they become a meaning of my 
desperate effort to be although they are situated a priori beyond this 
effort exactly as death-another type of unrealizable which we do not have 
to consider for the moment-becomes a situation-limit on condition that 
it be taken as an event of life even though it points toward a world 
where my presence and my life are no longer realized-i.e., toward what 
is beyond life. 

The fact that tllere is a beyond for life, a beyond which derives its 
meaning only through and in my life and which yet remains for me an 
unrealizable, and the fact that there is a freedom beyond my freedom, a 
situation beyond my situation and one for which what I live as a situation 
is given as an objective form in the midst of the world: here are two 
types of situation-limit which have the paradoxical character of limiting 
my freedom on every side and yet not having any other meaning than that 
which my freedom confers on them. For class, for race, for the body, for 
the Other, for function, etc., there is a "being-free-for--." By it the 
For-itself projects itself towards one of its possibles which is always its 
ultimate possible, for the envisaged possibility isa possibility of seeing 

~
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itself; that is, of being another than itself in order to see itself from out­
side. In one case as in the other there is a projection of self towards an 
"ultimate" which thereby interiorized becomes a thematic out-of-reach 
meaning of hierarchized possibles. One can "be-in-order-to-be-French," 
"be-in-order-to-be-a-worker,"· the son of a king can "be-in-order-to-reign." 
We are dealing here with limits and negating states of our being which 
we have to assume in the sense in which, for example, the Zionist Jew 
resolutely assumes himself within his race-that is, assumes concretely 
and once and for all the permanent alienation of his being; in the same 
way the revolutionary worker by his very revolutionary project assumes a 
"being-in-order-to-be-a-worker." And we shall note as Heidegger did (al­
though the expressions "authentic" and "unauthentic" which he employs 
are dubious and insincere because of their implicit moral content) that 
the attitude of refusal and of flight which remains always possible is 
despite itself the free assumption of what it is fleeing. Thus the bourgeois 
makes himself a bourgeois by denying that there are any classes, just as 
toe worker makes himself a worker by asserting that classes exist and by 
realizing through his revolutionary activity his "being-in-a-class." But these 
external limits of freedom, precisely because they are external and are 
interiorized only a~ unrealizables, will never be either a real obstacle for 
freedom or a limit suffered. Freedom is total and infinite, which does 
not mean that it has no limits but that it never encounters them. The 
only limits which freedom bumps up against at each moment are those 
which it imposes on itself and of which we have spoken in connection 
with the past, with the environment, and with techniques. 

E. My DEATH 

AFTER death had appeared to us as pre-eminently non-human since it 
was what there was on the other side of the "wall," we decided suddenly 
to consider it from a wholly different point of view-that is, as an event 
of human life. This change is easily explained: death is a boundary, and 
every boundary (whether it be final or initial) is a Janus bifrons. Whether 
it is thought of as adhering to the nothingness of being which limits 
the process considered or whether On the contrary it is revealed as adhe­
sive to the series which it terminates, in either case it is a being which 
belongs to an existent process and which in a certain way constitutes the 
meaning of the process. Thus the final chord of a melody always looks 
on the one side toward silence-that is, toward the nothingness of sound 
which will follow the melody; in one sense it is made with the silence 
since the silence which will follow is already present in the resolved chord 
as its meaning. But on the other side it adheres to this plenum of being 
which is the melody intended; without the chord this melody would 



532 BEING AND NOTHINGNESS 

remain in the air, and this final indecision would flow back from note to 
note to confer on each of them the quality of being unfinished. 

Death has always been-rightly or wrong1y is what we can not yet 
determine-considered as the final boundary of human life. As such it was 
natural that a philosophy which was primarily concerned to make pre­
cise the human position in relation to the non-human which surrounded 
it, would first consider death as a door opening upon the nothingness of 
human-reality, and that this nothingness \;rould be the absolute cessation 
of being or else existence in a non-human form. Thus we may say that 
there has been-in correlation with the great realist theories-a realistic 
conception of death such that death appeared as an immediate contact 
with the non-human. Thus death escaped man at the same time that 
it rounded him off with the non-human absolute. It was not possible, 
of course, for an idealist and humanistic conception of the real to tolerate 
the idea that man would encounter the non-human even as his limit, 
It would then have sufficed in fact, to adopt the point of view of this limit 
in order to illuminate man with a non-human light,22 The idealist at­
tempt to recover death was not originally the fact of philosophers but 
that of poets like Rilke or novelists like Malraux. It was sufficient to 
consider death as the- final term belonging to the series. If the series 
thus recovers its terminus ad quem, then precisely because of this ad 
which indicates its interiority, death as the end of life is interiorized and 
humanized. Man can no longer encounter anything but the human; there 
is no longer any other side of life, and death is a human phenomenon; it 
is the final phenomenon of life and is still life. As such it influences the 
entire life by a reverse flow. Life is limited by life; it becomes like the 
world of Einstein, "finite but unlimited " Death becomes the meaning 
of life as the resolved chord is the meaning of the melody. There is noth­
ing miraculous in this; it is one term in the series under consideration, 
and, as one knows, each term of a series is always present in ~ll the terms 
of the series. 

But death thus recovered does not remain simply human; it becomes 
mine. By being interiorized it is individualized. Death is no longer the 
great unknowable which limits the human; it is the phenomenon of my 
personal life which makes of this life a unique life-that is, a life which 
does not begin again, a life in which one never recovers his stroke. Hence 
I become responsible for my death as for my life. Not for the empirical 
and contingent phenomenon of my decease but for this character of 
finitude which causes my life like my death to be my life. It is in this 
sense that Rilke attempts to show that the end of each man resembles 
his life because all his individual life has been a preparation for this end. 
In this sense Malraux in Les Conquerants shows that European culture 

22 See, for example, the realistic Platonism of Morgan in SparJcenbrooJc• 
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by giving to certain Asiatics the meaning of their death suddenly pene­
trates them with this despairing and intoxicating truth that "life is 
unique." It was left to Heidegger to give a philosophical foun to this 
humanization of death. In fact if the Dasein actuaIJy suffers nothing pre­
cisely because it is a project and an anticipation, then it must be an antici­
pation and a project of its own death as the possibility of no longer realiz­
ing presence in the world. Tbus death has become the peculiar possibility 
of the Dasein, the being of human-reality is defined as Sein zum Tode. 
Inasmuch as the Dasein deteunines its project t~ward death, it realizes 
freedom-to-die and constitutes itself as a totality by its free choice of 
finitude. 

It appears at first that we can not but be attracted to such a theory: by 
interiorizing death, it serves our own ends; this apparent limit of our free­
dom by being interiorized is recovered by freedom. Yet neither the advan­
tage of these views nor the undeniable portion of truth which they in­
clude should mislead us. It is necessary to take the question up again from 
the beginning. 

It is certain that human-reality, by whom the quality of being a world 
comes to the real, can not encounter the non-human; the very concept 
of the non-human is man's concept. Therefore even if in-itself death were 
a passage to an absolute non-human, we should still have to abandon 
any hope of considering it as a window giving out upon that absolute. 
Death reveals to us only ourselves and that from a human point of view. 
Does this mean that death belongs a priori to human reality? 

What must be notc~ first is the absurd character of death. In this sense 
every attempt to consider it as a resolved chord at the end of a melody 
must be sternly rejected. It has often been said that we are in the situation 
of a condemned man among other condemned men who is ignorant of 
the day of his execution but who sees each day that his feIIow prisoners 
are being executed. This is not wholly exact. We ought rather to compare 
ourselves to a man condemned to death who is bravely preparing him­
self for the ultimate penalty, who is doing everything possible to make a 
good showing on the scaffold, and who meanwhile is carried off by a flu 
epidemic. This is what Christian wisdom understands when it recom­
mends preparing oneself for death as if it could come at any hour. Thus 
one hopes to recover it by metamorphosing it into an expected death. 
If the meaning of our life becomes the expectation of death, then when 
death occurs, it can only put its seal upon life. This is basically the 
most positive content of Heidegger's "resolute decision" (Entschlossen­
heit) . 

Unfortunately this advice is easier to give than to follow, not because 
of a natural weakness in human-reality or because of an original project 
of unauthenticity, but because of death itself. One can, in fact, expect 
:l particular death but not death. The sleight of hand introduced by 
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Heidegger is easy enough to detect. He begins by individualizing the 
death of each one of us, by pointing out to us that it is the death of a 
person, of an ihdividual, the "only thing which nobody can do for me." 
Then this incomp~rable individuality which he has conferred upon death 
in terms of the Dasein, he uses to individualize the Dasein itself; it is by 
projecting itself free1;i towards its final possibility that the Dasein will 
attain authentic existenc~ and wrench itself away from ever/day banality 
in order to attain tlv;: irreplacooble uniqueness of the person. But there is 
a circle here. How indeed can one prove that death has this individuality 
and the power of conferring it? Of course, if death is described as my 
death, I can .await it; it is a possibility which is characterized and distinct. 
But is the death which will overtake me my death? In the first place it 
is perfectly gratuitous to say that "to die is the only thing w~ich nobody 
can do for me." Or rather there is here an evident bad faith in the reason­
ing; if one considers death as the ultimate subjective possibility, the 
event which COncerns only the for-itself, then it is evident that nobo~ 
can die for me. But then it follows that none of my possibilities taken 
from this point of view-which is that of the cogito~whether taken 
in authentic existence or unauthentic-can be projected by anyone other 
than me. Nobody can love for me-if we mean by that to make vows 
which are my vows, to experience the emotions (however commonplace 
they may be) which are my emotions. And the my here has nothing to 
do with a personality won by overcoming everyday banality (which would 
allow Heidegger to retort that it is very necessary that I be "free to die," 
in order that a love which I experience should be my love and not the 
love in me of the "they") ; it refers simply to that selfness which Heideg­
ger expressly recognizes in every Dasein-whether it exists in the authen­
tic or unauthentic mode-when he declares that "Dasein ist je meincs." 
l1ms from this point of view the most commonplace love is, like death, 
irreplaceable and unique; nobody can love for me. 

On the other hand, if my acts in the world are considered from the 
point of view of their function, their efficacy, and their result, it is ccr­
tain that the Other can always do what I do. If it is a quesion of making 
this woman happy, of safeguardingher life or her freedom, of giving her 
the means of finding her salvation, or simply of realizing a home with 
her, of "giving her" children, if that is what we call loving, then another 
will be able to love in my place, he will even be able to love for me. This 
is the actual meaning of those sacrifices recounted thousands of times 
in sentimental novels which show us the amorous hero longing for the 
happiness of the woman whom he loves and effacing himself before his 
rival because the latter "will be able to love better than he." Here the 
rival is specifically charged to love for, for to love is defined simply as 
"to make happy by the love which is borne to her." And so it will be 
with all my conduct. In this case, however, my death also will fall into 

~ 
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this category. If to die is to die in order to inspire, to bear witness, for 
the country, etc., then anybody at all can die in my place-as in the 
song in which lots are drawn to see who is to be eaten. In short there is 
no personalizing virtue which is peculiar to my death. Quite the contrary, 
it becomes my death only if I place myself already in the perspective of 
subjectivity; it is my subjectivity defined by the pre-reflective cogito 
which makes of my death a subjective irreplaceable, and not death which 
would give an irreplaceable selfncss to my for-itself. In this case death can 
not be characterized; for it is death as my death, and consequently its 
essential structure as death is not sufficient to make of it that personalized 
and qualified event which one can wait for. 

Furthermore death can not be awaited unless it b very precisely desig­
nated as my condemnation to death (the execution which will take place 
in eight days, the issue of my illness, which I know to be immanent 
and ruthless, etc.), for it is nothing but the revelation of the absurdity 
oj every expectation even though it be the expectation of death itself. 
To begin with, we must carefully distinguish between two meanings of 
the verb "expect" which are continually confused: to expect death is not 
to wait for death.28 We can "wait for" only a determined event which 
equally determined processes are in the act of realizing. I can wait for the 
arrival of the train from Chartres because I know that it has left the 
station at Chartres and that each tum of the wheels brings it closer to 
the station at Paris. Of course the train can be late; an accident ev.::n 
can happen. But the fact remains that the process itself by which the 
entrance into the station will be realized is "underway;" and the phe­
nomena which can delay or prevent this entrance into the station mean 
here simply that the process is only a relatively dosed, relatively isolated 
system and,that it is in fact immersed in a universe with a "fibrous struc­
ture," as Meyerson put it. Thus I can say that I am waiting for Pierre and 
that "1 expect that his train is late." But in the same way the possibility of 
my death means only that I am biologically only a relatively closed, rela­
tively isolated system; it indicates only the fact that my body belongs to 
the totality of existents. It is of the same type as the probable delay of 
trains, not of the type of Pierre's arrival. It stands with the unforeseen, 
unexpected impediment which we must always take into account even 
while it preserves its specific character as unexpected, the impediment 
which one can not wait for because it is itself lost in the undetermined. 
Indeed even if we admit that the factors are strictly conditioned, which 
is not even proved and which requires therefore a metaphysical option, 
still their number is infinite and their implications infinitely infinite; 
their ensemble does not constitute a system. At least from the point of 

28 Sartre here is distinguishing between the reflexive and non-reflexive form of the 
verb attendre. I am translating s'attendre as "to expect" and attendre as "to wdt for." As 
Sartre indicates, the distinction ordinarily is not sharply maintained. Tr. 

~ 



536 BEING AND NOTHINGNESS 

view considered, the envisioned result-my death~n not be foreseen for 
any date, and consequently it can not be waited for. Perhaps while I am 
peacefully writing in this room, the state of the universe is such that my 
death has approached considerably closer; but perhaps, on the contrary, 
it has just been considerably removed. For example, if I am waiting for a 
a mobilization order, I can consider that my death is imminent-i.e., 
that the chances of an imminent death are considerably increased; but 

. it can happen that at the same moment an international conference is 
being held in secret and that it has discovered a way of prolonging the 
peace. 

Thus I can not say that the minute which,is passing is bringing death 
closer to me. It is true that death is coming to me if I consider very 
broadly that my life is limited. But within these very elastic limits (I can 
die at the age of a hundred or at thirty-seven, tomorrow) I can not 
know whether this end is coming closer to me or being removed farther 
from me. This is because there is a considerable differenc~ in quality 
between death at the limit of old age and sudden death which annihilates 
us at the prime of life or in youth. To wait for the former is to accept 
the fact that life is a limited enterprise; it is one way among others of 
choosing finitude and electing our ends on the foundation of finitude. 
To wait for the second wodd be to wait with the idea that my life is an 
enterprise which is lacking. If only deaths from old age existed (or deaths 
by explicit condemnation), then I could wait for my death. But the 
unique quality of death is the fact that it can always before the end sur­
prise those who wait for it at such and such a date. And while death 
from old age can be confused with the finitude of our choice and con­
sequently can be lived as the resolved chord of our life (we are given a 
task and we are given time to accomplish it), sudden death, on the 
contrary, is such that it can in no way be waited for. Sudden death is 
undetennined and by definition can not be waited for at any date; it 
always, in fact, includes the possibility that we shall die in surprise before 
the awaited date and consequently that our waiting may be, qua waiting, 
a deception or that we shall survive beyond this date; in the latter case 
since we were only this waiting, we shall outlive ourselves. 

Moreover as the sudden death is qualitatively different from the other 
only to the extent that we live one or the other biologically (that is, from 
the point of view of the universe they differ in no way as to their causes 
and the factors which determine them) the indetermination of the one 
actually is reflected in the other. This means that one can wait for a death 
from old age only blindly or in bad faith. We have, in fact, every chance 
of dying before we have accomplished our task, or, on the other hand, 
of outliving it. There is therefore a very slim chance that our death will be 
presented to us as that of Sophocles was, for example, in the manner of a 
resolved chord. And if it is only chance which decides the character 

-.......
 

~ 



537 BEING AND DOING: FREEDOM 

.,
 

of our death and therdore of our life, then even the death which most 
resembles the end of a melody can not be waited for as such; luck by 
determining it for me removes from it any character as an harmonious 
end. An end of a melody in order to confer its meaning on the melody 
must emanate from the melody itself. A death like that of Sophocles 
will therefore resemble a resolved chord but will not be one, just as the 
group of letters formed by the falling of alphabet blocks will perhaps 
resemble a word but will not be one. Thus this perpetual appearance of 
chance at the heart of my projects can not be apprehended as my possi­
bility but, on the contrary, as the nihilation of all my possibilities, a nihila­
tion which itself is no longer a part of my possibilities. Thus death is not 
my possibility of no longer realizing a presence in the world but rather 
an always possible nihilation of my possibles which is outside my possi­
bilities. / 

This can be expressed in a slightly different way if we approach the 
problem from the consideration of meanings. Human reality is meaning­
ful, as we know. This means that human reality makes known to itself 
what it is by means of that which is not, or if you prefer, that it is to come 
to itself. If therefore it is perpetually engaged in its own future, this 
compels us to say that it waits for the confirmation of this future. As 
future, in fact, that which is to come is pre-outlined by a present which 
will be; one puts oneself in the. hands of this present which alone, by 
virtue of bl:ing present, is to be able to confirm or invalidate the pre-out­
lined mearl1i:g which I am. As this present will be itself a free recovery of 
the past in the light of a new future, we shall not be able to determine 
it but only to project it and wait for it. The meaning of my actual conduct 
is the reprimand which I wish to be administered to a particular person 
who has soriously offended me. But how do I know whether this repri­
mand will not be transformed into irritated and timid stammerings and 
wheth;:r the meaning of my present conduct will not be transformed in 
the past? Freedom limits freedom; the past derives its meaning from the 
present. This, as we have shown, explains the paradox that our actual 
conduct is both tOtally translucent (the pre-reflective cogito) and .1t the 
same time totally hidden by a free determination which we must wait for. 
The adolescent is perfectly conscious of the mystic sense of his conduct, 
and at the same time he must entrust himself to all his future in order 
to determine whether he is in the process of "passing through a crisis 
of puberty" or of engaging himself in earnest in the way of devotion. 

1bus our further freedom, inasmuch as it is not our aetual possibility 
but the foundation of possibilities which we are not yet, constitutes as a 
sort of opacity in full translucency something like what Barres calk:d "the 
mystery in broad daylight." Hence this necessity for us to wa:t for our­
selves. Our life is only a long waiting: first a waiting for the realization 
of our ends (to be engaged in an undertaking is to wait for its outcome) 
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and especially a waiti~g for ourselves (even if this undertaking is realized, 
even if I am able to make myself loved, to obtain this distinction, this 
favor, it remains for me to determine the place, the meaning, and the 
value of this very enterprise in my life). This does not stern from a con­
tingent lack in human "nature," from a nervousness which would prevent 
us from limiting ourselves to the present and which could be corrected 
by practice"but rather from the very nature of the for-itself which "is" 
to the extent that it temporalizes itself. Thus it is necessary to consider 
our life as being made up not· only of waitings but of waitings which 
themselves wait for waitings. There we have the very structure of selfness: 
to be oneself is to come to oneself. These waitings evidently all include 
a reference to a final term which would be waited for without waiting for 
anything more. A repose which would be being and no longer a waiting 
for being. The whole series is suspended from this final term which on 
principle is never given and which is the value of our being-that is, evi­
dently, a plenitude of the type "in-itself-for-itself." By means of this 
final term the recovery of our past would be made once and for all. We 
should know for always whether a particular youthful experience had been 
fruitful or ill-starred, whether a particular crisis of puberty was a caprice or 
a real pre-formation of my later engagements; the curve of our life would 
be fixed forever. In short, the account would be closed. Christians have 
tried to take death as this final term. The Reverend Father Boisselot in a 
private conversation with me gave me to understand that the "Last Judg­
ment" was precisely this closing of the account which renders one unable 
any longer to recover his stroke and which makes one finally be what one 
has been-irremediably. 

But there is an error here analogous to that which we pointed out 
earlier in connection with Leibniz although it is put at the other ,end of 
existence. For Leibniz we are free since our acts derive from our essence. 
Yet the single fact that our essence has not been chosen by us shows 
that all this freedom in particulars actually covers over a total slavery. 
God chose Adam's essence. Conversely if it is the closing of the account 
which gives our life its meaning and its value, then it is of little import­
ance that all the acts of which the web of our life is made have been free; 
the very meaning of them escapes us if we do not ourselves choose the 
moment at which the account will be closed. This has been clearly per­

_	 ceived by the free-thinking author of an anecdote echoed in the work of 
Diderot. Two brothers appeared at the divine tribunal on the Day of 
Judgment. The first said to God, "Why did you make me die so young?" 
And God said, "In order to save you. If you had lived longer, you would 
have committed a crime as your brother did." Then the brother in tum 
asked, "Why did you make me die so old?" If death is not the free deter­
mination of our being, it can not complete our life. If one minute more or 
less may perhaps change everything and if this minute is added to or 
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removed from my account, then even admitting that I am free to use my 
life, the meaning of my life escapes me. Now the Christian death comes 
from God. He chooses our hour, and in a general way I know clearly that 
even if it is I who by temporalizing myself cause there to be minutes 
and hours in general, still the minute of my death is not fixed by me; 
the seauences of the universe detemline it. 

If this is the case, we can no longer even say that death confers a mean­
ing on life from the outside; a meaning can COme only from subjectivity. 
Since death does not appear on the foundation of our freedom, it can only 
remove all meaning from life. If I am a waiting for waitings for waiting 
and if suddenly the object of my final waiting and the one who awaits it 
are suppressed, the waiting takes on retrospectively the character of 
absurdity. For example, this young man has lived for thirty years in the 
expectation of becoming a great writer, but this waiting itself is not 
enough; it becomcs a vain and senseless obstinacy or a profound compre­
hension of his value according to the books which he writes. His first 
book has appeared, but by itself what does it mean? It is the book of a 
beginner. Let us admit that it is good; still it gets its meaning through 
the future. If it is unique, it is at once inauguration and testament. He 
had only one book to write; he is limited and cut off by his work; he will 
not be "a great writer." If the novel is one in a mediocre series, it is an 
"accident." If it is followed by other better books, it can classify its author 
in the first rank. But exactly at this point death strikes the author-at 
the very moment when he was anxiously testing himself to find out 
"whether he had the stuff" to write another work, at the moment 
when he was still expecting to become a great writer. This is enough to 
cause everything to fall into the undetermined: I can not say that the 
dead writer is .the author of a single book (in the sense that he would have 
had only one book to write) nor that he would have written several 
(since in fact only one has appeared). I can say nothing. Suppose that 
Balzac had died before Les Chouans; he would remain the author of 
some execrable novels of intrigue. But suddenly the very expectation 
which this young man was, this expectation of being a great man, loses any 
kind of meaning; it is neither an obstinate and egotistical blindness nor 
the true sense of his own value since nothing shall ever decide it. It would 
be useless indeed to try to decide it by considering the sacrifices which 
he made to his art, the obscure and hard life which he was willing to 
lead; just as many mediocre figures have had the strength to make 
comparable sacrifices. On the contrary, the final value of this conduct 
remains forever in suspense; or if you prefer, the ensemble (particular 
kinds of conduct, expectations, values) falls suddenly into the absurd. 
Thus death is never that which gives life its meanings; it is, on the con­
trary, that which on principle removes all meaning from life. If we must 
die, then our life has no meaning because its problems receive no. solu­
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tion and because the very meaning of the problems remains undeter­
mined. 

It would be in vain for us to resort to suicide in order to escape this 
necessity. Suicide can not be considered as an end of life for which I 
should be the unique foundation. Since it is an act of my life, indeed, it 
itself requires a meaning which only the future can give to it; but as it is 
the last act of my life, it is denied this future. Thus it remains totally 
undetermined. If I escape death, or if I "misfire," shall I not judge later 
that my suicide was cowardice? Will the outcome not show me that 
other solutions were possible? But since these solutions can be only my 
own projects, they can appear only if I live. Suicide is an absurdity which 
causes my life to be submerged in the absurd. 

These remarks, it will be noted, are not derived from the consideration 
of death but, on the contrary from the consideration of life; this is because 
the for-itself is the being in whose being being is in question; since the 
for-itself is the being which always lays claim to an "after," there is no 
place for death in the being which is for-itself. What then could be ,the 
meaning oi a waiting for death if it is not the waiting for an undetermined 
event which would reduce all waiting to the absurd, even including that 
of death itself. A waiting for death would be self-destructive, for it would 
be the negation of all waiting. My project toward a particular death is 
comprehensible (suicide, martyrdom, heroism) but not the project to­
ward my ideath as the undetermined possibility of no longer realizing a 
presence in the world, for this project would be the destruction of all 
projects. Thus death can not be my peculiar possibility; it can not even 
be one of my possibilities. . 

Furthermore, death, in so far as it can be revealed to me, is not only 
the always possible nihilation of my possibles, a nihilation outside my 
possiblities. It is not only the project which destroys all projects and 
which destroys itself, the impossible destruction of my expectations. It 
is also the triumph of the point of view of the Other over the point 
of view which I am toward myself. This is doubtless what Malraux means 
when in l'Espoir he says of death that it "transforms life into destiny." 
Death, in fact, is only on its negative side the nihilation of my possi­
bilities; since indeed I am my possibilities only through the nihilation of 
being-in-itself which I have to be, death as the nihilation of a nihilation 
is a positing of my being as in-itself in the sense in which for Hegel the 
negation of a negation is an affirmation. So long as the for-itself is "in 
life" it surpasses its past toward its future, and the past is that which the 
for-itself has to be. When the for-itself "ceases to live:' this past is not 
thereby abolished. The disappearance of the nihilating being does not 
touch that part of its being which is of the type of the in-itself; it is 
engulfed in the in-itself. My whole life is. This means not that it is an 
harmonious totality but that it has ceased to be its own suspense and 
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that it can no longer change itself by the simple consciousness which it 
has of itself. Quite the contrary, the meaning of any phenomenon what­
soever in that life is henceforth fixed not by itself but by this open totality 
which is the arrested life. This meaning in the primary and fundamental 
sense is an absence of meaning, as we have seen. But in a secondary and 
derived sense thousands of shimmering, iridescent relative meanings can 
come into play upon this fundamental absurdity of a "dead" life. 

For example, whatever may have been its ultimate vanity, the fact 
remains that Sophocles' life was happy, that Balzac's life was prodigiously 
industrious, etc. Naturally these general 'qualifications can be made 
tighter; we can risk a description, an analysis, along with a narration of 
this life. \Ve shall obtain more distinct characteristics; for example, we 
shall be able to speak of a particular dead woman in the same way as 
Mauriac speaks of one of his heroines when he says that she lived in 
"pmdent desperation." We shall be able to grasp the meaning of Pascal's 
"soul" (i.e., of his inward "life") as "magnificent and bitter" as Nietzsche 
described it. We can go on to qualify a particular episode as "rowardly" 
or "tactless" without, however, ever losing sight of the fact that only the 
contingent arrest of this "being-in-perpetual-suspense" which is the living 
for-itself allows us on the foundation of a radical absurdity to confer a rela­
tive meaning on the episode considered, and that this meaning is an 
essentiaIIy provisory meaning, the provisory quality of which has accident­
aIIy passed into the definitive. But these various explanations of the mean­
ing of Pierre's life-when it was Pierre himself who effected them in his 
own life-resulted in changing the meaning and the orientation; for every 
description of one's own life when it is attempted by the for-itself is a 
project of the self beyond this life. And as the altering project is by the 
same token bound to life which it alters, it is Pierre's own life which 
metamorphoses its meaning by continually temporalizing itself. Now 
that his life is dead, only the memory of the Other can prevent Pierre's 
life from shriveling up in its plenitude in-itself by cutting all its moor­
ings with the present. . 

The unique characteristic of a dead life is that it is a life of which the 
Other makes himself the guardian. This does not mean simply that the 
Other preserves the life of the "deceased" by effecting an explicit, cogni­
tive reconstruction of it. 'Quite the contrary, such a reconstruction is 
only one of the possible attitudes of the Other in relation to the dead 
life; consequently the character of a "reconstructed life" (in the midst 
of the family through the memories of relatives, in the historic environ­
ment) is a particular destiny which is going to mark some lives to the 
exclusion of others. The necessary result is that the opposite quality "a 
life fallen into oblivion"-also represents a specific destiny capable of 
description, one which comes to certain lives again in terms of the Other. 
To be forgotten is to be made the object of an attitude of another, 
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and of an implicit decision on the part of the Other. To be forgottcn is, in 
fact, to be resolutely apprehended forever as one element dissolved into a 
mass (the "great feudi1110rds of the thirteenth century," the "bourgeois 
Whigs" of the eighteenth, the Soviet officials," etc.); it is in no way to 
be annihilated, but it is to lose one's personal existence in order to be 
constituted with others in a collective existence. 

This shows us clearly what we hoped to prove~ it is that the Other can 
not be first without any contact with the dead so as to decide subse­
quently (or so that circumstances may decide) that he will have this or 
that relation with certain particular dead (those whom he has known 
while they were alive, the "famous dead," etc.). In reality the relation 
with the dead-with all the dead-is an essential structure of the funda­
mental relation which we have called "being-for-others." In its upsurge 
into being, the for-itself must assume a position in relation to the dead; 
his initial project organizes them in large anonymous masses or as distinct 
individualities. And for these collective masses as for these individualities 
he determines their removal or their absolute proximity; he 'unfolds tem­
poral distances between them and himself by temporalizing himself just 
as he unfolds spatial distances in terms of his surroundings. While making 
himself known to himself through his end he decides the peculiar impor­
tance of the extinct collectivities or individualities. A particular group 
which will be strictlyanonymons and amorphous for Pierre will be specific 
and structured for me; another, purely uniform for me, will for Jean 
effect the appearance of its component individuals. Byzantium, Rome, 
Athens, the second Crusade, the Convention, as many immense necropo­
leis as I can see from near or far, from casual observation 0:' careful 
scrutiny according to the position which I take, which I "am." It is not 
impossible (provided one understands this properly) to define a "person" 
by his dead-i.e., by the areas of individualization or of collectivization 
which he has determined in the necropolis, by the roads and pathways 
which he has traced, by the information which he has decided to get for 
himself, by the "roots" which he has put down there. 

Of course the dead choose us, but it is necessary first that we have 
chosen them. We find here again the original relation which binds facticity 
to freedom: we choose our own attitude toward the dead, but it is not 
possible for us not to choose an attitude. Indifference with respect to 
the dead is a perfectly possible attitude (examples of it will be found 
among the heimatIos, among certain revolutionaries, or among individu­
alists). But this indifference-which consists of making the dead "die 
again"-is one conduct among others with respect to them. Thus by its 
very facticity, the for-itself is thrown into full "responsibility" with re­
spect to the dead; it is obliged to decide freely the fate of the dead. In 
particular, when it is a question of the dead who surround us, it is not 
possible for 1.15 not to decide-explicitly or. implictly-the fate of their 
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enterprises; this is obvious when it is a question of the son who continues 
his father's business or .the disciple who continues the school and the 
teachings of his master. But although the bond is less clearly visible 
in a good number of circumstances, it is there also in every case in which 
the dead and the living belong to the same historical and concrete collec­
tivity. It is I, it is the men of my generation who decide the meaning 
of the efforts and the enterprises of the preceding generation whether 
we resume and continue their social and political attempts, or whether 
we realize a decisive rupture and throw the dead back into inefficacy. As 
we have seen, it is the America of 1917 which decides the value and the 
meaning of the deeds of La Fayette. 

Thus from this point of view we can see clearly the difference between 
life and death: life decides its own meaning because it is always in sus­
pense; it possesses essentially a power of self-criticism and self-metamor­
phosis which causes it to define itself as a "not-yet" or, if you like, makes 
it be as the changing of what it is~ The dead life does not thereby cease 
to change, and yet it is all done. This means that for it the chips are down 
and that it will henceforth undergo its changes without being in any 
way responsible for them. For this life it is not a question only of an 
arbitrary and definitive totalization. In addition there is a radical trans­
formation: nothing more can happen to it inwardly; it is entirely closed; 
nothing more can be made to enter there; but its meaning does not 
cease to be modified from the outside. Until the death of this apostle of 
peace the meaning of his enterprises (as folly or as a profound sense of 
the truth of things, as successful or a failure) was in his own hands. "So 
long as I am here, there will not be any war." But to the extent that this 
meaning surpasses the limits of a simple individuality, to the extent that 
the person makes himself known to himself through an objective situa­
tion to be realized (the peace in Europe), death represents a total 
dispossession; it is the Other who dispossesses the Apostle of peace of 
the very meaning of his efforts and therefore of his being, for the Other 
despite himself and by his very upsurge undertakes to transform into 
failure or success, into folly or an intuition of genius the vcry enterprise 
by which the person made himself known to himself and which he was 
in his being. 

Thus the very existence of death alienates ilS wholly in our own life 
to the advantage of the Other. To be dead is to be a prey for the living. 
This means therefore that the one who tries to grasp the meaning of his 
future death must discover himself as the future prey of others. We have 
here therefore a case of alienation which we did not consider in the 
section of this work which we devoted to the For-others. The alienations 
which we studied there, in fact, were those which we could nihilate by 
transforming the Other into a transcendence-transcended, just as we could 
nihilate our outside by the absolute and subjective positing of oar free· 



544 BEING. AND NOTHINGNESS 

dom. So long as I live I can escape what I am for the Other by revealing 
to myself by my freely posited ends that I am nothing and that I make 
myself be what I am; so long as I live, I can give the lie to what others dis­
cover in me, by projecting myself already toward other ends and in every 
instance by revealing that my dimension of being-for-myself is incom­
mensurable with my dimension of being-for-others. Thus ceaselessly I 
escape my outside and ceaselessly I am reapprehended by the Other; 
and in this "dubious battle" the definitive victory belongs to neither the 
one nor the other of these modes of being. But the fact of death without 
being precisely allied to either of the adversaries jn this same combat. gives 
the final victory to the point of view of the Other by transferring the 
combat and the prize to another level-that is, by suddenly suppressing 
one of the combatants. In this sense to die is to be condemned no matter 
what ephemeral victory one has won over the Other; even if one has 
made use of the Other to "sculpture one's own statue," to die is to exist 
only through the Other, and to owe to him one's meaning and the very 
meaning of one's victory. ' 

If we share the realist views which we presented in Part Three, we must 
recognize that my existence after death is not the simple spectral survival 
"in the Other's consciousliess" of simple representations (images, memo­
ries, etc.) concerning me. My being-for-others is a rca! being. If .it remains 
in the hands of the Other like a coat which I leave to him after my dis­
appearance, this is by virtue of a real dimension of my being-a dimension 
which has become my unique dimeusion-and not in the form of an 
unsubstantial specter. Richelieu, Louis XV, my grandfather are by no 
means the simple sum of my memories, nor even the sum of the memories 
or the pieces of knowledge of all those who have heard of them; they are 
objective and opaque beings which are reduced to the single dimension 
of extcriority. In this capacity they will pursue their history in the 
human world, but they will never be more than transccndences-tran­
scended in the midst of the world. Thus not only does death disarm my 
waiting by definitively removing the waiting and by abandoning in inde­
termination the realization of the ends which make knowll to me what 
I am-but again it confers a meaning from the outside on everything 
which I live in subjectivity. Death reapprehends all this subjective which 
while it "lived" defended itself against exteriorization, and death deprives 
it of all subjective meaning in order to hand it over to any objective mean­
ing which th~ Othcr is pleased to give to it. Nevertheless it should be 
noted that this "destiny" thus conferred on my life remains also in sus­
pense, in reprievc. The reply to the question, "\Vhat will be the definitive 
historical destiny of Robespierre?" depends on the reply to this prelimi­
nary question: "Does history have a meaning?" That is, "Is history com­
pletcd or only terminated?" This question is not resolved. Perhaps it is 
insolvable since all answers which can be made to it (including the answer 
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of idealism: "The history of Egypt is the history of Egyptology") are 
themselves historical. 

Thus by admitting that my death can be revealed in my life, we see 
that it can not be a pure arresting of my subjectivity; for such an arresting, 
since it is an inner event of this subjectivity. could finally i.>e concerned 
only with the subjectivity. If it is true that dogmatic realism was wrong 
in viewing death as the state of death-i.e., as a transcendent to life-the 
fact remains that death such that I can discover it as mine necessarily 
engages something other than myself. In fact in so far as it is the always 
possible nihilation of my possibles, it is outside my possibilities and 
therefore I can not wait for it; that is, I can not thrust myself toward it 
as towards one of my possibil~ties. Death can not therefore belong to 
the ontological structure of the for-itself. In so far as it is the triumph of 
the Other over me, it refers to a fact, fundamental to be sure, but totally 
contingent as we have seen, a fact which is the Other's existence. We 
should not know tllis death if the Other did not exist; it could not be 
re~ealed to us, nor could it be constituted as the metamorphosis of our 
being into a destiny; it would be in fact the simultaneous disappearance 
of the for-itself and of the world, of the subjective, and of the objective, 
of the meaningful and of all meanings. If death can to a certain extent be 
revealed to us as the metamorphosis of these particular meanings which 
are my meanings, it is owing to the fact of the existence of a meaningful 
Other which guarantees the location of meanings and of signs. It is be­
cause of the Other that my death is the fact that as a subjectivity I fall 
out of the world and it is not the annihilation of both consciousness and 
the world. There is then an undeniable and fundamental character of 
fact-i.e., a radical contingency-in death as in the Other's existence. 
This contingency at once puts death out of reach of all ontological con­
jectures. And to contemplate my life by considering it in terms of death 
would be to contemplate my subjectivity by adopting with regard to 
it the Other's point of view. We have seen that this is not possible. 

Thus we must conclude in opposition to Heidegger that death, far 
from being my peculiar possibility, is a contingent fact which as such 
on principle escapes me and originally belongs to my facticity. I can 
neither discover my death nor wait for it nor adopt an attitude toward it, 
for it is that which is revealed as undiscoverable, that which disarms all 
waiting, that which slips into all attitudes (and particularly into those 
which are assumed with respect to death) so as to transform them into 
externalized and fixed conducts whose meaning is forever entrusted to 
others and not to ourselves, Death is a pure fact as is birth; it comes to 
us from outside and it transforms us into the outside. At bottom it is 
in no way distinguished from birth, and it is the identity of birth and 
death that we call facticity. . 

Does this mean that death marks the limits of our freedom? In reo 
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nouncing Heidegger's being-unto-death, have we abandoned forever the 
possibility of frcely giving to our being a meaning for which we are re­
sponsible? 

Quite the contrary. As it seems to us, death by being revealed to us 
as it really is frees us wholly from its so-called constraint. This will be 
clearer if we but reflect on the matter. 

First, however, it will be well to separate r2dically the two usually 
combined ideas of death and finitude. Ordinarily the belief seems to 
be that it is death which constitutes our finitude and which reveals it to 
us. From this combination it results that death takes on the shape of an 
ontological np.cessity and that finitude, on the other hand, borrows from 
death its contingent character. Heidegger in partil:ular seems to have 
based his whole theory of Sein-zum-Tode on the strict identification of 
death and finitude. In the same way Malraux when he tells us that death 
reveals to us the uniqueness of life, seems to hold that it is just because 
we die that we are powerless to recover our stroke and are therefore finite. 
But if we consider the matter a little more closely, we detect their error: 
death is a contingent fact which belongs to facticity; finitude is an onto­
logical structure of the for-itself which determines freedom and exists 
only in and through the free project of the end which makes my being 
knO\vn to me. In other words human reality would remain finite even if 
it wcre immortal, because it makes itself finite by choosing itself as 
human. To be finite, in fact, is to choose oneself-that is, to make known 
to onesclf what one is by projecting oneself toward one possible to the 
exclusion of others. The very act of freedom is therefore the assumption 
and creation of finitude. If I make myself, I make myself finite and hence 
my life is unique. Consequently even if I were immortal, it would be 
forbidden me to "recover my stroke;" it is the irreversibility of tem­
porality which forbids me, ;'Ind this irreversibility is nothing but the pecul­
iar character ofa freedom which temporalizes itself. Of course if I am 
immortal and have had to reject the possible B in order to realize 
the possible A, the opportunity may be offered me later to realize the 
refused possible. But by the very fact that this opportunity will be pre­
sented after the refused opportunity, it will not be the same, and conse­
quently I shall for all eternity have made myself finite by irremediably 
rejecting the first opportunlty. From this point of view, the immortal 
man like the mortal is born several and makes himself one. Even if one 
is temporally indefinite-i.e., without limits-one's "life" will be never­
theless finite in its very being because it makes itself unique. Death has 
nothing to do with this. Death occurs "within time," and human-reality 
by revealing to itself its unique finitude does not thereby discover its 
mortality. . 

Thus death is in no wayan ontological structure of my being, at least 
not in so far as my being is for itself; it is the Other who is mortal in 
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his being. There is no place for death in being-for-itself; it can neither 
wait for death nor realize it nor project itself toward it; death is in no way 
the foundation of the finitude of the for-itself. In a general way death 
can neither be founded from within like the project of original freedom, 
nor can it be received from the outside as a quality by the for-itself. What 
then is death? Nothing but a certain aspect of facticity and of being-for­
others-i.e., nothing other than the given. It is absurd that we are born; 
it is absurd that we die. On the other hand, this absurdity is presented 
as the permanent alienation of my being-possibility which is no longer my 
possibility but that of the Other. It is therefore an external and factual 
limit of my subjectivity! 

But do we not recognize at this point the description which we at­
tempted in the preceding section? This factual limit which on the one 
hand WI; must affirm since nothing penetrates us from outside and since 
in one sense it is very necessary that we experience death if we are to be 
able even to name it, this factual limit which, on the other hand, is never 
encountered by the for-itself since it does not enter into the for-itself 
save as the indefinite permanence of its being-for-others-what is this 
limit if not precisely one of the unrealizables? What is it if not a synthetic 
aspect of our reverse side? Mortal represents the present being which I 
am for the Other; dead represents the future meaning of my actual for­
itself for the Other. We are dealing therefore with a permanent limit of 
my projects; and as such this limit is to be assumed. It is therefore an 
exteriority which remains exteriority even in and through the attempt of 
the for-itself to realiz:.- it. It is what we defined above as the unrealizable 
to be realized. There is basically no difference between the choice by 
which freedom assumes its death as the inapprehensible and inconceivable 
limit of its 'subjectivity and that by which it chooses to be a freedom 
limited by the fact of the Other's freedom. Thus death is not my possi­
bility in the sense previously defined; it is a situation-limit as the chosen 
and fugitive reverse side of my choice. It is not my possible in the sense 
that it would be my own end which would make known to me my being. 
But due to the fact that it is an unavoidable necessity of existing else­
where as an outside and an in-itself, it is interiorized as "ultimate;" that 
is, as a thematic meaning of the hierarchical possibles, a meaning out of 
reach. 

Thus death haunts me at the very heart of each of my projects as 
their inevitable reverse side. But precisely because this "reverse" is to be 
assumed net as my possibility but as the possibility that there are for 
me no longer any possibilities, it does not penetrate me. The freedom 
which is my freedom remains total and infinite. Dcath is not an obstacle 
to my projects; it is only a destiny of these projects elsewhere. And this 
is not because death does not Ilimit my freedom but because freedom 
never encounters this limit. I am not "free to die," but I am a free 
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mortal. Since death escapes my projects because it is unrealizable, I 
myself escape death in my very project. Since death is always beyond my 
subjectivity, there is no place for it in my subjectivity. This subjectivity 
does not affirm itself against death but independently of it although this 
affirmation is immediately alienated. Therefore we can neither think of 
death nor wait for it nor arm ourselves against it; but also our projects 
as projects are independent of death-not because of our blindness, as 
the Christian says, but on principle. And although there are innumerable 
possible attitudes with which we may confront this unrealizable which 
"in the bargain"'is to be realized, there is no place for classifying these 
attitudes as authentic or unauthentic since we always die in the bargain. 

These various descriptions relating to my place, my past, my environ­
ment, my death, and my fellowman do not claim to be exhaustive or even 
detailed. Their aim is simply to grant us a clearer conception of the "situa­
tion." Thanks to these descriptions, it is going to be possible for us to 
define mOre precisely this "being-in-situation" which characterizes the 
For-itself in so far as it is responsible for its manner of being without 
being the foundation of its being. 

(1) I am an existent in the midst of other existents. But I can not 
"realize" this existence in the midst of others; I can not apprehend as 
objects the existents which surround me nor apprehend myself as a sur­
rounded existence nor even give a meaning to this notion of "in the midst 
of" except by choosing myself-not in my being but in my manner of 
being. The choice of this end is the choice of what is not-yet-existing. 
My position in the midst of the world is defined by the relation between 
the instrumental utility or adversity in the realities which surround me 
and my own facticity; that is, the discovery of the dangers which I risk 
in the world, of the obstacles which I can encounter there, the aid which 
can be offered me, all in the light of a radical nihilation of myself and 
of it radical, internal negation of the in-itself and all effected from the 
point of view of a freely posited end. This is what we mean by the situa­
tion. 

(2) The situation exists only in correlation with the surpassing of the 
given toward an end. It is the way in which the given which I am and 
the given which I am not are revealed to the For-itself ,which I am in 
the mode of not-being it. When we speak of situation therefore we arc 
speaking of a "position apprehended by the For-itself which is in situa­
tion." It is impossible to consider a situation from the outside; it is fixed 
in a form in itself. Consequently the situation can not be called either 
objective nor subjective although the partial structures of this situation 
(the cup which I use, the table on which I lean, etc.) can and must be 
strictly objective. 

The situation can not be subjective, for it is neither the sum nor the 
unity of the impressions which things make on us. It is the things them­
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selves and myself among things; for my upsurge into the world as the 
pure nihilation of being has no other result but to cause there to be 
things, and it adds nothing. In this aspect the situation betrays my facti­
city; that is, the fact that things simply are there as they are without the 
necessity or the possibility of being otherwise and that I am there among 
them. 

But neither can the situation be objective in the sense that it would be 
a pure given whioh the subject would establish without being in any 
way engaged in the system thus constituted. In fact the situation by the 
very meaning of the given (a meaning without which there would not 
even be any given) reflects to the for-itself its freedom. If the situation 
is neither subjective nor objective, this is because it does not constitute 
a knowledge nor even an affective comprehension of the state of the 
world by a subject. The situation is a relation of being between a for­
itself and the in-itself which the for-itself nihilates. The situation is the 
whole subject (he is nothing but his situation) and it is also the whole 
"thing" (there is never anything more than things). The situation is 
the subject illuminating things by his very surpassing, if you like; it is 
things referring,to the subject his own image. It is the total facticity, the 
absolute contingency of the world, of my birth, of my place, of my past, 
of my environment, of the fact of my fellowman-and it is my freedom 
without limits as that which causes there to be for me a facticity. It is 
this dusty, ascending road, this burning thirst which I have, the refusal of 
these people to give me anything to drink because I do not have any 
money or because I am not of their country or of their race; it is my 
abandonment in the midst of these hostile populations along with this 
fatigue in my body which will perhaps prevent me from reaching the goal 
which I had set for myself. But also it is precisely this goal, not in so far 
as I clearly and explicitly formulate it but in so far as it is there everywhere 
around me as that which unifies and explains all these facts, that which 
organizes them in a totality capable of description instead of making of 
them a disordered nightmare. 

(3) If the for-itself is nothing other than its situation, then it follows 
that being-in-situation defines human reality by accounting both for its 
being-there and for its being-beyond. Human reality is indeed the being 
which is always beyond its being-there. And the situation is the organized 
totality of the being-there, interpreted and lived in and through being­
beyond. Therefore there is no priviledged situation. We mean by this 
that there is no situation in which the given would crush beneath its 
weight the freedom which constitutes it as such-and that conversely 
there is no situation in which the for-itself would be more free than in 
others. This must not be understood in the sense of that "inward free­
dom" of Bergson's which Politzer ridiculed in La fin d'une parade philoso­
phique (The End of a Philosophical Parade) and which simply amounted 
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to recognizing in the slave the independence of the inner life and of 
the heart in chains. When we declare..that. the slave in chains is as 
free as his master, we do not mean to speak of a freedom which would 
remain undetermined. The slave in chains is free to break them; this 
means that the very meaning of his chains will appear to him in the 
light of the end which he will have chosen: to remain.a-slave or to risk 
the worst in order to get rid of his slavery. Of course the slavewill·not 
be able to obtain the wealth and the standard of living of his master; 
but these are not the objects of his projects; he can only dream of the 
possession of these treasures. The slave's facticity is such that the world 
appears to him with another countenance and that he has to posit and 
to resolve different problems; in particular it is necessary fundament­
ally to choose himself on the ground of slavery and thereby to give a mean­
ing to this obscure constraint. For example, if he chooses revolt, then 
slavery, far from being at the start an obstacle to this revolt, takes on its 
meaning and its coefficient of adversity only through the revolt. To be 
elcact, just because the life of the slave who revolts and dies' in the course 
of this revolt is a free life, just because the situation illuminated by a 
free project is full and concrete, just because the urgent and principal 
problem of this life is "Shall I attain my goal?"-just because of all 
this, the situation of the slave can not be compared with that of the 
master. Each of them in fact takes on its meaning only for the for-itself 
in situation and in terms of the free choice of its ends. A comparison 
could be made only by a third person and consequently it could take 
place only between two objective forms in the midst of the world; more­
over it could be established only in the light of a project freely chosen 
by this third person. There is no absolute ~oint of view which one can 
adopt so as to compare different situations, ~ach person realizes only one 
situation-his own. 

(4) Since the situation is illumined by ends which are themselves pro­
jected only in terms of the being-there, which they illuminate, it is 
presented as eminently concrete. Of course it contains and sustains ab­
stract and universal structures, but it must be understood as the single 
countenance which the world turns toward us as our unique and personal 
chance. We may recall here a fable of Kafka's: A merchant comes to plead 
his case at the castle where a forbidding guard bars the entrance. The 
merchant does not dare to go further; he waits and dies still waiting. At 
the hour of death he asks the guardian, "How does it happen that I was 
the only one waiting?" And the guardian replies, "This gate was made 
only for you." Such is precisely the case with the for-itself if we may 
add in addition that each man makes for himself his own gate. The con­
creteness of the situation is expressed particularly by the fact that th~ 
for-itself never aims at ends which are fundamentally abstract and unI­
versal. Ofcourse we shall see in the next chapter that the profound mean­
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ing of the choice is universal and that consequently the for-itself causes 
a human-reality to exist as a species. Again itl is necessary to disengage 
the meaning which is implicit, and it is for this that we shall use existential 
psychoanalysis. Once disengaged the temlinal and initial meaning of the 
for-itself will appear as an UnseIbstandig which in order to manifest it­
self needs a particular kind of concretion.24 But the end of the for-itself 
as it is lived and pursued in the project by which the for-itself surpasses 
and founds the real is revealed in its concrcteness to the for-itself as a 
particular change in the situation which it lives (e.g., to break its chains, 
to be King of the 'Franks, to liberate Poland, to fight for the prole­
tariat) . At first the for-itself will not project fighting for the proletariat in 
general but will aim at the proletariat across a particular concrete group 
of workers to which the person belongs. This is due to the fact that 
the end illuminates the given only because the end is chosen as the sur­
passing of this given. The for-itself does not arise with a wholly given end. 
but by "making" the situation, the for-itself "makes itself"-and con­
versely. 

(5) Just as the situation is neither objective or subjective, so it can 
be considered neither as the free result of a freedom nOT as the ensemble 
of the constraints to which I am subject; it stems from the illumination 
of the constraint by freedom which gives to it its meaning as constraint. 
Among brute existents there can be no connection; it is freedom which 
founds the connections by grouping the existents into instrumental-com­
plexes; and it is freedom which projects the reason for the connections­
that is, its end. But precisely because I project myself toward an end 
across a world of connections, I now meet with sequences, with linked 
series, with complexes, and I must determine to act according to laws. 
These laws and the way I make use of them decide the failure or the suc­
cess of my attempts. But it is through freedom that legal relations come 
into the world. Thus freedom enchains itself in the world as a free proj­
ect toward ends. 

(6) The For-itself is a temporalization. This means that it is not but 
that it "makes itself." It is the situation which must account for that 
substantial permanence which we readily recognize in people ("He has 
not changed." "He is always the same.") and which the person experi­
ences empirically in most cases as being his own. The free perseverance in 
a single project does not imply any permanence; quite the contrary, it is a 
perpetual renewal of my engagement-as we have seen. On the other 
hand, the realities enveloped and illuminated by a project which develops 
and confirms itself present the permanence of the in-itself; and to the 
c'(tent that they refer our image to us, they support us with their ever­
lastingness; in fact it frequently happens that we take their permanence 
for our own. III particular the permanence of place and environment, of 

24 Cf. the following chapter. 
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the judgments passed on us by our fellowmen, of our past-all shape a 
degraded image of our perseverance. While I am temporalizing myself, 
I am always French, a civil servant or a proletarian for otheis. This un­
realizable has the character of an invariable limit for my situation. 

Similarly what we call a person's temperament or character but which 
is nothing but his free project in so far as it is-for-the-Other, appears 
also for the For-itself as an invariable unrealizable. 'Alain has perceived 
correctly that character is a vow. When a man says, "I am not easy to 
please," he is entering into a free engagement with his ill-temper, and 
by the same token his words are a free interpretation of certain ambiguous 
details in his past. In this sense there is no character; there is only a 
project of oneself. But we must not, however, misunderstand the given 
aspect of the character. It is true that for the Other who apprehends me 
as the Other-as-object, I am ill-tempered, hypocritical or frank, cowardly 
or courageous. This aspect is referred to m~ by the Other's look; by 
the experience of the look, this character, which was a free, project lived 
and self-conscious, b-:·::omes an unrealizable ne varietur to be assumed. 
It depends then not only on the Other but on the position which I have 
taken with respect to the Other and on my perseverance in maintaining 
this position. So long as I let myself be fascinated by the Other's look, 
my character will figure in my own eyes as an unrealizable ne varietur, 
the substantial permanence of my being-the kind of thing expressed in 
such ordinary everyday remarks as "I am forty-five years old, and I'm not 
going to start changing myself today." The Character often is what the 
For-itself tries to recover in order to become the In-itself-for-itself which 
it projects being. Nevertheless it should be noted that this permanence 
of the past, of the environment, and of character are not given qualities; 
they are revealed on things only in correlation with the continuity of my 
project. For example, when after a war, after a long exile one finds a 
particular mountain landscape unchanged, it would be in vain to hope 
to found upon the inertia and apparent permanence of these stones the 
hope for a renascence of the past. This landscape reveals its permanence 
only across a persevering project. These mountabshave a meaning inside 
my situation; in one way or another they shape my belonging to a nation 
which is at peace, her own mistress, one who holds a certain rank in the 
international hierarchy. Let me find them again after a defeat and during 
the occupation of a part of the national territory, and they can not offer 
me the same countenance. This is because I myself have other projects, 
because I am engaged differently ill the world. 

Finally we have seen that internal upheavals of the situation because 
of autonomous changes in the environment are always to be anticipated. 
These changes can never provoke a change of my project, but on the 
foundation of my freedom they can effect a simplification or a complica­
tion of the situation. Consequently my initial project will be revealed to 

~
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me with more or less simplicity.' For a person is never either simple or 
complex; it is his situation which can be one or the other. In fact I am 
nothing but the project of myself beyond a determined situation, and 
this project pre-outlines me in terms of the concrete situation as in addi­
tion it illumines the situation in terms of my choice. If therefore the 
situation in its ensemble is simplified, even iJ landslides, cave-ins, erosions 
have imprinted upon it a well-marked aspect of heavier features with 
violent contrasts, I shall myself be simple, for my choice-the choice 
which I am-is an apprehension of this situation here and can only be 
simple. The birth of new complications will have the result of presenting 
me with a complicated situation beyond which I shall find myself com­
plicated. This is something which everyone has been able to establish if 
he has observed with what almost animal simplicity prisoners of war 
react following the extreme simplification of their situation. This simpli­
fication can not modify the meaning of their project; but on the very 
foundation of my freedom it causes my environment to become con· 
densed and uniform and to be constituted in and through a clearer, 
more brutal, and more condensed apprehension of the fundamental 
ends of the captive person. In short we are dealing with an internal 
metabolism, not with a global metamorphosis which would affect as well 
the l0rm of the situation. These are, nevertheless, changes which I dis­
cover:Js changes "in my Iife"-that is, changes within the unitary compass 
of a single project. 

III. FREEDOM AND RESPONSIBILITY 

ALTHOUGH the considerations which are about to follow are of interest 
primarily to' the ethicist, it may nevertheless be worthwhile after these 
descriptions and arguments to return to the freedom of the for-itself and 
to try to understand what the fact of this freedom represents for human 
destiny. 

The essential consequence of our earlier remarks is that man being 
condemned to be free carries the weight of the whole world on his 
shoulders; he is responsible for the world and for himself as a way of 
being. We are taking the word "responsibility" in its ordinary sense as 
"consciousness (of) being the incontestable author of an event or of an 
object." In this sense the responsibility of the for-itself is overwhelming 
since he25 is the one by whom it happens that there is a world; since he 
is also the one who makes himself be, then whatever may be the situation 
in which he finds himself, the for-itself must wholly assume this situa­

25 I am shifting to the persona}pronoun here since Sartre is describing the for-itself in 
concrete personal terms rather than as a metaphysical entity. Strictly speaking, of 
course, this is his position throughout, and the French "i!" is indifferently "he" or "it." 
Tr. 
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tion with its peculiar coefEcient of adversity, even though it be insupport­
able. He must assume the situation with the proud consciousness ot being 
the author of it, for the very worst disadvantages or the worst threats 
which can endanger my person have meaning only in and through my 
project; and it is on the ground of the engagement which I am that they 
appear. It is therefore senseless to think of complaining since nothing 
foreign has decided what we feel, what we live, or what we are. 

Furthermore this absolute responsibility is not resignation; it is simply 
the logical-requirement of the consequences of our freedom. What hap­
pens to mc happens through me, and I can neither affect myself with it 
nor revolt against it nor resign myself to it. Moreover everything which 
happens to me is mine. By this we must understand first of all that I am 
always equal to what happens to me qua man, for what happens to a 
man through other men and through himself can be only human. TIle 
most terrible situations of war, the worst tortures do not create a non­
human state of things; there is no non-human situation. It is only through 
fear, flight, and recourse to magical types of conduct that I shall decide 
on the non-human, but this decision is human, and I shall carry the entire 
responsibility for it. But in addition the situation is mine because it is 
the image of my free choice of myself, and everything which it presents 
to me is mine in that this represents me and symbolizes me. Is it not I 
who decide the coefficient of adversity in things and even their unpredicta­
bility by deciding myself? 

Thus there are no accidents in a life; a community event which sud­
denly bursts forth and involves me in it does not corne from the outside. 
If I am mobilized in a war, this war is my war; it is in my image and I 
deserve it. I deserve:it first because I could always get out of it by suicide 
or by desertion; these ultimate possibles are those which must always 
be present for us when there is a question of envisaging a situation. For 
lack of getting out of it, I have chosen it. This can be due to inertia, to 
cowardice in the face of public opinion, or because I prefer certain other 
values to the value of the refusal to join in the war (the good opinion of 
my relatives, the honor of my family, etc.). Anyway you look at it, it is a 
matter of a choice. This choice will be repeated later on again and again 
without a break until the end of the war. Therefore we must agree 
with the statement by J. Romains, "In war there are no innocent vic­
tims."27 If therefore I have preferred war to death or to dishonor, every­
thing takes place as if I bore the entire responsibility for this war. Of 
course others have deelared it, and one might be tempted perhaps to 
consider me as a simple accomplice. But this notion of complicity has 
only a juridical sense, and it does not hold here. For it depended on me 
that for me and by me this war should not exist, and· I have decided 
that it does exist. There was no compulsion here, for the compulsion 

27]. Romains: Les hommes de bonne volonte; "Prelude aVerdun." 
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could have got no hold on a freedom. I did not have any excuse; for as 
we have said repeatedly in this book, the peculiar character of human­
reality is that it is without excuse. Therefore it -remains for me only to 
lay claim to this war. 

But in addition the war is mine because by the sole fact that it arises 
in a situation which I cause to be and that I can discover it there only 
by engaging myself for or against it, I can no longer distinguish at pres­
ent the choice which I make of myself from the choice which I make of 
the war. To live this war is to choose myself through it and to choose 
it through my choice of myself. There can be no question of considering 
it as "four years of vacation" or as a "reprieve," as a "recess," the essential 
part of my responsibilities being elsewhere in my married, family, or pro­
fessionallife. In this war which I have chosen I choose myself from day 
to day, and I make it mine by making myself. If it is going to be four 
empty years, then it is I who bear the responsibility for this. 

Finally, as we pointed out earlier, each person is an absolute choice 
of self from the standpoint of a world of knowledges and of techniques 
which this choice both assumes and illumines; each person is an absolute 
upsurge at an absolute date and is perfectly unthinkable at another date. 
n is therefore a waste of time to ask what I should have been if this war 
had not broken out, for I have chosen myself as one of the possible mean­
ings of the epoch which imperceptibly led to war. I am not distinct 
from this same epoch; I could not be transported to another epoch with­
uut contradiction. Thus I am this war which restricts and limits and 
makes comprehensible the period which preceded it. In this sense we 
may define mme precisely the responsibility of the for-itself if to the 
earlier quoted statement, "There are no innocent victims,"we add the 
words, "We have the war we deserve." Thus, totally free, undistinguish­
able from the period for which I have chosen to be the meaning, as pro­
foundly responsible for the war as if I had myself declared it, unable to 
live without integrating it in my situation, engaging myself in it wholly 
and stamping it with my seal, I must be without remorse or regrets as 
I am without excuse; for from the instant of my upsurge into being, I 
carry the weight of the world by myself alone without anything or any 
person being able to lighten it. 

.Yet this responsibility is of a very particular type. Someone will say, "I 
dId not ask to he born." This is a naive way of throwing greater emphasis 
On our facticity. I am responsible for everything, in fact, except for my 
very responsibility, for I am not the foundation of my being. Therefore 
everything takes place as if I were compelled to be responsible. I am 
abandoned in thclworld, not in the sense that I might remain abandoned 
and passive in a hostile universe like a board floating on the water, but 
rather in the sense that I find myself suddenly alone and without help, 
engaged in a world for which I bear the whole responsibility without being 
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able, whatever I do, to tear myself away from this responsibility for an in­
stant. For I am responsible for my very desire of fleeing responsibilities. 
To make myself passive in the world, to refuse to act upon things and 
upon Others is still to choose myself, and suicide is one mode among 
others of being-in-the-world. Yet I find an absolute responsibility for the 
fact that my facticity (here the fact of my birth) is directly inapprchensi­
ble and even inconceivable, for this fact of my birth never appears as a 
brute fact but always across a projective reconstruction of my for-itself. 
I am ashamed of being born or I am astonished at it or I rejoice over it, 
or in attempting to get rid of my life I affirm that I live and I assume 
this life as bad. Thus in a certain sense I choose being born. This choice 
itself is integrally affected with facticity since I am not able not to 
choose, but this facticity in turn will appear only in so far as I surpass it 
toward my ends. Thus facticity is everywhere but inapprehensible; I never 
encounter anything except my responsibility. That is why I can not ask, 
"Why was I born?" or curse the day of my birth or deelare that I did 
not ask to be born, for these various attitudes toward my birth-i.e., 
toward the tact that I realize a presence in the world-are absolutely 
nothing else but ways of assuming this birth in full responsibility and of 
making it mine. Here again I encounter only myself and my projects so 
that finally my abandonment-i.e., my facticity--consists simply in the 
fact that I am condemned to be wholly responsible for myself. I am the 
being which is in such a way that in its being its being is in question. And 
this "is" of my being is as present-and inapprehensible. 

Under these conditions since every event in the world can be revealed 
to me only as an opportunity (an opportunity made use of, lacked, 
neglected, etc.), or better yet since everything which happens to us can 
be considered as a chance (i.e., can appear to us only as a way of realizing 
this being which is in question in our being) and since others as tran­
scendences-transcended are themselves only opportunities and chances, 
the responsibility of the for-itself extends to the entire world as a peopled· 
world. It is precisely thus that the for-itself apprehends itself in anguish; 
that is, as a being which is neither the foundation of its own being nor 
of the Other's being nor of the in-itselfs which form the world, but a 
being which is compeIIed to decide the meaning of being-within it and 
everywhere outside of it. The one who realizes in anguish his condition 
as being thrown into a responsibility which extends to his very abandon· 
ment has no longer either remorse or regret or excuse; he is no longer 
anything but a freedom which perfectly reveals itself and whose being 
resides in this very revelation. But as we pointed out at the beginning 
of this work, most of the time we flee anguish in bad faith. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Doing and Having 

I. EXISTENTIAL PSYCHOANALYSIS 

IF it is true that human reality-as we have attempted to establish­
identifies and defines itself by the ends which it pursues, then a study and 
classification of these ends becomes indispensable. In the preceding 
chapter we have considered the For-itself only from the point of view 
of its free project, which is the impulse by which it thrusts itself toward 
its end. We should now question this end itself, for it forms a part of 
absolute subjectivity and is, in fact, its transcendent, objective limit. This 
is what empirical psychology has hinted at by admitting that a particulat 
man is defined by his desires. Here, however, we must be on our guard 
against two errors. First, the empirical psychologist, while defining man 
by his desires, remains the victim of the illusion of substance. He views 
desire as being in man by virtue of being "contained" by his conscious­
ness, and he believes that the meaning of the desire is inherent in the 
desire itself. Thus he avoids everything which could evoke the idea of 
transcendence. But if I desire a house or a glass of water or a woman's 
body, how could this body, this glass, this piece of property reside in 
my desire, and how can my desire be anything but the consciousness 
of these objects as desirable? Let us beware then of considering these 
desires as little psychic entities dwelling in consciousness; they are con­
sciousness itself in its original projective, transcendent structure, for COn­
sciousness is on principle consciousness of something. 

The other error, which fundamentally is closely connected with the 
first, consists in considering psychological research as terminated as soon 
as the investigator has reached the concrete ensemble of empirical desires. 
Thus a man would be defined by the bundle of drives or tendencies which 
empirical observation could establish. Naturally the psychologist will 
not always limit himself to making up the sum of these tendencies; he 
will want to bring to light their relationships, their agreements and har­
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monies; he will try to present the ensemble of desires as a synthetic 
organization in which each desire acts on the others and influences them. 
A critic, for example; wishing to explain the "psychology" of Flaubert, 
will write that he "appeared in his early youth to know as his normal state, 
a continual exaltation resulting from the two-fold feeling of his grandiose 
ambition and his invincible power.... The effervescence of his young 
blood was then turned into literary passion as happens about the eight­
eenth year in precocious souls who find in the energy of style or the 
intensities of fiction some way of escaping from the need of violent action 
or of intense feeling, which tonnents them."l 

In this passage there is an effort to reduce the complex personality 
of an adolescent to a few basic desires, as the chemist reduces compound 
bodies to merely a combination of simple bodies. The primitive givens 
will be grandiose ambition, the need of violent action and of intense feel· 
ing; these elements when thp-y enter into combination, produce a per­
manent exaltation. Then-as Bourget remarks in a few wOl"ds which we 
have not quoted-this· exaltation nourished by numerous weil chosen 
readings, is going to seek to delude itself by self-expression in fictions 
which will appease it symbolically and channel it. There in outline is 
the genesis of a literary "temperament." 

Now in the first place such a psychological analysis proceeds from the 
postulate that an individual fact is produced by the intersection of ab­
stract, universal laws. The fact to be explained-which is here the literary 
disposition of the young Flaubert-is resolved into a combination of 
typical, abstract desires such as we meet in "the average adolescent." 
What is concrete here is only their combination; in themselves they are 
only possible patterns. The abstract then is by hypothesis prior to the 
concrete, and the concrete is only an organization of abstract qualities; 
the individual is only the intersection of universal schemata. But-aside 
from the logical absurdity of such a postulate-we see clearly in the 
example chosen, that it simply fails to explain what makes the individu­
ality of the project under consideration. The fact that "the need to feel 
intensely," a universal pattern, is disguised and channeled into becoming 
the need to write-this is not the explanation of the "calling" of 
F1aubert; on the contrary, it is what must be explained. Doubtless one 
could invoke a thousand circumstances, known to us and unknown, 
which have shaped this need to feel into the need to act. But this is to 
give up at the start all attempt to explain and refers the que~:_ion to 
the undiscoverable.2 In addition this method rejects the pure individual 

1 Paul Bourget: Essai de Psychologie contemporaine: G. Flaubert. 
2 Since Flaubert's adolescence, so far as we can know it, offers us nothing specific in 

this connection, we must suppose the action of imponderable facts which on principle 
escape the critic. 
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who has been banishecJ from the pure subjectivity of F1aubert into the 
external circumstances of his life. Finally, Flaubert's correspondence 
proves that long before the "crisis of adolescence," from his earliest child­
hood, he was tormented by the need to write. 

.At each 'stage in the description just quoted, we mced with an hiatus. 
Why did ambition and the feeling of his power produce in Flaubert 
exaltation rather than tranquil waiting or gloomy impatience? Why did 
this exaltation express itself specifically in the need to act violently and 
fcel intensely? Or rather why does this need make a sudden appearance 
by spontaneous generation at the end of the paragraph? And why does 
this need instead of seeking to appease itself in acts of violence, by 
amorous adventures, or in debauch, choose precisely to satisfy itself 
symbolically? And why does F1aubert tum to writing rather than to 
painting or music for this symbolic satisfaction; he could just as well 
not resort to the artistic field at all (there is also mysticism, for example) . 
"I could have been a great actor," wrote Flaubert somewhere. Why did he 
not try to be one? In a word, we have understood nothing; we h'lveseen 
a succession of accidental happenings, of desire springing forth fully 
armed, one from the other, with no possibility for us to grasp their genesis. 
The transitions, the becomings, the transformations, have been carefully 
veiled from us, and we have been limited to putting order into the succes­
sion by invoking empirically established but literally unintelligible se­
quences (the need to act preceding in the adolescent the need to write). 

Yet this is called psychology! Open any biography at random, and 
this is the kind of description which you will find more or less interspersed 
with accounts of external events and allusions to the great explanatory 
idols of our epoch-heredity, education, environment, physiological 
constitution. Occasionally, in the better works the connection established 
between antecedent and consequent or between two concomitant desires 
and their reciprocal action is not conceived merely as a type of regular 
sequence; sometimes it is "comprehensible" in the sense which Jaspers 
understands in his general treatise on psychopathology. But this compre­
?ension remains a grasp of general connections. For example we will real­
Ize the link between chastity and mysticism, between fainting and hy­
pocrisy. But we are ignorant always of the concrete relation betwecn 
this chastity (this abstinence in relation to a particular woman, this 
struggle against a definite temptation) and the individual content of 
the mysticism; in the same way psychiatry is too quickly satisfied when 
it throws light on the general structures of delusions and does not seek 
to comprehend the individual, concrete content of the psychoses (why 
this man believes himself to be that particular historical personality 
rather than some other; why his compensatory delusion is satisfied with 
specifically these ideas of grandeur instead of others, etc.). 

But most important of all, these "psychological" explanations refer us 
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ultimately to inexplicable original givens. These are the simple bodies 
of psychology. We are told, for example, that Flaubert had a "grandiose 
ambition'~ and all of the previously quoted description depends on this 
original ambition. So far so good. But this ambition is an irreducible 
fact which by no means satisfies the mind. The ineducibility here has 
no. justification other than refusal to push the analysis further. There 
where the psychologist stops, the fact confronted is given as primary. 
This is why we experience a troubled feeling of mingled resignation and 
dissatisfaction when we read these psychological treatises. "See," we say 
to ourselves, "Flaubert was ambii:ious. He was that kind of man." It 
would be as futile to ask why he was such as to seek to know why he 
was tall and blond. Of course we have to stop somewhere; it is the very 
contingency of all real existence. This rock is covered with moss, the rock 
next to it is not. Gustave Flaubert had literary ambition, and his brother 
Achille lacked it. That's the way it is. In the same way we want to know 
the properties of phosphorus, and we attempt to reduce them to the 
structure of the chemical molecules which compose it. But why are there 
molecules of this type? That's the way it is, that's all. The explanation 
of Flaubert's psychology will consist, if it is possible, in referring the 
complexity of his behavior patterns, his feelings, and his tastes back to 
certain prbperties, comparable to those of chemical bodies, beyond which 
it would be foolish to attempt to proceed. Yet we feel obscurely that 
Flaubert had not "received" his ambition. It is meaningful; therefore it 
is free. Neither heredity, nor bourgeois background nor education can 
account for it, still less those physiological considerations regarding the 
"nervous temperament," which have been the vogue for some time now. 
The nerve is not meaningful; it is a colloidal substance which can be 
described in itself and which does not have the quality of transcendence; 
that is, it does not transcend itself in order to make known to itself by 
means of other realities what it is. Under no circumstances could the 
nerve furnish the basis for meaning. In one sense Flaubert's ambition 
is a fact with all a fact's contingency-and it is true that it is impossible 
to advance beyond that fact-but in another sense it makes itself, and our 
satisfaction is a guarantee to us that we may be able to grasp beyond this 
ambition something more, something like a radical decision which, with­
out ceasing to be contingent, would be the veritable psychic irreducible. 

What we are demanding then-and what nobody ever attempts to 
give us-is a veritable irreducible; that is, an irreducible of which the 
irreducibility would be self-evident, which would not be presented as 
the postulate of the psychologist and the result of his refusal or his 
incapacity to go further, but which when established would produce in 
us an accompanying feeling of satisfaction. This demand on our part 
does not COme from that ceaseless pursuit of a cause, that infinite regress 
which has often been described as constitutive of rational research and 
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which consequently-far from being exclusively associated with psycho­
logical investigation-may be found in all disciplines ~md in all problems. 
This is not the childish quest of a "because," which allows no further 
"why?" It is on the contraly a demand based on a preontological compre­
hension of human reality and on the related refusal to consider man as 
capable of being analyzed and reduced to original givens, to determined 
desires (or "drives"), supported by the subject as properties by an object. 
Even if we were to consider him as such, it would be necessary to choose: 
either Flaubert, the man, whom we' can love or detest, blame or praise, 
who represents for us the Other, who directly attacks our being by the 
very fact that he has existed, would be originally a substratum unqualified 
by these desires; that is, a sort of indeterminate clay which would have to 
receive them passively or he would be reduced to the simple bundle of 
these irreducible drives or tendencies. In either case the man disappears; 
we can no longer find "the (lne" to wllOm this or that experience has 
happened; either in looking for the person, we encounter a useless, con­
tradictory metaphysical substance-or else the being whom we seek 
vanishes in a dust of phenomena bound together by external connec­
tions. But what each one of us requires in his very effort to comprehend an· 
other is that he should never have to resort to this idea of substance which 
is inhuman because it is well this side of the human. Finally the fact is that 
the being considered does not crumble into dust, and one can discover 
in him that unity-for which substance was only a caricature-which must 
be a unity of responsibility, a unity agreeable or hateful, blamable and 
praiseworthy, in short personal. This unity, which is the being of the man 
under consideration, is a free unification, and this unification can not come 
after a diversity which it unifies. 

But to be, for Flaubert, as for every subject of "biography," means to 
be unified in the world. The irreducible unification which we ought to 
find, which is Flaubert, and which we require biographers to reveal to 
us-this is the unification of an original project, a unification which should 
reveal itself to us as a non-substantial absolute. Therefore we should 
forego these so-called irreducible details and, taking the very evidence of 
them for a criterion, not stop in our investigation before it is evident that 
we neither can nor ought to go any further. In particular we must avoid 
trying to reconstruct a person by means of his inclinations, just as 
Spinoza warns us not to attempt to reconstruct a substance or its attri­
butes by the summation of its modes. Every desire if presented as an 
irreducible is an absurd contingency and involves in absurdity human 
reality taken as a whole. For example, if I declare of one of my friends that 
he "likes to go rowing," I deliberately intend to stop my investigation 
there. But on the other hand, I thus establish a contingent fact, which 
nothing can explain and which, though it has the gratuity of free deci­
sion, by no means has its autonomy. I can not in fact consider this fQnd· 
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ness for rowing as the fundamental project of Pierre; it contains some­
thing secondary and derived. Those who portray a character in this way 
by successive strokes come close to holding that each of these sf:rokes­
each one of the desires confronted-is bound to the others by connec­
tions which are purcly contingent and simplyexternaI. Those who, on the 
other hand, try to explain this liking will fall into the view of what 
Comte called materialism; that is, of explaining the higher by the lower. 
Someone will say, for example, that the subject considered is a sportsman 
who likes violent exercise and is in addition a man of the outdoors who 
especially like~ open air sports. By more general and less difft:rentiated 
tendencies he will try to explain this desire, w}lich stands in. exactly the 
same relation to ther... as the zoological species does to the genus. Thus 
the psychological explanation when it does not suddenly decide to stop, 
is sometimes the mere putting into relief relations of pure concomitance 
or of constant succession, and it is at other times a simple classification. 
To explain Pierre's fondness for rowing is to make it a mp.mberof the 
family of fondness for open air sports and to attach this family to that 
of fondness for sport in general. Moreover we will be able to find still 
more general and barren rubrics if we classify the taste for sports as one 
aspect of the love of chance, which will itself be given as a specific instance 
of the fundamental fondness for play. It is obvious that this so-called 
explanatory classification has no more value or interest than the classi­
fications in ancient botany; like the latter it amounts to assuming the 
priority of the abstract over the concrete-as if the fondness for play 
existed first in general to be subsequently made specific by the action 
of these circumstances in the love of sport, the latter in the fondness 
for rowing, and finally the rowing in the desire to row on a particular 
stream, under certain circumstances in a particular season-and like the 
ancient classifications it fails to explain the concrete enrichment which 
at each stage is undergone by the abs~ract inclination considered. 

Furthermore how are we to believe that a desire to row is only a desire 
to row. Can we truthfully admit that it can be reduced so simply to what 
it is? The most discerning ethicist~ have shown how a desire reaches be­
yond itself. Pascal believed that he could discover in hunting, for example, 
or tennis, or in a hundred other occupations, the need of being diverted. 
He revealed that in an activity which would be absurd if reduced to itself, 
there was a meaning which transcended it; that is, an indication which 
referred to the reality of man in general and to his condition. Similarly 
Stendhal in spite of his attachment to ideologists, and Proust in spite 
of his intellectualistic and analytical tendencies, have shown that love and 
jealousy can not be reduced to the strict desire of possessing a particular 
woman, but that these emotions aim at laying hold of the world in its 
entirety through the woman. This is the meaning of Stendhal's crystalliza­
tion, and it is precisely for this reason that love as Stendhal describes it 
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appears as a mode of being in the world. Love is a fundamental relation 
of the for-itself to the world and to itself (selfness) through a particular 
woman; the woman represents only a conducting body which is placed in 
the circuit. These analyses may be inexact or only partially true; never­
theless they make us suspect a method other than pure analytical descrip­
tion. In the same way Catholic novelists immediately see in carnal love 
its surpassing toward God-in Don Juan, "the eternally unsatisfied," in 
sin, "the place empty of God." There is no question here of finding again 
an abstract behind the concrete; the impulse toward God is no less 
concrete than the impulse toward a particular woman. On the contrary, 

. it is a matter of rediscovering under the partial and incomplete aspects 
of the subject the veritable concreteness which can be only the totality of 
his impulse toward being, his original relation to himself, to the world, 
and to the Other, in the unity of internal relations and of a fundamental 
project. This impulse can be only purely individual and unique. Far from 
estranging us from the person, as Bourget's analysis, for example, does in 
constituting the individual by means of a summation of general maxims, 
this impulse will not lead us to find in the need of writing-and of writing 
particular books-the need of activity in general. On the contrary, reject­
ing equally the theory of malleable clay and that of the bundle of drives, 
we will discover the individual person in the initial project which con­
stitutes him. His for this reason that the irreducibility of the result at­
tained will be revealed as self-evident, not because it is the poorest and 
the most abstract but because it is the richest. The intuition here will be 
accompanied by an individual fullness. 

The problem poses itself in approximately these terms: If we admit 
that the person is a tota:ity, we can not hope to reconstruct him by an 
addition or,by an organization of the diverse tendencies which we have 
empirically discovered in him. On the contrary, in each inclination, in 
each tendency the person expresses himself completely, although from a 
different angle, a little as Spinoza's substance expresses itselfcomplete1y 
in each of its attributes. But if this is so, we should discover in each 
tendency, in each attitude of the subject, a meaning which transcends it. 
A jealousy of a particular date in which a subject historicizes himself in 
relation to a certain woman, signifies for the one who knows how to inter­
pret it, the total relation to the world by which the subject constitutes 
himself as a self. In other words this empirical attitude is by itself the 
expression of the "choice of an intelligible character." There is no mystery 
about this. We no longer have to do with an intelligible pattern which 
can be present in our thought only, while we apprehend and conceptual­
ize the unique pattern of the subject's empirical existence. If the empiri­
cal attitude signifies the choice of the intelligible character, it is bec:mse 
it is itself this choice. Indeed the distinguishing characteristic of the 
intelligible choice, as we shall see later, is that it can exist only as the 
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transcendent meaning of each concrete, empirical choice. It is by nO means 
first effected in somc unconscious or on the noumenallevel to be subse­
quentlyexpressed in a particular observable attitude; there is not even an 
ontological pre-eminence over the empirical choice, but it is on principle 
that which must always detach itself from the empirical choice as its 
beyond and the infinity of its transcendence. Thus if I am rowing on the 
river, I am nothing-either here or in any other world-save this concrete 
project of rowing. But this project itself inasmuch as it is the totality of 
my being, explcsses my original choice in particular circumstances; it is 
nothing other than the choice of myself as a totality in these circum­
stances. That is why a special method must aim at detaching the funda­
mental meaning which the project admits and which can be only the 
individual secret of the subject's being-in-the-world. It is then rather by a 
comparison of the various empirical drives of a subject that we try to 
discover and disengage the fundamental project which is common to 
them all-and not by a simple summation or reconstruction of' these 
tendencies; each drive or tendency is the entire person. ' ' . 
, There is naturally an infinity of possible projects as' there is an infinity 

of possible human beings. Nevertheless, if we are to recognize certain 
common characteristics among them and if we are going to attempt to 
classify them in larger categories, it is best first to undertake individual 
investigations in the cases which we can study more easily. In our re­
search, we will be guided by this principle: to stop only in the presence 
of evident irreducibility; that is, never to believe that we have reached 
the initial project until the projected end appears as the very being of the 
subject under consideration. This is why we can not stop at those classifi­
cations of "authentic project" and "unauthentic project of the self" which 
Heidegger wishes to establish. In addition to the fact that such a classifica­
tion, in spite of its author's intent, is tainted with an ethical concern 
shown by its very terminology, it is based on the attitude of the subject 
toward his own death. Now if death causes anguish, and if consequently 
we can either flee the anguish or throw ourselves resolutely into it, it is a 
truism to say that this is because we wish to hold on to life. Conse­
quently anguish before death and resolute decision or flight into un­
authenticity can not be considered as fundamental projects of our being. 
On' the contrary, they can be understood only On the foundation of an 
original project of living; that is, on an original choice of our being. It is 
right then in each case to pass beyond the results of Heidegger's interpre­
tation toward a still more fundamental project. 

This fundamental project must not of course refer to any other and 
should be conceived by itself. It can be concerned neither with death nor 
life nor any particular characteristic of the human condition; the original 
project of a for-itself can aim only at its being. The project of being or 
desire ofbeing or drive toward being does not originate in a physiological 
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differentiation or in an empirical contingency; in fact it is not distin­
guished from the beiIJ.g of the for-itself.The for-itself is a being such that 
in its being, its being is in question in the fonn of a project of being. 'To 
the for-itself being means to make known to oneself what one is by 
means of a possibility appearing as a value. Possibility antI value belong 
to the being of the for-itself. The for-itself is defined ontologically as a 
lack of being, and possibility belongs to the for-itself as that which it lacks, 
in the same way that value haunts the for-itself as the totality of 
being which is lacking. What we have expressed in Part Two in terms of 
lack can be just as well expressed in terms of freedom. The for-itself 
chooses because it is lack; freedom is really synonymous with lack. Free­
dom is the concrete mode of being of the lack of being. Ontologically 
then it amounts to the same thing to say that value and possibility exist 
as internal limits of a lack of being which can exist only as a lack of being­
or that the upsurge of freedom determines its possibility and thereby 
circumscribes its value. 

Thus we can advance no further but have encountered the self-evident 
irreducible when we have reached the project of being; for obviously it 
is impossible to advance further than being, and there is no difference 
between the project of being, possibility, value, on the one hand, and 
being, on the other. Fundamentally man is the desire to be, and the 
existence of this desire is not to be established by an empirical induction; 
it is the result of an a priori description of the being of the for-itself, since 
desire is a lack and since the for-itself is the being which is to itself its own 
lack of being. The original project which is expressed in each of our 
empirically observable tendencies is then the project of being; or, if you 
prefer, each empirical tendency exists with the original project of being, 
in a relation of expression and symbolic satisfaction just as conscious 
drives, with Freud, exist in relation to the complex and to the original 
libido. Moreover the desire to be by no means exists first in order to cause 
itself to be expressed subsequently by desires a posteriori. There is noth­
ing outside of the symbolic expression which it finds in concrete desires. 
There is not first a single desire of being, then a thousand particular feel­
ings, but the desire to be exists and manifests itself only in and through 
jealousy, greed, love of art, cowardice, courage, and a thousand contingent, 
empirical expressions which always cause human reality to appear tI) us 
only as manifested by a particl'lar man, by a specific person. 

As for the being which is the object of this desire, we know a priori 
what this is. The for-itself is the being which is to itself its own lack of 
being. The being which the for-itself lacks is the in-itself. The for-itself 
arises as the nihilation of the in-itself and this nihilation is defined as the 
project toward the in-itself. Between the nihilated in-itself and the pro­
jected in-itself the for-itself is nothingness. Thus the end and the goal of 
the nihilation which I am is the in-itself. Thus human reality is the desire 
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of being-in-itself. But the in-itself which it desires can not be pure COn­
tingent, absurd in-itself, comparable at every point to that which it en­
counters and which' it nihilates. The nihilation, as we have seen, is in 
fact like a revolt of the in-itself, which nihilates itself against its contin­
gency. To say that the for-itself lives its facticity, as we have seen in the 

. chapter concerning the body, amounts to saying that the nihilation is 
the vain effort of a being to found its own being and that it is the with­
drawal to found being which provokes the minute displacement by which 
nothingness enters into being. The being which forms the object of the 
desire of the for-itself is then an in-itself which would be to itself its Own 
foundation; that is, which would be to its facticity in the same relation 
as the for-itself is to its motivations. In addition the for-itself, being the 
negation of the in-itself, could not desire the pure and simple return to 
the in-itself. Here as with Hegel, the negation of the negation can not 
bring us back to our point of departure. Quite the contrary, what the 
for-itself demands of the in-itself is precisely the totality detotalized­
"In-itself nihilated in for-itself." In other words the for-itself projects 
being as for-itself, a being which is what it is. It is as being which is what it 
is not, and which is not what it is, that the for-itself projects being what 
it is. It is as consciousness that it wishes to have the impermeability and 
infinite density of the in-itself. It is as the nihilation of the in-itself and a 
perpetual evasion of contingency and of facticity that it wishes to be its 
own foundation. This is why the possible is projected in general as what 
the for-itself lacks in order to become in-itself-for-itself. The fundamental 
value which presides over this project is exactly the in-itself-for-itself; 
that is, the ideal of a consciousness which would be the foundation of 
its own being-in-itself by the pure consciousness which it would have of 
itself. It is this ideal which can be called God. Thus the best way to 
conceive of the fundamental project of human reality is to say that man 
is the being whose project is to be God. Whatever may be the myths and 
rites of the religion considered, God is first "sensible to the heart" of man 
as the one who identifies and defines him in his ultimate and fundamental 
project. If man possesses a pre-ontological comprehension of the being 
of God, it is not the great wonders of nature nor the power of society 
which have conferred it upon him. God, value and supreme end of tran­
scendence, represents the permanent limit in terms of which man makes 
known to himself what he is. To be man means to reach toward being 
God. Or if you prefer, man fundamentally is the desire to be God. 

It may be asked, if man on coming into the world is borne toward God 
as toward his limit, if he can choose only to be God, what becomes of 
freedom? For freedom is nothing other than a choice which creates for 
itself its own possibilities, but it appears here that the initial project of 
being God, which "defines" man, comes close to being the same as a hu­
man "nature" or an "essence." The answer is that while the meaning of 
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the desire is ultimately the project of being God, the desire is never con­
stituted by this meaning; on the contrary, it always represents a particu­
lar discovery of its ends. These ends in fact are pursued in terms of a 
particular empirical situation, and it is this very pursuit which constitutes 
the surroundings as a situation. The desire of being is always realized as 
the desire of a mode of being. And this desire of a mode of being expresses 
itself in turn as the meaning of the myriads of concrete desires which 
constitute the web of our conscious life. Thus we find ourselves before 
very complex symbolic structures which have at least three stories. In 
empirical desire I can discern a symbolization of a fundamental concrete 
desire which is the person himself and which represents the mode in 
which he has decided that being would be in question in his being. This 
fundamental desire in turn expresses concretely in the world within the 
particular situation enveloping the individual, an abstract meaningful 
structure which is the desire of being in general; it must be considered 
as human reality in the person, and it brings about his community with 
others, thus making it possible to state that there is a truth concerning 
man and not only concerning individuals who cannot be compared. Ab­
solute concreteness, completion, existence as a totality belong then to 
the free and fundamental desire which is the unique person. Empirical 
desire is only a symbolization of this; it refers to this and derives its mean­
ing from it while remaining partial and reducible, for the empirical desire 
can not be conceived in isolation. On the other hand, the desire of being 
in its abstract purity is the truth of the concrete fundamental desire, but 
it does not exist by virtue of reality. Thus the fundamental project, the 
person, the free realization of human truth is everywhere in all desires 
(save for those exceptions treated in the preceding chapter, concerning, 
for example" "indifferents"). It is never apprehended except through 
desires-as we can apprehend space only through bodies which shape it 
for us, though space is a specific reality and not a concept. Or, if you like, 
it is like the object of Husserl, which reveals itself only by Abschattungen, 
and which nevertheless does not allow itself to be absorbed by anyone 
Abschattung. We can understand after these remarks that the abstract, 
ontological "desire to be" is unable to represent the fundamental, human 
structure of the individml; it cannot be anobstacle to his freedom. Free­
dom in fact, as we have shown in the preceding chapter, is strictly identi­
fied with nihilation. The only being which can be called free is the being 
which nmilates its being. Moreover we know that nihilation is lack of 
being and can not be otherwise. Freedom is precisely the being which 
makes itself a lack of being. But since desire, as we have established, is 
identical with lack of being, freedom can arise only as being which makes 
itself a desire of being; that is, as the project-for-itself of being in-itself­
for-itself. Here we have arrived at an abstract structure which can by no 
means be considered, as the nature or essence of freedom. Freedom is 
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existence, and in it existence precedes essence. The upsurge of freedom T

is immediate and concrete and is not to be distinguished from its choice; 
that is, from the person himself. But the structure under consideration 
can be called the truth of freedom; that is, it is the human meaning of 
freedom. 

It should be possible to establish the human truth of the person, as 
we have attempted to do by an ontological phenomenology. The cata­
logue of empirical desires ought to be made the object of appropriate 
psychological· investigations, observation and induction and, as needed, 
experience can serve to draw up this list. They will indicate to the philoso­
pher the comprehensible relations which can unite to each other various 
desires and various patterns- of behaviors, and will bring to light certain 
concrete connections between the subject of experience and "situations" 
experientially defined (which at bottom originate only from limitations 
applied in the name of positivity to the fundamental situation. of the 
subject in the world). But in establishing and classifying fundamental 
desires of individual persons neither of these methods is' appropriate. 
Actually there can be no question of determining a priori and ontologi­
cally what appears in all the unpredictability of a free act. This is why 
we shall limit ourselves here to indica:ting very summarily the possi­
bilities of such a quest and its perspectives. The very fact that we can 
subject any man whatsoever to such an investigation-that is what belongs 
to human reality in general. Or, if you prefer, this is what can be estab­
lished by an ontology. But the inquiry itself and its results are on principle 
wholly outside the possibilities of an ontology. 

On the other hand, pure, simple empirical description can only give 
us catalogues and put us in the presence of pseudo-irreducibles (the 
desire to write, to swim, a taste for adventure, jealousy, etc.). It is not 
enough in fact to draw up a list of behavior patterns, of drives and in­
clinations, it is necessary also to decipher them; that is, it is necessary 
to know how to question them. This research can be conduded only 
according to the 1'llles of a specific method. It is this method which 
we call existential psychoanalysis. 

The principle of this psychoanalysis is that man is a totality and not a 
collection. Consequently he expresses himself as a whole in even his most 
insignificant and his most superficial behavior: In other words there is not 
a taste, a mannerism, or an human act which is not revealing. 

The goal of psychoanalysis is to decipher the empirical behavior pat­
terns of man; that is to bring out in the open the revelations which each 
one of them contains and to fix them conceptually. 

Its point of departure is experience; its pillar of support is the funda­
mental, pre-ontological comprehension which man has of the human 
person. Although the majority of people can well ignore the indications 
contained in a gesture, a word, a sign and can look with SCOrn on the revela­
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tion which they carly, each human individual nevertheless possesses a 
priori the meaning of the revelatory value of these manifestations and 
is capable of. deciphering them, atleast if he is aided and guided by a 
helping hand. Here as elsewhere, truth is not encountered by chance; it 
does not belong to a domain where one must seek it without ever having 
any presentiment of its location, as one can go to look for the source of 
the Nile or of the Niger. It belongs a priori to human comprehension 
and the essential task is an hermeneutic; that is, a deciphering, a deter­
mination, and a conceptualization. 

Its method is comparative. Since each example of human conduct 
symbolizes in its own manner the fundamental choice which must be 
~rought to light, and· since at the same time each one disguises this 
choice under its occasional character and its historical opportunity, only 
the comparison of these acts of conduct can effect the emergence of the 
unique revelation which they all express ina different way. The first out­
line of this method has been furnished for us by the psychoanalysis of 
Freud and his disciples. For this reason it will be profitable here to in­
dicate more specifically the points where existential psychoanalysis will 
be inspired by psychoanalysis proper and those where it will radically 
differ from it. 

Both kinds of psychoanalysis consider all objectively discernible mani­
festations of "psychic life" as symbols maintaining symbolic relations to 
the fundamental, total structures which constitute the individual person. 
Both consider that· there are no primary givens such as hereditary dis­
positions, character, etc. Existential psychoanalysis recognizes nothing 
before the original upsurge of human freedom; empirical psychoanalysis 
holds that the original affectivity of the individual is virgin wax before 
its history. The libido is nothing besides its concrete fixations, save for a 
permancnt possibility of fixing anything whatsoever upon anything what­
soever. Both consider the human being as a perpetual, searching, histor­
ization. Rather than uncovering static, constant givens they discover the 
meaning, orientation, and adventures of this history. Due to this fact 
both consider man in the world and do not imagine that one can 
question the being of a. man without taking into account all his situation. 
Psychological investigations aim at reconstituting the life of the subject 
from birth to the moment -of the cure; they utilize all the objective 
documentation which they can find; letters, witnesses, intimate diaries, 
"social" information of every kind. What they aim at restoring is less a 
pure psychic event than a twofold structure: the crucial event of infancy 
and the psychic crystallization around this event. Here again we have to 
do with a situation. Each "historical" fact from this point of view will 
be considered at once as a factor of the psychic evolution and as a symbol 
of that evolution. For it is nothing in itself. It operates only according to 
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the way in which it is taken and this very manner of taking it expresses 
symbolically the internal disposition of the individual. 

Empirical psychoanalysis and existential psychoanalysis both search 
within an existing situation for a fundamental attitude which can not be 
expressed by simple, logical definitions because it is prior to all logic, 
and which requires reconstruction according to the laws of specific syn­
theses. Empirical psychoanalysis seeks to determine the complex, the 
very name of which indicates the polyvalence of all the meanings which 
are referred back to it. Existential psychoanalysis seeks to determine the 
original choice. This original choice operating in the face of the world 
and being a choice of position in the world is total like the complex; 
it is prior to logic like the complex. It is this which decides the attitude 
of the person when confronted with logic and principles; therefore 
there can be no possibility of. questioning it in conformance to logic. It 
brings together in a prelogical synthesis the totality of the existent, and 
as such it is the center of reference for an infinity of polyvalent meanings. 

Both our psychoanalyses refuse to admit that the subject is in a privi­
leged position to proceed in these inquiries concerning himself. They 
equally insist on a strictly objective method, using as documentary evi­
dence the data of reflection as well as the testimony of others. Of course 
the subject can undertake a psychoanalytic investigation of himself. 
But in this case he must renounce at the outset all benefit stemming 
from his peculiar position and must question himself exactly as if he 
were someone else. Empirical psychoanalysis in fact is based on the 
hypothesis of the existence of an unconscioU3 psyche, which on principle 
escapes the intuition of the subject. Existential psychoanalysis rejects 
the hypothesis of the unconscious; it makes the psychic act coextensive 
with consciousness. But if the fundamental project is fully experienced 
by the subject and hence wholly conscious, that certainly does not mean 
that it must by the same token be known by him; quite the contrary. 
The reader will perhaps recall the care we took in the Introduction to 
distinguish between consciousness and knowledge. To be sure, as we 
have seen earlier, reflection can be considered as a quasi-knowledge. But 
what it grasps at each moment is not the pure project of the for-itself as it 
is symbolically expressed-often in several ways at once-by the concrete 
behavior which it apprehends. It grasps the concrete behavior it~elf; 
that is, the specific dated desire in all its characteristic network. It grasps at 
once symbol and symbolization. This apprehension, to be sure, is entirely 
constituted by a pre-ontological comprehension of the fundamental pro­
ject; better yet, in so far as reflection is almost a non·thetic consciousn~ss 
of itself as reflection, it is this same project, as well as the non-reflective 
consciousness. But it does not follow that it commands the instruments 
and techniques necessary to isolate the choice symbolized, to fix it bv 
concepts, and to bring it forth into the full light of day. It is penetrated 
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by a great light without being able to express what this light is iIIuminat­
ing. We are not dealing with an unsolved riddle as the Freudians believe; 
all is there, luminous; reflection is in full possession of it, apprehends all. 
But this "mystery in broad daylight" is due to the fact that this possession 
is deprived of the means which would ordinarily permit analysis and 
conceptualization. It grasps everything, all at once, without shading, with­
out relief, without connections of grandeur-not that these shades, these 
values, these reliefs exist somewhere and are hidden from it, but rather 
because they must be established by another human attitude and because 
they can exist only by means of and for knowledge. Reflection, unable 
to serve as the basis for existential psychoanalysis, will then simply furnish 
us with the brute materials toward which the psychoanalyst must take 
an objective attitude. Thus only will he be able to know what he~1ready 
understands. The result is that complexes uprooted from the depths of 
the unconscious, like projects revealed by existential psychoanalysis, will 
be apprehended from the point of view of the Other. Consequently the 
object thus brought into the light will be articulated according to the 
structures of the transcended-transcendence; that is, its being wiII be 
the being-for-others even if the psychoanalyst and the subject of the 
psychoanalysis are actual1y the same person. Thus the project which is 
brought to light by either kind of psychoanalysis can be only the totality 
of the individual human being, the irreducible element of the transcend­
ence with the structure of being-for-others. What always escapes these 
methods of investigation is the project as it is for itself, the complex in 
its own being..This project-for-itself can be experienced only as a living 
possession; there is an incompatibility between existence for-itself and 
objective existence. But the object of the two psychoanalyses has in it 
nonetheless the reality of a being; the subject's knowledge of it can in 
addition contribute to clarify reflection, and that reflection can then 
become a possession which wiII be a quasi-knowing. 

At this _point the similarity between the two kinds of psychoanalysis 
ceases. They differ fundamental1y in that empirical psychoanalysis has 
decided upon its own irreducible instead of allowing this to make itself 
known in a self-evident intuition. The libido or the will to power in 
actuality constitutes a psycho-biological residue which is not clear in itself 
and which does not appear to us as being beforehand the irreducible 
limit of the investigation. Final1y it is experience which establishes that 
the foundation of complexes is this libido or this wiII to power; and these 
results of empirical inquiry are perfectly contingent, they are not convinc­
ing. Nothing prevents our conceiving a priori of a "human reality" which 
would not be expressed by the will to power, for which the libido would 
not constitute the original, undifferentiated project. 

On the other hand, the choice to which existential psychoanalysis will 
lead us, precisely because it is a choice. accounts for its original contin­
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gency, for the contingency of the choice is the reverse side of its freedom. 
Furthermore, inasmuch as it is established on the iack of being, conceived 
as a fundamental characteristic of being, it receives it,s legitimacy as a 
choice, and we know that we do not have to push further. Each result 
then will be at once fully contingent and legitimately irreducible. More­
over it will always remain particular; that is, we will not achieve as the 
ultimate goal of our investigation and the foundation of an behavior an 
abstract, general term, libido for example, which would be differentiated 
and made concrete first in complexes and then in detailed acts of conduct, 
due to the action of external facts and the history of the subject. On 
the contrary, it will be a choice which remains unique and which is from 
the start absolute concreteness. Details of behavior can express or particu­
larize this choice, but they can not make it more concrete than it already 
known in a self-evident intuition. The libido or the will to power in 
is. That is because the choice is nothing other than the being of each 
human reality; this amounts to saying that a particular partial behavior 
is or expresses the original choic~ of this human reality since for human 
reality there is no difference between existing and choosing for itself. 
From this fact we understand that existential psychoanalysis does not 
have to proceed from the fundamental "complex," which is exactly the 
choice of being, to an abstraction like the libido which would explain it. 
The complex is the ultimate choice, it is the choice of being and makes 
itself such. Bringing it into the light will reveal it each time as evidently 
irreducible. It follows necessarily that the libido and the will to power 
will appear to existential psychoanalysis neither as general characteristics 
common to all mankind nor asirreducibles. At most it will be possible 
after the investigation to establish that they express by virtue of particular 
ensembles in certain subjects a fundamental choice which can not be 
reduced to eithe:J:' one of them. We have seen in fact that desire and 
sexuality in general express an original effort of the for-itself to recover 
its being which has become estranged through contact with the Other. 
The will to power also originally supposes· being-for-others, the compre­
hension of the Other, and the choice of winning its own salvation by 
means·of the Other. The foundation of this attitude must be an original 
choice which would make us understand the radical identification of 
being-in-itself-for-itself with being-for-others. 

The fact that the ultimate term of this existential inquiry must be a 
. choice, distinguishes even better the psychoanalysis for which we have 
outlined the method and principal features. It thereby abandons the 
supposition that the environment acts mechanically on the subject under 
consideration. The environment can act on the subject only to the exact 
extent that he comprehends it; that is, transforms it into a situation. 
Hence no objective description of this environment could be of any use 
to us, FJ:om· the start the environment conceived as a situation refers 
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to the for-itself which is choosing. just as the for-itself refers to the en­
vironment by the very fact that the for-itself is in the world. By renounc­
ing all mechanical causation, we renounce at the same time all general 
interpretation of the symbolization confronted. Our goal could not be tD 
establish empirical laws of succession, nor could we constitute a universal 
symbolism. Rather the psychoanalyst will have to rediscover at each step 
a symbol functioning in the particular case which he is considering. If 
each being is a totality, it is not conceivable that there can exist elementary 
symbolic relationships (e.g.; the faeces = gold, or a pincushion = the 
breast) which preserve a constant meaning in all cases; that is, which re­
main unaltered when they pass from one meaningful ensemble to another 
ensemble. Furthermore the psychoanalyst will never lose sight of the fact 
that the choice is living and consequently can be revoked by the subject 
who is being studied. We have shown in the preceding chapter the impor­
tance of the instant, which represents abrupt changes in orientation and 
the assuming of a new position in the face of an unalterable past. From 
tHis moment on, we must always be ready to consider that symbols change 
meaning and to abandon the symbol used hitherto. Thus existential psy­
choanalysis will have to be completely flexible and adapt itself to the 
slightest observable changes in the subject. Our concern here is to under­
stand what is individual and often even instantaneous. The method which 
has served for one subject will not necessarily be suitable to use for 
another subject or for the same subject at a later period. 

Precisely because the goal of the inquiry must be to discover a choice 
and not a state, the investigator must recall on every occasion that his 
obiect is not a datum buried in the darkness of the unconscious but a 
free, conscious determination-which is not even resident in conscious­
ness, but which is one with this consciousness itself. Empirical psycho­
analysis, to the extent that its method is better than its principles, is 
rften in sight of an existential discovery, but it always stops part way. 
When it thus approaches the fundamental choice, the resistance of the 
subject collapses suddenly and he recognizes the image of himself which 
is presented to him as if he were seeing himself in a mirror. This involun­
tary testimony of the subject is precious for the psychoanalyst; he sees 
there the sign that he has reached his goal; he can pass on from the investi­

.gation proper to the cure. But nothing in his principles or in his initial 
postulates permits hiM to understand or to utilize this testimony. Where 
could he get any such right? If the complex is really unconscious-that is, 
if there is a barrier separating the sign from the thing signified-how 
could the subject recognize it? Does the unconscious complex recognize 
itself? But haven't we been told that it lacks understanding? And if of 
necessity we granted to it the faculty of understanding the signs, would 
this not be to make of it by the same token a conscious unconscious? 
What is understanding if not to be conscious of what is understood? 
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Shall we ,say on the other hand that. it is the subject as conscious who 
recognizes the image presented? But how could he compare it with his 
true state since that is out of reach and since he has never had any knowl­
edge of it? At most he' will be able to judge that the psychoanalytic 
explanation of his case' is a probable hypothesis, which derives its proba­
bility from the number of behavior patterns which it explains. His relation 
to this interpretation is that of a third party, that of the psychoanalyst 
himself; he has no privileged position. And if he believes in the probability 
of the psychoanalytic hypothesis, is this simple belief, which lives in the 
limits of his consciousness, able to effect the breakdown of the barriers 
which dam up the unconscious tendencies? The psychoanalyst doubtless 
has some obscure picture of an abrupt coincidence of conscious and 
unconscious. .But he has removed all methods of conceiving of this 
coincidence in any positive sense. 

Still, the enlightenment of the subject is a fact. There is an intuition 
here which is accompanied by evidence. The subject guided by the 
psychoanalyst does more and better than to give his agreement to an 
hypothesis; he touches it, he sees what it is. This is truly understandable 
only if the subject has never ceased being conscious of his deep tend­
encies; better yet, only if,these drives are not distinguished from his con­
scious self. In this case as we have seen, the traditional psychoanalytic 
interpretation does not cause him to attain consciousness of what he is; 
it causes him to attain knowledge of what he is. It is existential psycho­
analysis then which claims the final intuition of the subject as decisive. 

This comparison allows us to understand better what an existential 
psychoanalysis must be if it is entitled to exist. It is a method destined 
to bring to light, in a strictly objective form, the subjective choice by 
which each living person makes himself a person; that is, makes known 
to himself what he is. Since what the method setks is a choice of being 
at the same time as a being, it must reduce particular behavior patterns 
to fundamental relations-not of sexuality or of the will to power, but 
of being-which are expressed in this behavior. It is then guided from 
tbe start toward a comprehension of being and must not assign itself 
any other goal than to discover being and the mode of being of the 
being confronting this being. It is forbidden to stop before attaining 
this goal. It will utilize the comprehension of being which characterizes 
the investigator inasmuch as he is himself a human reality; and as it seeks 
to detach being from its symbolic expressions, it will have to rediscover 
each time on the basis of a comparative study of acts and attitudes, a 
symbol destined to decipher them. Its criterion of success will be the 
numbel' of facts which its hypothesis pennits it to explain and to unify as 
well as the self-evident intuition of the irreducibility of the end attaine~. 
To this criterion will be added in all cases where it is possible, the decI­
sive testimony of the subject. The results thus achieved-that is, the 
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ultimate ends of the individual-can then become the object of a classifi­
cation, and it is by the comparison of these results that we will be able 
to establish gencral considerations about human reality as an empirical 
choice of its own ends. The behavior studied by this psychoanalysis will 
include not only dreams, failures, obsessions, and neuroses, but also 
and especially the thoughts of waking life, successfully adjusted acts, 
style, etc. This psychoanalysis has not yet found its Freud. At most 
we can find the foreshadowing of it in certain particularly successful biog­
raphies. We hope to be able to attempt elsewhere two examples in rela­
tion to Flaubert and Dostoevsky. But it matters little to us whether it 
now exists; the important thing is that it is possible. 

II. "DOING" AND "HAVING": POSSESSION 

THE information which ontology can furnish concerning behavior pat­
terns and desire must serve as the basiC principles of existential psycho­
analysis. This does not mean that there is an over-all pattern of abstract 
desires common to all men; it means that concrete desires have structures 
which emerge during the study of ontology because each desire-the de­
sire of eating or of sleeping as well as the desire of creating a work of art­
expresses all human reality. As I have shown elsewhere,S the knowledge 
of man must be a totality; empirical, partial pieces of knowledge on this 
level lack all significancc. We shall succeed in our task if we utilize the 
pieces of knowledge achieved up to this point, for laying down the bases 
of existential psychoanalysis. Indeed this is the point where ontology 
must stop; its final discoveries are the first principles of psychoanalysis. 
Henceforth we must have another method since the object is different. 
What then does ontology teach us about desire, since desire is the being 
of human reality? 

Desire is a lack of being. As such it is directly supported by the being 
of which it is a lack. This being, as we have said, is the in-itself-for-itself, 
consciousness become substance, substance become the cause of itself, 
the Man-God. Thus the being of human reality is originally not a sub­
stance but a lived relation. The limiting terms of this relation are first 
the original In-itself, fixed in its contingency and its facticity, its essential 
characteristic being that it is, that it exists; and second the In-itself-for­
itself or value, which exists as the Ideal of the contingent In-itself and 
which is characterized as beyond all contingency and all existence. Man 
is neither the one nor the other of these beings, for strictly speaking, we 
should never say of him that he is at all. He is what he is not and he is 
not what he is; he is the nihilation of the contingent In-itself in so far 
as the self of this nihilation is its flight ahead toward the In-itself as self-

S Esquisse d'une tMorie phenomenologique des emotions. Hennann, 1939. 
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calise. Human reality is the pure effort to become God without there 
being any given substratum for that effort, without there being anything 
which so endeavours. Desire expresses this endeavour. 

Nevertheless desire is not defined solely in relation to the In-itself-as­
self-eause. It is also relative to a brute, concrete existent which we COm­
monly call the object of the desire. This object may be now a slice of 
bread, now an automobile, now a woman, now an object not yet realized 
and yet defined-as when the artist desires to. create a work of art. TIlUS 

by its very structure desire expresses a man's relation to one or several 
objects in the world; it is one of the aspects of Being-in-the-world. From 
this point of view we see first that this relation is not of a unique type. 
It is only by a sort of abbreviation that we speak of "the desire of some­

, thing:' Actually a thousand empirical examples show that we desire to 
possess this object or to do that thing or to be someone. If I desire this 
picture, it means that I desire to buy it, to appropriate it for myself. If I 
desire to write a book, to go for a walk, it means that I desire to "do" this 
book, to "do" this walk. If I dress up, it is because I desire to be well­
groomed. I train myself in order to be a scientist, etc. Thus from the 
outset, the three big categories of concrete human existence appear 
to us in their original relation: to do, to have, to be.' 

It is easy to see, however, that the desire to do is not irreducible. One 
does (= makes) an object in order to enter into a certain relation with 
it. This new relation can be immediately reducible to having. For example, 
I cut a cane from a branch of a tree (I do a cane out of a branch) in order 
to have this cane. The "doing" is reduced to a mode of having. This is 
the most common example. But it can also happen that my activity does 
not appear on the surface as reducible. It can appear gratuitous as in the 
case of scientific research, or sport, or aesthetic creation. Yet in these 
various examples doing is still not irreducible. If I create a picture, a 
drama, a melody, it is in order that I may be at the origin of a coucrete 
existence. This existence interests me only to the degree that the bund 
of creation which I establish between it and me gives to me a particular 
right of ownership over it. It is not enough that a certain picture which 
I have in mind should exist; it is necessary as well that it exist throug}! me. 
Evidently in one sense the ideal would be that I should sustain the picture 
in being by a sort of continuous creation and that consequently it should 
be mine as though by a perpetually renewed emanation. But in another 
sense it must be radically distmct from myself-in order that it may ~e 
mine but not me. Here as in the Cartesian theory of substances, there IS 

danger that the being of the created object may be reabsorbed in lhy 
being because of lack of independence and objectivity; hence it must of 
necessity exist also in itself, must perpetually renew Its existence by itself. 

4 The reader willlecall that as st2ted earlier the French word faile means both "do" 
and "mae:' Tr. 
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Consequently my work appears to me as a continuous creation but fixed 
in the in-itself; it carries indefinitely my "mark"; that is, it is for an indefi­
nite period "my" thought. Every work of art is a thought, an "idea"; its 
characteristics are plainly ideal to the extent that it is nothing but a mean­
ing. But on the other hand, this meaning, this thought which is in one 
sense perpetually active as if I were perpetually forming it, as if a mind 
were conceiving it without respite-a mind which would be my mind 
--this thought sustains itself alone in being; it by no means ceases to be 
active when I am not actually thinking it. I stand to it then in the double 
relation of the consciousness which conceives it and the consciousness 
which encounters it. It is precisely this double relation which I express 
by saying that it is mine. We shall see the meaning of it when we have 
defined precisely the significance of the category "to have." It is in order 
to enter into this double relation in the synthesis of appropriation that 
I create my work. In fact it is this synthesis of self and not-self (the 
intimacy and translucency of thought on the one hand and the opacity 
and indifference of the in-itself on the other) that I am aiming at 
and which will establish my ownership of the work. In this sense it is 
not only strictly artistic works which J appropriate in this manner. This 
cane which I have cut from the branch is also destined to belong to me 
in this double relation: first as an object for everyday use, which is at 
my disposition and which I possess as I possess my clothes or my books, 
and second as my own work. Thus people who like to surround them­
selves with everyday objects which they themselves have made, are en­
joying subtleties of appropriation. They unite in a single object and in 
one syncretism the appropriation by enjoyment and the appropriation by 
creation. We find this same uniting into a single project everywhere from 
artistic creation to the cigarette which "is better when I wH it myself." 
Later we shall meet this project in connection with a special type of 
ownership which stands as the degradation of it-luxury-for we shall 
see that luxury is distinguished not as a quality of the object possessed 
but as a quality of possession. 

Knowing also-as we showed in the introduction to Part Four-is a 
form of appropriation. That is why scientific research is nothing other 
than an effort to appropriate. The truth discovered, like the work of art, 
is my knowledge; it is the noerna of a thought which is discovered only 
when I form the thought and which consequently appears in a certain 
way as maintained in existence by me. It is through me that a facet of 
the world is revealed; it is to me that it reveals itself. In this sense I am 
creator and possessor, not that I consider the aspect of being which I 
discover, as a pure representation, but on the contrary, because this 
aspect although it is revealed only by me, exists profoundly and really. 
I can say only that I manifest it in the sense that Gide tells us that "we 
always ought to manifest:' But I find again an independence analogous 
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to that of the work of art in the character of the truth of my thought; that 
is, in its objectivity. This thought which I fonn and which derives its 
existence from me purslJes at the same time its own independent exist­
ence to the extent that it is thought by everybody. It is doubly "I": it 
is the world revealing itself to me and it is "I" in relation to others, I 
fonning my thought with the mind of others. At the same time it is 
doubly closed against me: it is the being which I am not (inasmuch as 
it reveals itself to me), and since it is thought by all from the moment 
of its appearance, it is a thought devoted to anonymity. This synthesis 
of self and not-self can be expressed here by the tenn "mine." 

In addition the idea of discovery, of revelation, includes an idea of 
appropriative enjoyment. What is seen is possessed; to see is to deflower. 
If we examine the comparisons ordinarily used to express the relation 
between the knower and the known, we see that many of them are rep­
resented as being a kind of violation by sight. The unknown object is 
gi"en as immaculate, as virgin, comparable to a whiteness. It has not yet 
"delivered up" its secret; man has not yet "snatched" its secret away 
from it. All these images insist that the object is ignorant of the investiga­
tions and the instruments aimed at it; it is unconscious of being known; 
it goes about its business without noticing the glance which spies on it, 
like a WOman whom a passerby catches unaware at her bath. Figures of 
speech, sometimes vague and sometimes more precise, like that of the 
"unviolated depths" of nature suggest the idea of sexual intercourse 
more plainly. We speak of snatching away her veils from nature, of 
unveiling her (ct. Schiller's Veiled Image of Sai"s). Every investigation 
implies the idea of a nudity which one brings out into the open by 
clearing away the obstacles which cover it, just as Actaeon clears away the 
branches so that he can have a better view of Diana at her bath. More 
than this, knowledge is a hunt. Bacon called it the hunt of Pan. The 
scientist is the hunter who surprises a white nudity and who violates by 
looking at it. Thus the totality of these images reveals ·something which 
we shall call the Ac.:taeon complex. 

By taking this idea of the hunt as a guiding thread, we shall discover 
another symbol of appropriation, perhaps still more primitive: a person 
hunts for the sake of eating. Curiosity in an animal is always either sexual 
or alimentary. To know is to devour with the eyes.1I In fact we can note 
here, so far as knowledge through the senses is concerned, a process the 
reverse of that which was discovered in connection with the work of art. 
We remarked that the work of art is like a fixed emanation of the mind. 
The mind is continually creating it and yet it stands alone and indifferent 
in relation to that creation. This same relation exists in the act of 

II For the child, knowing involves actually eating. He wants to taste what be sees. 
(We might, I suppose, compare Ben Jonson's "Drink to Me Only with Thine Eyes'" 
Tr.) 
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knowing, but its opposite is not excluded. In knowing, consciousness 
attracts the object to itself ~nd incorporates it in itself. Knowledge is 
assimilation. The writings of French epistomology swarm with alimen­
tary metaphors (absorption, digestion, assimilation). There is a move­
ment of dissolution which passes from the object to the knowing subject. 
The known is transformed into me; it becomes my thought and thereby 
consents to receive its existence from me alone. But this movement of 
dissolution is fixed by the fact that the known remains in the same place, 
indefinitely absorbed, devoured, and yet indefinitely intact, wholly di­
gested and yet wholly outside, as indigestible as a stone. For naive imagina­
tions the symbol of the "digested indigestible" is very important; for 
example, the stone in the stomach of the ostrich or Jonah in the stomach 
of the whale. The symbol represents the dream of a non-destructive 
assimilation. It is an unhappy fact-as Hegel noted-that desire destroys its 
object. In this sense, he said, desire is the desire of devouring. In reaction 
against this dialectical necessity, the For-itself dreams of an object which 
may be entirely assimilated by me, which would be me, without dissolv­
ing into me but still keeping the structure of the in-itse1t; for what I 
desire exactly is this object; and if I eat it, I do not have it any more, I 
find nothing remaining except myself. 

This impossible synthesis of assimilation and an assimilated which 
maintains its integrity, has deep-rooted connections with basic sexual 
drives. The idea of "carnal possession" offers us the irritating but seduc­
tive figure of a body perpetually possessed and perpetually new, on which 
possession leaves no trace. This is deeply symbolized in the quality of 
"smooth" or "polished." What is smooth can be taken and felt but re­
mains no less impenetrable, does not give way in the least beneath the 
appropriative caress-it is like water. This is the reason why erotic de­
scriptions insist on the smooth whiteness of a woman's body. Smooth­
it is what re-forms itself under the caress, as water re-forms itself in its 
passage over the stone which has pierced it. At the same time, as we 
have seen earlier, the lover's dream is to identify the beloved object 
with himself and still preserve for it its own individuality; let the Other 
become me without ceasing to be the Other. It is at this point that we 
encounter the similarity to scientific research: the known object, like the 
stOrie in the stomach of the ostrich, is entirely within me, assimilated, 
transformed into myself, and it is entirely me; but at the same time 
it is impenetrable, untransformable, entirely smooth, with the indifferent 
nudity of a body which is beloved and caressed in vain. It remains outside; 
to know it is to devour it yet without consuming it. We see here how the 
sexual and· alimentary currents mingle and interpenetrate in order to 
constitute the Actaeon complex and the Jonah complex; we can see the 
digestive and sensual roots which are reunited to give birth to the desire 
of knowing. Knowledge is at one and the same time a penetration and a 

~ 
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superficial caress, a digestion and the contemplation from afar of an 
object which will never lose its form, the production of a thought by a 
continuous creation and the establishment of the total objective inde­
pendence of that thought. The known object is my thought as a thing 
This is precisely what I profoundly desire when I undertake my research 
-to apprehend my thought as a thing and the thing as my thought. The 
syncretic relation which provides the basis for the ensemble of such di· 
verse tendencies can be only a relation of appropriation. That is why the 
desire to know, no matter how disinterested it may appear, is a relation 
of appropriation. To know is one of the forms which can be assumed by 
to ha\-'c. 

There remains one type of activity which we willingly admit is entirely 
gratuitous; the activity of play and the "drives" which relate back to it. 
Can we discover an appropriative drive in sport? To be sure, it must be 
noted first that playas contrasted with the spirit of seriousness appears 
to be ,the least possessive attitude; it strips the real of its reality. The 
serious attitude involves starting from the world and attributing more 
reality to the world than to oneself; at the very least the serious man 
confers reality on himself to the degree to which he belongs to the world. 
It is not by chance that materialism is serious; it is not by chance that 
it is found at all times and places as the favorite doctrine of the revolu­
tionary. This is because revolutionaries are serious. They come to know 
themselves first in terms of the world which oppresses them, and they 
wish to change this world. In this one respect they are in agreement with 
their ancient adversaries, the possessors, who also come to know them­
selves and appreciate themselves in terms of their position in the world. 
Thus all serious thought is thickened by the world; it coagulates; it is a 
dismissal of human reality in favor of the world. The serious man is 
"of the world" and has no resource in himself. He does not even imagine 
any longer the possibility of getting out of the world, for he has given to 
himself the type of existence of the rock, the consistency, the inertia, the 
opacity of being-in-the-midst-of-the-world. It is obvious that the serious 
man at bottom is hiding from himself the consciousness of his free­
dom; he is in bad faith and his bad faith aims at presenting himself 
to his own eyes as a consequence; everything is a consequence for him, 
and there is never any beginning. That is why he is so concerned with 
the consequences of his acts. Marx proposed the original dogma of the 
serious when he asserted the priority of object over snbject. Man is 
serious when he takes himself for an object. 

Plat, like Kierkegaard's irony, releases subjectivity. What is play in­
deed if not an activity of which man is the first origin, for which man 
himself sets the rules, and which has no consequences except according to 
the rules posited? As soon as a man apprehends himself as free and wishes 
to use his freedom, a freedom, by the way, which could just as well be 
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his anguish, then his activity is play. The first principle of play is man 
himself; through it he escapes his natural nature; he himself sets the 
value and rules for his acts and consents to play only according to the 
rules which he himself has established and defined. As a result, there is 
in a sense "little reality" in the world. It might appear then that when a 
man is playing, bent on discovering himself as free in his very action, he 
certainly could not be conc;erned with possessing a.being in the world. 
His goal, which he aims at through sports or pantomime or games, is to 
attain himself as a certain being, precisely the being which is in question 
in his being. 

The point of these remarks, however, is not to show us that in play 
the desire to do is irreducible. On the contrary we must conclude that the 
desire to do is here reduced to a certain desire to be. The act is not its 
own goal for itself; neither does its explicit end represent its goal and its 
profound meaning; but the function of the act is to make manifest and 
to present to itself the absolute freedom which is the very being of the 
person. This particular type of project, which has freedom for its founda­
tion and its goal, deseryes a special study. It is radically different from 
all others in that it aims at a radically different type of being. It would be 
necessary to explain in full detail its relations with the project of being­
God, which has appeared to us as the deep-seated structure of human 
reality. But such a study can not be made here; it belongs rather to an 
Ethics and it supposes that there has been a preliminary definition of 
nature and the role of purifying reflection (our descriptions have hitherto 
aimed only at accessory reflection); it supposes in addition taking a posi­
tion which can be moral only in the face of values which haunt the For­
itself. Nevertheless the fact remains that the desire to play is fundament­
ally the desire to be. 

Thus. the three ca~egories "to be," "to do," and "to have" are reduced 
here as everywhere to two; "to do" is purely transitional. Ultimately a 
desire can be only the desire to be or the desire to have. On the other 
hand, it is seldom that play is pure of all appropriative tendency. I am 
passing over the desire of achieving a good perfonnance or of beating a 
record which can act as i. stimulant for the sportsman; I am not even 
speaking ofthe desire "to have" a handsome body and hannonious mus­
cles, which springs from the desire of appropriating objectively to myself 
my own being-for-others. These desires do not always enter in and besides 
they are not fundamental. But there is always in sport an appropriative 
component. In reality sport is a free transformation of the worldly en­
vironment into the supporting element of the. action. This fact makes 
it creative like art. The environment may be a field of snow, an Alpine 
slope. To see it is already to possess it. In itself it is already apprehended 
by sight as a symbol of being.8 It represents pure exteriority, radical 

8 See section III. 
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spatiality; its undifferentiation, its monotony, and its whiteness manifest 
the absolute nudity of substance; it is the in-itself which is only in-itself, 
the being of the phenomenon, which being is manifested suddenly out­
side all phenomena. At the same time its solid immobility expresses the 
permanence and the objective resistance of the In-itself, its opacity and 
its impenetrability. Yet this first intuitive enjoyment can not suffice me. 
That pure in-itself, comparable to the absolute, intelligible plenum of 
Cartesian extension, fascinates me as the pure appearance of the not-me; 
What I wish precise1y is that this in-itself might be a sort of emanation 
of myself while stilI remaining in itself. This is the meaning even of 
the snowmen and snowballs which children- make; the goal is to "do 
something out of snow"; that is, to impose on it a form which adheres so 
deeply to the matter that the matter appears to exist for the sake of 
the form. But if I approach, if I want to establish an appropriative con­
tact with the field of snow, everything is changed. Its scale of being is 
modified; it exists bit by bit instead of existing in vast spaces; stains, brush, 
and crevices come to individualize each square inch. At the same· time 
its solidity melts into water. I sink into the snow up to my knees; if I 
pick some up with my hands, it turns to liquid in my fingers; it runs off; 
there is nothing left of it. The in-itself is transformed into nothingness. 
My dream of appropriating the snow vanishes at the same moment. 
Moreover I do not know what to do with this snow which I have just 
come to see close at hand. I can not get hold of the field; I can not even 
reconstitute it as that substantial total which offered itself to my eyes 
and which has abruptly, doubly collapsed. 

To ski means not only to enable me to make rapid movements and 
to acquire a technical skill, nor is it merely to play by increasing according 
to my whim the speed or difficulties of the course; it is also to enable 
me to possess this field of Snow. At present I am doing something to it. 
That means that by my very activity as a skier, I am changing the matter 
and meaning of the snow. From the fact that now in my course it appears 
to me as a slope tQ go down, it finds again a continuity and a unity which 
it had lost. It is at the moment connective tissue. It is included between 
two limiting terms; it unites the point of departure with the point of 
arrival. Since in the descent I do not consider it in itself, bit by bit, but 
am always fixing on a point to be reached beyond the position which I 
now occupy, it does not collapse into an infinity of individual details but 
is traversed toward the point which I assign myself. This traversal is not 
only an activity of movement; it is also and especially a synthetic activity 
of organization and connection; I spread the skiing field before me in the 
same way that the geometrician, according to Kant, can apprehend a 
straight line only by drawing one. Furthermore this organization is mar­
ginal and not focal; it is not for itself and in itself that the field of snow is 
unified; the goal, posited and clearly perceive~ the object of my atten­
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tion is the spot at the edge of the field where I shall arrive. The snowy 
space is massed underneath implicitly; its cohesion is that of the blank 
space understood in the interior of a circumference, for example, when 
I look at the black line of the cirCle without paying explicit attention to 
its surface. And precisely because I maintain it marginal, implicit, and 
understood, it adapts itself to me, I have it well in hand; I pass beyond 
it toward its end just as a man hanging a tapestry passes beyond the 
hammer which he uses, toward its end, which is to nail an arras on the 
wall. 

No appropriation can be more complete than this instrumental appro­
priation; the synthetic activity of appropriation is here a technical ac­
tivity of utilization. The upsurge of the snow is the matter of my act in 
the same way that the upswing of the hammer is the pure fulfillment of 
the hammering. At the same time I have chosen a certain point of view 
in order to apprehend this snowy slope: this point of view is a deter­
mined speed, which emanates from me, which I can increase or diminish 
as I like; through it the field traversed is constituted as a definite object, 
entirely distinct from what is would be at another speed. The speed organ­
izes the ensembles at will; a specific object does or does not form a part 
of a particular group according to whether I have or have not taken a 
particular speed. (Think, for example, of Provence .seen "on foot;" "by 
car," "by train," "by bicyde." It offers as many different aspects according 
to whether or not Beziers is one hour, a morning's trip, or two days 
distant from Narbonne: that is, according to whether Narbonne is isolated 
and posited for itself with its environs or whether it constitutes a coher­
ent group with Beziers and Sete, for example. In this last case Narbonne's 
relation to the sea is directly accessible to intuition; in the other it is 
denied; it can form the object only of a pure concept.) It is I myself then 
who'give form to the field of snow by the free speed which I give myself. 
But at the same time I am acting upon my matter. The speed is not 
limited to imposing a form on a matter given from the outside; it creates 
its matter. The snow, which sank under my weight when I walked, which 
melted into water when I tried to pick it up, solidifies suddenly under 
the action of my speed; it supports me. It is not that I have lost sight of 
its lightness, its non-substantiality, its perpetual evanescence. Quite the 
contrary. It is precisely that lightness, that evanescence, that secret li­
quidity which 'hold me up; that is, which condense and melt in order to 
support me. This is because I hold a special relation of appropriation 
with the snow: sliding. This relation we will study later in detail. But at 
the moment we can grasp its essential meaning. We think of sliding as 
remaining on the surface. This is inexact; to be sure, I only skim the 
surface, and this skimming in itself is worth a whole study. Nevertheless 
I realize a synthesis which has depth. I realize that the bed of snow or­
ganizes itself in its lowest depths in order to hold me up; the sliding 

...
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is action at a distance; it assures my mastery over the material without 
my needing to plunge into that material and engulf myself in it in order 
to overcome it. To slide is the opposite of taking root. The root is already 
half assimilated into the earth which nourishes it; it is a living concretion 
of the earth; it can utilize the earth only by making itself earth; that is, by 
submitting itself, in a sense, to the matter which it wishes to utilize. 
Sliding, on the contrary, realizes a material unity in depth without pene­
trating farther than the surface; it is like the dreaded master who does not 
need to insist nor to raise his voice in order to be obeyed. An admirable 
picture of power. From this comes that famous advice: "Slide, mortals, 
don't bear down!" This does not mean "Stay on the surface, don't go 
deeply into things," but on the contrary, "Realize syntheses in depth with· 
out compromising yourself." 

Sliding is appropriation precisely because the synthesis of support 
realized by the speed is valid only for the slider and during the actual 
time when he is sliding. The solidity of the snow is effective only for 
me, is sensible only to me; it is a secret which the snow releases to me 
alone and which is already no longer true behind my back. Sliding realizes 
a strictly individual relation with matter, an historical relation; the matter 
reassembles itself and solidifies in order to hold me up, and it falls back 
exhausted and scattered behind me. Thus by my passage I have realized 
that which is unique for me. The ideal for sliding then is a sliding which 
does not leave any trace. It is sliding on water with a rowboat or motor 
boat or especially with water skis which, though recently invented, 
represent from this point of view the ideal limit of aquatic sports. Slid· 
ing on snow is already less perfect; there is a trace behind me by which I 
am compromised, however light it may be. Sliding on ice, which scratches 
the ice and finds a matter already organized, is very inferior, and if people 
continue to do it despite all thi8, it is for other reasons. Hence that 
slight disappointment which always seizes us when we see behind us 
the imprints which our skis have left on the snow. How much better 
it would be if the snow re-formed itself as we passed over it! Besides 
when we let ourselves slide down the slope, we are accusi:omed to the 
illusion of not making any mark; we ask the snow to behave like that 
water which secretly it is. Thus the sliding appears as identical with a 
continuous creation. The speed is comparable to consciousness and here 
symbolizes consciousness.7 While it exists, it effects in the material the 
birth of a deep quality which lives only so long as the speed exists, a sort 
of reassembling which conquers its indifferent exteriority and which faUs 
back like a blade of grass behind the moving slider. The informing uni· 
fica~ion and synthetic condensation of the field of snow, which masses 
itself into an instrumental organization, which is utilized, like the hammer 

'l' \Ve have ~ell in I'artThree the relation of motion to the for-itself. 
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or the anvil, and which docilely adapts itself to an action which under· 
stands it and fulfills it; a continued and'creative action on the very mat· 
ter of the snow; the solidification of the snowy mass by the sliding; the 
similarity of the snow to the water which gives support, docile and with­
out memory, or to the naked body of the 'woman, which the caress 
leaves intact and troubled in its inmost depths"":"such is the action of the 
skier on the real. But at the same time the snow remains impenetrable 
and out of reach; in one sense the action of the skier only develops its 
potentialities. The skier makes it produce what it can produce; the 
homogeneous, solid matter releases for him a solidity and homogeneity 
only through the act of the sportsman, but this solidity and this homo· 
geneity dwell as properties enclosed in the matter. This synthesis of 
self and not-self which the sportsman's action here realizes is expressed, 
as in the case of speCUlative knowledge and the work of art, by the 
affirmation of the right of the skier over the snow. It is my field of snow; 
I have traversed it a hundred times, a hundred times I have through my 
speed effected the birth of this force of condensation and support; it is 
mine. 

To this aspect of appropriation through sport, there must be added 
another-a difficulty overcomc. It is more generally understood, and we 
shan scarcely insist on it here. Before descending this snowy slope, I 
must climb up it. And this ascent has offered to me another aspect of the 
snow-resistance. I have realized this resistance through my fatigue, and 
I have been able to measure at each instant the progress of my victory. 
Here the snow is identical with the Other, and the common expressions 
"to overcome," "to conquer," "to master," etc. indicate sufficiently that 
it is a matter of establishing between me and the snow the relation of 
master to slave. This aspect of appropriation which we find in the ascent, 
exists also in swimming, in an obstacle course, etc. The peak on which a 
flag is planted is a peak which has been appropriated. Thus a· principal 
aspect of sport-and in particular of open air sports-is the conquest of 
these enormous masses of water, of earth, and of air, which seem a priori 
indomitable and unutilizable; and in each case it is a question of possess­
ing not the element for itself, but the type of existence in-itself which is 
expressed by means of this element; it is the homogeneity of substance 
which we wish to possess in the form of snow; it is the impenetrClbility 
of the in-itself and its non-temporal permanence which we wish to appro­
priate in the form of the earth or of the rock, etc. Art, science, play are 
activities of appropriation, either wholly or in part, and what they want 
to appropriate beyond the concrete object of their quest is being itself, 
the absolute being of the in-itself. 

Thus ontology teaches us that desire is originally a desire of being and 
that it is characterized as the free lack of being. But it teaches us also that 
desire is a relation with a concrete existent in the midst of the world and 
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that this existent is conceived as a type of in-itself; it teaches us that the 
relation of the for-itself to this desired in-itself is appropriation. We are, 
then, in the presence of a double determination of desire: on the one 
hand, desire is determined as a desire to be a certain being, which is 
the in-itseIf-for-itseIf and whose existence is ideal; on the other hand, 
desire is determined in the vast majority of cases as a relation with a 
contingent and concrete in-itself which it has the project of appropriating.s 
Does one of these determinations dominate the other? Are the two 
characteristics compatible? Existential psychoanalysis can be assured of 
its principles only if ontology has given a preliminary definition of the 
relation of these two beings-the concrete and contingent in-itself or 
object of the desire, and the in-itself-for-itself or ideal of the desire-and 
if it has made explicit the relation which unites appropriation as a type 
of relation to the in-itself, to being, as a type of relation to the in-itself­
for-itself. This is what we must attempt at present. 

What is meant by "to appropriate"? Or if you prefer, what· do we 
understand by possessing an object? Wc have seen the reducibility of 
the category "to do," which allows us to see in it at one time "to be" 
and at another "to have." Is it the same with the category "to have"? 

It is evident that in a great number of cases, to possess an object 
is to be able to use it. However, lam not satisfied with this definition. 
In this cafe I use this plate and this glass, yet they are not mine. I can 
not "use" that picture which hangs on my wall, and yet it belongs to me. 
The right which I have in certain cases to destroy what I possess is no 
more decisive. It would be purely abstract to define ownership by this 
right, and furthermore in a society with a "planned economy" an owner 
can possess his factory without having the right to close it; in imperial 
Rome the master possessed his slave but did not have the right to put 
him to death. Besides what is meant here by the right to destroy, the 
right to use? I caq see that this right refers me to the social sphere and 
that ownership seems to be defined within the compass of life in society. 
But I see also that the right is purely ncgative and is limited to preventing 
another from destroying or using what belongs to me. Of course we 
could try to define ownership as a social function. But first of all, 

. although society confers in fact the rigllt to possess according to certain 
rules, it does not follow that it creates the relation of appropriation. At 
the very most it makes it legal. If ownership is to be elevated to the rank 
of the sacred, it must first of all exist as a relation spontaneously estab­
lished between the for-itself and the concrete in-itself. If we can imagine 
the future existence of a more just collective organization, where indi­
vidual possession will cease to be protected and sanctified at least within 
certain limits-this does not mean that the appropriative tie will cease 

8 Except where there is simply a desire to be-the desire to be happy, to be strong. 
e:·c. 
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to exist; it can remain indeed by virtue of a private relatio'n of men to 
things. Thus in primitive societies where the matrimonial bond is not 
yet a legal one and where hereditary descent is still matrilineal, the sexual 
tie exists at the very least as a kind of concubinage. It is necessary then to 
distinguish between possession and the right to possess. For the same 
reason I must reject any definition of the type which Proudhon gives­
such as "ownership is theft"-for it begs the question. It is possible of 
course for private property to be the product of theft and for the holding 
of this property to have for its result the robbing of another. But whatever 
may be its origin and its results, ownership remains no less capable of 
description and definition in itself. The thief considers himself the owner 
of the money which he has stolen. Our problem then includes describing 
the precise relation of the thief to the stolen goods as well as the relation 
of the lawful owner to property "honestly acquired." 

If I consider the object which I possess, I see that the quality of being 
possessed does not indicate a purely external denomination marking the 
object's external relation to me; on the contrary, this quality affects its very 
depths; it appears to me and it appears to others as making a part of the ob­
ject's being. This is why primitive societies say of certain individuals that 
they are "possessed"; the "possessed" are thought of as belonging to ... 
This is also the significance of primitive funeral ceremonies where the 
dead are buried with the objects which belong to them. The rational ex­
planation, "so that they can use the objects," is evidently after the event. 
It is more probable that at the period when this kind of custom appeared 
spontaneously, no explanation seemed to be required. The objects had the 
specific quality belonging to the deceased. They formed a whole with 
him; there was no more question of burying the dead man without 
his usual objects than of burying him without one of his legs. The corpse, 
the cup from which the dead man drank, the knife which he used make a 
single dead person. The custom of burning widows.in Malabar can very 
well be included under this principle; the woman has been possessed; 
the dead man takes her along with him in his death. lathe eyes of the com­
munity, by rights she is dead; the burning is only to help her pass from 
this death by right to death in fact. Objects which can not be put in the 
grave are haunted. A ghost is only the concrete materialization of the 
idea that the house and furnishings "are possessed." To say that a house 
is haunted means that neither money nor effort will efface the metaphysi­
cal, absolute fact of its possession by a former occupant. It is true that 
the ghosts which haunt ancestral castles are degraded Lares. But what are 
these Lares if not layers of possession which have been .deposited one by 
one on the walls and furnishings of the house? The veryiexpression which 
designates the relation of the object to its owner indicates sufficiently 
the deep penetration of the appropriation; to be possessed means to be 
for someone (etre a... ). This means that the possessed object is touched 

~ 
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i~l its being. We have seen moreover that the destruction of the possessor 
involves the destruction of the right of the possessed and inversely the 
survival of the possessed involves the survival of the right of the possessor. 
The bond· of possession is an internal bond of being. I meet the possessor 
in and through the object which he possesses. This is evidently the 
explanation of the importance of relics; and we mean by this not only 
religious relics, .but also and especially the·totality of the property of a 
famous man in which we try to rediscover him, the souvenirs of the 
beloved dead which seem to "perpetuate" his memory. (Consider, for 
example, the Victor Hugo Museum, or the "objects which belonged" 
to Balzac, to Flaubert.) 

This internal, ontological bond between the possessed and the pos­
sessor (which customs like branding have often attempted to materialize) 
can not be explained by a "realistic" theory of appropriation. If we are· 
right in defining realism as a doctrine which makes subject and object 
two independent substances possessing existence for themselves and by 
themselves, then a realistic theory can no more account for appropriation 
than it can for knowledge, which is one of the forms of appropriation; 
both remain external relations uniting temporarily subject and object. 
But we have seen that a substantial existence must be attributed to the 
object known. It is the same with ownership in general: the possessed 
object exists in itself, is defined by 'permanence, non-temporality, a suf­
ficiency of being, in a word by substantiality. Therefore we must put 
Vnselbstandigkeit on the side of the possessing subject. A substance can­
not appropriate another substance, and if we apprehend in things a certain 
quality of "being possessed," it is because originally the internal relation 
of the for-itself to the in-itself, which is ownership, derives its origin from 
the insufficiency of being in the for-itself. It is obvious that the object 
possessed is not really affected by the act of appropriation, any more 
than the object known is affected by knowledge. It remains untouched 
(except in cases where the possessed is a human being, like a slave or a 
prostitute). But this quality on the part of the possessed does not affect 
its meaning ideally in the least; in a word, its meaning is to reflect this 
possession to the for-itself. 

If the possessor and the possessed are united by an internal relation 
based on the insufficiency of being in the for-itself, we must try to deter­
mine the nature and the meaning of the dyad which they form. In fact 
the internal relation is synthetic and effects the unification of the pos­
sessor and the possessed. This means that the possessor and the possessed 
constitute ideally a unique reality. To possess is to be united with tIle 
object· possessed in the form of appropriation; to wish to possess is to 
wish to be united to an object in this relation. Thus the desire of a particu­
lar object is not the simple desire of this object; it is the desire to be 
united with the object in an internal relation, in the mode of constitut­

..........
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ing with it the unity "possessor-possessed." The desire to have is at 
bottom reducible to the desire to be related to a certain object in a 
certain relation of being. 

In determining this relation, observations made earlier on the behavior 
of the scientist, the artist, and the sportsman will be very useful to us. 
We discovered in the behavior of each one a certain appropriative atti­
tude, and the appropriation in each case was marked by the fact that 
the object appeared simultaneously to be a kind of subjective emanation 
of ourselves and yet to remain in an indifferently external relation with 
us. The "mine" appeared to us then as a relation of being intermediate 
between the absolute interiority of the me and the absolute ey.teriority 
of the not-me. There is within the same syncretism a self becoming not­
self and a not-self becoming self. But we must describe this relation 
more carefully. In the project of possession w~ meet a for-itself which 
is "unselbstiindig," separated by a nothingness from the possibility which 
it is. This possibility is the possibility of appropriating the object. We 
meet in addition a value which haunts the for-itself and which ~tands as 
the ideal indication of the total being which would be realized by the 
union in identity of the possible and the for-itself which is its possible; I 
mean here the being which would be realized if I were in the indissoluble 
unity of identity-myself and my property. Thus appropriation would be 
a relation of being between a for-itself and a concrete in-itself, and this 
relation would be haunted by the ideal indication of an identification be­
tween this for-itself and the in-itself which is possessed. 

To possess means to have for myself; that is, to be the unique end of 
the existence of the object. If possession is entirely and concretely given, 
the possessor is the raison d'etre of the possessed object. I possess this 
pen; that m~ans this pen exists for me, has been made for me. More­
over originally it is I who make for myself the object which I want 
to possess. My bow and arrows-that means the objects which I have 
made for myself. Division of labor can dim this ori~inal relation but 
cannot make it disappear. Luxury is a degradation of it; in the primitive 
form of luxury I possess an object which I have had made: (done) for 
myself by people belonging to me (slaves.,. servants born in the house). 
Luxury therefore is the form of ownership closest to primitive own­
ership; it is this which next to ownership itself throws the most light 
on the relation of creation which originally constitutes appropriation. 
This relation in a society where the division of labor is pushed to tbe 
limit, is hidden but not suppressed. The object which I possess is one 
which I have bought. Money represents my strength; it is less a possession 
in itself than an instrument for possessmg. That is why except in most 
unusual cases of avarice, money is effaced before its possibility for pur­
chase; it is evanescent, it is made to unveil the object, the concrete thing; 
money has only a transitive being. But to me it appears as a creative 
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force: to buy an object is a symbolic act which amounts to creating the 
object. That is why money is synonymous with power; not only because 
it is in fact capable of procuring for us what we desire, but especially 
because it represents the effectiveness of my desire as such. Precisely 
because it is transcended toward the thing, surpassed, and simply implied, 
it represen~ my magical bond with the object. Money suppresses the 
technical connection of subject and object and renders the desire immedi­
ately operative, like the magic wishes of fairy tales. Stop before a show 
case with money in your pocket; the objects displayed are already more 
than half yours. Thus money establishes a bond of appropriation be· 
tween the for-itself and the total collection of objects in the world. By 
means of money desire as such is already informer and creator. 

Thus through a continuous degradation, the bond of creation is main­
tained between subject and object. To have is firstto create. And the bond 
of ownership which is established then is a bond of continuous creation; 
the object possessed is inserted by me into the total form of my environ­
ment; its existence is determined by my situation and by its integration 
in that same situation. My lamp is not only that electric bulb, that shade, 
that wrought iron stand; it is a certain power of lighting this desk, these 
books, this table; it is a certain luminous nuance of my work at night in 
connection with my habits of reading or writing late; it is animated, 
colored, defined by the use which I make of it; it is that use and exists 
only through it. If isolated from my desk, from my work, and placed 
in a lot of objects on the floor of a salesroom, my lamp is radically 
extinguished; it is no longer my lamp; instead, merely a member of the 
class of lamps, it has returned to its original matter. Thus I am responsible 
for the existence of my possessions in the human order. Through owner­
ship I raise them up to a certain type of functional being; and my simple 
life appears to me as creative exactly because by its continuity it perpetu­
ates the quality of being possessed in each of the objects in my posses­
sion. I draw the collection of my surroundings into being along with 
myself. If they are taken from me, they die as my arm would die if 
it were severed from me. 

But the original, radical relation of creation is a relation of emanation, 
and the difficulties encountered by the Cartesian theory of substance 
are there to help us discover this relation. What I create is still me-if 
by creating we mean to bring matter and form to existence. The tragedy 
of the absolute Creator, if he existed, would be the impossibility of get­
ting out of himself, for whatever he created could be only himself. Where 
could my creation derive any objectivity and independence since its 
form and its matter are from me? Only a sort of inertia could close it 
off from my presence, but in order for this same inertia to function, I 
must sustain it in existence by a continuous creation. Thus to the extent 
that I appear to myself as creating objects by the sole relation of appro­

~
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priation, these objects are myself. The pen and the pipe, the clothing, 
the desk, the house-are myself. The totality of my possessions reflects 
the totality of my being. I am what I have. It is I mysejf which I touch in 
this cup, in this trinket. This mountain which I cl'imb is myself to the 
extent that I conquer it; and when I am at its summit, which I have 
"achieved" at the cost of this same effort, when I attain this magnificent 
view of the valley and the surrounding peaks, then I am the view; the 
panorama is myself dilated to the horizon, for it exists only through me, 
only for m~. 

But creation is an evanescent concept which can exist only through its 
movement. If we stop it, it disappears. At the extreme limits of its accept­
ance, it is annihilated; either I find only my pure subjectivity or else 
I encounter a naked, indifferent materiality which no longer has any rela­
tion to me. Creation can be conceived and maintained only as a continued 
transition from one term to the other. As the object rises up in my 
world, it must simultaneously be wholly me and wholly independent of 
me. This is what we believe that we are realizing in possession. The pos­
sessed object as possessed is a continuous creation; but still it remains 
there, it exists by itself; it is in-itself. If I turn away from it, it does not 
thereby cease to exist; if I go away, it represents me in my desk, in my 
room, in this place in the world. From the start it is impenetrable. This 
pen is entirely myself, at the very point at which I no longer even distin­
guish it from the act of writing, which is my act. And yet, on the other 
hand, it is intact; my ownership does not change it; there is only an ideal 
relation between it and me. In a sense I enjoy my ownership if I surpass 
it toward use, but if I wish to contemplate it, the bond of possession is 
effaced, I no longer understand what it means to possess. The pipe there 
on the table is independent, indifferent. I pick it up, I feel it, I con­
template it so as to realize this appropriation; but just because these 
gestures are n:Ieant to give me the enjoyment of this appropriation, they 
miss their mark. I have merely an inert, wooden stem between my fingers. 
It is only when I pass beyond my objects toward a goal, when I utilize 
them, that I can enjoy their possession. 

Thus the relation of continuous creation incloses within it as its im­
plicit contradiction the absolute, in-itself independence of the objects 
created. Possession is a magical relation; I am these objects which I 
possess, but outside, so to speak, facing myself; I create them as inde­
pendent of me; what I possess is mine outside of me, outside all sub­
jectivity, as an in-itself which escapes me at each instant and whose 
creation at each instant I perpetuate. But precisely because I am always 
somewhere outside of myself, as an incompleteness which makes its 
being known to itself by what it is not, now when I possess, I transfer 
myself to the object possessed. In the relation of possession the dominant 
term is the object possessed; without it I am nothing save a nothingness 

~ 
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which possesses, nothing other than pure and simple possession, an 
incompleteness, an insufficiency, whose sufficiency and completion are 
there in that object. In possession, I am my own foundation in so far as 
I exist in an in-itself. In so far as poss('~sion is a continuous creation, I 
apprehend the possessed object as founded by me in its being. On the 
other hand, in so far as creation is emanation, this object is reabsorbed 
in me, it is. only myself. Finally, in so far as it is originally in itself, it is 
not-me, it is myself facing myself, objective, in itself, permanent, im­
penetrable, existing in relation to me in the relation of exteriority, of 
indifference. Thus I am the foundation for myself in so far as I exist as 
an indifferent in-itself in relation to myself. But this is precisely the 
project of the in-itself-for-itself. For this ideal being is defined as an 
in-itself which, for-itself, would be its own found:,tion, or as a for-itself 
whose original project would not be a mode of being, but a being 
precisely the being-in-itself which it is. We see that appropriation is 
nothing save the symbol of the ideal of the for-itself or value. The dyad, 
for-itself possessing and in-itself possessed, is the same as that being 
which is in order to possess itself and whose possession is in its own crea­
tion-God. Thus the possessor aims at enjoying his being-in-itself, his be­
ing-outside. Through possession I recover an object-being identical with 
my being-for-others. Consequently the Other can not surprise me; the 
being which he wishes to bring into the world, which is myself-for-the­
Other-this being I already enjoy possessing. Thus possession is in addi­
tion a defense against others. What is mine is myself in a non-subjective 
form inasmuch as I am its free foundation. 

We can not insist too strongly on the fact that this relation is symbolic 
and ideal. My original desire of being my own foundation for myself is 
never satisfied through appropriation any more than Freud's patient 
satisfies his Oedipus complex when he dreams that a'soldier kills the 
Czar (i.e., his father). This is why ownership appears to the owner simul­
taneouslyas something given at one stroke in the eternal and as requiring 
an infinite time to be realized. No particular act of utilization really real­
izes the enjoyment of full possession; but it refers to other appropriative 
acts, each one of which has the value of an incantation. To possess a 
bicycle is to be able first to look at it, then to touch it. But touching is 
revealed as being insufficient; what is necessary is to be able to get on 
the bicycle and take a ride. But this gratuitous ride is likewise insufficient; 
it would be necessary to use the bicycle to go on some errands. And 
this refers us to longer uses and more complete, to long trips across 
France. But these trips themselves disintegrate into a thousand appropria­
tive behavior patterns, each one of which refers to others. Finally as onc 
could foresee, handing over a bank-note is enough to make the bicycle 
belong to me, but my entire life is needed to realize this possession. In 
acquiring the object, I perceive that possession is an enterprise which 
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death always renders still unachieved. Now we can understand why; it is 
because it is impossible to realize the relation symbolized by appropria­
tion. In itself appropriation contams nothing concrete. It is not a real 
activity (such as eating, drinking, sleeping) which could serve in addi­
tion as a symbol for a particular desire. It exists, on the contrary, only as 
a symbol; it is its symbolism which gives it its meaning, its coherence, its 
existence. There can be found in it no positive enjoyment outside its 
symbolic value; it is only the indication of a supreme enjoyment of pos­
session (that of the being which would be its own toundation), which 
is always beyond all the appropriative conduct meant to realize it. 

This is precisely why the recognition that it is impossible to possess 
an object involves for the for-itself a violent urge to destroy it. To destroy 
is to reabsorb into myself; it is to enter along with the being-in-itself of 
the destroyed object into a relation as profound as that of creation. TIle 
flames which burn the farm which I myself have set on fire, gradually 
effect the fusion of the farm with myself. In annihilating it I am changing 
it into myself. Suddenly I rediscover the relation of being found in crea­
tion, but in reverse; I am the foundation of the barn which is burning; 
I am this barn since I am destroying its being. Destruction realizes 
appropriation perhaps more keenly than creation does, for the object 
destroyed is no longer there to show itself impenetrable. It has the im­
penetrability and the sufficiency of being of the in-itself which it has 
been, but at the same time it has the invisibility and translucency of the 
nothingness which I am, since it no longer exists. This glass which I 
have broken and which "was" on this table, is there still, but as an absolute 
transparency. I see all beings superimposed. This is what movie pro­
ducers have attempted to render by overprinting the film. The destroyed 
object resembles a consciousness although it has the irreparability of the 
in-itself. At the same time it is positively mine because the mere fact 
that I have to be what I was keeps the destroyed object from being anni­
hilated. I recreate it by recreating myself; thus to destroy is to recreate 
by assuming oneself as solely responsible for the being of what existed 
for alI. 

Destruction then is to bL given a place among :.ppropriative behaviors. 
Moreover many kinds of appropriative conduct have a destructive struc­
ture along with other structures. To utilize is to use. In making use of 
my bicycle, I use it up-wear it out; that is, continuous appropriative 
creation is marked by a partial destruction. This wear can cause distress 
for strictly practical reasons, but in the majority of cases it brings a 
secret joy, almost like the joy of possc~sion; this is because it is coming 
from us-we are consuming. It should be noted that the word "consume" 
holds the double meaning of an appropriative destruction and an ali­
mentary enjoyment. To COnsume is to annihilate and it is to eat; it is 
to destroy by incorporating into oneself. If I ride on my bicycle, I can 
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be annoyed at wearing out its tires because it is difficult to find others to 
replace them; but the image of enjoyment which my body invokes is that 
of a destructive appropriation, of a "creation-destruction." The bicycle 
gliding alone, carrying me, by its very movement is created and made 
mine; but this creation is deeply imprinted on the object by the light, 
continued wear which is impressed on it and which is like the brand on the 
slave. The object is mine because it is I who have used it; the using up 
of what is mine is the reverse side of my life.s 

These remarks will enable us to understand better the meaning of 
certain feelings or behavior ordinarily considered as irreducible; for ex­
ample, generosity. Actually the gift is a primitive form of destruction. 
We know for example that the potlatch involves the destruction of enor· 

. mous quantities of merchandise. These destructions are forbidden to the 
Other; the gifts enchain him. On this level it is indifferent whether the 
object is destroyed or given to another; in any case the potlatch is destruc­
tion and enchaining of the Other. I destroy the object by giving it away 
as well as by annihilating it; I suppress in it the quality of being mine, 
which constituted it to the depths of its being; I remove it from my 
sight; I constitute it-in relation to my table, to my room-as absent; 
I alone shall preserve for it the ghostly, transparent being of past objects, 
because I am the one through whom beings pursue an honorary existence 
after their annihilation. Thus generosity is above all a destructive func­
tion. The craze for giving which sometimes seizes certain people is first 
and foremost a craze to destroy; it is equivalent to an attitude of madness, 
a "love" which accompanies the shattering objects. But the craze to 
destroy which is at the bottom of generosity is nothing else than a craze 
to possess. All which I abandon, all which I give, I enjoy in a higher 
manner through the fact that I give it away; giving is a keen, brief enjoy­
ment, almost sexual. To give is to enjoy possessively the object which 
one gives; it is a destructive-appropriative contact. But at the same time 
the gift casts a spell over the recipient; it obliges him to recreate, to main­
tain in being by a continuous creation this bit of myself which I nO 
longer want, which I have just possessed up to its annihilation, and which 
finally remains only as an image. To give is to enslave. That aspect of the 
gift does not interest us here, for it concerns primarily our relations with 
others. What we wish to emphasize is that generosity is not irreducible; 
to give is to appropriate by destruction while utilizing this destruction 
to enslave another. Generosity then is a feeling structured by the exist­
ence of the Other and indicates a preference for appropriation by destruc­
tion. In this way it leads us toward nothingness still more than toward the 
in-itself (we have here a nothingness of in-itself which is evidently itself 

9 Brummell carried his elegance to the extent of wearing only clothes which had been 
worn a little. He had a horror of anything new; what is new is "dressed up" because it 
does not belong to anybody. . 
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in-itself but which as nothingness can symbolize with the being which 
is its own nothingness). If then existential psychoanalysis encounters 
evidence of generosity in a subject, it must search further for his original 
project and ask why the subject has chosen to appropriate by destruction 
rather than by creation. The answer to this question will reveal that 
original relation to being which constitutes the person who is being 
studied. 

These observations aim only at bringing to light the ideal character 
of the appropriative tie and the symbolic function of all appropriative 
conduct. It is necessary to add that the symbol is not deciphered by the 
subject himself. It has not been prepared by a symbolic process in an 
unconscious but comes from the very structure of being-in-the-world. 
We have seen in the chapter devoted to transcendence that the order of 
instruments in the world is the result of my projecting into the in-itself 
the image of my possibilities-that is, of what I am-but that I could 
never decipher this worldly image since it would require nothing less 
than reflective scissiparity to enable me to consider myself in the pattern 
of an object. Thus since the circuit of selfness is non-thetic and conse­
quently the identification of what I am remains non-thematic, this "being' 
in-itself" of myself which the world refers to as me is necessarily hidden 
from my knowledge. I can only adapt myself to it in and through the 
approximative action which gives it birth. Consequently to possess does 
not mean to know that one holds with the object possessed a relation 
identified as creation-destruction; rather to possess means to be in this 
relation or better yet to be this relation. The possessed object has for us 
an immediately apprehensible quality which transforms it entirely-the 
quality of being mine-but this quality is in itself strictly undecipherable; 
it reveals itself in and through action. It makes clear that it has a particu­
lar meaning, but from the moment that we want to withdraw a little 
in relation to the object and to contemplate it, the quality vanishes 
without revealing its deeper structure and its meaning. This withdrawal 
indeed is itself destructive of the appropriative connection. An instant 
earlier I was engaged in an ideal totality, and precisely because I was 
engaged in my being, I could not know it; an instant later the totality 
has been broken and I can not discover the meaning of it in the· discon­
nected fragments which formerly composed it, This can be observed in 
that contemplative experience called depersonalization which certain 
patients have in spite of efforts to resist it. We are forced then to have 
recourse to existential psychoanaly~is to reveal in each particular case 
the meaning of the appropriative synthesis for which we have just deter­
mined the general, abstract meaning by ontology. 

It remains to determine in general the me:ming of the ob~ect possessed. 
This investigation should complete our knowledge of the appropriative 
project. What then is it which we'seekto appropriate? 
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In the first place it is easy to see abstractly that we originally aim at 
possessing not so much the mode of being of an object as the actual being 
of this particular object. In fact it is as a concrete representative of being­
in-itself that I desire to appropriate it; that is, to apprehend that ideally 
I am the foundation of its being in so far as it is a part of myself and 
on the other hand to apprehend that empirically the appropriated ob­
ject is never valid in itself alone nor for its individual use. No particular 
appropriation has any meaning outside its indefinite extensions: the pen 
which I possess is' the same as all other pens; it is the class of pens which I 
possess in it. But in addition I possess in it the possibility of writing, of 
tracing with certain characteritic forms and color (for I combine the in­
strument itself and the ink which I use in it). These characteristic forms 
and color with their meaning are condensed in the pen as well as the paper, 
its special resistance, its odor, etc. With all possession there is made the 
crystallizing synthesis which Stendhal has described for the one case of 
love. Each possessed object which raises itself on the foundation of the 
world, manifests the entire world, just as a beloved woman manifests 
the sky, the shore, the sea which surrounded her when she appeared. To 
appropriate this lobject is then to appropriate the world symbolically. 
Each one can recognize it by referring to his own experience: for myself, 
I shall cite a personal example, not to prove the point but to guide the 
reader in his inquiry. 

Some years ago I brought myself to the decision not to smoke any 
more. The struggle was hard, and in truth, I did not care so much for 
the taste of the tobacco which I was going to lose, as for the meaning 
of the act of smoking. A complete crystallization had been formed. I 
used to smoke at the theater, in the morning while working, in the 
evening after dinner, and it seemed to me that in giving up smoking I 
was going to strip the theater of its interest, the evening meal of its 
savor, the morning work of its fresh animation. Whatever unexpected 
happening was going to meet my eye, it seemed to me that it was funda­
mentally impoverished from the moment that I could not welcome it 
while smoking. To-be-capable-of-being-met-by-me-smoking: such was the 
concrete quality which had been spread over everything. It seemed to 
me that I was going to snatch it away from everything and that in the 
midst of this universal impoverishment, life was scarcely worth the effort. 
But to smoke is an appropriative, destructive action. Tobacco is a symbol 
of "appropriated" being, since it is destroyed in the rhythm of my breath­
ing, in a mode of "continuous destruction," since it passes into me and 
its change in myself is manifested symbolically by the transformation of 
the consumed solid into smoke. The connection between the land­
scape seen while I was smoking and this little crematory sacrifice was such 
that as we 'have just seen, the tobacco symbolized the landscape. This 
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means then that the act of destructively appropriating the tobacco was 
the symbolic equivalent of destructively appropriating the entire world. 
Across the tobacco which I was smoking was the world which was burn­
ing, which was going up in smoke, which was being reabsorbed into vapor 
so as to reenter into me. In order to maintain my decision not to smoke, 
I had to realize a sort of decrystallization; that is, without exactly account­
ing to myself for what I was doing, I reduced the tobacco to being nothing. 
but itself-an herb which burns. I cut its symbolic ties with the world; 
I persuaded myself that I was not taking anything away from the play at 
the theater, from the landscape, from the book which I was reading, if 
I considered them without my pipe; that is, I rebuilt my possession 
of these objects in modes other than that sacrificial ceremony. As soon 
as I was persuaded of this, my regret was reduced to a very small matter; 
I deplored the thought of not perceiving the odor of the smoke, the 
warmth of the bowl between my fingers and so forth. But suddenly my 
regret was disarmed and quite bearable. 

Thus what fundamentally we desire to appropriate in an object is its 
being and it is the worid. These two ends of appropriation are in reality . 
only one. I search behind the phenomenon to possess the being of the 
phenomenon. But this being, as we have seen, is very different from the 
phenomenon of being; it is being-in-itself, and not only the being of a 
particular thing. It is not because there is here a passage to the universal 
but rather the being considered in its concrete nudity becomes suddenly 
the being of the totality. Thus the relation of possession appears to us 
clearly: to possess is to wish to possess the the world across a particular 
object. And as possession is defined as the effort to apprehend ourselves 
as the foundation of a being in so far as it is ourselves ideally, every 
possessive project aims at constituting the For-itself as the foundation of 
the world or a concrete totality of the in-itself, and this totality is, as 
totality, the for-itself itself existing in the mode of the in-itself. To-be-in­
the-world is to form the project of possessing the world; that is, to appre­
hend the total world as that which is lacking to the for-itself in order 
that it may become in-itself-for-itself. It is to be engaged in a totality, 
which is precisely the ideal or value or totalized totality and which would 
be ideally constituted by the fusion of the for-itself as a detotalized to­
tality which has to be what it is, with the world, as the totality of the 
in-itself which is what it is. 

It must be understood of course that the project of the for-itself is not 
to establish a being of reason, that is a being which the for-itself would 
first conceive-form and matter--and then endow with existence. Such 
a being actually would be a pure abstraction, a universal; its conception 
could not be prior to being-in-the-world; on the contrary its conception 
would presuppose being-in-the-world as it supposes the pre-ontological 
wmprehension of a being which is eminently concrete and present at 
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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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