


INDIAN INSTITUTE OF 
ADVANCED STUDY 

LIBRARY * SIMLA 



. ' 





SIX EXISTENTIALIST THINKERS 



by the same author 

THE IW:'IIAN THADITIO~ 



SIX 
EXISTENTIALIST 

THINKERS 

BY 

H. J. BLACKHAM 

ROUTLEDGE & KEGAN PAUL LTD 
BROADWAY HOUSE, CARTER LANE 

LONDON 



First published 1952 
by Routledge & Kegan Paul Limited 
Broadway House, 68-74 Carter Lane 

London E.C.4 
Printed i11 Great Britain 

by Lowe & Brydone (Printers) Limited 
London, N. W.lO 

Second impressioll 1952 
Third impression 1953 
Fourth impression 1956 

Fifth impression 1961 

TO 

FRANK C. ADE 

3143} 

S·C·~ 

.I Jbrnrv ii'·S "I 1 

I ~II! 1111111!1111111~111~ 11~1~11~fl1~, , 
00031431 



PREFACE 

T.-11: purpose of this book is exposition, not criticism nor advocacy. 
There have been enough popular accounts of the general ideas of 
existentialists. It is time to discriminate between these thinkers; they 
are not exponents of a school, and yet not the least impressive thing 
about their highly individual thought, separated by age, nationality, 
and temperament, is the interrelatedness of their thinking: they lead 
into each other; they form a natural family; each throws light on 
the others, and together they develop the content of certain common 
themes. For this reason, the book should be read as a whole. 

The excuse for trying to get these writers a hearing in English in 
summary form is that the contemporary ones are not yet fully trans­
lated and are voluminous and not easy to read. These studies may 
serve as an introduction and as a clue. The final essay is not intended 
as a critical assessment; it is still interpretative, and designed to 
remove some of the prevalent misunderstandings and dispose of 
some of the fanciful criticisms. 

Although these studies appeal to the reader to take each thinker 
individually on his merits and not as the exponent of a school, it 
is permissible to try to see the movement in the grand perspective 
of human thought. It appears to be reaffirming in a mod<:rn idiom 
the protestant or the stoic form of individualism, which stands over 
against the empirical individualism of the Renaissance or of modern 
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PREFACE 

liberalism or of Epicurus as well as over against the universal system 
of Rome or of Moscow or of Plato. These are permanent types of 
thought and attitude, deeper than any formal doctrine or belief. As 
pure types, they show excesses and deficiencies which the various 
forms of compromise escape; and they show dramatic qualities 
which only pure forms can have. If this analysis is sound, existential­
ism is not (as some think) an hysterical symptom of the irrationalism 
associated with the violence and disintegration of our time: it is a 
contemporary renewal of one of the necessary phases of human 
experience in a conflict of ideals which history has not yet resolved. 
If it has this order of importance, it is worth serious attention. 

Finally, the general reader who is interested enough to want to 
acquaint himself with existentialism should be told at the outset 
that there is nothing in this book which he cannot understand if he 
really wants to. There are difficulties, but they are not technical, and 
they are likely to oppress the philosopher even more than the general 
reader. 

H.J.B. 
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I 
S0REN I\JERI(EGAARD 

(1813-1855) 

I( IERKEGAARD pertinaciously challenged his countrymen on 
their pretensions to Christian faith and made the vanity of their 
German culture the constant target of his Attic wit. The seriousness 
of his sustained campaign sealed his separation from normal domes­
tic happiness and from the fellowship of his generation, condemned 
him to loneliness and a tragic role. 'Like a solitary fir tree egoistically 
separate and pointed upward I stand, casting no shadow, and only 
the wood-dove builds its nest in my branches.' Whether his was a 
case of the prophet without honour in his own country, or just a 
case, is a difference of opinion between his many disciples and ad­
mirers in the world to-day and others who having neither sympathy 
nor patience either with him or with his ideas explain both from the 
sufficient evidence of his neurosis and its cause. At least the disciples 
have read and studied him, and it is safe to say that nobody can read 
him to any extent without being permanently impressed by the 
exceptional intellectual and literary power of the man and the genuine 
totality of his Christian inwardness. He was physically deformed, he 
was crippled by a sense of guilt, he was 'a genius in a market town': 
this was a mixture that had to explode in excess, an extreme concen­
tration or an extreme dissipation. The absolute disjunction of his 
first book Either-Or, which remained the clue to all his thinking, 
was not merely nor mainly the slogan of his attack upon the Hegelian 
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S0REN KIERKEGAARD 

principle of mediation and synthesis, but was rooted, and consciously 
rooted, in his personal need for tension, passion, sacrifice, individu­
ality. Between the absolute of concentration and of dissipation the 
choice was inevitably certain: he proposed to think and will one 
thing, and became a man set apart, a sacrifice, a personality, whose 
challenge to his time was carefully planned and copiously and ener­
getically worked out to a conclusion in his active life, with effects 
that still reverberate in theology and philosophy; whilst in his inner 
orientation he became a man turned away from this world 'who 
historically speaking died of a mortal disease, but poetically speaking 
died of longing for eternity'. 

Philosophical Fragmentsl (1844) and Concluding Unscientific Post­
script2 (1846) are the central works in the development of Kierke­
gaard's life-purpose. Together, the two books present as directly 
and methodically as can be expected the philosophical thinking of 
a man whose method is indirect and whose philosophy is not a 
system. The titles are in themselves characteristic hits at the elaborate 
system established under the rule of Hegel ('the System'). Existen­
tialism begins as a voice raised in protest against the absurdity of 
Pure Thought, a logic which is not the logic of thinking but the 
immanent movements of Being. It recalls the spectator of all time 
and of all existence from the speculations of Pure Thought to the 
problems and the possibilities of his own conditioned thinking as an 
existing individual seeking to know how to live and to live the life 
he knows. Kierkegaard imagines how Socrates would tease Hegel, 
with dialectical skill interrupting his flights and keeping him down 
to earth. His strength against Hegel at this time of the tremendous 
swell and boom of Hegel's reputation on the Continent derives 
from the sharp pangs of his own need for something to live by. In 
his student days, having rejected Christianity, he devoted himself 
to Hegel. 

'Let a doubting youth, an existing doubter, imbued with a lovable 
and ~nlimited youthful confidence in a hero of thought, confidingly 
seek ~n Hegel's positive philosophy the truth, the truth for existence: 
h~ Will write a formidable epigram over Hegel ... let him submit 
h~mself unconditionally, in feminine devotion, but with sufficient 
VIgour of determination to hold fast to his problem: he will become a· 

1 Translated by David F. Swenson. Princeton, 1936. 
2 Translated by David F. Swenson and Walter Lowrie. Princeton, 1941. 
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S0REN KIERKEGAARD 

satirist without suspecting it. The youth is an extstlng doubter. 
Hovering in doubt and without a foothold for his life, he reaches out 
for the truth-in order to exist in it. He is negative and the philosophy 
of Hegel is positive-what wonder then that he seeks anchorage in 
Hegel. But a philosophy of pure thought is for an existing individual 
a chimera, if the truth that is sought is something to exist in. To 
exist under the guidance of pure thought is like travelling in Denmark 
with the help of a small map of Europe, on which Denmark shows 
no larger than a steel pen-point-aye, it is still more impossible. 
The admiration and enthusiasm of the youth, his boundless confi­
dence in Hegel, is precisely the satire upon Hegel.' (Concluding 
Unscientific Postscript, p. 275.) 

The disillusionment with speculative philosophy and his con­
tinuing despair sent him back to the question of Christian faith 
and founded his settled hostility to objective system-building as a 
distraction and a delusion, ruinous to truly philosophical thinking 
and living because it provides a life-long escape from the real prob­
lems of individual existence. 

In rejecting Christianity, Kierkegaard had perceived the discon­
tinuity between faith and reason, and in rejecting speculative philo­
sophy he retained this perception and built his position upon it. He 
made it the effort of his life to renew the meaning of Christianity 
by compelling recognition of the permanent cleavage between faith 
and reason, Christianity and culture. Whereas the Christian revela­
tion had been naturalized, assimilated, made probable and accept­
able, an inheritance, reconciled with the rest of history in a total 
world view, there could be no genuine Christianity that was not an 
irremediable absurdity, a perpetual offence, posing a choice, a fateful 
decision. Here there reappears a persistent tendency in Christian 
thought. Always there is the attempt to reconcile faith and reason, 
to philosophize Christian beliefs, to graft revelation into the tree of 
natural theology-to be plainly seen in such different systems as 
those of St. Thomas Aquinas, Ficino, or Hegel. Sooner or later comes 
the extrusion of Christian beliefs as wholly alien to reason and ex­
perience, incapable of assimilation, a limit and a challenge to 
thought-the work in their different ways of a Pomponazzi, a Luther, 
a Pascal, a Kierkegaard. Such a movement of thought may spring 
from the tension between a sceptical mind and a religious heart, but 
it represents also the persistent tension between Christian dogma 
and secular culture. 
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Kierkegaard's argument deals with the object of Christian faith 
and the manner of apprehending it. That a man born and living in 
history says that he is God and dies in humiliation plunges into a 
dilemma those who would build their lives on him and his word. 
Nothing has happened since to lighten by one scruple the strain on 
belief. The historical success of Christianity is worthless evidence. 
!he present generation is exactly in the position of the contemporar­
Ies of Christ who witnessed his humiliation on the cross. Faith to-day, 
u~les~ it is faith in the faith of the Apostles, is not other than their 
fatth m the man who makes the most absurd of claims. The truth of 
this claim cannot in the nature of the case be made objectively cer­
tain, or even investigated: on the contrary, the absolute discontinuity 
between the human and the divine which inheres in the conception 
of God makes it unthinkable so that it cannot by any human mind 
be r:cognized as true, cannot 'be entertained as a possibility. The per­
ception of a truth (in geometry for example) through the mediation 
of ate h · ' . 

f . a_c er IS a process of learning which cannot apply to the object 
~ rehgt~us faith. If the active reason eagerly accepts the truth of the 

thnca_rnatJOn, it is merely deceived· for it claims to be able to recognize 
e mcon · bl · ' . cetva e m the familiar. No possible educatton can make 

:~~s~n capable of this attainment. If a man claims to be God, then, 
att t ~treason can do is to take notice of this claim and give special 

entJon to all th · · · I · · I auth . . ' e Circumstances attendmg 1t. nqtmy mto t 1e 
the e~ttcny of the evidence (itself never finally conclusive) is beside 
cavi~~~nt: ho~ever, for if the historical facts were established beyond 
mak efmqutrer would be no nearer to making up his mind what to 

e o them Th I . . . b thought · e ncarnatwn 1s a paradox whtch can never e 
the su nor accepted by reason, and therefore the claim that it is 
into aprem~ truth imposes a limit on thought and throws the inquirer 

passton of . 
and ex . uncertamty. If, by the grace of God, he sets reason 

penence asid d · 1 d · h · of faith h . e an Joins himself to t 1e para ox 111 t e pass ton 
' e IS 'out u I d r I f water' a d . pon the deep, over seventy t 1ousan 1at 1oms o 

bring cer~ . nsks everything. The decision to take the risk cannot 
incapable atnfty. ~he unintelligibility of the paradox remains absolute, 

o bemg d r · does noth" re uced or got round. Its acceptance by 1atth 
mg to redu · · · · 1 · With the i t ll" ce ItS Offence tO reason: It IS 111 perpetua tenSIOn 

most pow:~ ;gence, a cause of suffering and passion, reducing the 
both to not~.u ~nde~standing to the level of the most simple, and 
question at _tng, for It poses itself as the limit of all thought, and the 

Issue is eternal happiness. 
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The decision of faith entails an ethical decision to renounce the 
world, to break off all attachments, especially the most cherished. 
No more than the decision of faith can this be externalized and made 
once for all (by retirement to a monastery, for example). The be­
liever goes on as before with no perceptible external difference, but 
the internal difference is total. Everything is resigned; at the same 
time all that was formerly enjoyed is still actually possessed and the 
desire for it is therefore accentuated: resignation, possession, desire 
arc equally real and daily renewed. This maintains an inner tension 
of suffering and passion which increases the tension of faith and 
reason. As a classical instance of the break between normal human 
life and the life of faith, is the case of Abraham's readiness to sacrifice 
Isaac, in which the most sacred ethical certainty of human living is 
given up to the uncertainty of faith, something profoundly abhorrent 
and cruelly wounding to the self and utterly condemned by reason 
is done with the decision but not the certainty that it is right. 

Such is Christianity, an intrusion into the life of reason, a dis­
ruption of society, an established Christian society most of all. Its 
challenge to human thinking and willing is permanently disconcer­
ting, for it is a voice which speaks to man's condition but one which 
he can never hear with his own ears. 

Kierkegaard's theology is the revivalist's call to repentance: con­
viction of sin, despair, repentance and conversion, turning to Christ 
for salvation, the gift of faith, new birth and the life of grace. Sophis­
ticated Christians are accused of adulterous dalliance with philo­
sophy and invited to recognize that to become a Christian means 
humiliating faithfulness to this uncouth fundamentalism. To grow 
up in the proud inheritance of a Christian civilization is to be disas­
trously oblivious of the fundamental thing, as though a generation 
of Venetians should fail to notice that their city is built upon piles. 
A Christian civilization is nothing other than the quantity of in­
dividual souls living by personal decision on the Christian faith. 
This invisible quantitative reality produces visible results. 'It is the 
quantitative that gives to life its manifold variety, ever weaving its 
motley tapestry; it is that sister of Destiny who sat spinning at the 
wheel. But Thought is the other sister, whose task it is to cut the 
thread; which, leaving the figure, should be done every time the 
quantitative attempts to create a new quality.' Here is Kierkegaard 
the Thinker challenging Hegel and modern sophistication, like 
Elijah on Mount Carmel casting back to the living primitive faith 
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of the desert, refusing the destiny of union with the superior culture 
of Canaan-a fateful decision.1 The importance of Kierkegaard is 
that he is the thinker and not merely the preacher. He is both, one 
and indivisible: he is Elijah and Socrates. 'My whole life is an 
epigram calculated to make people aware.' In that sentence from his 
Journal, he sums up his conscious mission. His whole life is his 
teaching, not merely his writings, and it is an epigram, the extreme 
of concentration and renunciation (to think and will one thing); it 
is calculated, deliberately and elaborately planned; and the teaching 
does not pretend to engender anything, but only to help to bring 
forth. As a personality, as wholly dedicated to the midwife's art, 
as a master (one of the very greatest) of irony, he plays the Socratic 
part in modern philosophy, seeking to make his contemporaries 
aware of their flight from themselves and their secret despair, and of 
what it means to be an existing individual and what it means to be­
come a Christian. He is a prophet denouncing a generation which 
had. sold its birthright of inquisitive ignorance for a mass of infor­
matiOn. He is a philosopher as well as a Christian fundamentalist, 
De?~~rk's foremost philosopher, concerned with the fundamental 
validittes of thought and will, and rejecting speculative philosophy 
~ot only because it patronized the Christian faith but also because 
~t co~fused the categories, subordinating ethical will to disinterested 
1~t~lhgence in a false and fatal hierarchy, substituting illusory 
VISions for vital decisions. 

II 

The critical philosophy of Kant answers the primary question of 
modern philosophy (what can I know?) in a way which challenges 
~ll and satisfies none. If thought forms its object by arranging and 
Interpre~ing appearances according to principles shared by all minds 
~s ~uch In their common constitution, and can never know the thing-
In-Itself wh" h · · b" · · f Ic IS the ground of appearances, the mter-su ~ecttvity 
0 established science is accounted for, but its value as knowledge 

se;f ~ege) ~n his _early historical studies picked on Abraham's separation of him­
ties rodm his native country and his kindred, a drastic cutting loose from natural 
Th an cultural roots, as producing at the outset the defining essence of Judaism. 

he ;~ssence is reproduced in S.K. himself. See Nohl, Hegels theologische Jugend­
sc rzJ ten p 243 ' · seq.; p. 371 seq. 
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of reality is equivocal and the road is open to scepticism and nihilism. 
Hegel, in the most audacious and ambitious effort of modern philo­
sophy to establish the unity of thought and Being, tried to show that 
thought is able to think its object because all nature and all history 
arc in themselves the means by which thought becomes an object 
to itself-just as I know myself by what I have become. The structure 
of thought and things is homogeneous throughout. His prodigious 
demonstration of this thesis showed Kierkegaard not that the rational 
is the real but that pure thought is pure fantasy. Thought and things 
are not homogeneous. Thought in abstracting from existence in a 
philosophy of history is dealing with itself not with existence; the 
actualities of becoming which make the real process and cannot 
be thought are lost sight of and escape, leaving the thinker with his 
illusion. Hegel, therefore, does not do better than Kant. 

'A scepticism which attacks thought itself cannot be vanquished 
by thinking it through, since the very instrument by which this 
would have to be done is in revolt. There is only one thing to do 
with such a scepticism, and that is to break with it. To answer Kant 
within the fantastic shadow-play of pure thought is precisely not to 
answer him. The only thing-in-itself which cannot be thought is 
existence, and this does not come within the province of thought to 
think .... 
'Instead of conceding the contention of Idealism, but in such a 
manner as to dismiss as a temptation the entire problem of a reality 
in the sense of a thing-in-itself eluding thought, which like other 
temptations cannot be vanquished by giving way to it; instead of 
putting an end to Kant's misleading reflection which brings reality 
into connexion with thought; instead of relegating reality to the 
ethical-Hegel scored a veritable advance; for he became fantastic 
and vanquished idealistic scepticism by means of pure thought, 
which is merely an hypothesis, and even if it does not so declare 
itself, a fantastic hypothesis. The triumphant victory of pure thought 
that in it being and thought are one, is something both to laugh at 
and to weep over, since in the realm of pure thought it is not even 
possible to distinguish them. That thought has validity was assumed 
by Greek philosophy without question. By reflecting over the matter 
one would have to arrive at the same result; but why confuse the 
validity of thought with reality? A valid thought is a possibility, 
and every further question as to whether it is real or not should 

7 



S0REN KIERKEGAARD 

be dismissed as irrelevant.' (Concluding Unscient.jic Postscript, 
p. 292.) 

Thought, then, is ideal, pure intelligibility, possibility, and there­
fore other than existence. How is it related to the existence which it 
cannot think? It is the existing individual who thinks-intermittent­
ly. He thinks before and after, and his thought is relevant to and 
valid for his existence. Thus the prime and proper business of thought 
is with the thinker's personal existence, since he is related to every 
other reality as to a possibility. It is a misunderstanding to be con­
cerned about any reality other than one's own ethical reality: each 
i~d!vidua\ is isolated and compelled to exist for himself. The in­
dt~t~ual cannot be defined; he can be known only by himself from 
Wtthtn. His own being is the first and proper object of his thinking, 
by w~ich he is to judge of everything else. 'Socrates was a man whose 
energtes were devoted to thinking; but he reduced all other know­
ledge to indifference in that he infinitely accentuated ethical know-
ledge.' · 

'!o assert the supremacy of thought is Gnosticism; to make the 
et?tcal reality of the subject the only reality might seem to be acos­
mtsm: The circumstance that it will seem so to a busy thinker who 
ex~latns everything, a nimble mind that quickly surveys the entire 
Untverse, merely proves that such a thinker has a very humble notion 
0~ wha~ the ethical means to the subject. If Ethics were to take away 
the enttre World from such a thinker letting him keep his own self, 

e would p b bl : · d 
1 ro a Y regard such a tnfle as not worth keepmg, an 

wdou dhlet it go With the rest-and so it becomes acosmism. But why 
oes e think 1· · · 

th h so s tghtingly of his own self? If tt were our meamng 
_atl e should give up the whole world in order to content himself 

Wtt 1 anothe , 
ing th r persons ethical reality, he would be justified m regard-
othe ehexchange as a dead loss. But his own ethical reality, on the 

r and o h . d I and all h ' ug. t to mean more to hun than "heaven an eart 1 
histo t at therem is", more than the six thousand years of human 

ry, more th b . . 
whate . . an oth astrology and the vetennary sctences or 

ver tt ts that th h" . . II d intellectu 11 e age demands, all of w tch ts aesthettca y an 
individu ~ (a huge vulgarity. And if it is not so, it is worse for the 
reality a~ a~:ms~If, for in that case he has absolutely noth~ng, ~o 

tt · bl . ' Stnce to all other things the maximum relat10nshtp 
a ama e ts po ·b·l· 

Sst I tty.' (Ibid., p. 305.) 

What is meant by th" . . f 1 b" · · t ts ethtcal reality o t 1e su Ject? Smce exts ence 
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consists in movement, 'the difficulty facing an ex1stmg individual 
is how to give his existence the continuity without which everything 
simply vanishes'. The answer is: 'The goal of movement for an exist­
ing individual is to arrive at a decision, and to renew it'. The thinker 
gives himself stable ethical reality by forming and renewing himself 
in critical decisions which are a total inward commitment (decisions, 
for example, as to vocation, marriage, faith). 'Through having willed 
in this manner, through having ventured to take a decisive step in 
the utmost intensity of subjective passion and with full consciousness 
of one·s eternal responsibility (which is within the capacity of every 
human being), one learns something else about life, and learns that 
it is quite a different thing from being engaged, year in and year out, 
in piecing together something for a system.' 

'This ethical reality is the only reality which does not become a 
mere possibility through being known, and which can be known 
only through being thought; for it is the individual's own reality. 
Before it became a reality it was known by him in the form of a 
conceived reality, and hence as a possibility. But in the case of an­
other person's reality he could have no knowledge about it until he 
conceived it in coming to know it, which means that he transformed 
it from a reality into a possibility .... 

'When I think something which I propose to do but have not yet 
done, the content of this conception, no matter how exact it may 
be, if it be ever so much entitled to be called a conceived reality, is a 
possibility. Conversely, when I think about something that another 
has done, and so conceive a reality, I lift this given reality out of the 
real and set it into the possible; for a conceived reality is a possibility, 
and is higher than reality from the standpoint of thought, but not 
from the standpoint of reality. This implies that there is no immediate 
relationship, ethically, between subject and subject. When I under­
stand another person, his reality is for me a possibility, and in its 
aspect of possibility this conceived reality is related to me precisely 
as the thought of something I have not done is related to the doing 
of it.' (Ibid., pp. 284, 285.) 

Even historical reality is apprehended as possibility, and even its 
decisive ethical influence on conduct is independent of the question 
as to its actuality. 

It is everlastingly untrue that anyone was ever helped to do their 
good by the fact that someone else really did it; for if he ever comes 
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to the point of really doing it himself, it will be by apprehending 
the reality of the other as a possibility. When Themistocles was 
rendered sleepless by thinking about the exploits of Miltiadcs, it was 
his apprehension of their reality as a possibility that made him 
sleepless. Had he plunged into inquiries as to whether Miltiades 
really had accomplished the great things attributed to him, had he 
contented himself with knowing that Miltiades had actually done 
them, he would scarcely have been rendered sleepless. In that case 
he would probably have become a sleepy, or at the most a noisy 
admirer, but scarcely a second Miltiades. Ethically speaking there 
is nothing so conducive to sound sleep as admiration of another 
person's ethical reality. And again ethically speaking, if there is 
anything that can stir and rouse a man, it is a possibility ideally 
requiring itself of a human being.' (Ibid., p. 321.) 

The only way to avoid confusion error, and misdirection of effort 
is to hold separate in their approp~iate spheres the intellectual and 
th~ aesthetic, the t>thical and the religious; and to give them their 
umty where it is properly found, in the life of the existing individual 
under the supremacy of the ethical, not in the abstraction of pure 
thought u~der the supremacy of the intellectual. 'Ethics concentrates 
upon the Individual, and ethically it is the task of every individual 
to become an entire man; just as it is the ethical presupposition that 
every man is born in such a condition that he can become one.' 
T~ere is a natural disposition, chronic in some ages, to escape from 
existence into the aesthetic and the intellectual, and to find in these 
pre_occupations a dispensation from the decisions and experience 
Which !orm and mature the personal self. One who lives in the 
aesthetic, plays emotionally and imaginatively with all possibilities, 
reno~nces nothing, commits himself as little as possible in vocation, 
marnage,_ belief, enjoys a literary interest in all faiths and customs 
and relationships, comes and goes in his wishes and desires of the 
~o~ent, and is subject to fortune and misfortune. One who lives in 
t 1e Intellectual, claims to rise above the world of change and chance, 
t~. r~gard and judge everything from the point of view of the eternal, 
WI~· detachment, to put everything in its place in the system, co­
or mated and understood. 'One dot:s not live any more, one does 
not act one d h d r · 1 ' . oes not believe; but one knows w at love an 1aJt 1 

are, and It only remains to determine their place in the System.' 

'Science organizes the moments of subjectivity within a knowledge 
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of them, and this knowledge is assumed to be the highest stage, and 
all knowledge is an abstraction which annuls existence, a taking of 
the objects of knowledge out of existence. In existence, however, 
such a principle does not hold. If thought speaks deprecatingly of 
the imagination, imagination in its turn speaks deprecatingly of 
thought; and likewise with feeling. The task is not to exalt the one at 
the expense of the other, but to give them an equal status, to unify 
them in simultaneity; the medium in which they are unified is 
existence. 

'By positing as a task the scientific process instead of the existential 
simultaneity, life is confused. Even where the succession is obvious, 
as in the case of the different ages in the individual's life, the task is 
to achieve simultaneity. It may be a genial observation that the world 
and the human race have grown older; but is not everyone still born 
in infancy? In the life of the individual the task is to achieve an 
ennoblement of the successive within the simultaneous. To have 
been young, and then to grow older, and finally to die, is a very 
mediocre form of human existence; this merit belongs to every 
animal. But the unification of the different stages of life in simul­
taneity is the task set for human beings. And just as it is an evidence 
of mediocrity when a human beings cuts away all communication 
with childhood, so as to be a man merely fragmentarily, so it is also 
a miserable mode of existence for a thinker who is also an existing 
individual to lose imagination and feeling, which is quite as bad as 
losing his reason.' 

' ... The true is not higher than the good and the beautiful, but 
the true and the good and the beautiful belong essentially to every 
human existence, and are unified for an existing individual not in 
thought but in existence.' (Ibid., p. 311.) 

To live in the ethical is to commit oneself, to put oneself beyond 
fortune and misfortune by an infinite religious resignation, to cut 
short protracted deliberation and the endless approximation pro­
cess of research in order to take the intellectual decisions necessary 
to live and to become something definite; and the elaboration of this 
something definite is the aesthetic in its right place, subordinated 
to the ethical in the thinker's existence in so far as he makes himself 
a work of art. 

' ... one would suppose that a thinker lived the richest human 
life-so at least it was in Greece. 
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It is different with the abstract thinker who without having under­
stood himself, or the relationship that abstract thought bears to 
existence, simply follows the promptings of his talent or is made 
by training to become something of this sort. I am very well aware 
that one tends to admire an artistic career where the artist simply 
pursues his talent without at all making himself clear over what it 
means to be a human being, and that our admiration tends to forget 
the person of the artist over his artistry. But I also know that such a 
life has its tragedy in being a differential type of existence not per­
sonally reflected in the ethical; and I know that in Greece, at least, 
a thinker was not a stunted, crippled creature who produced works 
of art, but was himself a work of art in his existence.' (Ibid., 
p. 269.) 

The one-sidedness of the artist or the thinker is unavoidable, but 
t~at is something to be compensated and mitigated. It even has its 
VIrtue. But when it is both misconceived and exalted and becomes 
th: delusion of the age, it is time to show clearly exactly what is 
bemg done. 

'I am well aware that every human being is more or less one-sided, 
and I do not regard it as a fault. But it is a fault when a fashion 
selects a certain form of one-sidedness and magnifies it into a total 
norm. Non omnes omnia possumus is a maxim that holds true every­
where in life; but the ideal task should not on that account be for­
gotten. The one-sidedness should partly be apprehended, not with-
out a ce t · · . ram sadness, and partly it should represent a v1gorous 
resolution of the will, preferring to be something definite in a manner 
":'ort~ while, rather than to be a dabbler in everything. Every dis­
tmgulshed individual always has something one-sided about him, 
and this one-sidedness may be an indirect indication of his real 
~r:atness, but it is not that greatness itself. So far are we human 
emg~ from realizing the ideal, that the second rank, the powerful 

one-stdedness, is pretty much the highest ever attained; but it must 
never be fo · b d th h rgotten that it is only the second rank. It m1ght e urge 
. at t e present generation is from this point of view, praiseworthy, 
~so one-sidedly aiming to e~press the intellectual and the scientific. 
th yt ~n~wer Would be that the misfortune of the present age is not 
. ~· ~~ •s one-sided, but that it is abstractly all-sided. A one-sided 
~n r· ual rejects, clearly and definitely, what he does not wish to 
me ude: but the abstractly all-sided individual imagines that he 
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has everything through the one-sidedness of the intellectual. A one­
sided believer refuses to have anything to do with thought, and a 
one-sided man of action will have nothing to do with science; but 
the one-sidedness of the intellectual creates the illusion of having 
everything. A one-sided individual of this type has faith and passion 
as transcended phases of his life, or so he says-and nothing is 
easier to say.' (Ibid., p. 312.) 

Thus a mistaken philosophy may infect a culture and distract the 
entire age, since human beings are ever ready to evade their proper 
destiny and the anxious personal decisions it entails. In such an age 
the existential thinker founding himself upon his own ethical reality 
will be out of place and will call to deaf ears, to men hiding from 
their own despair. 

'In spite of all his exertion the subjective thinker enjoys only a 
meager reward. The more the collective idea comes to dominate even 
the ordinary consciousness, the more forbidding seems the transition 
to becoming a particular existing human being instead of losing 
oneself in the race, and saying "we, our age, the nineteenth century". 
That it is a little thing merely to be a particular existing human being 
is not to be denied; but for this very reason it requires considerable 
resignation not to make light of it. For what does a mere individual 
count for? Our age knows only too well how little it is, but here also 
lies the specific immorality of the age. Each age has its own charac­
teristic depravity. Ours is perhaps not pleasure or indulgence or 
sensuality, but rather a dissolute pantheistic contempt for the indi­
vidual man. In the midst of all our exultation over the achievements 
of the age and the nineteenth century, there sounds a note of poorly 
conceived contempt for the individual man; in the midst of the self­
importance of the contemporary generation there is revealed a sense 
of despair over being human. Everything must attach itself so as to 
be a part of some movement; men arc determined to lose themselves 
in the totality of things, in world-history, fascinated and deceived 
by a magic witchery; no one wants to be an individual human being. 
Hence perhaps the many attempts to continue to cling to Hegel, 
even by men who have reached an insight into the questionable 
character of his philosophy. It is a fear that if they were to become 
particular existing human beings, they would vanish tracelessly, 
so that not even the daily press would be able to discover them, 
still less critical journals, to say nothing at all of speculative 
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philosophers immersed in world-history. As particular human beings 
they fear that they will be doomed to a more isolated and forgotten 
existence than that of a man in the country; for if a man lets go of 
Hegel he will not even be in a position to have a letter addressed 
to him.' (Ibid., p. 317.) 

Thus modern philosophy in its very ambition is aloof from the 
entire point and offers a despairing individual not edification in the 
life he can live, but distraction, dissipation, and destruction. 

'In Greece, philosophizing was a mode of action, and the philo­
sopher was therefore an existing individual. He may not have pos­
sessed a great amount of knowledge, but what he did know he knew 
to some profit, because he busied himself early and late with the 
same thing. But nowadays, just what is it to philosophize, and what 
does a philosopher really know? For of course I do not deny that he 
knows everything.' (Ibid., p. 295.) 

A true philosophy, articulating the intellectual, the aesthetic, and 
the :thical in the Jiving body of an existing individual would teach 
the Inquirer to know and meet the requirements of his situation. 
Such a philosophy would also teach him to distinguish faith as a 
fourth category not to be confused with any of the others. For if 
Christianity were merely a doctrine, it could be apprehended in tel­
lectually. If Christianity were merely a teacher with a doctrine, the 
do t · c nne would be more important than the teacher and the maxi-
mu~ ~ttainment would be to apprehend it intellectually with an 
entJre Indifti f Cl · · · t erence to the person of the teacher. I 1nstwni Y were 
~erely the person of the teacher himself as a moral exemplar, his 
h~storical reality (like that of Miltiades) would be a matter of in­
difference; he would exist as he only could exist for another, in the 
realm of po "b·l· · · · fi · I · t e t d · SSI 11ty. But the Christian believer ISm 1mte Y Iller s e 
In the real"t f 1 Y o another, as in his own. 
'The obi t f . . h 
reall e J~c 0 fa1th 1s the reality of the teacher, t~a.t the teac cr 

~ x~sts. The answer of faith is therefore unconditiOnally yes or 
no. or It does not concern a doctrine as to whether the doctrine is 
true or not. ·t . ' "0 

d • 1 Is the answer to a question concerning a fact: o you 
or o you n 
"t ot suppose that he has really existed?" And the answer, 
~t ~usthbe noted, is with infinite passion. In the case of a human being, 
1 IS t ought! . . 1 . essness to Jay so great and mfimte a stress on t 1e 
question Whether he has existed or not. If the object of faith is a 
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human being, therefore, the whole proposal is the vagary of a 
stupid person, who has not even understood the spirit of the intel­
lectual and the aesthetic. The object of faith is hence the reality of 
the God-man in the sense of his existence.' (Ibid., p. 290.) 

This question is to be decided by a personal decision of which 
nothing can relieve the individual; and it is a question of absolute 
dependence upon or rejection of faith's object. The ethicist who 
docs not misunderstand himself cannot be infinitely interested in the 
reality of another, for he knows that he knows another in terms of 
possibility, and that is enough; but the Christian believer cannot be 
content with less than his own r~ality for the object of his faith, and 
therefore in the act of faith he leaps over the confines of what he 
can know; and at the same time the object of belief is itself beyond 
belief, the existence of God as a particular human being in history. 
Hence, faith is 'a paradoxical relationship to the paradoxical'. 

III 

If we suppose for a moment (pace all existing philosophers) that 
Kierkegaard's polemic has clear felled the lower slopes of the philo­
sophic mountain where modern afforestation begins, what would he 
expect to accrue in the natural regeneration to follow'? The thought 
which sprang up again with a return to the existing individual would 
be limited but lived (as he said of Greek thought, but with only a 
small area of it in mind), the primacy of the ethical would be re­
stored; thought would not rule on Olympus but emerge in response 
to the cxigence of the individual, serving to bring him to the point 
of choosing to will absolutely, thus positing good and evil and bring­
ing into existence a positive self, which in the concrete absolute 
choice (informed by thought) would become something definite, 
and by persistence definitive. Instead of being fertilized by thought, 
will had been choked and forgotten under the thick growth of 
knowledge, the encyclopaedic mass of information, the infinitude 
of facts quarried by industrious investigators from inexhaustible 
natural resources. The only way to vitalize accumulating knowledge 
and sift its relative importance was to call attention to the neglected 
how of appropriation and ignore the venerated what of approxima­
tion, raising the question of its relation to the will, to human inter­
ests, not least the primary interest of becoming a human being. How 
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an existing individual appropriated truth was the indication of its 
value. By stressing the how Kierkegaard did not mean to otTer an 
operational definition of truth in the practical sense in which scienti­
fic truth is defined by the prescribed public procedures of scientific 
method, which qualifies the what of the scientific proposition by the 
how of the way in which it is arrived at and the way in which it is 
to be used, thus pro\-iding the rules for its interpretation and its 
proof. 'An objective uncertainty held fast in an appropriation­
process of the most passionate inwardness is the truth, the highest 
truth attainable for an existing individual.' Such a truth can only be 
one that is highly relevant to the most cherished interests. The 
appropriation-process of subjective inwardness is advanced above 
the a~proximation-process of objective investigation because that is 
the VItal order and because the age had inverted it, sacrificing life 
to _culture. This concentration of interest upon thought which is 
stnctly relevant to the prime decisions of an existing individual's 
personal life is Kierkegaard's protest against the age, and that is his 
excu,~e f~r the scandal of effacing the exactitude of the 1rhat with his 
qua ttatlve hOl H. . . . · 
b . . v. ts recall to first things, JUSt because tt ts so senous, 
~cll~use It Involves him in the drastic reduction of 'thinking and 

Wt tng one thi • · · · I · 
as ng • Jettisoning the natural sciences, treatmg 11story 
of pthoetry,_ confining knowledge of the real to immediate awareness 

e ethtcal re 1· d · · be . . a tty of the self in the enactment of total ectstons, 
~orcautsehn ~s first and last a call to the will is liable to be mistaken 

a ec ntcal h.I ' 
ment t h P 1 osophical subjectivism or for a personal abandon-
young 0 .t1: auto-intoxication of choosing to will absolutely, like a 

gtr In love · h · · t. but th Wtt love. There is truth m these mtcrpreta tons, 
the P ~y are vastly mistaken in so far as they ignore the validity and 

nmacy of th 
testing th .. e Protest and the recall. Kierkegaard was not con-

e tradttlon 1 1 · · · ·d d guarante h a c atm of philosophtcal reflectton to gut e an 
own wa e"t ought and choice· rather he was employing it in his 

Y 1or that ' ' h · was rationan PUrpose. In his own practice, the absolute c _o1ce 
He bega Y. motivated, the what scrupulously determined. 

despair wnh Whtth despair, not merely a personal despair but human 
' et er a k . f animal im 1 c nowledged or not. When the spontanetty o 

tion: whet~~ se falters and reflection supervenes, will is put in ques­
bilities invo}r one Wills to be oneself or does not will it, all the passi-

ve one · · · · · I · t the ground f 111 uncertamttes and are dub1ous m re atton o 
o one's b . . 

reflective exi t emg, a God posited or not posited. To come mto 
s ence as l . d . r . . a se f-conscious being ts to espa1r, 10r 1t IS a 
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break with the finite, a withdrawal into uncertainty, and yet one has 
to proceed and \\ithout guidance: one is brought to the point of 
choosing to will absolutely, yet it is impossible to will absolutely 
any finite end without a contradiction. And it is impossible with any 
certainty to infer from nature the God of nature. Therefore to hold 
fast to this objective uncertainty and yet to posit his existence in 
telief is the only way to choose the infinite with an absolute choice, 
and to affirm the infinite in oneself. This is the first act of inwardness, 
the beginning of truth as appropriation. It is made good concretely 
in an absolute acceptance of the finite self and an absolute renuncia­
tion of the finite world, which is nevertheless quietly resumed with­
out perceptible difference in the daily round. The infinite God thus 
posited in belief in spite of objective uncertainty is at least conceptual­
ly possible, but the God-man of history which Christianity claims 
as the truth is conceptually absurd: the breach with immediacy made 
by the first act of inwardness is widened immeasurably; the passion 
of tension created by the uncertainty of the first venture is infinitely 
increased by this second venture based upon the unintelligible. The 
intelligible God of reason and the immanent infinity of the individual 
are abandoned for the God of an historical Incarnation and the con­
viction of sin. These absolute ventures arc total personal decisions 
taken in absolute loneliness with the utmost responsibility. The 
authority of another and the example of another arc utterly irrele­
vant; the objective facts, however certain, merely lead one's steps to 
the edge. To leap or not to leap is inescapably one's own peril. The 
absolute ethical isolation of the individual in such a decision is 
for ever irremediable: that is what it meant to be a human being, 
an existing individual; that is what speculative philosophy, the 
modern preoccupation with research, the influence of the press, the 
establishment of Christianity, had obscured and overlaid: Kierke­
gaard's mature life was 'calculated to make people aware' of just 
that. Once the total decision is taken, the tension is not relaxed but 
increased, for nothing has happened to change the situation: faith 
and reason remain discontinuous, the absurd does not become prob­
able when one decides to build one's life upon it, and with deepening 
recognition of the risk with repeated renewal of the decision, the 
suffering is intensified. There is growth in inwardness, but no develop­
ment of an experience which could confirm the decision and absorb 
the strain. 

If one follows Kierkegaard over this course with any sympathy at 
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all, one must admit that he is ruthlessly rational in discerning and 
posing the alternatives and following through the consequences to 
the bitter end. He is guided to his decisions by thought for which he 
would claim universal validity, although the decisions themsch·es go 
beyond thought and are made with the life of a person. Nevertheless, 
this is a case in which it is easy to trace the line of thought to the 
peculiarities of the man and his condition. He is socially hetero­
geneous and jammed in his own introversion; he feels he shares his 
father's guilt aggravated by his own; he is melancholy and has no 
sustained appetite for the finite world. A confessed self-torturer, he 
sadistically inflicts on himself the cruelty of his thought in order to 
whip up an excitement of will and overcome his taedium \'itac. There 
is warrant for such a view in the many passages in which the believer 
hugs the uncertainty to him so that it wounds him, and would in­
crease it so that it hurt him more, passages in which he perversely 
makes the truth of inwardness a function of uncertainty, with con­
comitant variations. All this which made the tragedy of the man docs 
not ruin the validity of his thought, although it is distorted by such 
excesses. Even if his own will were deficient and supplicated his 
thought for punishment he was a demoniac witness to the irreplace­
able importance of the' reflective will to choose the self absolutely 
and t~us originate a life worthy to be called human, authentic. In 
t~le Will to will absolutely that is without reserve and with all one's 
hfe th · d' ' ' ' .. e m tvidua) gives himself a formal determination in which the 
empmeal self is transcended and becomes purified and intensified, 
a val.ue and a source of value This formula is more than an adverbial 
q~ahfication of the Kantia~ ethical formula which determines the 
~II to Will only what can be willed universally, for it integrates both 
t e how and the what and it is grounded not merely in abstract 
reason ( h' . ' 

. . w Jeh, tt was Hegel's criticism of Kant, could never fully 
ret~n th~ ~oncrete world) but in the whole personal nature and life 
0 It ~ e~IShng individual. A man can only will absolutely in an origi­
na c OJce, Which is also a choice of himself and which becomes the 
ground of his subsequent moral decisions.~ 

1 Kierke a , . . . 
in mind th g ar~ s subJectivism is bound to be misunderstood unless one bears 
What on athhle IS really interested in only one thing, viz., a supreme ethical choice. 

e s a I cho finds . . I I and can be . ose supremely is what one 1t m one to c 1oose supreme y, 
of thought)n~htng else (although this is not arbitrary and without the guidance 
uncertainly· ~e object of a supreme choice is in the nature of things ideal, 

rea ' and the more uncertain its reality is the more passionately must 
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What would have been Kierkegaard's opinion of the determina­
tion of this total ethical will offered by Hegel? It is odd that he did 
not explicitly deal with it, for his polemic against Hegel is a reiterated 
complaint that Hegel has forgotten he is an existing individual and 
has left out the ethical. Whereas, of course, Hegel set out to restore 
the unity of thought and action, the concrete life of the spirit, broken 
by history, and his philosophic vision of this restoration in history 
is an appeal to the existing individual to make himself authentic by 
conscious participation in the historical absolute. 

'The very essence of spirit is activity: it realizes its potentiality­
makes itself its own deed, its own work-and thus it becomes an 
object to itself. Thus it is with the spirit of a people, which erects 
itself into an objective world-a complex of institutions .... The 
relation of the individual to that spirit is that he appropriates to 
himself this substantial existence; that it becomes his character and 
capability, enabling him to have a definite place in the world-to be 
something. For he finds the being of the people to which he belongs 
an already established, firm world-objectively present to him­
with which he has to incorporate himself.' (Philosophic der Welt­
gesclzichte). 

On Kierkegaard's principle, it might be said that each of them 
following his own thought had reached a conclusion which, though 
uncertain, he was prepared to clinch with his life and to live by to 
the end. But it is not inconsistent with the requirement of decisive­
ness to attempt to reason out the differences which lead to opposed 
judgements. Both claim to be guided to their decisions by universally 

the man hold on to it in subjective inwardness, not in a blind affirmation but, on 
the contrary, with unrelieved recognition of its objective uncertainty-in the case 
of the Incarnation, of its intellectual absurdity. Kierkegaard's incisiveness and 
despair exhibit to full view the scandalous peril of his position. Millions occupy 
the same position in comfort by leaving the recognition of objective uncertainty 
on taking a resolution of belief. Such common subjectivism Kierkegaard re­
garded as the extinction of belief. To depend for one's life upon the object of a 
supreme choice and to lay hold of it with one hand and with the other to hold on 
to its objective uncertainty and to hang suspended between the two, that is the 
meaning of faith; hanging upon them seems to pull them closer together, but that 
is an illusion which comes of beginning to loose one's hold; grasping them with a 
firmer grip jerks them violently apart and starts the fierce pain of being torn 
asunder and the sharp temptation to relinquish one and swing free: that is the 
subjective inwardness of faith. 
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valid thought. Kierkegaard certainly rejected Hegel's thought as 
invalid, because it assumed a standpoint that was inaccessible to an 
existing individual. Only from a point outside existence would it 
be possible to survey the totality of existence. Within the process of 
becoming, the existing individual need not deny the whole, but 
cannot possibly know the end and survey the whole: his thought 
suffices only to light t·p the next step. This judgement applies to the 
interpretation of world history: 

'.·.only by understanding this for oneself can one be led to recon­
struct the life of one who is dead, if it really must be done, and if 
there is time for it. But it is certainly a topsy-turvy notion, instead 
of learning by living how to recall the life of the dead, to go and try 
to learn from the dead, apprehended as if they had never lived, how 
one should (aye, it is inconceivable how topsy-turvy it is) live-as if 
one were already dead.' (Concluding Unscientific Postscript, p. 141.) 

His point is that if one goes to history for one's life without having 
first a life of one's own one has nothing to go by, no means of dis­
crimination between th~ authentic and the inauthentic; it is to abdi­
cate the responsibility of living and resort to helpless imitation; it is 
to be a member of an association, to identify oneself with the age, 
the nineteenth century, humanity, the public: it is to become a 
phantom. He would add that if one did first get a life of one's own 
one would not greatly interest oneself in world history. For he did 
not believe in history as an objective process revealing God. 

'The existing individual who chooses to pursue the objective way 
enters upon the entire approximation-process by which it is proposed 
to bring God to light objectively. But this is in all eternity impossible 
~e~ause God is a subject, and therefore exists only for subjectivity 
!n mwardness.' (Ibid., p. I 78.) 
A~ ~or God, he is never a third party when he is present in the 

rehg•ous consciousness· this is precisely the secret of the religious 
consciousness.' (Ibid., ~- 61.) 

Kierkegaard implicitly rejected Hegel's ethic because it was based 
on ~alse assumptions and because it required an absolute (uncritical) 
cho!ce ?f the dead past, but not because it called for humble partici­
pation ~n collective tasks. A particular human being should not wish 
to domma~e others nor to have any special distinction, nor should he 
seek the Illusion of greatness by identifying himself with some 
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collective: 'to will to live as a particular human being ... in the same 
sense as is open to every other human being, is the ethical victory oyer 
life and all its illusions'. His individualism is not the vulgar refusal 
to be one amongst many, a drumming on the differential traits. On 
the contrary, he lays the whole emphasis upon the generically human. 

'Every human being must be assumed in essential possession of what 
essentially belongs to being a man. The task of the subjective thinker 
is to transform himself into an instrument that clearly and definitely 
expresses in existence whate\'er is essentially human.' (Ibid., p. 318.) 

His individualism is wholly religious and philosophic, a concen­
tration on the individual as the sole source or the universally human, 
in reflective willing, authentic choice. He notes the levelling tendency 
of the age without political feeling; he sees it as play!ng his own 
game, forcing the issue, in its tendency either to throw the individual 
back upon himself, so that he comes to accept himself as one amongst 
many and learns to be content with himself and to know his indivi­
duaL religious isolation, or else to draw the individual away from 
himself altogether until he is 'lost in the dizziness of unending ab­
straction'. He lacked the historical interest and understanding for 
an adequate analysis of the social situation, but he was saved from a 
merely literary treatment of it and from personal petulance by his 
firm anchorage in the religious and philosophic conception of the 
human situation and the permanent function or the individual in 
saving and realizing the distinctively human. It is from this point of 
view that later existentialist thinkers have elaborated their analysis 
of the modern problem of depersonalization in a mass industrial 
society. This individualism is as far as possible from a narcissistic 
attachment to one's ego, a shrinking from the idea of losing oneself 
in self-transcendence. It was precisely because association with 
others in a collective venture was not an absolute venture but a 
substitute for one, 'a fictitious movement of the spirit, a gesture in 
the direction of the absolute', that Kierkegaard distrusted it. 

'In general it is quite inconceivable how ingenious and inventive 
human beings can be in evading an ultimate decision. Anyone who 
has seen the curious antics of recruits when they are ordered into the 
water will often have occasion to perceive analogies in the realm of 
the spirit.' 

The self in so far as it has achieved authentic selfhood in an absolute 
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choice has given itself away absolutely. Extremes meet in Kierke­
gaard's own peculiar case: his absolute subjectivity becomes absolute 
objectivity in his total self-displacement before God, which is the 
effect of his persistence in a reiterated absolute choice of the infinite. 

Kierkegaard's case is peculiar. His perpetuation of the moment 
of absolute choice is morbid, not a perpetuation in a sequence of 
phases in which the choice is made good in the development of a 
~ersonality and of a 'work', but a concentration of the whole life 
~n a r~petition of the empty abstract decision itself with increasing 
Intensity. This fatal hypertrophy of will has a terrible fascination, 
for one sees in the dilated organ a living decision repeating itself like 
an accel:rating pulse, separated from the withered body it shoul,d 
have ammated. The secret of the case belongs to Kierkegaard s 
personal tragedy and does not concern the history of thought. For 
what he bequeathed to philosophy was his protest against 'pure' 
tho~ght and irrelevant knowledge and his recall to the permanent 
?as~s. of human living in the ethical isolation of the existing mdtviduai. 

. The will to will absolutely and the idea to think absolutely are 
Indefeasible b · h · t" out f which . , ut perhaps illegitimate: that IS t e situa _IOn o 
with Phii~sophyemerges and with which it has to deal. Ktc~ke~aard, 

Hegel s example bef' h" . tious about the asp1rat10n to think b 1 10re 1m, IS cau ' . r 
. a so utely. His ow 1 . caution against the pllialls wh1ch b n examp e IS a ' 1 . . ( 

. eset the point of ab 1 t h ·ce. but first of al tt IS and rema1ns) so u e c 01 , h . 
full I a summons to make an absolute choice. Because e pam-
ch ~ ~ a borated in flesh and blood his formidable epigram over 

nstians a d I ' h 
is th b 1 ' 11 1uman beings 'calculated to make people aware • e 

e o dest a d h ' · · 1 · k 11 t e greatest of existenttahst t 11n crs. 



II 
FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE 

(1844-1900) 

I 

NIETZSCHE and Kierkegaard are as divided as the poles and as 
close as twins. Nietzsche cast his supreme choice upon the finite 
world which Kierkegaard rejected and resigned. Kierkegaard wrote 
in flesh and blood his epigram, Nietzsche his rhapsody. For both, 
their drama moved to its inevitable catastrophe: Kierkegaard preci­
pitated himself into the irrevocable either-or of his final unforgivable 
attack on the Church, Nietzsche into his dionysian nihilism, his 
euphoria and eventual madness. Both are impossible, mutilated, 
pitiable; both arc formidable and command respect. Both opposed 
themselves to the culture of the day and returned to the Greeks. 
Kierkegaard cast himself for the role of Socrates for the salvation of 
the age; Nietzsche denounced the role of Socrates as the ruin of the 
age. Both arc solitaries, self-driven into desolating isolation. Both 
are existentialists. For existentialism is not concerned with points of 
school doctrine but with the recall of philosophy to the existing indi­
vidual striving to live in the light of reflection, as these pre-eminently 
did. Nietzsche the existentialist is not the teacher of the Will to 
Power, Superman, Eternal Recurrence; it is Nietzsche the artist­
philosopher and psychologist and critic of culture, above all, 
Nietzsche the thinker grappling with his own fate. ('It makes the most 
material difference whether a thinker stands personally related to his 
problems, having his fate, his need, and even his highest happiness 
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therein; or merely impersonally, that is to say, if he can only feel and 
grasp them with the tentacles of cold," prying thought.') 

The roots of Nietzsche's thinking remain in the Protestant Christ­
ianity in which he was bred ('I am the descendant of whole genealo­
gies of Christian clergymen'), in the philosophy of Schopenhauer 
whom in adolescence he chose for his master, and in the Greek 
studies in which he was engaged by choice and by profession. How­
ever the tree is riven, blasted, and bent, it feeds from these soils and 
is anchored there. His declaration that God is dead, his reversal of 
Schopenhauer's ethical judgement, his denunciation of Greek 
rationalism, these rejections did not separate him from the influences 
w.hich made him. Thus he posed and lived a problem he could not 
htmself solve. The problem was to overcome scepticism, pessimism, 
and nihilism; after the undermining of all certainty in respect of 
kn~wledge, the lapse of all impulse and goal in respect of will, the 
exttnction of all emotion, to recover intellectual assurance, emotional 
response, and commanding aims, that was for him the problem of 
Phtlosophy-joyful wisdom. 'Always, I have written my works with 
my Whole body and life, I do not know what is meant by intellectual 
Pro.blems.' The general disease of nihilism, the mal de siecle, the 
matming of reason by itself and of will by the Christian ethic, was 
aggravated in him by the insecure organic basis on which his life 
rest~~: hence the desperate push for the sun and the ecstatic vital 
equthbrium of the dance. 'Out of my will to be in good health, out or 
~y will to live, I have made my philosophy .... Self-preservation 
orbade me to practise a philosophy of wretchedness and discourage­

ment.' 

1 ~hus his approach to philosophy and to philosophers is psycho­
kogtea), however technical the problem, for example the problem or 

tlnow)edge. He asks what need of the human animal is served by 
1e "" ' euon to know and to formulate knowled!!e? He answers, the 

need to· ~ 1 
B . Impose Being (the image of the stable ego) on t 1e process of 
theeomtng. And since the ego, the knowing subject, is also a process, 

P e effort is a falsification not truth but will, not knowledge but 
owe C , • 

g r, or there is strictly no recurrence and therefore stnctly no 
spene~al knowledge, only unique individual relations, perpetual per-

eettves · · h h · ' h. · itself' • tnterpretations, evaluatiOns. T us t ere ts no t mg-tn. 
and h. and nothing has a nature or essence; there is only existence 
st .. tstory. The nearest one gets to the psychological ideal one is 

nvtng after in the pursuit of knowledge and devotion to truth is 
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in the persistence of a consistent will cleaving to the same evaluations. 
This fidelity of the will approximates to stability of Being in the know­
ing sel_r, an~lthc continued vitality of values app~oximates to stability 
of Bemg 111 the known world. When a subject can successfully 
'create' itself and its object in this way, there is the closest approxi­
mation to knowledge; but it is intelligent and necessary falsification 
not 'truth': truth is unattainable, and in principle useless. For usefui 
knowledge is a construction, a simplification of the amorphous 
chaos of impressions and unique relations which is the irreducibly 
individual truth. Therefore when the principles of knowledge, the 
rules of this construction, are idealized and made the criterion of 
'reality' there follows the radical misunderstanding and falsificatio 
c~mracteri_stic of classical _P_hiloso~hy: 'the _worl~ became false pre~ 
c1sely owmg to the quaht1es wh1ch co11stttute tis reality, name! 
change, evolu_tion, multifariousness, co~trast.' contradiction, war~; 
these were reJected as _appearanc~. Lo~1cal Ideals (the unity of a 
systematic whole, consistency, umform1ty, etc.) treated as true . 

. I Ill-
stead of recognized as useful mean prec1se Y a refusal to accept truth 
the real world. The attempt to cancel or transcend the point of vi ' 
(human or individual) is not to pass from appearance to reality hew 

. 1 . k ut to postulate a world without re atwns, un nowable and non-
existent. 

This rejection of a trar.scendent view without perspective 
. 1 . d · , and 

recall to the selfcreated by Its c lOICe an proJects and consol"d 
. . · · I ated 

by comm1tment and fidelity, as the startmg-pomt of personal 1. I . rea 1ty 
and the condition of all knowledge, eva uahon, and good . 

· · f · t" 1· m N1"etzs I · · ' IS the fundamental pos1t1on o ex1sten 1a IS • c 1e JOms Kierk 
in rejecting the objective Idealism of Hegel, and their accept egaard 
Kant's subjective Idealism is modified by an irruption of t:nce of 
rational displacing his agnosticism. Thought cannot think e .e non-

. · XIsten 
they agree but, as Kierkegaard put It, existence 'does ce, 

' h" k' b not co within the province of thought to t m ; a ove all, though . me 
· (N" tIS superior to nor a substitute for existence. Ietzsche goes c- not 

I . . so tar a 
speak of consciousness itself as a vu ganzahon of existenc 8 to 

· · I 1· e-bec its function is to reduce the indiv!dua rea tty to averagen ause 
associates the dominance of averaging public thought ase_ss, and he 

· bl" · ' In sc· with the dominance of the averagmg pu 1c, With demo tence, 
existing individual thinker realizing _his_po~sibilities is t~;acy.) The 
the current of reality flows through h1m m virtue ofh·18 • • rea}, and 

• 1ndtv·d he joins the real beyond himself not m an act of th 1 Uality: 
25 ought but in 
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thoughtful acts. Thought is secondary, instrumental, subordinate, 
as Schopenhauer had said. 

In spite of his opposing historical existence to essence ('it is only 
that which has no history which can be defined') and his rejection 
of the 'thing-in-itself', Nietzsche retained (with his own improve­
ment) Schopenhauer's metaphysical interpretation of the 'thing-in­
itself' as impersonal will, the blind striving and strife of things: this 
was the absolute reality manifested in appearances as thought is 
embodied in words. In such a world, a world of suffering relieved only 
by illusion, Schopenhauer's supreme choice was the will not to will. 
'A Nihilist is the man who says of the world as it is, that it ought not 
to. exist, and of the world as it ought to be, that it does not exist.' 
Nietzsche wanted to be able to say Yes to this world to which 
Schopenhauer 'under the dominion of Christian values' had said 
No. This led him into his immense preoccupation with the critique 
of morals and of values. 

II 

~he supreme choice which posits good and evil and realizes the 
~thical reality of the individual is something which Nietzsche sees 
m the first place historically, in the formation of a particular ethos 
a?d culture. A man who can make promises (to himself or another) 
b1nd h" ' Imself for the future, is a late product. 

'How thoroughly, in order to be able to regulate the future in this 
way, must man have first learned to distinguish between necessitated and ·d 

acc1 ental phenomena, to think causally, to see the distant as 
~~=~~t and to anticipate it, to fix with certainty what is the end, and 

1 IS the means to that end. above all to reckon, to have power to 
ca culate h ' fi b 
d . . - ow thoroughly must man have rst ecome calculable 

ISClp/in d . . ' 
h. e • necessitated even for himself and h1s own conception of 

Imself that I"k · h Id h. ' , 1 e a man entering into a promise, e cou guarantee Imse)f fi 
as a uture.' (The Genealogy of Morals. Second Essay § 1.) 

'The sove · · I h" If of the er reign Individual, that resembl~s on Y Imse , ... the man 
the 1 tp s~nal, long and independent will, competent to promise' is 

a e fru1t f h" h 1 · pos d 0 a colossal process in w 1c crue sanctions were im-
kn e 1 odn those Who deviated from ' customary morality'. The proud 

owe ge of responsibility, the consciousness of freedom, power 
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over himself and over fate, Nietzsche calls conscience. The 'bad con­
science', the sense of 'guilt', he derives from a different source. The 
sanctions against the person who failed in what he 'owed', at first 
the cruel personal revenge of the wronged party, later the impersonal 
punishment of 'authority', do not induce the 'bad conscience', be­
cause the offender accepts his punishment as a fate and does not 
accuse himself; he is unlucky. It is not until a people is subjugated 
by a more powerful race that conditions for the 'bad conscience' are 
provided. Then the natural aggressiveness of the subjugated people 
is forcibly checked; repressed, it turns inward against the natural 
life of the human animal. This inhibiting function of thwarted aggres­
sion re-deploys the energy of life into other channels and occasions 
the development of new ideals. (Here Nietzsche anticipates descrip­
tions of the mechanism of conscience, sublimation, and rationaliza­
tion in the literature of psycho-analysis.) 

'This secret self-tyranny, this cruelty of the artist, this delight in 
giving a form to oneself as a piece of difficult, refractory, and suffer­
ing material, in burning in a will, a critique, a contradiction, a con­
tempt, a negation; this sinister and ghastly labour of love on the 
part of a soul, whose will is cloven in two within itself, which makes 
itself suffer from delight in the infliction of suffering; this wholly 
active bad conscience has finally (as one already anticipates)-true 
fountainhead as it is of idealism and imagination-produced an 
abundance of novel and amazing beauty and affirmation, and per­
haps has been the first to give birth to beauty at all.' (Ibid., Second 
Essay, §18.) 

In this way, the altruistic ideals of sympathy, pity, love are born 
and cultivated amongst a subjugated people, opposed to the egoistic 
hardy military ideals and virtues of their conquerors, the aristocratic 
and free persons who impose their will with a good conscience. The 
ascetic ideal is formed, with its own affirmations and denials. 

It is the function of the priest, the ascetic type par excellence, him­
self satisfying his own will to power by his ascendancy and the 
practice of his arts, scorning rather than hating the men of military 
power, to divert the resentment of the subjugated by concentrating it 
upon themselves as the authors of their own miseries, so that they 
become preoccupied with a God that demands too much, and seck 
salvation and the consolation of another world, finding in this inter­
pretation of their lot the truth about the human situation in the 
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world, and in obedience and submission the highest good for man. 
In Nietzsche's view this is the natural protection of the ruling class 
from contamination by the nausea, the life-negation, and the ideals 
of the subjugated: it helps them to rule but it also enables them to 
keep unchallenged their own ideals and virtues. But the cleavage 
and the protection it affords lasts only for a time, and the character­
istic of the modern age is that the ideals and virtues of the subjugated, 
the priestly ascetic valuations, have prevailed over all: manifest in 
Schopenhauer's pessimism, in European nihilism, in the dissolution 
of great traditions, in socialism and the equalitarian ideals of the 
French Revolution, in democracy and Rousseau's sentimental 
idealization of the natural man. Most serious of all, it is manifest in 
the proudest achievement of the modern age, in science. At the end 
of The Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche asks, 'Where is the counter­
part of this complete system of will, end, and interpretation? Where 
is the other "one aim"?' The generally accepted answer is that 
the cool self-sufficiency and persistent success of modern science 
point the alternative aim and system of values. It is not Nietzsche's 
answer. 

'When science is not the latest manifestation of the ascetic ideal­
but these are cases of such rarity, selectness, and exquisiteness, as to 
preclude the general judgement being affected thereby-science is a 
hiding-place for every kind of cowardice, disbelief, remorse, despectio 
sui, bad conscience-it is the very anxiety that springs from having 
no ideal, the suffering from the lack of a great love, the discontent 
with an enforced moderation. Oh, what docs all science not cover 
to-day? How much, at any rate, does it not try to cover? The dili­
gence of our best scholars, their senseless industry, their burning the 
candle of their brain at both ends-their very mastery of their handi­
work-how often is the real meaning of all that to prevent them­
selves continuing to see a certain thing? Science as self-anaesthetic: 
do you know that?' (Ibid., Third Essay, §23.) 

Modern science, like Hegel's world-history and Schopenhauer's 
compassion, was one of the many elaborate ways in which the mod­
ern individual took refuge from himself and sought to lose himself 
a?d. d?dge the decisive struggles of human destiny. The exacting 
~ISC!pline of a strict agnosticism, the renunciation of all interpreta­
tion, may amount to an heroic devotion, even then it is faith in the 
ascetic ideal, for it is faith in a metaphysical value, an intrinsic value 
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of truth-to which the self is to be sacrified. ' ... in every department 
science needs an ideal value, a power which creates values, and in 
whose service it can believe in itself-science itself never creates 
values'. Thus science for its own sake is the latest development of 
the ascetic ideal which renounces life tortuously. 

'Everywhere ... where the mind is at work seriously, powerfully, 
and without counterfeiting, it dispenses altogether now with an ideal 
(the popular expression for this abstinence is "Atheism")-with the 
exception of the will for truth. But this will, this remnant of an ideal, 
is, if you will believe me, that ideal itself in its severest and cleverest 
formulation, esoteric through and through, stripped of all outworks, 
and consequently not so much its remnant as its kernel .... 

'After Christian truthfulness has drawn one conclusion after the 
other, it finally draws its strongest conclusion, its conclusion against 
itself; this, however, happens when it puts the question, what is the 
meaning of every ll'ill for truth? ... what sense has our whole being, 
if it does not mean that in our own selves that will for truth has come 
to its own consciousness as a problem? . ... By reason of this attain­
ment of self-consciousness on the part of the will for truth, morality 
from henceforward-there is no doubt about it-goes to pieces; 
this is that great hundred-act play that is reserved for the next two 
centuries of Europe, the most terrible, the most mysterious, and 
perhaps also the most hopeful of all plays.' (Ibid., Third Essay, §27.) 

The ascetic ideal forced to its last refuge in the will to truth is com­
pelled to accept the need for interpretations and valuations which it 
had renounced, and this means alternatives to established moralities: 
'Nothing is true, everything is allowed', that esoteric principle of the 
elect. Or else it must choose suicidal nihilism. But such an open-eyed 
choice is the most difficult of all. 

'It is absolutely impossible to disguise what in point of fact is made 
clear by every complete will that has taken its direction from the 
ascetic ideal; this hate of the human, and even more of the animal, 
and more still of the material, this horror of the senses, of reason 
itself, this fear of happiness and beauty, this desire to get right away 
from all illusion, change, growth, death, wishing and even desiring­
all this means-let us have the courage to grasp it-a will for 
Nothingness, a will opposed to life, a repudiation of the most 
fundamental conditions of life, but it is and remains a will! and 
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to say at the end that which I said at the beginning-man 
will wish Nothingness rather than not wish at all.' (Ibid., Third 
Essay, §28.) 

The disgust for life, the nausea, the turning away, which arises 
primarily amongst a subjugated people whose aggressiveness is 
turned inwards, but which has also plenty of other causes and con­
ditions, becomes itself a theme, an interpretation giving a meaning 
to life and suffering, an organized purpose, a form of will and being. 
It produces much that is beautiful and best, but when it becomes the 
major theme, the dominant and exclusive interpretation, a blight on 
~he positive instincts and primal energies, then life is sick, goodness 
IS called evil and evil good. 

It is certainly not Nietzsche's purpose merely to celebrate and to 
restore the aristocratic or Greek virtues and values and to denigrate 
Christian virtues and values, however encouraged by his panegyrics 
would-be strong men may have been; it is not his purpose merely 
to glorify the good conscience of the pagan or machiavellian and to 
deplore the bad conscience of the Christian: this he docs as part of 
his purpose in effecting a critique of all values and virtues, showing 
th~ source of all alike, openly or secretly, in will, the will to power. 
His purpose as a philosopher is to counter the bias, the establish­
ments, the illusions of the age, to raise the questions and set the 
pro?lems. Morality becomes a problem because neither the machia­
~elhan or pagan good conscience nor the Christian bad conscience 
IS any longer possible: the Christian faith has been undermined and 
ha.s collapsed, and with it the entire European morality. The first 
thmg to be done is to recognize what this means, to draw the utter­
most deductions: 'every hazard is again permitted to the discerner; 
the sea, our sea, again lies open before us; perhaps never before did 
such an "open sea" exist'. 

~i~rkegaard had not believed that it was possible to discern directly 
~ diVIne order either in nature or in history, but what he most ob­
J~c~ed to in Hegel was the attempt to rationalize the Christian re­
h~ton, to assign it to its place in a grandiose rationale of history. 
Ntetzsche's objection is the same as Schopenhauer's, the objection 
of the atheist: 'the non-divinity of existence was regarded by him 
~chopenhauer] as something understood, palpable, indisputable'. 

n such premises, the question is: 'Has existence then a significance 
at all? · .. the question which will require a couple of centuries even 
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to be completely heard in all its profundity'. Schopenhauer's own 
answer, his moral condemnation of life, was premature because it 
derived from the Christian moral values, themselves the product of a 
long history in which Christian belief had played a leading part. 
Nietzsche, having examined the origin of those values, and wanting 
to say Yes to life, is able to begin to rejoice in evil, as designated by 
the ascetic ideal, to look beyond good and evil. Consciousness, in 
any case, is not the last word, the final authority; its generalized and 
vulgarized world is not superior to the unconscious world within one­
self and in nature, in matter. Respect for and trust in the dynamics 
of the unconscious world, reduction of the value of the conscious 
and knowable: these are the dangerous but necessary thoughts which 
threaten the throne and challenge the rule of classical philosophy. 
Moreover, Nietzsche's rejection of Christian belief and criticism of 
Christian moral values is not at all made from the standpoint of 
a scientific materialist, who merely assumes 'belief in a world which 
is supposed to have its equivalent and measure in human thinking 
and human valuations, a "world of truth" at which we might be 
able ultimately to arrive with the help of our insignificant, four­
cornered human reason!' Valuation and interpretation are ques­
tions far too open to be foreclosed by scientific results. Nor can 
there be any complacent assumptions; the answers are rooted in 
will, and what is one man's highest hope may well be to another 
a distasteful possibility (as Herbert Spencer's vision of progress 
was to Nietzsche). 

III 

Nietzsche discerns the problem of values as presented for the first 
time, and therefore as a crisis in the destiny of man, the most im­
portant in all history. Hitherto, values have been historically deter­
mined; now man has become reflective and must take upon himself 
the full burden of responsibility and freedom. 

'As soon as ... no thinker can any longer relieve his conscience 
with the hypothesis "God or eternal values", the claim of the law­
giver to determine new values rises to an awfulness which has not 
yet been experienced.' (The Will to Power, 972.) 

'0 my brethren, when I enjoined on you to break up the good, and 
the tables of the good, then only did I embark man on his high seas. 
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'And now only cometh to him the great terror, the great outlook, 
the great sickness, the great nausea, the great sea-sickness.' (Thus 
Spake Zarathustra, LVI. 28.) 

' ... one could imagine a delight and a power of self-determining, 
and a freedom of will whereby a spirit could bid farewell to every 
belief, to every wish for certainty, accustomed as it would be to sup­
port itself on slender cords and possibilities, and to dance even on 
the verge of abysses.' (The Joyful Wisdom, 347 .) 

Nevertheless, this dizzy position in which modern man finds him­
self when he is awakened by reflective criticism is not merely a per­
sonal predicament. Values are a slow-maturing product of ages of 
social discipline. 

'. · ·everything of the nature of freedom, elegance, boldness, dance, 
and masterly certainty, which exists or has existed, whether it be in 
~hought itself, or in administration, or in speaking and persuading, 
In art just as in conduct, has only developed by means of the 
tyra_nny of such arbitrary law; and in all seriousness, it is not at 
all Improbable that precisely this is "nature and naturaJ"-and 
not laisser-al/er 1 

'"Th . . . . I 
. ou must obey someone, and for a long time; otllerll"ise t wu 

Wilt come to grief, and lose all respect for thyself"-this seems to me 
to be the moral imperative of nature ... to nations, races, ages, and 
ranks, above all, however to the animal "man" generally, to man­
kind.' (Beyond Good and E:•il, 188.) 

Selected virtues and graces in the maturity of a social tradition 
flowe · ~ In spontaneous free persons, who because of their happy 
constitution, the fruit of this long discipline, arc begetters and be­
stowers of value, the emanation of their radiant virtue. Such results 
~e the outcome of ages of breeding, training, and tradition, beyond 
h\ conscious power of the individual. The reflective person, the 

p 1 osopher, cannot by taking thought win for himself or others this 
unrefieeti 
th ve power which is the happy gift of history-any more 
W~in~~e brain can replace the somatic mechanisms and processes on 
co cd. _It depends. What the philosopher can do is to understand the 

n Ihons fh · · d to b . . 0 ealth and dJUgnose the disease of the age, an attempt 
an ~Ing Into existence conscious movements which will counteract 

~ ~t~l tendency of the times. Reflective analysis brings to light the 
un er Ytng conditions which have produced greatness in the past and 
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reveals conditions which threaten greatness in the present and in the 
future. The role of the philosopher is to warn and bear witness and 
exemplify, but not to invent values or produce them out of his con­
sciousness. 

' ... it seems to us at present absolutely ridiculous when a man 
claims to devise values to surpass the values of the actual world.' 
(The JoJful Wisdom, 346.) 

'According to what standard is the objective value measured? 
According to the quantity of increased and more organi=ed power 
alone.' (The Will to Poll'er, 674.) 

'The concept, "the other world", suggests that this world might be 
different-it suppresses necessity and fate (it is useless to submit and 
to adapt oneself).' (The Will to Poll"er, 586.) 

'The kind of experimental philosophy which I am living, even anti­
cipates the possibility of the most fundamental Nihilism, on princi­
ple: but by this I do not mean that it remains standing at a negation, 
at a no, or at a will to negation. It would rather attain to the very 
reverse-to a Dionysian affirmation of the world, as it is, without 
subtraction, exception, or choice-it would have eternal circular 
motion: the same things, the same reasoning, and the same illogical 
concatenation. The highest state to which a philosopher can attain: 
to maintain a Dionysian attitude to Life-my formula for this is 
amorfati.' (The Will to Power, 1041.) 

Nietzsche takes the will to power (it is Schopenhauer's meta­
physical will as the absolute nature of all existence-given content 
and direction) as the necessary and abiding source of all possible 
values, even the life-denying ones. The great difference between 
cultures and value-systems is between those which say Yes and those 
which say No to life, understood as will in this sense. Those which 
say No unavoidably manifest the same will, and produce virtues and 
values which glorify man, but the persistence of such cultures until 
their ideal universally prevails systematically checks the will to power 
by dividing it against itself, and therefore enfeebles man and threatens 
chronic degeneration. Europe under such a system has produced 
objectivity, the scientific spirit, and the ideal of love, but threatens 
to reduce all mankind to a level of green-meadow gregariousness, 
contentment, ease, security, and bovine mediocrity. Science and 
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democracy are not the modern awakening from the illusions of 
Christian faith and order, they are the same ascetic valuations in 
their most viable modern form; they lead to gregarious inertia, mass 
similarity, equality, and nonentity (mankind turned into sand, 
'small, soft, round, infinite sand'), the extinction of all interest, splen­
dour, and quality in human life; finally, ennui and extinction of the 
will to live. This is a notion in the moral world comparable to the 
notion in the physical world of thermo-dynamic equilibrium, the 
running down of the universe to an irreversible heat-death. Is the 
moral process equally irreversible? Kierkegaard had the same vision 
of the tendency of the age, which reached its limit in an 'unlimited 
panorama of abstract infinity, unrelieved by even the smallest emin­
ence, undisturbed by even the slightest interest, a sea of desert'. Con­
cerned only with the individual and his choice of eternity and believ­
ing that such conditions would help to drive the individual back on 
himself and thus renew the true differential, the only source of vital­
ity, he was not disturbed. But Nietzsche, fixing his choice on the finite 
and remembering the past, is roused: ' he who divines the fate that is 
hidden under the idiotic unwariness and blind confidence of "modern 
ideas", and still more under the whole of Christo-European morality 
-suffers from an anguish with which no other is to be compared'. 
The levelling process should even be accelerated, but with it should 
go the counter-measures; first, to restore respect for the virtues and 
values of the direct expression of the will to power of those who know 
life for what it is and say Yes to it; then the long preparation of an 
elite with privileged interests and endowed advantage, separated 
from the herd by the pathos of distance. 

'Not only a ruling race whose task would be consummated in 
ruling alone: but a race with vital spheres of its own, with an over­
flow of energy for beauty, bravery, culture, and manners, even for 
the most abstract thought; a yea-saying race which would be able to 
allow itself every kind of great luxury-strong enough to be able to 
dispense with the tyranny of the imperatives of virtue, rich enough 
to be in no need of economy or pedantry; beyond good and evil; a 
forcing-house for rare and exceptional plants.' (The Wll/ to Power, 
898.) 

'One must appeal to immense opposing forces in order to thwart 
this natural, all-too-natural progressus in simile, the evolution of man 
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to the similar, the ordinary, the average, the gregarious-to the 
ignoble!' (Beyond Good and El·il, 268.) 

There can be no deliberate going back, but the fundamental 
duality persists: the superabundant vitality and the reduced vitality, 
the conquerors and the conquered, the herd man and the solitary 
choice spirit, the Dionysian ideal of vitality and the Apollonian ideal 
of form, the Greek and the Christian. The antagonism of Dionysus 
and Apollo can be resolved, and was resolved by the Greeks in their 
greatest triumphs, but the antagonism of the Dionysian ideal and the 
Christian admits of no compromise; it is an Either-Or, the Yes or 
No to life. In our time it is not enough to drop Christianity and go on 
as before, for everything that remains is Christian; it is necessary 'to 
overcome everything Christian by something super-Christian, and 
not only to rid oneself of it-for Christian doctrine is the counter­
doctrine of the Dionysian'. This super-Christian doctrine is the 
doctrine of Superman: man is to be surpassed. This is the supreme 
choice, the commanding aim. 

The other myth of Nietzsche's, revealed to him in a moment of 
illumination, his doctrine of Eternal Recurrence, expresses the crass 
senselessness of things, the eternal lack of telos in the universe; so 
that to will the eternal cycle with enthusiasm and without hope is the 
ultimate attainment of affirmation-amor fati. Compare Kierke­
gaard's eulogy of Repetition. 

•Whoever fails to understand that life is repetition, and that this is 
its beauty, has passed judgement upon himself; he deserves no better 
fate than that which will befall him, namely to be lost. Hope is an 
alluring fruit which does not satisfy, memory is a miserable pittance 
that does not satisfy, but repetition is life's daily bread, which satis­
fies and blesses. When a man has circumnavigated the globe it will 
appear whether he has the courage to understand that life is repeti­
tion, and the enthusiasm to find therein his happiness .... In repeti­
tion inheres the earnestness and reality of life. Whoever wills repeti­
tion proves himself to be in possession of a pathos that is serious and 
mature.' (Repetition.) 

Repetition is an essential and recurrent ideal in existentialist 
thinking. Marcel's fidelity, Heidegger's interest in the reaffirmation 
of primitive philosophical questions, the rhythm of withdrawal and 
choice in Jaspers or Sartre, are merely the most obvious examples of 
this characteristic of a philosophy which is interested only in 

35 



FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE 

exploring and deepening individually realized experiences. Whether 
in Lucretius or in a modern, this idea is not likely to be far from the 
centre of a personal philosophy which is more reflective than roman­
tic. At first sight, Nietzsche's Eternal Recurrence is the opposite of all 
this, a destructive delight in the acceptance of absurdity, not a poetic 
destruction of the familiar; but for Nietzsche Eternal Recurrence 
was an illumination, a release, a discovery, perhaps not far different 
spiritually from the illumination of later existentialists on the road of 
negation. 

IV 

The aphoristic and the dithyrambic forms of most of Nietzsche's 
writings represent very well the darting and intuitive and the mock­
ing, singing, and dancing manner and method of his mind. There is 
no lack of nuance and of subtlety, nor of ambition. 

'To have travelled throughout the entire extent of the modern soul, 
to have taken my meals in each of its corners, my pride, my torment, 
my joy. 

'To overcome pessimism effectively and, at last, to look with 
the eyes of a Goethe full of love and goodwill.' (The Will to 
Power, 1031.) 

But, like Kierkegaard, he was too explosive a mixture to mature: 
·ram one of those materials which can burst'. He was not a Thersites, 
for he was formed on the virtues and values he made it his mission to 
denounce. The undergraduate and the master are compounded in 
him rather than mixed. In the nature of the case, he was not likely 
to be lucky in his followers ('A teacher must not be judged by his 
first disciples'). He is the perfect course over which to try out one's 
maturity: one might say he is necessary to the maturing of a modern 
spirit. 

He is an existentialist in his taking the problems of his philosophy 
from the conflicts of the age instead of from the disputes of the 
schools. To make himself profoundly representative of his time and 
to surmount its problems in himself in public was his aim in philo­
~ophy, an aim which produces not systems or doctrines but a sharpen­
In~ of awareness, a deepening of understanding, an orientation, a 
quickening of new possibilities. 
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'Will they be new friends of "truth", these coming philosophers? 
Very probably, for all philosophers hitherto have loved their truths. 
But assuredly they will not be dogmatists. It must be contrary to 
their pride, and also contrary to their taste, that their truth should 
still be truth for everyone-that which hitherto has been the secret 
wish and ultimate purpose of all dogmatic efforts. "My opinion 
is my opinion: another person has not easily a right to it"-such 
a philosopher of the future will say, perhaps.' (Beyond Good and 
Evil, 43.) 

This playful spitting in the face of the goddess of intellectual 
idolatry is one way of rudely calling public attention to the insuffi­
ciency of public knowledge, which is the constant theme of existen­
tialists. Marcel opposes the pensee pensante to the pensee pensee. 
Kierkegaard hides himself, saying, 'next to knowing whether I have 
any opinion or not, nothing could very well be of less importance 
to another than the knowledge of what that opinion might be'. The 
inwardness of an opinion is part and parcel of its truth, all that be­
longs to it on the side of the personal search for it and the use to 
which it is put. The portrait of the objective spirit, the disinterested 
investigator (in contrast to the philosopher who commits himself 
and takes his stand and his aim in the light of the relevant alterna­
tives) has never been better done than by Nietzsche, especially (in 
the manner of La Bruyere) in Beyond Good and El•il, 207, and in 'The 
Land of Culture' (Zarathustra II, XXXVI) and 'Immaculate Per­
ception' (Zarathustra II, XXXVII). Objectivity is not repudiated but 
is given an existentialist ground. 

' ... the very seeing of another vista, the very wishing to see another 
vista, is no little training and preparation of the intellect for its 
eternal "Objectivity"-objectivity being understood not as "contem­
plation without interest" (for that is inconceivable and nonsensical), 
but as the ability to have the pros and cons in one's power and to 
switch them on and off, so as to get to know how to utilize, for the 
advancement of knowledge, the difference in the perspective and in 
the emotional interpretations. But let us, forsooth, my philosophical 
colleagues, henceforward guard ourselves more carefully against this 
mythology of dangerous ancient ideas, which has set up a "pure, 
will-less, painless, timeless subject of knowledge"; let us guard our­
selves from the tentacles of such contradictory ideas as "pure reason", 
"absolute spirituality, knowledge-in-itself" .... There is only a seeing 
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from a perspective, only a "knowing" from a perspective, and the 
more emotions we express over a thing, the more eyes, different eyes, 
we train on the same thing, the more complete will be our 'idea' of 
that thing, our "objectivity". But the elimination of the will alto­
gether, the switching off of the emotions all and sundry, granted 
that we could do so, what! would not that be called intellectual 
castration?' (The Genealogy of Morals. Third Essay, 12.) 

Similarly, objectivity in the aesthetic field cannot properly abstract 
from the individuality of subject and object. 

'Kant thought that he showed honour to art when he favoured and 
placed in the foreground those of the predicates of the beautiful 
which constitute the honour of knowledge: impersonality and uni­
versality. This is not the place to discuss whether this was not a 
complete mistake; all that I wish to emphasize is that Kant, just like 
other philosophers, instead of envisaging the aesthetic problem from 
the standpoint of the experiences of the artist (the creator), has only 
considered art and beauty from the standpoint of the spectator .... 
But if only the philosophers of the beautiful had sufficient know­
ledge of this "spectator"! Knowledge of him as a great fact of person­
ality, as a great experience, as a wealth of strong and most individual 
events, desires, surprises, and raptures in the sphere of beauty!' (The 
Genealogy of Morals. Third Essay, 6.) 

'These major themes of existentialism are supported by some of the 
minor themes scattered throughout the works of Nietzsche. For ex­
ample: the way in which people become identified with their role in 
life and lose or forget their personal possibilities in playing a part 
(Joyful Wisdom, 356); or the various ways in which, having failed 
to become ourselves, we become an impersonal third party, or the 
phantom which flits in the opinions others have of us, and live under 
the rule of an abstraction we invent called 'man' (The Joyful Wisdom, 
368; The Dawn of Day, 105); or the impossibility of knowing another 
save as an ohject which is not he (The Dawn of Day, 118). He had no 
knowledge of Kierkegaard, and his own supreme choice, equally 
extreme, was the precise contrary, but he had perfect insight into the 
possibility of Kierkegaard. 

'Faith, such as early Christianity desired, and not infrequently 
achieved in the midst of a sceptical and southernly free-spirited 
world, which had centuries of struggle between philosophical schools 
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behind it and in it, counting besides the education in tolerance which 
the imperium Romanum gave-this faith is not that sincere, austere 
slave-faith by which perhaps a Luther or a Cromwell, or some other 
northern barbarian of the spirit remained attached to his God and 
Christianity; it is much rather the faith of Pascal, which resembles in 
a terrible manner a continuous suicide of reason-a tough, long­
lived, wormlike reason, which is not to be slain at once and with a 
single blow. The Christian faith from the beginning is sacrifice: the 
sacrifice of all freedom, all pride, all self-confidence of spirit; it is at 
the same time subjection, self-derision, and self-mutilation. There is 
cruelty and religious Phoenicianism in this faith, which is adapted 
to a tender, many-sided, and very fastidious conscience; it takes for 
granted that the subjection of the spirit is indescribably painful, that 
all the past and all the habits of such a spirit resist the absurdissimwn, 
in the form of which "faith" comes to it. Modern men, with their 
obtuseness as regards Christian nomenclature, have no longer 
the sense for the terribly superlative conception which was implied 
to an antique taste by the paradox of the formula, "God on the 
Cross".' 

(Beyond Good and Evil, 46.) 

Nietzsche's work is to complete the circle of nineteenth-century 
European scepticism and pessimism, to round it out to a full nihil­
ism, as the necessary preliminary to anything else. In particular he 
wishes to destroy the nineteenth-century illusion that Christian 
faith can be quietly dropped like the belief in fairies, and everything 
else remain as before. Christian beliefs might flicker and go out but 
the moral consciousness, fount of our intuitions and secret source of 
our unshakable convictions and unquestioned assumptions, was 
saturated with generations of Christian prejudice: of this, Schopen­
hauer was the great example. And classical philosophy had been 
no less deceived and deceiving than Christian faith: it had wished to 
show the cosmic world as a rational system, an entelechy, a teleology, 
whereas reality was multifarious, inconsistent, absurd; it had been 
built to buttress the main fabric of morality, in spite of the ingrained 
opposition to morality of all nature and history. No philosophy 
could count which persisted in building these abstract illusions as a 
refuge from the reality of individual experience. To bring this home, 
it was necessary above all to cut off the retreat of the agnostics to the 
independent position of ethics, the impregnable bastion of morality. 
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(Of course mankind had not waited until Nietzsche to discover the 
conflict of values, the inexpurgatory ambiguity of good and of evil; 
so profound a fact was as inescapable as fate and as perpetually 
obscured and hushed up as a family scandal. It had come to light 
often enough, notably in Thucydides and Macchiavelli and Hobbes 
on the political side, and in the French moralists of the seventeenth 
century on the psychological and personal side. Since Nietzsche, it 
has come to the surface in our own time with a vengeance, in the 
clinic and on the stage of history. The conflict of moral ideals in 
politics is sharply expressed by the sensitive conscience of Max 
Weber thus: 

'There are two fundamentally different ethical conceptions: the 
ethics of sentiment and the ethics of responsibility .... The believer 
in an absolute ethic cannot stand up to the ethical irrationality of the 
world. He who enters politics concludes a pact with devilish powers, 
since it is a realm where alone power and violence arc valid means; 
yet from good may come evil and from evil good. Who does not see 
this is politically a child.') 

Plato had found one answer after another to the contention that 
justice is the prevailing will of the strong not the countervailing 
conspiracy of the weak to defraud the strong, and was dissatisfied 
with them all until his attempt at a definitive answer in the Republic. 
Nietzsche re-opened the debate without Plato's anxiety to secure 
the triumph of the 'right' side; on the contrary, with the intention of 
really putting the issue in question, and without the means to find 
any satisfactory answer at all. Yet his attack on established assump­
tions was from the point of view of the moralist and for the sake of 
morality; like Kierkegaard, he was interested in the how, the assump­
tions, motives, and point of view of contemporary morality. He 
~anted a self-authenticated, self-disciplined, heroic morality, with all 
Its risk and responsibility, whatever its content. It was as necessary 
and as difficult to become moral as to become a Christian in Kierke­
gaard's sense. 

In his own case, he provided himself with no means of getting out 
of the nihilism into which he plunged himself, precisely because it 
~as a deliberate plunge over the edge. He tried to say at the same 
time: nihilism must be surmounted; nihilism cannot be surmounted; 
nihilism is good, nihilism is best. He imprisoned himself within the 
chalked circle of his own metaphysical assumptions. His excursions 
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into the natural history of morals and his psychological analysis 
brilliantly anticipated the scientific research in anthropology and 
psychology which has so vastly influenced the moral outlook in our 
day, but his insight and his judgement did not avail to save or to 
serve himself. For his thinking was ancillary to the real philosophic 
task he set himself of experimentally living all the valuations of the 
past, together with their contraries, in order to acquire the right to 
judge them. This dangerous existentialist counsel of perfection at 
least refuses to recognize any criterion of value outside human ex­
perience of satisfaction, and this ought to have exorcized the meta­
physical will to power which bedevilled Nietzsche's thinking; but 
he himself refused to accept consistently this criterion implicit in his 
experimentalism, 'man as the standard of the value of things': man 
must adapt himself to existence or abolish himself-that was the 
whole disjunction of life, a choice between two forms of nihilism. 
There are positions which can be thought but not lived, there are 
exploratory ventures from which there is no return. Nietzsche's 
thoughts were fascinated by unexplored forbidden regions of abysses, 
glaciers, and mountain peaks. One can look down into the bottom 
of an abyss refusing the possibility of throwing oneself over the edge, 
but one cannot explore the possibility by a tentative jump. One can 
examine in thought the possibility of nihilism (as an irresolvable 
conflict between human valuations and cosmic facts) and try to 
show that it is not the truth; but if one is determined to will and to 
live the possibility of nihilism, then one no longer has any indepen­
dent standpoint under one's feet; worse than Kierkegaard 'out upon 
the seventy thousand fathoms of water', one is actually sucked down 
and engulfed: what from the independent standpoint of responsible 
freedom was recognized as the unavoidable ambiguity of good 
and of evil in the world becomes, first, the ambiguity of one's 
own will, and then its abandonment to the eternal destruction 
and the eternal return and the dionysian ecstasy. No more than 
scepticism can be overcome by doubting it can nihilism be overcome 
by willing it. 

Nietzsche began the building of his intellectual home with the 
invention, taste, and boldness of a master, but he became involved 
in neologism and travesty, and at last it stood unachieved, like a 
ruin, open to the four winds and to the sun and the rain. Only the 
most foolish of his followers have attempted to occupy it. More 
vividly than any, he exemplifies the existentialist truth that a 
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philosopher who tries to make himself representative and seriously 
builds himself a habitation to suit his own intimately understood 
needs does not offer a home to others but may enormously enrich 
the resources out of which others build for their own convenience 
and dignity. 
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III 
KARL JASPERS 

(Born 1883) 

I 

BOTH Kierkegaard and Nietzsche compared themselves to a 
lonely fir. They were indeed, and perhaps in spite of themselves, 
solitaries: boulders which worked loose from the mass of human 
solidarity, and crashed to the bottom. In Karl Jaspers we see them 
deflecting the course of traditional philosophy. For Jaspers is the 
professional philosopher inheriting and participating in the philo­
sophia perennis 'around which all philosophers circle', and at the 
same time he is profoundly influenced by Kicrkegaard and Nietzsche. 
He treats them as the great exceptions. He is not a disciple (they 
cannot be followed), but he makes it his enterprise to profit by their 
intuitions and apply them to the business of philosophy, in the spirit 
of a true philosopher reflecting upon his own effort to live and living 
in the light of his reflections. 

Philosophy, Jaspers feels, cannot be the same after Kierkegaard 
and Nietzsche because they have awakened us to our human con­
dition, as Hume changed philosophy by awakening us to the state of 
our knowledge. Theirs is a challenge to our assumptions about our­
selves as persons. They have raised the question, what does it mean 
to be a human being; and what does it mean to be a Christian, or 
not to be a Christian? But their approach also put in question philo­
sophy itself, for how can descriptions and formulations have univer­
sal validity and intelligibility and also reman close to the authenticity 
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and even eccentricity of individual experience? And further, and most 
important of all, if ultimate reality is not an object of conceptual 
thought, how can experience of it be made veridical, intelligible, and 
communicable? How can pl-!ilosophy supply the norms which indi­
vidual experience seeks, if it confines itself to the evocative value, 
the appeal and witness, of individual experience? Can there be philo­
sophy, or only autobiography? 

Classical philosophy comes to an end in Hegel, because it has 
become folly to construct intellectual totalitarian systems in which 
everything is taken up, harmonized, rationalized, and justified. Such 
palaces are still marvellous, but nobody ca·n live in them. The savour 
and reality of human existence, its perils and triumphs, its bitterness 
and sweetness, are outside in the street.l 

Nevertheless, the reaction against metaphysics has not yet brought 
anything better, nearer to the plenitude and reality of experience. 
Some have resolved philosophy into science, that is to say, made 
philosophical claims for science or sought a philosophy of life in 
science. Others have resorted again to religious dogma, to save the 
life of the emotions and the imagination. This superstitious cult of 
science or of religion can only be remedied by a return to philosophy. 
But that will make confusion worse confounded unless philosophers 
have learned their lesson: they must know how to define the limits 
of science and at the same time recognize that science is the definition 
and standard of objective knowledge. Philosophy cannot again pre­
tend to be universal knowledge. We have lost our naivety; for we 
recognize the discontinuities in the realm of Being, which the old 
systems took as one and treated as the object of ~;niversal knowledge, 
answerable to the structure of thought. The modern starting-point, 
and the strength of our position, is in the recognition of this dis­
continuity between the three forms of Being: being-there, being­
oneself, being-in-itself. These forms of Being are explored by ditfer­
~n~ methods. The philosopher living his life participates in all three. 

hilosophy must make and keep the separation and develop the 
methods of exploration appropriate to each. 

ha1 _cp. Simone de Beauvoir, Pour une morale de l'ambiguite, p. 221, 'I remember 
theVIng felt~ great calm in reading Hegel in the impersonal setting of the Biblio­
. que Nat10nale, in August 1940. But when I found myself again in the street, 
In m l"li Y 1• e, outside the system, under a real sky, the system was no longer any use 
~0 me: It was, under the pretext of the infinite, the consolations of death which 
It had offered me; and 1 still wanted to live in the midst of living men.' 
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li 

Jaspers starts with the assumption that there is a given external 
world in which the thinker has foothold, a world of stable objects 
which compel and control the adherence of knowledge. This world 
of science is one in which everything known is an object (in the sense 
that it is experienced as stable and registered in a communicable 
representation), and is objective (in the sense that what is known 
about it is universally intelligible and accepted). Science, then, is a 
relation between an intelligible world and human understanding as 
such: 'all knowledge and every object in the world is for conscious­
ness in general'. 

This objective knowledge of what is there (being-there) is assumed 
by many to be the whole ambition of human thought, because it is 
assumed that there is nothing which is not given in stable objects 
registered in the human mind in representations which in logical 
order arc universally intelligible and communicable. Therefore 
science is the measure of all things. 'This objective certainty which 
maintains itself without my concurrence, and before which every form 
of my subjectivity has no standing and is dissolved, is the very image 
of all that is solid. In laying hold of it I feel an incomparable satis­
faction.' The quest for certainty is supported by the fear of liberty; 
for the anxieties and risks of personal responsibility and decision are 
escaped if all can be reduced to a necessary and universal objectivity: 
liberty and choice imply the imperfection of knowledge-uncertainty. 
Descartes, on the threshold of modern philosophy, enunciating his 
Cogito, announced himself as an individual thinker looking out upon 
the world from his necessary solitude, an existentialist, but went on 
to refuse to take the risks inseparable from his recognized position, 
and took refuge from himself in dogmas: his pronouncement turned 
out to be merely a recourse of method, not a personal recognition 
of the possibility of despair, and the reality of liberty. 

In what way does the objective knowledge established by science 
fall short? Reason is not satisfied with clarity, and aims also at unity 
and totality of knowledge. Objectivity, fully realized, is knowledge 
complete and exclusive. 

Science is incapable in principle of achieving this ideal of objecti­
vity. If it were realized, the world would be exhaustively intelligible 
to human consciousness as such. But there arc vital forms of con­
sciousness lying, as it were, above and below the level of public 
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knowledge and incapable of being wholly reduced to its forms and 
norms: the more or less obscure and fugitive sensations, perceptions, 
feelings, intuitions, intimations of the private consciousness, which 
are in part the raw material of public knowledge and in part arc 
intractable to scientific method, and responsive to unpredictable 
manifestations of reality; and the uniquely personal self-determina­
tion of the free personality. These vitally important elements pass 
through the filter of the most resourceful and perfected science. 

Further, inductive knowledge can never be more than probable, 
and in some fields must remain indefinite. It cannot have either a 
beginning or an end. It is impossible to form out of scientific concepts 
a coherent image of the world: it has never been successfully main­
tained that the world is at bottom number, or matter, or spirit, or 
energy, or any other comprehensive idea borrowed from any of the 
sciences studying a coherent body of phenomena. Nor can the 
sciences be systematized into a comprehensive unity, although it must 
always remain a legitimate, and indeed necessary, scientific enterprise 
to make the attempt. There is no science which can gain hegemony 
by subsuming all others under itself. Especially is there an irreducible 
difference between the sciences of nature and of man. The sciences of 
man, of which history is a type, are meaningless, a dust of unrelated 
facts, unless they are more than science, for they require a compre­
hension of ideas, an appreciation of ethos, a reconstruction in which 
the mind of the scholar participates; and such an interpretation of 
the data can never be final: history is always contemporary. Ideas 
can never in any field of science be finally objective, in the sense of 
wholly taking the place of the individual facts to which they direct 
attention or which they summarize or which they elucidate. 

The hope of complete objectivity is linked to the hope of utopia, 
~final victory over man's practical problems. Both are illusory; both 
Imply the hope of reducing all things to mechanics and manufacture. 
Neither the world nor knowledge is a unity, not to say a unity of that 
kind. There is no refuge from the hazards of real life in such illusions. 

Science, then, achieves the clarity and universality of objective 
knowledge, but cannot attain the unity and totality to which reason 
aspires. The sciences are empirical and must work as best they can. 
It is not for the philosopher to give them rules nor practical limits. 
The limits which he defines are ultimate principles; what they can 
achieve in their own fields is always open and indefinite. Science 
which understands itself and recognizes its ultimate limits is itself 
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philosophy because it is animated by the same spirit, the will to know, 
the persistent attempt to think clearly, the quest for reality; and be­
cause there is no other world than the world which science describes. 

Science is therefore the necessary ground and first stage of philo­
sophy, but is not capable of achieving the unity and totality which 
reason cannot renounce. Science is concerned with determinate being 
and the philosopher beginning with science comes up against its 
limits, recognizes that he can neither think absolute being nor re­
nounce the will to think it; he is forced to reflect: 'it is thinkable that 
there may be an unthinkable'. Philosophy cannot add anything to the 
objective knowledge of science. Philosophy begins with the philo­
sopher's existence, with what he is, not with what he knows; he 
achieves and communicates not knowledge but himself. The unity 
and totality which philosophy recognizes that science can never 
achieve belong to the world in its transcendence (being-in-itself), to 
which the thinker has access only by means of his own transcendence 
(being-oneself) of the empirical world (being-there). The thinker parti­
cipates in all three realms of being and by that means alone can ap­
proach the unity and totality to which his reason aspires, never by 
trying to reduce everything to the universally intelligible order of 
being-there. Nothing is more philosophical than science when it 
abjures metaphysics and is faithful in attention to its own empirical 
pursuits, for in its docility and persistellCe it is then near the authentic 
reality to which it aspires. But to say this is to shift the accent from 
science to the scientific worker, who is himself the authentic philo­
sopher when he is going about his own business with understanding 
and purpose. Philosophy begins with science and cannot do without 
it, because there is no other world independent of the objective world 
which science explores. 'Only one who has passionately given himself 
up to the exploration of the world can find access to philosophy.' 
Philosophy which is dissociated from the world is lost. 

From his standpoint of the separation of the three orders of Being, 
Jaspers is able to disentangle the confusion of philosophy and science 
which interferes with the effectiveness of each. Beginning with a 
criticism of this confusion in Descartes, he can show the dogmatism 
and vanity of positivism in reducing all philosophy to science, the 
sterility of idealism in reducing all science to philosophy, the fatal 
neglect of science in Kierkegaard's leap into transcendence, the 
stultification of philosophy by Nietzsche's importation of biological 
concepts. So strong is his position that he can treat the two most 
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characteristic forms of confusion in the relations of science and philo­
sophy, the reduction of one to the other, positivism and idealism, 
with generous appreciation of the truths and values for which each 
contends. The effect of his criticism is to dissolve the hard shell of 
unrecognized metaphysics which soon devitalizes science, to renew its 
tender empiricism, and to set free philosophy and bring it in not as 
doctrine but in the person of the philosopher, to take care of those 
aspects of existence in the world which are of the greatest importance 
but which are not fully reducible to objective knowledge. 

I.II 

The philosopher, then, concerned with these aspects of being which 
are inaccessible to science, begins, like Descartes, with his own 
existence, turns from the public external world to the private world 
revealed to his own consciousness of himself; not, however, like 
Descartes, because this gives him a foothold in immediate certainty 
from which to walk out into the objective world, there is no con­
tinuity here with the objective world, but because here is the seat and 
source of his own life. He finds here not objectivity but liberty, not 
knowledge but choice: he stands before himself not as a reflective 
intelligence but as an embodied person who must take up a position 
and become something willed in relation to a definite situation. I 
am 'a being who is not, but who can and ought to be'. I have to found 
myself upon my own decisions consciously taken; and this is not an 
act done once for all, but one that has to be sustained by being per­
petually renewed so long as I live. 

Self-consciousness when it is thoroughly awakened is conscious­
~ess of my solitude and my liberty. When everything goes of itself and 
ls taken for granted, in my early life of impulse, instinct, obedience 
to duty, submission to authority, the objective world hides me from 
myself. What am I? I cannot be wholly reduced to or identified with 
~y body, my role in society, my actions, nor even my character which 
lS manifested in all my aspects. At the bottom is my liberty, the source 
of my possibilities, of what I will to be. Existence for me is this active 
choi~e of myself in liberty. If I do not come to myself and exercise 
m~ hberty in the realm of being-oneself, I remain in the realm of 
bemg-there, objectively determined, a thing. When I do come to my­
self! accompanied by the anguish and the thrill of knowing that all 
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I think, decide, and do separates me from the solid ground of being­
there, I launch myself in flight. The emptiness of liberty, the recogni­
tion that I cannot find myself in the objective aspects of my existence, 
that I am not an object but a possible existence (not an l-am but a 
what-am-I? which resolves into what-shall-1-be?), to which I am 
awakened and to which I perpetually return so long as I maintain 
myself at the level of being-oneself, is 'the consciousness of my es­
sence'. 

When with this consciousness of essence I found myself in decisions 
and commitments, my choice is existential and absolute; it cannot 
be reduced to psychological explanation in terms of motives, nor 
merely subsumed under a rational ethical principle: it is original, my 
choice of myself. To the self it has the sense of assurance, of inevita­
bility: 'I come to myself as a gift: it is clear, it is evident, now that it 
is decided it can never be other than simple: how has it been possible 
for doubt to last so long!' This unconditioned affirmation of the 
self in decisions and choice which shatters all doubt seems to be a 
scandal from the point of view of philosophy. The difficulty is this: 
unless I have an original essence which has some positive content 
and is not empty liberty, how can I found myself in decisions which 
are self-determined; how can I know what I am in order to become 
what I am, unless I have a positive essence, that is to say, a nature? 
The answer seems to be that the choices I make and sustain and by 
which I make myself constitute the consistent ground of further 
spontaneous choice (not my nature, but my history). And beyond my 
first conscious decisions by which I constitute myself at the level of 
being-oneself, is an original self, obscure in origin but definite in 
actuality, rooted in a body and temperament and disposition and 
occupying a concrete situation in history, the self that exists at the 
level of being-there: this original self I cannot choose because it is 
given, but I can assume it, that is to say, adopt it as mine, as me. I 
who exist in liberty by conscious separation from my empirical self 
adopt all that which is uniquely mine"as the manifested body of 
what I can be'. I identify myself with myself and face and acknow­
ledge the vital impulses of the body, the brute facts of nature, the 
obligations of duty, the limitations of my situation and of all chosen 
ends: these enter into my decisions, but I am not subdued to them, 
am not a resultant of their determinations; these are the conditions 
and resistances which maintain me in the flight of liberty, if I have the 
skill and the will. But the flight can never be completely successful. 
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The fact that it is hampered can itself be interpreted. The effort a 
self-realization by its very frustration may bring about self-transcend­
ence. 

Therefore, although I have no essence, my situation is determined 
and my authentic choice is necessary. I come to myself as if I were a 
gift to myself, and I recognize that I have to realize my liberty in the 
world and to lose it in the Transcendence which is its ground and its 
limit, its source and its goal. This orientation towards Transcendence 
through the world is the general determination of my choice, within 
which my own personal uniqueness plays its part producing a choice 
which is marked by a wholly specific personal necessity-the sole 
criterion of the authenticity of my choice, objectively unverifiable­
not physical, nor moral, nor logical. The self which I am invited to 
become is the self which I am in my situation, historical and tran­
scendental. There is no alternative self; the only other alternatives 
are the failure to become myself and the refusal to be myself. This 
necessity does not do away with my liberty because it is not objective. 
On the one hand, it is my own personal uniqueness; on the other, it 
is my own faith in Transcendence-which can never be objectively 
secured, for, like Kierkegaard's, its very reality involves it in tension 
with its polar opposite. 'In not believing is belief. In belief is not 
believing ... the force of belief is in the polarity'. Being-oneself turns 
on the poles of belief and unbelief. 

'No choice without decision, no decision without will, no will 
without duty, no duty without being'; this formula shows choice 
proceeding from its source in myself, to which it also returns in 
making me become what I am. Such choice is no hopping uncertainty 
before alternatives; it is elicited from me, it proceeds straight to its 
goal. It is a disciplined choice: duty has a place in the series, not 
above but next below the source; I am not under the ethical law, I 
adopt the ethical law; in proceeding from liberty withdrawn to liberty 
engaged I accept determination by law, and if I set aside one law I 
appeal to another ('the only universal is the law of legality in general'). 
To look for a law is already to be free from the causal nexus, to be an 
origin, to be concerned for value in the concrete decision. The 
matured self in which the law has been assimilated and has fertilized 
experience is inventive and of higher validity than the objective law 
?ecause more nearly total. Thus the self is put above the law, as 
Indeed it is by Kant. But the self is not identified with the law, as in 
Kant, as the law of my nature, my rational essence. My essence is 
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liberty, I have no essence; that is the height and dizziness of my true 
position: suicide and defiance of the law are no less consistent with 
my essence than assimilation of the law and sensitively informed 
choice and activity. It is for me to say what I will be. My conscious­
ness of myself as having to choose, without being able to escape the 
responsibility by recourse to any objective determinant of any kind, 
breaks the objective determination of me as being-there and consti­
tutes me an unconditioned self. That is the summit of personal exist­
ence (being-oneself) to which I have constantly to return to renew 
the authenticity of myself in liberty. 

[Existentialists are necessarily highly concerned with the subtle 
and complex relations between law and liberty, the objective norms 
of ethics and the subjective reality of the self and its exigencies. No 
simple statement of these relations is possible. Nietzsche is interested 
in the prolonged discipline of law as the indispensable means of 
maturing the vital grace of spontaneous movement in action and 
attitude, immediacy in choice and decision; but this appreciation of 
the pragmatic value of law in the history of cultures and the produc­
tion of types is dominated by his sense of the crisis of values at this 
point in history. Jaspers, too, recognizes that mature choice pre­
supposes an immense experience and that obedience is the leisurely 
childhood of liberty, but his conception both of the purgative value 
of law and of the ethical choice of the self is different. Submission to 
law is itself freedom in so far as it is a break with the unconscious 
determinants and a rise to the consciousness of value: but that puts 
all in question and leads on to choice. In choice, the self, knowing its 
liberty, its inescapable responsibility for itself, is not constrained by 
the law but adopts it in the given situation as the law of its own 
dispositions enabling it to become itself; the law is then a means, a 
mediation, explicative not reductive, maieutic not magisterial. In 
principle the law can only enlighten, never justify, the personal deci­
sion.] 

IV 

The consciousness of its liberty which awakens the self to personal 
existence in the realm of being-oneself is bound to a consciousness of 
itself as a self in the world, limited inescapably by its situation in the 
world, a situation which cannot be shared, which can only be known 
from within, and which, although it can be modified, cannot be 
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changed into anything other than a situation in the world imposing 
narrow limits. I cannot change my parents or sex, nor my own past, 
nor altogether the fate and fortune of my lot in the world, but I can 
accept and adopt them and make them my own. This acceptance, 
my historicity, is more than resignation, as submission to law is more 
than obedience; it is affirmative and renewed and remains in constant 
tension with other possibilities: I am bound to my destiny and I love 
it as I love myself. My liberty so long as it refuses reality and remains 
for itself in the realm of possibility encounters no limits, but then I 
become nothing and am nothing; when it assumes the concrete em­
bodied person I am in my situation in the world, it encounters limits 
which cannot in any way be got round, or reduced, or explained: 
they are simply there, and defy both comprehension and mastery. 
To recognize that these limits define the permanent impossibility of 
my realizing myself in the world is the necessary disillusion and des­
pair on the further side of which is the possibility of self-transcend­
ence, for then the limits are accepted as the end only for particular 
aims and forms of attachment and for the general understanding, and 
they may become frontiers where Transcendence is met. The per­
petual temptation to escape from this situation in mysticism or positi­
vism or intellectualism, to refuse to recognize that there is an irreduc­
ible duality between being-oneself and being-there in the world, that 
the authentic self which transcends the empirical world in liberty is 
doomed to frustration in the tasks and ends and ideals which it must 
nevertheless seriously engage in pursuing, as the only way of being­
o_neself and of reaching being-in-itself, this tension is the ethical 
Situation at the heart of Jaspers's philosophy. 
. Ingredient in the concrete particular situation of every self are the 
Inescapable limitations inherent in the human situation, such as 
d~ath, suffering, conflict, fault. Human life in the world is riddled 
~It~ the dreadful insecurity and irremediability of these universal 
~~Its. But it is not the taking note of them as objective facts that 

nngs home their full fatality; it is only in the irreplaceable bitter­
ness of personal experience of them in the pursuits in which we are 
e~gaged that personal existence may learn to accept them as defini-
tive and t h · fi h h f . a t e same time nd t at t ey are not dead-ends but 
rontiers where being-in-itself is to be encountered. Death, for 
exa~ple, so long as I am forgetting it or fleeing from it or merely 
taking note of it as the inevitable end, is just an empirical fact about 
an empirical object in the world of being-there; it is not constitutive 
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of my life, and in so far as it is not I am not living at the level of 
being-oneself. My death is present, it is constitutive of my relation 
to the phenomena in which my whole life is manifested: it puts in 
question the sense in which I am more than the phenomena of my 
objective appearance. When I lose a friend by death with whom I 
lived in communication, the communication is struck but the pre­
sence of the lost one is not wholly destroyed, and by my fidelity is 
maintained and continues to influence me. Thus death institutes a 
test, and becomes a sieve: does the essential survive? There is no 
objective test, the answer lies with me. If I fear that nothing can 
survive this test, perhaps it is because I have not yet fully come to 
myself in liberty but am still immersed in the world of calculations. 
Indeed that is more to be feared than death, the loss of oneself which 
comes from attachment to objective substitutes (for example, a party 
or the State) or by falling back into being-there, so that one dies 
without having lived. If I become myself, even though I can have no 
reasonable hope whatever of my survival in any form linked in con­
tinuity of memory with my present self, so that there can be no other 
world for me that is not this world, nevertheless I can both will to 
realize myself in this world without losing myself in the world and 
will my death as my natural consummation without seeking refuge 
in it. In such ways, death is not a mere limit but a clue and a proof. 
Neither can I separate myself, at the level of being-oneself, from 
suffering; for there is always the suffering of others, and mere happi­
ness is a kind of sleep in which we are not conscious of true being. 
Conflict and violence are inextricably woven into the texture of hu­
man culture. I have to consent to them if I participate in the life of 
the world. There is no absolute decision on principle which will 
absolve me from having to choose between violence and submission 
in each actual situation, although I know that neither the one nor 
the other can ever bring universal or final justice, peace, and harmony. 
But it is in the non-violent striving with others for authentic personal 
existence that the limit is most sharply disclosed and I am laid open 
to all possibilities, for it is an ardent strife, suspicious of all senti­
mentality and pity and complacency, vigilant against the tendency 
to dominate or to submit, concerned to put everything in question 
in oneself and in the other, to dissolve every crystallization, to break 
up every acquisition, to remit every conclusion. Lastly, in Jaspers's 
view imperfection, failure, fault inhere in the human situation as 
fatally as death, suffering, and conflict. Not only is there in the 
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human depths a destructive element, morbid or wild, but also success 
is never more than partial, in doing good I indirectly do evil, my 0\Vn 
good profits by the evil which others have done, and my choice of 
myself in liberty is itself necessarily tainted in both attitude and 
content (for it is self-assertion and pride, which is the source of 
conflict, and it is made good in the adoption of an actual self and a 
concrete situation riddled with imperfections, and issues in decisions 
which can only be decisions at the cost of some impurity of motive 
and some arbitrariness of judgement). The only purity I can have in 
the world is to recognize to the full my guilt and responsibility and 
to take it upon myself with an active conscience. 

Such general limitations together with my own particular limita­
tions are the material out of which I have to make my life; they can 
be partially overcome by being actively accepted and used, but they 
are real checks and frustrations and bring it home to me that neither 
can I realize myself in this world nor can the absolute reality I seek, 
being-in-itself, be found objectively realized in this world: that in­
deed, although it can only be known in this world, it is not this world. 
However, although it is true that if these limits, or some of them, 
are treated as vincible (utopianism) or as dead-ends (positivism) the 
human situation is falsified, nevertheless to take them as frontiers 
acr~ss which there is a right of entry into being-in-itself is no less a 
falsification. The encounter with Transcendence cannot be guaran­
teed. Positivism is only false in so far as it closes the frontier. 

Thus the social ideal of human well-being completely and finally 
established, long and happy life without pain or privation, is dubious 
even as an ideal. Nietzsche was afraid that it was practicable, that 
modern ideas and technical success meant just this, and threatened 
to reduce mankind to a common level of green-meadow gregarious­
n~s~, contentment, ease, security, and bovine mediocrity. Jaspers sees 
p am!y enough the irregularity and intractibility of life which defies 
any such sm h h a d h . oot reduction to control and evert rea tens catastrophe, 
'"n e ~s therefore able to accept the aim of social well-being as valid 
JOr SOCial p 1" • • "d Cl" d 0 Icy and therefore for md1vi ual euort, so long as the 
a~gerous depersonalizing tendencies of the present age of masses 

an . machines and total planning are kept in mind and fought a gam st. 

b !n any case, the State stands for more than mere economic well­
eJ~g. !he State is the most formidable of all the objectivities which 

are Indispensable but which enclose personal existence with the threat 
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oflifeless emptiness. Because of its authority and power, as collective 
will manifesting the character of personal will with greater majesty, 
because of its appeal to the imagination with the call to great tasks 
and high destiny, because of its identification with duty and high 
ideals and the sweets of virtue, shaming the private desires of the 
heart, its claim to transcend its members as a system transcends its 
elements (which reverses the truth) is hard to resist. The individual 
has somehow to come to terms with the State, to find his vocation 
and his destiny within it, and to find in himself the source of criticism 
of its aims and ideals and its actual policies. The validity of the State 
is not a prior and overriding validity. As in the theoretical field the 
law can only enlighten, never justify, the personal decision, so in the 
practical field the State can never give meaning and value to personal 
existence but only stimulus, scope, and opportunity. The individual 
needs the State for becoming himself, and the State derives its validity 
from being-oneself; but there is tension as well as fertility in the rela­
tion. The State mediates the participation of the person in history, 
in the total human tradition. The individual does not get the meaning 
of his life from history, there is no philosophy of history; nevertheless, 
his life and activity have to make sense in the historical context, 
have to participate in the continuity of man's life. History is open, and 
the written record is not the last word. Even the authority of success, 
upheld by the finality of the past, cannot prevent the submerged 
possibilities from coming to the surface, from influencing the future. 

Thus it is always necessary for being-oneself to assimilate the 
objectivity which it actively accepts; and this is what gives meaning 
and value to social policies and institutions and to the course of his­
tory. Being-oneself, which would stand aside from the empirical 
world, being-there, or remain in the margin, is sterile and self­
destructive. But a happy marriage of the two is not always, perhaps 
never, possible. The heretic and the rebel warn us, exceptions though 
they are, of what the world is like, of what is possible and may be 
necessary. Nietzsche's amor fati, embracing our destiny, the existen­
tialist's commitment and fidelity when he assumes his own parents 
and his own past, his personal situation and human life in the world, 
and remains ever active and creative, although perforce patient and 
checked, this being-oneself, my historicity, is real because the other 
possibilities remain open, of which the mystic and the suicide are 
reminders. In such a world, which must be both accepted and refused, 
personal existence, being-oneself, can only be lived in the spirit of 
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irony, humour, and modesty. The objective world, being-there, is 
not being-in-itself, the ultimate reality; but this reality is not to be 
looked for anywhere else, nor need it be abandoned as a hopeless 
quest. It is not revealed to consciousness in general, the universal 
subject to whom the public objective world is scientifically intelligible, 
nor is it revealed to pure subjectivity cultivating states of mind: it 
is revealed to the embodied subject who wills his relations with an 
objective world with the intention to transcend both subject and 
object, to gain in relation to being-there the transcendence of being­
oneself and being-in-itself. This consciousness is modest because it 
is rare, playful and ironic because it sees that the world must be taken 
very seriously and its pretensions not too seriously. Neither idealism 
nor scientific rationalism has this humour, for want of having broken 
the pretensions of the objective world. On the other hand, the irony 
of the existentialist is not the mockery of the sceptic nor the amuse­
ment of the spectator, for he suffers from the frustrations of this world 
and loves and seeks the being-in-itself which is hidden in its appear­
ances. 

To take one's stand in the veritable human situation is to engage 
oneself in the tasks and pursuits of life in the world without illusion, 
taking upon oneself death, suffering, conflict, fault as bonds and 
bounds; and at the same time to go forward as if in the promise of 
having life abundantly. To disengage oneself (for example, as a 
sp~ctator or mystic) is not to raise oneself above the world but to 
fatl to become oneself. To engage oneself blindly or without detach­
ment (as in utopianism or hedonism) is to remain sunk in the empirical 
w.o:ld of being-there. Philosophy which opens man's eyes to his con­
dttion and exposes him to the temptation of despair, also brings him 
the faith by which he goes on. 

v 

b !"fY being awakened to liberty and self-choice, unconditioned 
etng-oneself, is the doing of another, like Christian salvation. In 

~·ny case, my unconditioned self is oriented towards other uncondi-
to~ed selves, requires and seeks communication with them: my 
~ntqueness is elicited by and requires the uniqueness of others, and 
Is ot.herwise unthinkable. Being-oneself is not real without com­
~nun~~ation, just as empty liberty is not real without manifesting 
Itself 111 choice. My liberty posits and requires the liberty of everybody 
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else. The formula is: 'I will that each other shall be what I strive to 
become, that he be himself in sincerity and in truth'. This appeal to 
the other is accompanied by self-revelation without reserve; one 
dares 'to be naked' before the other: the formalities, conventions, 
and reserves of ordinary intercourse are inappropriate to communi­
cation at the level of being-oneself. One becomes oneself and brings 
the other to himself in thus opening oneself to him. For this com­
munication is not the sharing of what is in common but insistence 
upon the authentic singularity of each. It is therefore conflict, but a 
'loving struggle', the struggle of beings who recognize themselves as 
united but have as a condition of their reality to assert and maintain 
their difference and to question and challenge themselves and each 
other. The truth of each is the truth of himself and for him there is 
no alternative, his uniqueness is a vital assimilation and affirmation 
which is his alone: there is no other truth, but there is the truth of 
others. The 'loving struggle' of communication is the corrective of 
the unavoidable arbitrariness in this necessary solitude of truth. 
Existences are linked by reason and in communication strive to bring 
themselves to the unity which they have by faith. The separation is 
never wholly overcome: truth remains invincibly multiple, a conflict 
of absolutes not a totality of perspectives, a call to being-oneself 
and to communication not a form of knowledge, for the total object 
of knowledge is lost in Transcendence which cannot be apprehended 
in its unity. Here again, therefore, there is frustration; but no relaxa­
tion of the effort to communicate. Communication is between persons 
who participate in a common world order and collaborate in common 
tasks which humanize relations between individuals, but communi­
cation does not reside in this intercourse, it springs from it. The other 
is properly constituted for me as a person by my being fully myself, 
that is, communication is in the world of being-oneself. Otherwise, he 
is another one like me and all others, an object and a means, a figure 
in the world, a rational consciousness equivalent with every other, 
and one who interests me only in so far as we envisage a common 
object or form a common thought universally valid or participate 
in a common society. This objectification of communication is like 
the objectification which reduces the 'thou' to a 'he'; it forms the 
substratum from which true communication may rise and to which it 
may sink. Love, 'the absolute consciousness in its plenitude', is 
always possible, and always desired by the person awakened to being­
oneself. Ideas which claim objective validity pass away, but 'there 
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are always the men with whom I am or can be in communication, 
and with them what is for me authentic being stands firm'. Com­
munication is not limited to contemporaries physically encountered; 
it is possible to seek and to touch authentic being-oneself in history, 
not necessarily the men of external greatness and success, but the 
men of faith, love, and imagination who move and call me to become 
myself. 

Communication, the most essential of existential tasks, is the most 
precious and the most fragile of all possible achievements. 

VI 

Being-there (the objective world known by observation and experi­
ment), being-oneself (the personal existence of one who is awakened 
to his liberty and assumes his historicity and atlirms himself in deci­
sion and choice), being-in-itself (the Transcendence of the world, 
manifested in the world and inseparable from it), these three realms 
of Being are in no sense reducible to one another. The person who 
is made aware of them may participate in all three; Transcendence 
embraces the world of objects and subjects: but the logical under­
~tanding, formed upon the objects of empirical existence, being-there, 
IS unable without falsification to describe the other realms of exist­
~nc~ or to bring them into a common system; their discontinuity is 
~nvmcible, only to be reconciled in the life of a person and by faith 
In Transcendence. Philosophy can no longer na'ively attempt to treat 
the whole of Being as immanent in the logical understanding. Reason 
can attempt to clarify and fortify personal existence, being-oneself, 
and to awaken it in others; and to awaken philosophic faith in 
Tr~nscendence and to guide the perception of it. The whole effort of 
philosophy is to bring me to the presence and the silence of Tran­
~c~ndence, only accessible from the level of being-oneself. Indeed, 

emg-oneself is, so to speak, itself only the place where one listens 
to the voice- and the silence of Transcendence, a voice which speak:; 
~nly riddles, a presence which is sometimes a plenitude and often a 
ack. The riddles can never be made plain to universal understanding; 

each Personal existence can only read them for itself, and only for the 
m?ment, perpetually, never once for all. Faith never becomes cer-
tamty but th · d · · · "bl ' e Impulse to transcen 1s mvmc1 e; reason can never 
forsake the quest for unity and totality and never find them save in 
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Transcendence; personal existence can only be satisfied with absolute 
existence, being-oneself with being-in-itself. 

I am autonomous but not self-sufficient: I become what I am. In 
the dizzy consciousness of myself in liberty, I lean not only upon my 
actual situation in the world imposing its limits but also upon the 
Transcendence before which I stand; I stand in consciousness of my 
liberty before my concrete situation and before the enveloping situa­
tion which gives me my responsibility, my liberty: I am uncondi­
tioned, in my liberty, and doubly dependent. I actively accept my 
situation in the world and strive to transcend it, the objects before me, 
the limited ends I adopt, the hindrances to my will, and all ultimate 
frustrations. I will myself, and am in that sense my origin; at the 
same time, I am given to myself, for I am, so to speak, commissioned 
to will myself, liberty is my situation in which I find myself, and that 
unconditioned self to which I return and in which I renew myself is 
my transcendence and my link with the Transcendence of the world 
as the ground of my being. Personal existence, being-oneself, which 
we can be, is one with Transcendence, being-in-itself, through which 
we are. When personal existence becomes sure of itself it becomes 
in the same operation sure of Transcendence. The unconditioned I, 
freed from determinations, standing in liberty, knows that I am auto­
nomous but not self-sufficient, that I am doubly dependent, given to 
myself from a transcendental ground and in need of the limitations 
and determinations by which I choose myself, realize myself in the 
world. 

My authenticity is in this autonomy, doubly dependent. There is 
no place in this philosophy for mysticism, for separation from the 
world and direct communication with God. If the term God (which 
savours of myth) is to be used, there is no God apart from the world, 
nor is the world God: God is both revealed and hidden in the world, 
and no effort to see his face can be finally successful nor finally 
baffied. One might perhaps say that the condition of looking stead­
fastly upon his face is continually to lose sight of it. Life is like that: 
its vitality withers unless it is perpetually renewed, and so soon as it 
is seized in one form it slips into another, even the opposite; so that 
paradox is the least inadequate formulation. Nothing is safe, once 
for all. The Transcendence of the world, the meaning of life, is found 
alike in frustration and failure and in consummate achievement; but 
it is not either, and it is not found in either if they remain what they 
are and are not cancelled and transcended, without any final escape 
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from the situation in which achievement is real and must be at­
tempted, and frustration is bitter, and failure a grief and a crisis to 
be dealt with. There is no respite from this tension of unconditioned 
action in the world, springing from myself in liberty and moving 
across the world to its limits, at any point or moment meeting the 
tangent of Transcendence, and striving to hold in steady contempla­
tion the unity and transfiguration of the world. 

Jaspers seeks to give to this refractory but veridical experience the 
clarification and formal validity of rigorous philosophical treatment, 
following through the thought in all its intricacy and ramification. 
The main phase of this treatment is the development of a doctrine of 
ciphers. The world is, so to speak, a secret text which can never be 
tr~nslated into public language. It is only intelligible to personal 
extstence and can only be deciphered by each for himself. 'I live with 
the ciphers. I do not understand them but I steep myself in them. 
AU their truth lies in the concrete intuition which fills them in a 
manner each time historical.' The entire vast panorama of nature 
and ~istory is at this point embraced by Jaspers's philosophy, for 
nothtng is indifferent, there is nothing which may not in a favourable 
moment give this intuition of Transcendence. Nevertheless, philo­
sophy can help to make it easier, can elaborate a new objectivity, a 
second universe of objects which will indicate and iiiustrate the gen­
eral truth of human experience. Such a task can only be tentative, 
and would mislead if it pretended to any precision of doctrine or 
~ethod, for there is nothing which cannot be a cipher, and there can 
t~ ~0 settled meaning for any; there is no code and no key. No !le-

e ess, the general experience of mankind has a testimony which 
~epdo~ts on the enigmatical world, and this witness can be examined 
in Interpreted for what it is worth. This testimony is given mainly 
an ~Yths and religions and philosophies. They are not so much true 

Ps _et~hers revealing the truth not universal truth but special appro-
nattons of th ' · I · po . e truth. Therefore the approach to them for t 11s pur-

of se 1~ at the level of communication, not by the objective method 
is socto~ogical classification. From the standpoint of philosophy, it 
an~sfectally the history of philosophy that reveals Transcendence 
a eads to the orientation of the present effort in philosophy: it is 
soc~seless communication of the living philosopher with the philo­
in p edrs of the past, who are thinkers living their lives and thinking 

or er to I' 1 d · · ca . . tve we 1, not anonymous workers whose pro uctwn IS 
Pttalized in results. 

60 



KARL JASPERS 

Myths, religions, and philosophies are commentaries, ciphers at 
one remove from the original ciphers of nature and history and 
personal existence. The amazing exuberance and monstrous incoher­
ence of nature, its numberless faces, make it the most fertile source 
of ciphers. In poetry and in painting the natural world is often treated 
as a cipher, the indication of something other than itself. Jaspers 
gives the example of Van Gogh for this use of the imagination to 
invoke a world beyond the world of appearances but manifested in 
it. The poetic and the scientific treatment of nature may be pro­
foundly philosophical, whereas the attempts at definitive readings of 
nature in philosophies of nature are unphilosophical, in the sense of 
pretending to give a knowledge which is not knowledge, and not a 
cipher. Similarly, the philosophies of history which give a definitive 
reading of man's destiny are unphilosophical, whereas a reading of 
history which does not make a principle of suc~ess, but explores 
other possibilities and keeps the future open and seeks to touch in 
history the secret and authentic life of personal existence and to 
follow its vicissitudes, is philosophical and finds in history a cipher 
revealing Transcendence. The cipher par excellence is personal exist­
ence, for here in my finite self-determination in individual choice and 
decisions is the conjunction of nature and history in a microcosm. 
My liberty realized in my life in the world is the formula by which I 
read from within Transcendence in the world. But it is not the suc­
cess, the happy realization of this union which I manifest in my effort 
at self-realization that reveals Transcendence; it is the reality of it, 
the perpetual possibility and the perpetual frustration. Being-in­
itself which is the meaning of this world is touched at the limits of 
positive action and communication in this world, at the points of 
frustration in which all our human pursuits and efforts culminate. 
But is it indeed absolute being which is touched at these points, or 
is it absolute nothingness? 'Only silence remains possible in face of 
the silence which is in the world.' Anguish, patience, and peace are 
indissolubly linked in this experience of the empirical world, for the 
ruin is real but is not for certain the last word. Ultimate frustration 
is a cipher which cannot be interpreted: it is silence. There can only 
be faith in being-in-itself which sustains and orients the effort of 
being-oneself and this faith is touched and tested at the limits of 
achievement and failure. The final word can never be said in any 
shape or form, and therefore the task remains and is worth while, and 
philosophy can point the way and save one from a failure of nerve. 
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The three orders of being limit, break, and interpret one another, 
and the fatal error is to take any one of them exclusively: each is 
irremediably false save in tension with the others. That is the clue 
to philosophy and to life. In Jaspers himself, the finality of self­
affirmation (final only in recurrence), bruised and knocked back, is 
unqualified affirmation of Being, amor fati, embraced with the highest 
intensity of imagination and will. 

VII 

Jaspers's philosophy is not a natural theology, but it might be said 
that it takes the place of a natural theology. It is not a Christian philo­
sophy, but it is dealing philosophically with the elusive realities dealt 
with cryptically in the sayings of Jesus. Jaspers's notion of Transcen. 
dence is not theistic, neither is it pantheistic. At the same time, it is 
not naturalistic nor anthropocentric. He explicitly, emphatically, and 
uncompromisingly rejects both religion and atheism. He rejects 
religion because it claims to be authoritative and undertakes to gua­
rantee and to administer the experience of Transcendence, and 
because it stands for a beyond which is another world, not a beyond 
which is the upshot, the hidden meaning, of this world, which can 
only be known out of and by means of the plenitude and deficiencies 
of life in the world. For Jagpers, Transcendence is a total view of the 
w~rld, not from the station of Sirius as a spectator of all time and all 

ex•stence, but by glimpges gained through participation in the life 
of. the world by one who is eager to see and trained to look. Any­
thmg approaching separation from the world or the treatment of 
anything in the world as sacred or privileged is peremptorily rejected. 
At the same time, atheistic positivism is rejected because it denies 
the possibility of Transcendence, and because it proceeds to find 
~ubstitutes which are too obviously faked. His criticism of Nietzsche 
Is here much to the point. How shall one interpret the ultimate frus­
tratiol; which being-oneself encounters in the world? The option lie> 
between despair, life in the world is not really possible, and the treat­
ment of frustration as revealing the hidden secret of the world, and 
this option is only kept open by the possibility of faith in Transcend­
ence which is inspired by irrecusable elements of our experience 
which the ciphers and our own will to affirm help us to interpret. The 
will to aifirm, even in the acceptance of final frustration, is essential, 
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although it cannot subsist on itself without the encouragement of 
real experiences. Nietzsche carries his nihilism to the extreme, says 
No to all that is accepted and valued, not wantonly but because he 
has to, but he does it in order really to be able to say Yes to existence 
with sincerity and assurance. But the terms in which he finds himself 
able to say Yes are puerile, crude notions taken from science, pseudo­
science, and primitive metaphysics, to fake an atheist's Transcend­
ence. Better, and unavoidable, the silence of Transcendence, the 
riddle of the ciphers. Thus Jaspers explicitly rejects idealism and 
positivism, revealed religion and atheism, materialism and hedonism; 
and at the same time finds a place and a partial justification for them 
all. The final word between them is not said and cannot be said. 
There is no trace of agnosticism here, however, for that also is a 
point of view which is confined to the level of being-there; he takes 
up an uncompromising position on the level of being-oneself, one 
that is bound to give offence to all parties. 

Jaspers tries to bring his ship safely through Scylla and Charybdis, 
Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, and we seem to find him cast first upon 
one and then upon the other. The obvious criticism is that in choosing 
this passage he has doomed himself to founder; in particular, that 
his philosophic faith in Transcendence is an impotent substitute for 
Christian faith in the God of salvation, which in the ruined world 
which he gives us is a poor sort of joke. This criticism is far too easy, 
but his notion of Transcendence inevitably invites comparison with 
the God of theology and raises the question whether his interpreta­
tion or experience is not too deeply inrormed by Christian conceptions 
to be capable of inspiring a positive humanism. Thus, in spite of 
himself, he gets pushed into the position of a natural theology, like 
the alliance of Christian modernism with some form of Platonic or 
Hegelian idealism, positions which have proved unstable and provoke 
a return to Christian doctrine or the passage to atheism, which is to 
be cast upon Kierkegaard or upon Nietzsche. Nevertheless, it is a 
mistake to think that Jaspers is really open to this kind of criticism, 
not merely because his own amor fati is so different from Nietzsche's 
embrace of the world and his own philosophic faith so different from 
Kierkegaard's longing for eternity, but because his philosophy is 
existential, that is to say, an invitation to experience and a clue to 
experience, not a description of Being. The philosophy of existence 
effaces itself in the irreplaceable experience of a personal existence: 
all lines lead into this, and there is no independent picture or diagram; 
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that is why so many of the strokes of doctrine efface each other, lest 
any construction emerge which can satisfy the mind and prove a 
substitute for personal existence. Taken otherwise, the philosophy 
is too baffling for anyone's patience, since it is built upon its own 
undoing: the confident prescription based upon faith in Transcend­
ence which is the philosophy is shadowed by the unremitting insist­
ence that it is all in question. But the effort of the whole enterprise is 
to light up personal existence, not to build an argument. Kierke­
gaard's tension between belief and unbelief, in which his life is 
suspended, is used by Jaspers to precipitate personal existence into 
experience of Transcendence. The existentialist refusal to objectify 
truth which Kierkegaard uses to reawaken Christians to the meaning 
of their faith, Jaspers uses to initiate and control a fruitful experience 
of the empirical world. Faithful to this existential method, he deals 
no less faithfully with the broadest aspects and the subtlest reaches 
of human experience in the world, maintaining throughout with 
rigour the standards of modern technical philosophy. His impressive 
achievement must leave its mark on philosophy. 

But if the effort of Jaspers's philosophy is to promote personal 
encounters with Transcendence, surely the experience can give some 
account of itself? 'One does not prove Transcendence, one bears 
witness to it.' His work of course does abound in indications of this 
experience. Consider some of the many ways in which we do experi­
ence not Transcendence but transcendence, in the sense of something 
which is not in the actual situation but which the situation invokes 
and which in some sense completes it. The psychological tension of 
urgent situations, as in tragedy, moves us with a sense of implication: 
What is true that this can be possible? Jaspers says, generalizing this 
consciousness, 'Being is such that this empirical world is possible'. 
Reading the cipher thus, although it does not immediately lead to 
a_ny intuitive perception of the nature of Being, is better than a decep­
tive satisfaction with some discursive rationalist explanation. In this 
wa_y literature is a cipher, for it creates heightened situations which 
wnng their implications from the responsive mind. Similarly, it is 
defect and deficiency that occasion ideals: justice is a cry. No achieve­
ment is once for all: histories and biographies are never final and 
never superseded; themes may become hackneyed but can never be 
exhausted; on the one hand, life is ever the same, on the other, it 
requires perpetual renewal. Everything actual, every realization, can 
never be more than a participation, pointing beyond itself. Thus life 
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itself, in the stoic conception, can be played as a game, in which the 
content is indifferent, the style is all. 

When Jaspers takes as the chief cipher personal existence, a micro­
cosm, transcending the empirical world and itself requiring and 
pointing to Transcendence, whether he is justified or not, he is any­
how speaking out of a full experience in a world which is alive with 
transcendence, and in which that fact is a way of life and a source of 
hope for many who cannot respond to the witness of his faith. At 
any rate, the strenuousness of Jaspers's own faith compels respect: 
it is neither a formula nor an indolent disinclination to count on the 
calculable; as with a wrestler, the issue is always uncertain, and 
everything may turn on the tension of the moment. It is not in the 
spirit of a torturer that he screws up the tensions (as perhaps it is 
with Kierkegaard), but rather with the technical precision of a gym­
nast training for a specific achievement. There are certain tensions, 
polarities, relativities by which the precious and precarious personal 
existence is kept in good form. It is the tension of infinite alertness 
for the undreamed of that braces his pursuit of the vision of Tran­
scendence. In this pursuit there can be no rules and techniques to 
relieve the strain. There can be no question here of easy faith, what 
is in question is whether or not the fine edge is brittle, the elasticity 
overstretched. To quit metaphors, perhaps misleading, for the domi­
nant impression Jaspers leaves is of the heroic intensity of an impas­
sioned intelligence for whom the tensions are real but dynamic and 
endurable, even if his doctrine founders as a philosophy it succeeds 
as philosophy, as the vehicle of a movement of thought which is a 
man's life and carries essential recognitions able to inspire and en­
lighten new initiatives in the effort both to think and to live. 
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IV 
GABRIEL l\1ARCEL 

(Born 1889) 

I 

THE thought of Gabriel Marcel is even less suscepti blc of summary 
treatment than that of Jaspers, with which it has close affinities. His 
philosophy is a philosophy of second thoughts, a reflection upon 
re~ection, not raising reflection to a higher degree of abstraction but 
~Sing reflection to restore concreteness, the unity of living and think­
Ing. The method congenial to him is to note in a journal his trains 
~f thought, which exposes the intimate process of thinking, with all 
Its hesitations and audacities, its tentatives and discontinuities, its 
polished fragments, suggestive beginnings, sudden triumphs, and 
abandoned pursuits. This is at the furthest remove from system 
building, and far even from systematic exposition. But the current 
0~ his thought does not run in the channel of daily occurrence (as 
With Arnie!, for example), for it is strictly governed by certain domi­
na~t concerns; his thinking is neither mere philosophizing nor a 
Philosophy, it is an act of philosophy, Ia pensee pensante not Ia 
Pensee pensee. His repudiation of systems and results, the return to 
concreteness, was the fruit of his own slow-maturing philosophical 
~ev~lopment, which owed nothing to the influence of other existen­
tialist thinkers· his acknowledged affinities with these thinkers are 
a ' 

n_ outcome of the course which he was compelled to follow by the 
exigencies of his own thinking from an independent starting-point. 
He thought his way through Idealism and freed himself from its 

66 



GABRIEL MARCEL 

spell, because he found that it denatured man and the world. The 
concern of his philosophy is to restore and explore the veridical and 
vital experiences which spring from man and the world in the pleni­
tude of their being and the responsiveness of their encounter. 

Like Jaspers, Marcel would bring philosophy back to the contem­
plation of Being. This supreme interest of classical philosophy has 
been destroyed by the Kantian and Bergsonian critiques, which in their 
different ways have lowered the status of the objectto which we have 
intellectual access, and by the materialism of modern science and the 
contemporary preoccupation with technical knowledge for the sake 
of power. These developments stand as permanent and forbid any 
simple return to an Aristotelian metaphysics with its intellectual con­
ception of Being in terms of grammar and logic. To reduce myself 
to thought in general and the objective world to a collection of uni­
versal characters is not the way to penetrate into the nature of things. 
But the alternative is not agnosticism nor scepticism. The first step 
is to retrace the steps which have been taken in abstract thought, 
to return to the unity of concrete being. The secrets of a world 
which is beyond object and subject yet the product of an active 
relation between them cannot be made an object of universal 
knowledge, immediately cognizable, a piece of intellectual public 
property. 

Jaspers said of the Cogito of Descartes, as the starting-point of 
modern philosophy, that it was methodological not radical; it put 
in question the existence of the object of knowledge in order to show 
how that might be recovered and assured, but failed to call in ques­
tion the form of being enjoyed by the knowing subject, to raise the 
question of my own being, what am I'? Marcel, too, says that to be a 
subject is not a given fact for a point of departure, but an achieve­
ment and an end; by which he means, with all existentialists, that the 
knowing subject who apprehends the public object of knowledge is 
in practice a specialized function of the whole man, and in theory an 
abstraction from the human situation, and must not be mistaken for 
the existing individual (infinitely interested in existing, as Kierkegaard 
put it, and therefore intermittently interested in thinking) with whom 
philosophy is properly concerned. But Marcel is not so resolved as 
Jaspers to throw the whole weight of emphasis on the moment of 
withdrawal, the self-origination of the individual in liberty, the com­
pletion of the preliminary movement of Descartes; his accent stresses 
participation not self-affirmation, because, in a reflection as rigorous 
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as it can be made upon the most intensely lived experiences, re-living 
them in reflective examination, he seeks a concrete philosophy which 
will introduce a current of air again into certain torpid regions of the 
spirit which modern habits of thought have closed up. Therefore he 
does not begin with a movement of withdrawal, like Descartes and 
Jaspers, but with a movement of return, a return to the body and to 
broken moorings. The thought of Descartes possesses itself but not 
its object, it is not in touch with anything-and that is a summing-up 
of Marcel's whole case against Idealism, indicating its failure to effect 
a real exchange with the object of thought, because a presence, a 
plenitude with which one is in responsive touch, cannot be thought, 
neither at the bottom of the scale in the commerce of the body with 
the environment in which it is inserted nor at the top in the com­
munication between I and thou. His philosophy turns upon the poles 
of incarnation and invocation. 

'The essence of man is to be in a situation.' Marcel, then, discovers 
man first as embedded in his concrete situation in the world, not in 
the moment of his separation from himself in the consciousness of 
his liberty. My awareness of my existence is not first of all a separa­
tion of myself as a knowing subject from my body as a known object, 
because it is the existence of my body in the world that constitutes me 
a subject before it is given to me as an object to a subject. This 
primordial participation of my bodily existence in the life of the 
world, in which I have a confused consciousness of universal exist­
ence before I come to separate awareness of my own existence, is 
lost to the first reflective consciousness which has established philo­
sophy, but it can be restored by a second effort of thought which 
thus cancels the problem raised by the separation of thought from its 
object in reflective consciousness. Then the task of philosophy is to 
get rid of the false problems which arise from the first movement of 
reflection (and which fatally detain thought in permanent estrange­
ment from experience, self-enclosed in a teasing maze from which 
there is no issue), and to institute a second movement of reflection 
which reinstates and re-lives essential experiences. The first of these 
is _my experience of incarnation in a body which exists in continuity 
~Ith all other objects in the world. But how am I related to my body, 
Is that not a problem? 

The immense majority of philosophers of all schools have thought 
so, but the relation depends in some sense on me, on my response 
to the original question, what am I? I can live in such a way that I 
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belong to my body, am identified with it; or I can treat my body as an 
instrument in such a way that I am enslaved by it; for example, 
suicide is the extreme case in which I seem to dispose of my body 
with absolute freedom of choice, but in which I am really the victim 
of a tragic illusion, for the positive meaning of my liberty is the 
possibility of affirmation, the response to an invitation. Thus the I 
cannot adjudicate impersonally on the problem before me, because 
I am personally involved in it, I am myself in question with the ques­
tion raised. In general, if I put in question my own total existence 
(what am I?) I cannot tackle the problem without presupposing the 
I which is called in question: in attempting to deal with it I am already 
affirming myself, not by saying so but by being; I am not saying some­
thing about myself but am the source of whatever can be said. Being 
is primary and present; knowledge is secondary and cannot prove 
Being or explain it, for knowledge works within an affirmation of 
Being and cannot but presuppose it. My own being, then, and the 
being in which I participate are not problems before me on which 
I can get to work, for I have no standing and no possible existence 
outside of Being, and the independent standing which seems to be 
given to the knowing subject in reflective consciousness is a mistake 
which further reflection corrects. This second reflection exercised in 
self-recollection, the moment of withdrawal (Jaspers's liberty) in 
which I separate and collect myself and take my stand over against 
my life, brings me an assurance of Being and a disposition of open­
ness and permeability (Jaspers's personal existence sure of itself and 
in the same operation sure of Transcendence). 

This learning to regard Being not as a problem but as a mystery 
is fundamental in Marcel. His distinction between a mystery and a 
problem, he insists, is capital. A mystery, in his sense, is not a 
problem which lies beyond the scope of present knowledge; it is an 
experience which is quite indubitable and which escapes in principle 
being reduced to a public object before a universal subject: subject 
and object interpenetrate and cannot be separated; they are mutually 
involved constituents each of the other. He gives many examples in 
addition to the question of Being, the ontological mystery. For in­
stance, the problem of evil cannot be dealt with as a problem because 
the question, Why is there evil, death, etc., itself takes away the possi­
bility of an answer. For if the evil is explained, there is no evil and 
no question; but it continues to touch me; I am involved, and for 
me it cannot be reduced to anything other than it is: it cannot 
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appropriately be dealt with by assigning a cause nor by constructing 
an ideal world; it is ultimate, not problematic. Or Jove, reduced to 

concepts or primitive elements in the Freudian or other psychological 
analysis, remains what it is in personal experience. In this way, being, 
evil, love, freedom, and many other such realities of which we have 
vital assurance, are falsified by treatment as objective problems; and 
unless reflection returns upon itself and re-opens immediate approach 
to these concrete experiences, our habits of thought forbid our entry 
into the most habitable regions in which we are most truly at home 
and ourselves. The work of philosophy, by this second movement of 
reflection, is to release spontaneous recognitions and responses which 
the first reflective movement of scientific culture has inhibited. The 
positive immediacy of human being is under duress, and it is the work 
of reason to set it free and to restore its confidence. Marcel's doctrine 
of mystery, like Plato's myth of anamnesis, is the recovery by learning 
of a lost privileged immediacy: when we have learned to think away 
what we have learned to think, we are again in touch with what we 
had lost, and further thinking then reveals it to us. The assurance of 
my own being which I can gain in this way, of the I which transcends 
my body and my life, is not ever compulsory, in the way in which a 
deduction in logic may be necessary. I can regard myself as nothing 
but my own body. I can despair. I can end my life. Indeed, the world 
of experience is a standing and pressing invitation to deny or ignore 
my transcendence. The logical understanding developed in the first 
ph~se of reflection instigates doubt and denial. The assurance of 
~emg restored by a concrete philosophy in the second phase of reflec­
tion, defining the status and competence of knowledge (within and 
no.t outside, responsive to and not master of, the enfolding and 
Pnm~ry mystery of Being), is only the first step; but thereafter the 
:-vay hes open to an exploration of Being by reflection upon certain 
Intensely lived experiences viz., fidelity, hope, love, which are in-
dub· ' Itable and revealing. 

II 

Before turning to these experiences, consider the pivotal distinction 
between what I am and what I have. What I have is external to me 
and i~dependent of me. I dispose of it in some sense, have powers 
over It. Is my body something which I have in this way? The issue is 
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seen in a crucial case in suicide, which is the disposal of a life by the 
owner. But how is the owner really related to the life he disposes of? 
Suppose a person feels he has nc. right to dispose of his own life? 
What is this I which disposes or refuses to dispose of a life? The I is, 
so to speak, defined by its liberty, the possibility in the face of life to 
accept or to refuse it. This is the primary subject-object relation. 
This liberty is permanent: despair is always possible, an open invita­
tion. The power to dispose of which inheres in having separates the 
I from what it has and puts it on a higher plane: they are not on the 
same footing in a reciprocal relationship. The verb to have is seldom 
used in the passive voice; the active passage from subject to object 
is irreversible. These are indications of the I as being, involved in the 
I as having. 

To have is to have the power to keep to oneself or to give up, and 
to exhibit to another, or to oneself as another. Thus to have implies 
another, if only oneself considered as another. Even my opinions are 
my own because I have first had the opinions of others and have 
rejected them. In all having, even the most completely intimate 
possession of properties (attributes), there is a tension between in­
terior and exterior. Properties are powers efficacious in the outside 
world. Possession of an exterior object involves the I in anxieties. 
Even where there is lack of possession, mere desire is a form of 
having, and this desire to enjoy possession corresponds to the anxiety 
about losing what is possessed. 

In spite of the higher plane on which the I stands in having, so that 
I dispose of what I have and am not disposed of, I cannot dispose of 
the relation of having, and am affected by it. The verb to have has 
its full force in the active voice, but has a common and significant 
meaning in the passive. One thinks to have, and is had; had literally 
and also in the sense of being deceived in thinking only to have. This 
is especially true of the body. 'It seems indeed to be the essence of 
my body or of my tools in so far as I treat them as possessed, to tend 
to suppress me, me who possesses them.' This is least true when we 
are working creatively on the material we have, as the musician with 
his instrument, the scientist with his apparatus, the gardener with his 
plot and his plants. The reverse is then nearer the truth: being is not 
reduc€'d to having, but having is transformed into being. This 
abolishes the duality and the tension between interior and exterior, 
between what I am and what I have. When my ideas most resemble 
inert possessions securely mine, I am myself most possessed by them, 

71 



GABRIEL MARCEL 

most a fanatic under their tyranny. The genuine thinker remains 
creative because his thought is always being put in question and put 
to the test. Both he and his ideas are alive and assimilated to each 
other. 

Thus to live on the level of having (or desiring to have) is to lose 
the height proper to the position of the I, to abandon what I am and 
become what I have, to be reduced to a thing. On the other hand, 
the I cannot stand aloof on its superior level, drawing to its most 
tenuous thread its connection with the world of having, as in the 
ascetic practices of the East. Marcel says, with an impulse of unusual 
violence: 

'My most intimate and unshakable conviction-and if it is heretical 
so much the worse for orthodoxy-is, whatever so many of the pious 
and learned people may have said about it, that God does not at all 
want to be loved by us over against the created, but to be glorified 
through the created and starting from it. That is why so many pious 
books are intolerable to me. This God standing against the created 
and in some way jealous of his own works is in my eyes nothing but 
an idol. It is an escape for me to have written this. And I declare till 
a new dispensation that I shall be insincere each time that I shall 
seem to affirm anything contrary to what I have just written.' (ltre 
et Avoir, pp. 196-7.) 

:he world has been denatured and profaned by Christian and secu­
lanst alike, for their different reasons, and it is the effort of Marcel's 
~hilosophy to restore 'a reverential love of the created' as the condi­
~on. b?th of humanism and of the possibility of again hearing the 
h hnstlan message. His Christianity is first and last a Christian 

umanism. Apart from the question of faith, is the metaphysical 
(stery of existence, which is not to be explored beyond the world 
~ having but lies in the mid-region between having and being, 
~:-veen me and my life, between the self and the world, a region in 

:-v Ich the self opens itself to the world and unfolds and is transcended 
~n a Participation which is its subjective reality. The body is the 
a erne~ or the symbol of this middle region when we do not treat it 

0~ an Independent reality closed upon itself, but rather as an outcrop 
of ~hsubmerged kingdom whose main extent lies below the surface 

e Water. 

'The Very fact of living, in the full meaning which we give to the 
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word when we speak of our life, of human life, would it not imply, 
for anyone whose thought would penetrate to the bottom of it, the 
existence of a kind of metaphysical Atlantis, inexplorable by defini­
tion, but whose presence in reality confers on our experience its 
volume, its value, its mysterious density?' (Du Refus a /'Invocation, 
p. 124.) 

Thus the tension between being and having, what I am and what I 
have, is normal and necessary, is the very plot of the drama, and every 
attempt to abolish it by reduction to having or by elimination of 
having (that is, in the most typical forms of materialism, idealism, and 

- theology) brings down the curtain. Life is achieved by resolving the 
tension in responsive feeling and creative activity, in which having 
is not eliminated but is assimilated to being, in which one and 
another become I and thou; in which science is integrated with 
metaphysics; in which autonomy ('managing my own affairs') is 
transcended in liberty, which is participation; in which my body and 
the world with which it is consubstantial and which enlarges and 
multiplies its powers is the place in which I bear witness to Being; 
in which I work out my fidelity and my hope and keep myself open, 
fluid, and ready to spend (disponible). 

This theme is paralleled in the realm of perception and cognition. 
Marcel having proved for himself the inadequacy of Idealism con­
tends for the truth of some form of Realism, there is an exchange with 
the object of perception. But the act of sensing, feeling, perceiving, 
is an act of receiving, not merely the being acted upon, but the giving 
of hospitality to the object, opening oneself to it with all that one has, 
an act which is creative in a less powerful degree but in the same sense 
as the act of the artist. My senses are witnesses to Being, my body 
does not belong to me but extends into the world beyond me into 
which it carries me. These are some of the notions which he explores 
and to which he returns in order to express his sense of man as a 
participant in Being: our reality is a form of participation in Being. 
His philosophy is a study of the ways in which we do participate in 
Being and bear witness to Being and the ways in which we contract 
out and betray Being. The material world is not merely the theatre 
in which these themes are played out, for it is itself the Being in which 
we are invited to participate, and to have hate or contempt for it is 
blasphemy. 
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III 

As liberty is the primary subject-object relation-the possibility 
in the face of life to accept or to refuse it-so fidelity is the ultimate 
subject-object relation. Fidelity is the attestation to Being. Therefore 
to re-live in reflection the experience of fidelity, unfolding its implica­
tions, is the most promising approach to the exploration of Being. 
I find myself engaged along with others in a world which makes 
demands on me: I respond to others and undertake responsibilities 
to and for them. So far from my being myself the ground of my 
certainty in knowing and the motive of my constancy in willing, it is 
the existence of another that gives me my primary notion of existence 
and it is in so far as I believe in the existence of others and act on 
that belief that I affirm my own existence; similarly, it is genuine 
response to another that initiates and can sustain the creation of my 
own being in fidelity. Reflection upon this core of moral experience 
leads to a metaphysic of Being. Whilst Marcel pursued this meta­
physical inquiry in his journal, he carried on independent explora­
tions concretely in the construction of his dramatic pieces. He says 
that in childhood in the domestic scene he was struck by the irreduc­
ible and irreconcilable differences manifested in the clash of tempera­
ments and opinions. Goodwill might enter into each point of view 
but could not hope to reconcile them. Irreconcilable on the plane of 
reason and debate, there might nevertheless be an achievable har­
mony, as in music, beyond the irreducible objective differences. This 
was the constant theme of his dramatic pieces, concrete and indepen­
dently pursued but cognate with his metaphysical reflections, and 
moving to the same issue: the affirmation of transcendence, and the 
refusal to abolish the stubborn contradictions of experience by re­
course to abstract thinking. 
, Marcel seizes on Nietzsche's saying, and underlines its profundity: 
man is the only being who may make promises', bind himself and 
dete_r~ine his future. My promise means that I dare to abstract from 
the Illimitable world of effects and causes, which in detail I have no 
Power to control nor even to foresee, and to treat as indifferent the 
changes that will occur. I dare to say that I can and will subordinate 
thes~ _changes to a sovereign principle. This heroic simplicity is 
remimscent of antiquity (one thinks of Regulus, perhaps) but is 
challenged by modern ideals of sincerity, which (as Gide does, for 
example) insist on the value of the authenticity and spontaneity 
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which belong to the instant and to the future and cannot be guaran­
teed. Hence a dilemma: when I enter into an undertaking, either I 
pretend to an invariability of sentiment which it is not really in my 
power to establish, or else I am ready to do something in the future 
which will not at all conform to my dispositions when I shall do it. 
In the first case I lie to myself, in the second I consent in advance to 
lie to another. Fidelity here, in the sense of constancy, self-consistency, 
loyalty to principle and to the past, is contrasted with sincerity, in 
the sense of receptivity and openness to the future. The choice is 
posed between the two, with the indication that the first is an impos­
sible choice because it encloses one in a dilemma. However, both are 
forms of fidelity to oneself, and both are open to grave objection. 

In the first case, my constancy is a point of honour, of self-esteem, 
which I value more highly than the content of my promise, and this 
if it is fidelity is a kind that makes me hateful to the person to whom 
I am faithful. In the second case, I make no pretence of constancy 
and am ready to displace myself in favour of unknown arrivals, the 
future states of myself. This respect for a future state of myself in 
which I have no permanent part is fantastic and superstitious. On 
this view, I have no relation to my successive states, because I have 
no existence save in this cinematograph run of successive states, no 
existence in self-recollection, no power of self-determination. The 
unalterability implied in the relation of fidelity is neither a pretended 
adherence to myself as unchangeable nor frank adherence to states 
of myself unalterably given. I am more than the states of myself. I 
am only identified with the initial state in which I take the resolution 
of fidelity because I fully identify myself with it in a definitive act of 
choice which determines my life; and I am only identified with 
successive states in so far as in them I am using the new circumstances 
to realize my promise and renew myself. What follows my promise 
is not a mere lapse of time in which unforeseeable changes happen 
to me, but a period of growth in which I realize and fulfil both my 
promise and myself. The inevitable changes are welcomed as occa­
sions and inventively used as means of giving content and renewal 
to my promise and myself. The future is not unalterably given so that 
when it comes I have to accept it and identify myself with it, or else 
to pretend that it is other than it is; the future is not something given, 
a brute fact, it is to be, and what it will be is already determined in 
essentials, for it is my future, it is and will be me. Thus in fidelity 
I escape from mere becoming, passing from one discrete state of 
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consciousness to another, because I become only what I am, what I 
have willed to be. This identity with myself in which I stand out of 
time and transcend my successive states of mind and achieve being, 
is no mere formal unity and no mere point of honour, for it is 
dynamic, it is growth, sustaining itself and becoming itself by means 
of the changes which it neither defies nor ignores nor accepts, but 
uses. And it remains continuously my will and my liberty, for I can 
deny myself and destroy what I proposed to be. 

The concrete historical permanence which I give myself in fidelity 
cannot be derived from a universal Jaw, however valid. The law is 
abstract and formal and governs particular cases, whereas in fidelity 
I continuously inform myself from within. Nor docs the universal 
law represent or reveal more fully the objective order to which I 
must conform, the nature of Being, for in fidelity I am not merely 
cultivating an ideal, I am making a response: I am not merely being 
consistent with myself, but am bearing witness to an other-than-me 
which has hold of me. Fidelity is not a mere act of will, it is faith in 
the presence of an other-than-me to which I respond and to which 
I shall continue to respond. It is this continuous response in the bond 
of fidelity which is my life and my permanence, and more fully 
represents and reveals the structure of Being than does conformity to 
a law. Fidelity is response to a person and can never be rightly prac­
tised towards an idea or an ideal, which is idolatry, for a principle 
can make no demands upon me, because it owes the whole of its 
reality to the act whereby I sanction it. 

The encounter between two people which leads to mutual recogni­
tion and the serious exchanges of friendship or love abolishes be­
tween them the third person which is the normal form of regard for 
another, and each becomes for the other a second person, a thou, 
and thenceforth they are together in the first person, a we. Each is 
present to the other and promises to be with the other always. The 
intimate being of each is present to the other, and fidelity is the active 
cultivation and enjoyment of that presence always. Absence and even 
death does not destroy this presence, but is rather the proof of its 
veritability. For when one dies whose presence I have enjoyed in 
friendship or in love, either he becomes less than an object or else his 
presence (not a mere image or memory) remains as active within me 
as before. It depends on my fidelity. Marcel goes so far as to say: 
'To say of the dead, "they no longer exist", is not only to deny them, 
but to deny oneself, and perhaps to deny absolutely'. He means that 
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we exist in being intimately present to each other in the fidelity of 
love and friendship, and to finish with this on the death of a friend 
is to surrender to appearances and deny the reality of the only reality. 
The reality of this relationship is supra-temporal, as the reality of 
my own being which I create by my fidelity is supra-temporal. I 
annihilate all being in annihilating the dead whom I have loved. 
This does not wholly mean keeping open the hope of immortality 
and reunion, but rather it means practice of the living presence of the 
other which remains active because it is joined to me permanently 
by my fidelity. The more I am present to another the more I am pre­
sent to myself, the greater my density, my realization, my plenitude of 
being; and in the mutuality of love, belonging to one another, is an 
exchange of being, beyond the judgement or knowledge of a third 
party, which gives a concrete meaning to the notion of absolute 
taken strictly, and discloses a limit not of frustration but of achieve­
ment. 

IV 

Marcel's thought long before he became himself a professed 
Christian was oriented towards faith and open to revelation. He tells 
us how stifling and uncongenial he found the austere, moral, gloomy 
ethos of nineteenth-century rationalism in which he was brought up. 
The radiant spirit of his mother who died during his early childhood 
remained with him as a presence, and he sees here a profound influ­
ence upon his thinking. Before he became a believer himself, when he 
was thinking his way out of the Idealism which was his first love in 
philosophy, he was interested in the faith of others, of his friends, 
and in thinking himself sympathetically into an understanding of the 
possibility of faith he himself drew nearer to belief. Thus he can and 
does insist that in his strictly philosophical approaches he is still on 
common ground open to Christian and non-Christian. But the 
ground is charged with seed fallen from generations of Christian 
culture. And beyond Christianity there is a pagan natural piety and 
an orphic sense of the mystery and sacredness of life which in a 
world denatured by scientific handling it has become the mission of 
philosophy, the second movement of reflection, to recover. Brought 
up by an aunt who had accommodated herself by rational and moral 
resolves to endure living iil a world which she had learned to regard 
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as essentially uninhabitable, he had the task of finding and thinking 
his way back into a world in which he could breathe and love and 
hope. The world which he restores is a world which is indeed in­
complete and in mortal danger, and for that reason cries out for and 
recognizes Christian salvation, but it is a world which can be saved, 
which goes half way to meet its salvation. Man is bound to his 
life in the world by a nuptial tie which he can undo, but in so 
far as he does cut himself looc;e he loses the sense of his personal 
existence. 

In any case, Marcel, although the obedient churchman, is never the 
orthodox theologian. His theology is always a highly personal rcfle::­
tion upon experience. In a characteristic metaphor, translated from 
his musical interests, existence is /'Improvisation absolu in which I 
participate more and more effectively, more and more intelligently, 
a conception which has broken with all Idealism and marks, as he 
notes, the transition from the Bergsonian philosophy of creative 
evolution to a religious philosophy. Even as philosopher, as reflective 
mind looking on at what is going on, I am not mere spectator but 
continue to participate with a change of role. This metaphor of the 
improvisation changes places with the metaphor of the lost Atlantis, 
the submerged continent of Being which is all lying there and crops 
out above the surface. Whatever the metaphors used, there is a per­
sistent sense of Being as enfolding my own being and the other beings 
who are present to me and to whom I am present, like a mother liquid 
in which it is my true destiny to remain in solution and my perpetual 
tendency to crystallize out. 

Beyond participation is permeability, if I open myself, bring my­
selfto the point of holding myself as permeable: it is for me to consent 
or to refuse; or to pass from refusal to consent, to invocation. We 
are waited for and watched at every moment by despair and betrayal, 
and death is there at the end of our visible career with a standing 
invitation to the absolute defection. The essence of our world is 
~erhaps betrayal. But that possibility, always to be reckoned with, 
Is not a final reason for ourselves assuming it. Jf I decide to live in 
faith, hope, and charity, cultivating patience and humility in pro­
found dependence upon God, I am playing for a stake which I 
believe to exist and to be worth the loss of everything else: I am 
affirming what I am over against what I have, and my life is the 
venture I make. To do this would be more than risky, it would be 
culpable, if I were not making a response to what comes home to me 
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as an appeal. My only excuse for flying in the face of appearances 
and breaking with rational conclusions is that I have made myself 
open, have been ready to hear, and have been called. I respond, I 
enter into the engagement of faith, I take up a transcendental point 
of view from which the conditions and facts of ordinary human 
experience look out of place and inexplicable. My assurance is in­
ward and cannot be translated into objective proofs, my justification 
is not a process of impersonal investigation but my own witness 
invited and supported by the attestation of others; for my relation 
to God, like my relation to my friend, is not in the third person: God 
is not he but thou, the absolute Thou. The absolute Thou cannot be 
thought; the believer is wholly present in his own invocation and 
strives to live in the presence of this wholly Other in a unique rela­
tionship which cannot be communicated. The unbeliever can learn 
to recognize the necessarily personal nature of this faith from his own 
experience of communication in its ideal transcendence, and (like 
Marcel himself) can begin by believing in the faith of others, until 
this openness to belief leads to his own call and his own response. 
The believer is the witness to the existence and power of his God. 
and proves his testimony by the Christian quality of the personality 
which his fidelity creates. This is the testimony, the fidelity of the 
Church, deriving from the original witness of the Apostles. Christi­
anity begins with the recognition of Christ on the road to Emmaus 
(which Marcel puts in juxtaposition with the recognition of Ulysses 
by Eumaeos), that is to say, with recognition of the historical perma­
nence, the existential reality, to which fidelity bears witness, the living 
presence of another which fidelity creates and absence and death 
cannot destroy. In such a case, to bear witness is also to call to wit­
ness, that is, to appeal to another for confirmation, to declare whether 
or not my witness is true by bearing witness himself. 

This privileged knowledge which I have of a person whom I speak 
to as thou, how does it differ from common impersonal knowledge'? 
If it has access to Being, denied to objective knowledge, what kind 
of knowledge is it and how is it known not to be illusory? In treating 
another as an object open to public inquiry I can build up a precise 
and objective knowledge of him in which he is one like myself and 
all others. In my communion with him as thou I do not add to this 
kind of knowledge of him, what I know is not his common human 
nature but his personal existence, his presence in what he gives him­
self to and his presence with me. It is this exercise of his liberty which 
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makes him not merely another but himself, a personal existence and 
not merely a human being. It is his presence or absence, his power 
to give or to withhold himself, that I experience, and this is his 
personal being which cannot be known objectively. In so far as I am 
open to him, present with him (that is, treat him as thou), I help him 
to be free, to give himself and to be present. In so far as I am truly 
open to him, it is he that is present with me, not my idea of him. And 
in so far as I have my idea or my ideal of him I am not truly open to 
him and do not experience him as present. 

Thus the engagement of fidelity is beset with risks: not only may 
I be deceived in the object of my faith, who may abuse my confidence, 
but also I may be deceiving myself with an idea or an ideal of him. 
It is these risks which are eliminated in the engagement of faith. It 
is not initiated by mutual attraction, for indeed the appearances of 
the world invite the contrary. Since God cannot deceive me and I 
have no justification for having any ideas or ideals of him, there can 
be no question of a change in the subject or object which could 
justify a denial. It is not one engagement amongst others, it is the 
foundation of all, since God alone has access to the interior of any 
and is the ultimate bond of all. It is the absolute engagement, which 
I cannot deny without a total denial of myself, with the totality of 
Being. 

v 

The theory of the second person (the thou), the presence of two 
persons to each other, their being with each other and belonging to 
~ach other, cultivating in fidelity the we which thou and I create 
~mplies the notion of disposability (disponibi/it,:), the readiness t~ 

estow and spend oneself and make oneself available, and its con­
~rary, indisposability. 'When I am with someone who is indisposable, 
tham conscious of being with someone for whom I do not exist; I am 

ben thrown back on myself.' To be indisposable is to be self­
a! sorbed, that is, to be fixed in the realm of having and to be restless, 
g oomy d . d". b . • an anxious by con ttlon, to e possessed by a vague un-
~Utet Which in relation to particular objects on which interest fixes 

adrdens into despair, for I tend to identify myself with what I have 
an t . 
b 0 reflect that when I no longer have anythmg I shall no longer 

e anything. But I exist in the first place because I can dispose of 
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what I have, sacrifice it, even sacrifice my life-and the martyr's 
existence is the testimony created by his sacrifice. It is by means of 
my body that I dispose of what I have, but I cannot dispose of my 
body, I leave it to others to dispose of. That is the image and the fate 
of my indisposability. When I dispose of myself, because I am it is a 
living presence I leave behind: I am more than what I have, because 
others have been present to me, real and valued. 

I am present not only to others whom I love but also in my acts 
when they are truly mine. An act is certified by being owned, owned 
to. To face, to challenge, to take responsibility for, to take upon one­
self, to evaluate, these are the acts characteristic of personal existence, 
and they are acts in which the person is fully present. They are the 
kind of act in which the person not only comes to himself but in which 
at the same time he intervenes in the impersonal world of third parties 
to whom we are all the time equivocally related, the impersonal 
'one' in oneself and in the other on which everyday life is built and 
which stands to personal existence much as having stands to being. 
In such acts I am not only fully present, I go beyond myself, I 
respond; there is the combination of initiative and receptivity char­
acteristic of creativity in all its forms: I am disponible, hospitable. 

It may be said: 'I tend to make myself indisposable precisely in so 
far as I treat my life or my being as something I have which is in 
some sense a quantity liable to dilapidation, exhaustion, or even 
evaporation'. That is the source of chronic anxiety and care which 
dries up the soul and checks every generous initiative. Despair, des­
pair of the universe, pessimism has the same roots as indisposability; 
and the more one is indisposable the less use he has for hope. Living 
in the world of having, he desires and fears, but cannot hope, for he 
has no faith. On the other hand, the soul exists only by hope, it 
breathes hope. To hope is not to refuse to fear, but to refuse to 
despair of the universe, to give it credit, to believe in its order, its 
integrity, the ultimate security of values. Philosophically, this is the 
work of reflection, but it only succeeds if it leads to ventures, to 
disposability and participation, and to permeability and the supreme 
venture of faith at the limit, an absolute engagement contracted by 
the totality of myself and addressed to the totality of Being. If I 
despair, it is my own choice. If I am disposable, fidelity is only the 
chief of many experiences by which I participate in the inexhausti­
bility of Being and taste its power to satisfy. The tourist runs rest­
lessly round and ticks off the sights indicated in his guide-book; it is 
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a famous place and abounds in interesting things, but they are soon 
exhausted and boredom is round the corner. At home in his own 
country the life in which he participates is not reducible to a catalogue 
of items, a desert of objects, and is not exhaustible. It is the difference 
between having and being. Nevertheless, the very experience of 
inexhaustible value in the world is an insufficiency which becomes an 
invocation, since it is threatened on all sides. 

Is hope efficacious? It is not a technique, a magic to have recourse 
to when practical techniques fail. Nor is it an excuse for laziness, 
leaving to God what we should do ourselves. It is only in place when 
we are invited to despair because our personal helplessness is indeed 
absolute and there is nothing to be done. Then it is the completion 
of our activity, not a substitute for it; it is the river of our own striv­
ing which flows on out of sight and empties itself in an invisible sea, 
a refusal to calculate the possibilities and be limited by the result of 
our calculation, a leap over the visible calculable ground, a prophecy. 
The possibility of hope coincides strictly with that of despair. Death 
is the springboard of an absolute hope, as it is the invitation to an 
absolute despair. Hope is the province, the prerogative, the life of 
the soul; it is to desire what patience is to passivity; it is an act of will 
sustained by faith: it says, prophetically, This shall be-as the lover 
says to his love, You shall not die. 

Being is incalculable because inexhaustible, and that is the ground 
of joy and hope. If its contents could be listed in an inventory and its 
transactions accounted for by strict book-keeping, there could be 
no source of joy and no room for hope. But for Marcel, the incalcul­
~ble on which hope relies is the supernatural: 'Hope is only possible 
Ill a world in which there is a place for miracles'. The model of all 
hope is the hope of salvation, which means for the Christian the hope 
~f attaining contemplation, living in the presence of God. But salva­
lton has no meaning unless things have really gone wrong; faith in 
the integrity of the universe, on which hope is grounded, only means 
something in a world which is rent by real and serious breaks. Other­
wise, if there are no real gaps and wounds, if the world can be shown 
to_ be rational and coherent, there is no need of salvation but only of 
Wisdom, no need of hope but only of personal elevation, no need of 
Christianity but only of stoicism or Spinozism. It is from the bottom 
of my need that I launch my appeal to the highest point of transcend­
ence: 'I believe in thee who art my sole recourse'. 
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VI 

The main jet of Marcel's thinking, like all existentialism, is forced 
from the conclusion that the type of thought which dominates or 
encloses or sees through its object is necessarily inapplicable to the 
total situation in which the thinker himself as existing individu:.ll is 
enclosed, and therefore every system tsince in principle a system of 
thought is outside the thinker and transparent to him) is a mere 
invention and the most misleading of false analogies. The thinker 
is concerned with the interior of the situation in which he is enclosed: 
with his own internal reality, rather than with the collection of 
qualities by which he is defined or the external relations by which 
his position is plotted; and with his own participation in the situa­
tion, rather than with the inaccessible view of its externality. His 
thought refers to a self which can only be pre-supposed and not 
thought and to a situation in which he is involved and which he there­
fore cannot fully envisage; so that in the nature of the case philo­
sophic thought cannot have the complete clarity and mastery of 
scientific thought which deals with an object in general for a subject in 
general. To look for this type of thinking in philosophy is to overlook 
the necessary conditions of human thinking on ultimate questions; 
for philosophers to produce it at this time of day is sheer paralysis 
induced by superstitious regard for the prestige of contemporary 
science or of the classical philosophies. Philosophy, as Jaspers said, 
can nerve the thinker by reflection upon the conditions of thinking t'..) 
dare to think that there is a reality which cannot be thought. In th:lt 
case, Being can be experienced, indicated, attested, but not repre. 
sented and possessed. 

This reality which is beyond the subject-object relation of scientific 
thought is not, to begin with, the object of religious faith. In the first 
place, it can be located and precisely indicated to reflection in the 
experience of the thinker. My existence in liberty, disposing of wh1t 
I have, saying yes or no to my life, by its very nature is open to 
doubt and denial in theory and in practice; it is not problematic, to 
he disposed of one way or the other by means of an empirical investi­
gation; it is a metaphysical reaJity, inaccessible, presupposed, a 
mystery. Although it is my absolute reality, the source and secret of 
all that has value in my life, it can be ignored, denied, or betrayed. 
This transcendental I cannot exist unless the transcendental thou also 
exists; they can be with each other and present to each other, and 
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help to maintain each other's transcendence, spiritual reality, and 
activity. This fidelity, only possible at the level of transcendence, and 
maintained by vital activity and continual presence, is the highest 
level of human life, the essential human life, and the philosophical 
clue to Being. To relapse altogether into objective modes and stand­
ards of thought and behaviour (from this level of self-possession and 
self-disposal maintained by and maintaining the self-possession and 
self-disposal of others) is a degradation. Personal existence is an 
experienced reality which can be clarified and confirmed by reflection 
and indicated to others: it can be tested and attested. 

The experience of personal existence, with its incarnation and its 
transcendence, suggests a transcendental I AM WHAT I AM standing 
t~ the created universe not precisely as I stand to my body and my 
hfe, but similarly: an absolute I who is to each believer an absolute 
Thou. Each believer is a witness, and the non-believer begins by 
belief in the other's belief. The Church meets the plausibility of the 
suggestion with the confirmation of its historical reaffirmed attesta­
tion. 

The metaphysical experience and the religious faith are separable, 
and the first although it suggests does not necessarily imply the other. 
A divine order in the world cannot be inferred from nature nor from 
history and the rational proofs of the existence of God have no 
efficacy with one who is not disposed to believe; appearances are 
strongly against belief. On the other hand are the experiences which 
~owerfully promote hope and faith. The world is ambiguous and 
•~calculable. In any case we have to live, and cannot postpone so 
VItal a decision indefinitely whilst we balance probabilities which can 
~ever conclude the business for us. We are not disinterested, we are 
Infinitely interested. If we are infinitely interested in believing or (for 
whatever reason) in disbelieving, that is the main matter-as Kierke­
gaard perceived. The probabilities are irrelevant because they can 
never take into account the real evidence, for it is only by recovering 
our Positive immediacy through reflective qualification of our rational 
~ode~ of thought that we become capable of the tender response, 
\ e bhnd intuition, which is the foetal form of faith; once released, 
t at Primal responsiveness gains strength from reason and experi­
enhc_e, makes itself disposable and permeable, and invokes the call to 
w Ich t: · h · an Is the mature response. 

1 Marcel makes the position of the unbeliever look much less intel­
ectually and morally respectable than it is usually held to be. He 
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removes the issue to a universe of discourse in which Butler's conclu­
sion docs not hold, that 'to us, probability is the very guide of life'. 
We arc not asked to make up our minds whether or not something 
that we cannot sec is really there; we are shown that the only reason­
able thing to do is to retrace our steps to another point of view, and 
look. This is the great strength and the great weakness of Marcel: 
his strength because he really does restore a dimension of reason 
which logical thinking lacks; his weakness because he has too little 
use for the help of our insignificant four-cornered human reason. 
He is a miniaturist who has chosen to work in the third dimension 
only, and the results are baffling. But where there is great strength, 
it is not weakness that has the last word. 
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1VIARTIN HEIDEGGER 

(Born 1889) 

I 

HEIDEGGER's main systematic work, Seinzmd Zeit (1927), made 
an impression and roused expectations, for it disclosed not only his 
originality and professional accomplishment but also the ambitious 
scope of his thought, which, reckoning with Kant and avoiding the 
illusory standpoint of Hegel, aimed at building a metaphysic of 
Being on the scale of Plato and Aristotle, and which showed that it 
had already assimilated and brought into its focus the thought of 
the most original thinkers of the age, such as Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, 
Bergson, Dilthey, Husser!, Scheler, and Simmel. The plan of his 
Work has not yet been carried out, and it is perhaps unlikely now 
that it will be. Critics have confidently said that his first volume digs 
away the ground on which he proposes to build his metaphysic of 
B~ing, and ·for that reason the work is not likely to be proceeded 
With. Nevertheless, the fragments of later work which have been 
~ublished show plainly enough what the present trend of his thought 
Is and that it is consistent with his original aim: it may be said that 
the programme is being carried out, although not systematically in 
treatment. Heidegger insistently dissociates himself from existential 
philosophy, for, he says, he is concerned with the problem of Being, 
not with personal existence and its ethical interests, the human condi­
tion as such. For all that he is inescapably put amongst the existen­
tialists because he is one,of them in his themes and ideas and in his 
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treatment of them and in the language he uses, as well as in his debt 
to Kierkegaard and in his influence upon the others, especially upon 
Sartre. 

Heidegger's philosophy, then, proposes to raise the question, 
What is Being, what is what is'? His method derives from Husser! 
to whose chair at Freiburg he succeeded in 1929. Husserl's standpoint 
in philosophy \vas not existentialist, but his influence upon existen­
tialist philosophers is incalculable, and it is safe to say that existen­
tialism in its modern phase would not have developed without him. 
Kierkegaard has profoundly influenced Protestant theology, and has 
influenced Jaspers and Heidegger, but it is as one of the develop­
ments of Husserl's fruitful school of pure phenomenology that 
existentialism takes its place in contemporary technical philosophy. 
Husser! himself was a mathematician and logician, philosophically 
interested in the world of experience rather than in the experienced 
world. His method proposed to put the real world within brackets and 
disconnect the consciousness of it, switching attention inwards in­
stead to the absolute world of experience itself, exploring and describ­
ing the structure of consciousness in its intuiting of essences, dispens­
ing of meanings, and constitution of objects. His ambition was of 
the greatest, nothing less than to found philosophy for the first time 
on its proper basis in pure phenomenological description, uncovering 
in all their ramifications the root structures of all possible knowledge, 
'as it were, the secret longing of the whole philosophy of modern 
times', a science towards which the fundamental thought of Des­
cartes was already pressing, whose domain Hume almost entered, 
which Kant caught sight of but was not able to appropriate; a science 
of all sciences, not in order to appropriate and systematize their 
results, but, on the contrary, in order to constitute their beginnings, 
map their regional structures, and fix their defining essences. Such 
a science, with its unlimited programme of research, could only be 
inspired by the most radical rationalism, philosophically determined 
to force a way back to an absolute beginning, to accept nothing as 
given or problematic, and to get such a command of the essentially 
necessary structures of experience that the real world might be seen 
as a special case of various possible worlds and non-worlds all experi­
encable in principle. Such a rroject may be a mathematician's dream, 
but it has many features of exceptional interest and has already proved 
itself as a remarkably stimulating and fruitful initiative. Husser! 
boldly refused to relinquish the ancient ambition of philosophy 
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to render Being fully intelligible, and as boldly he proscribed past 
and present errors and set his hand to a prodigious co-operative 
task that promised to do it. The existentialists, without his mathe­
matician's bias, use his method of discerning and describing basic 
structures but with their attention turned back to the world, includ­
ing the self in the world. And when we return to the factual world, 
we find that we can constitute, and therefore explain, meanings, but 
we cannot constitute, and therefore cannot explain, the real; we are 
up against an irreducible existence which we must accept and can 
describe but cannot constitute, although we can constitute its mean­
ings. Existence is an inexhaustible reservoir of meanings, since our 
approach to things is always and necessarily from a point of view 
and is therefore drastically selective. But Heidegger wishes to raise 
the question of the meaning of Being in its unity and totality. 

He begins from the natural point of view, arguing that since we 
are not outside Being and able to stand in relation to it as we do to 
an object of thought, we shall have to proceed indirectly by examin­
ing particular types of existents. Human existence is obviously indi­
cated as the starting point, since we are privileged in our relation to 
that, and since any metaphysic of Being must itself be a product of 
this human existent. The first task is to uncover the structure of 
human existence. 

Dasein (the word, although ambiguously used by Heidegger, is 
generally accepted as an untranslatable technical term of his philo­
sophy, meaning the mode of existence of the human being) is not to 
be conceived on the analogy of a thing as a substance with properties. 
'The essence of Dasein is in its existence.' This simply means that 
human reality cannot be defined because it is not something given, 
it is in question. A man is possibility, he has the power to be. His 
existence is in his choice of the possibilities which are open to him, 
and since this choice is never final, once for all, his existence is in­
determinate because not terminated. Nevertheless, the mode of exist­
ence of the human being has a structure: it is being-in-the-world. 
This being-in-the-world which constitutes human being is the being 
of a self in its inseparable relations with a not-self, the world of 
things and other persons in which the self always and necessarily 
finds itself inserted. This manner of existence is not merely accidental, 
it is a necessity of thought in the sense that the world as I find it is 
constitutive of my existence, not merely the place in which I have 
my existence. There is no separation possible. My preoccupations 
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in the world, my tasks, concerns, cares, pursuits, exemplify the man­
ner of my existence: I can free myself from this or that task or care, 
but never from preoccupation of some sort. My immediate world (the 
world immediately present to me) is the world of my preoccupa­
tions, my concerns, not the world of objects immediately present. 
Similarly, the objects with which I am concerned are not so much 
things as tools, that is, things of specific use to me and systematically 
bound to other things in the service of my interests. The tool, related 
to other tools in an elaborate system of regular, serviceable, but 
modifiable relations, is the typical thing or object in the world; and 
this type of existent is described by Heidegger as being-ready-to­
hand (Zuhanclenheit). This is the primitive meaning of objects or 
things, and remains their fundamental concrete meaning; like Dasein 
they are constituted by their relations to other things in the world and 
to an existent of the nature of Dasein: the needle implies the thread, 
the garment, the sewer, and the wearer. That is to say, the object 
as tool is constituted by the system of relations in which it exists 
and refers to and ends in Dasein, which is itself constituted by it~ 
relations to the system but refers to its own possibilities and not to 
the system for its meaning. Dasein as possibility (the source of possi­
bilities) and constituted by relations with objects as tools in a service­
able system (enabling possibilities to be realized) gives intelligibility 
to the world as the realization of projects. 

This view of the world is in strong contrast to the abstract rational­
ist view derived from Descartes, in which the rational is the real, and 
mathematical physics the classical type of knowledge-and the laws 
of nature ultimately more important than nature. The contrast of 
the concrete approach by way of our preoccupations as inserted in 
the world and all the time actively engaged with it is exemplified in 
the different conceptions of space. The abstract geometric space of 
mathematical physics contrasts with the qualitative space of actual 
preoccupations which is }nse~arable from the objects: the place 
where the object is determmes 1ts nature and conditions its function. 
the brake is not a brake unless it is on the wheel, and its being i~ 
place in turn creates the stable _con~it~ons of t?e environment. A 
place for everything, and everythmg m 1ts place, 1s the conception of 
space in our daily preoccupations-an~ 'there is a time for everything' 
shows a conception of time rooted m our concerns. The concep­
tion of classical physics (in modern physics all spatial propositions 
refer solely to the behaviour of bodies, never to 'space') has led to 
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the popular conception of one thing amongst others in a space. Tl~is 
is a false conception of the world of objects, still more of Dasem. 
Their relations, spatial and other, are constitutive of Dasein a?~ the 
things in the world. Dasein has the inherent tendency to anmh1l~te 
space, to extend the senses and enlarge the world, and to determme 
and organize the world, physically and psychologically, in terms of 
preoccupation. Man employs and modifies, extends and improves 
his tools in the pursuit of his projects, and thus actively uses time for 
the realization of his possibilities. It is in this way that he constitutes 
an intelligible world. 

This contrast between the meaning we give the world in the 
practical ordering of our daily affairs and the rational construction 
of a world of objects in space and time is not a contrast between 
practice and theory, preoccupation and science, but between a cor­
rect appreciation of the intelligible structure of the world revealed 
in a descriptive analysis of practice and popular misconceptions 
derived from the unrecognized abstractions of an obsolete science 
and philosophy. There is no conflict between a practical interpreta­
tion of the world and a scientific interpretation: both are co-ordinate 
perspectives. To say that the hammer is heavy may mean that it is 
unwieldy or that it has a weight, can be weighed. The hammer can 
be regarded as a tool (Zulzandene) or as a given object (Vorhandene), 
as something ready-to-hand or merely as something at-hand, present. 
~cience deals with objects from a limited point of view determined 
In advance, limits its interest to certain phenomena and on that basis 
settles its methods and its criteria. To regard the hammer as a body 
ha~i.ng weight is a restricted view for a special purpose. Science is not 
pnvlleged but specialized, not the interpretation of the world but a 
selected aspect, not an experience in use of the concrete object 
handled in the perspective of man's projects but a break-down into 
abstractions taken out of the system of concrete relations and assimi­
la~ed to another system of meanings determined by special questions 
raised within the perspective of the project of Nature. 
~y being-in-the-world, in this sense of being constituted by my 

ProJects and by my relations with the objects which I make use of 
and develop as tools for realizing them, involves my being-with­
ot~ers who are also in the world in the same sense. Here again, the 
existence of others is not merely accidental, nor a problem for 
thou~ht, but is a necessity of thought, is constitutive of my being 
and Implied in it, as the barber as barber implies the customer, and 
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the needle as needle both the thread and the cloth, and the seamstress 
and the wearer. The nature of Dasein is being-in-common, human 
existence is a shared existence and the social interdependence of our 
everyday experience is primordial and constitutive. My full self­
consciousness and self-affirmation derive from my consciousness of 
others: it is not that I begin with myself as given and indubitable and 
somehow deduce the existence of others like myself. Thus I am 
constituted both by my preoccupations in which I make use of objects 
as tools and by my solicitude for persons. 

Just as one can free oneself from this or that preoccupation but 
not from preoccupation of some sort, so one can free oneself from 
dependence upon this or that person but not from social relations 
altogether. Indeed, escape from servitude to other persons may 
deliver one more completely into the hands of the ubiquitous dictator 
of everyday human affairs, the impersonal one, das Man. Heidegger, 
like Kierkegaard in his account of the Public, describes the process 
by which each one in a necessary conformity to established usages, 
judgements, and opinions, is assimilated to the general forms of 
human existence. This is the great alibi, the proof that all the time I was 
in respectable company, the flight from personal responsibility, the 
escape into anonymity. Always there is the prescription of what one 
should do in such a case, and the frown on what is not done. Assimi­
lation to this established general form of human existence neces­
sarily means the sacrifice of my own possibilities, the I remains 
buried in the one. But I gain the solidity and assurance of this massive 
existence, and I reinforce it with my own acquiescence. To resist and 
break with this mode of existence in order to realize other possibilities 
would create a crisis in my personal life. There is in me the strongest 
tendency to avoid the issue, to take refuge from my original situa­
tion, the human plight, in the comfort and assurance of this anony­
mous and approved mode of existence. And that is what leads me to 
misinterpret my situation, virtually to think of myself as a thing in 
a world of things, as a given substance with given properties, and 
thus to take refuge from myself as existing solely in my relations and 
my acts, as possibility, as having to choose and project myself. But 
in any case, the impersonal structure of social life also is constitutive 
of the mode of existence of the human being, because Dasein is 
being-in-common. Dasein cannot get rid of this impersonal mode of 
being: I can only modify it. But that makes all the difference. To be 
'one like many' is ambiguous and, as Kierkegaard had put it, 'to will 
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to live as a particular human being ... in the same sense as is open to 
every other human being, is the ethical victory over life and all its 
illusions'. 

First, however, what is this original human situation obscured by 
everyday existence and which we are impelled to hide from ourselves? 
I am in-the-world in the sense described; it is an existence not chosen 
but having to be chosen, not asked for but demanding to be taken 
charge of, disclosing itself to me as a simple fact of which I have to 
bear the burden without knowing why or whence or whither. My 
primordial sense of this situation is the root of my affective life; all 
my emotions and sentiments derive from it and obscurely refer to it. 
From this sense of my finitude (Befindlichkeit) also derives my whole 
interpretation of the world and my capacity to respond to it, for it is 
a sense not merely of limitation but also of possibility and of impera­
tive: I am and I must be. Otherwise, a world in which we were not 
merely finite but also finished, a world in which we were not impli­
cated, by which we were not constituted, in which we had no part 
to play, could not exist for us; if, per impossibile, we could look at 
it as pure spectators, we should be indifferent, that is to say, we could 
not see it. As it is, my dereliction in the world, and my sense of this 
solitude and abandonment, the fundamental motive and situation 
of my whole life, can never be fully overcome because my achieve­
ment of myself can never be final, never ceases to require my projects 
and therefore my interest in the world, and therefore it is this derelic­
tion which constitutes my existence for myself and my power to 
comprehend and interpret the world. 

Dasein, then, being possibility, exists by projecting itself, and these 
tentative projects (Entwurf) are interpretations, not conceptual but 
existential. My comprehension of the world ( Verstehen) springs to­
gether with my sense of being cast into the world (Befind/ichkeit) 
from a common root in the basic human situation, for I recognize 
What I exist for in my possibilities and what the things about me 
exist for in their answering to my possibilities. The meaning of 
human existence is elaborated in the possibilities of action of Dasein. 
I give sense to what is about me by making use of it. But this construc­
tion (rather than perception) is limited by the nature of things: not 
ev~rything is possible, it is not a dream world, but a world of brute 
existence already elaborated and organized into routine possibilities 
by the realizations of others. This opens to me two decisively opposed 
modes of being: authentic being rooted in the explicit sense of my 
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situation (Befind/ichkeit); and inauthentic being, moving automatic­
ally in the established ruts and routes of the organized world. 

These existential interpretations of human existence (Entwurf), 
realized possibilities, are not in themselves intellectual conceptions, 
they are forms of human being; but all forms of knowledge derive 
from them. Any of the possible human activities, shoeing a horse for 
example, may be carried on without explicit consciousness of what 
is being done, and usually is; but the agent may stand back from his 
operation and look at it critically or analytically, thinking the ham­
mer as hammer and the anvil as anvil. Even to take a lighter hammer 
is implicitly to conceive of the hammer as hammer. The meaning of 
any object is thought in relation to proposed or possible activities of 
Dasein in realizing projects. Logical judgements are founded ulti­
mately on existential interpretations which are not conceptual at all. 

Dasein, moved by this obscure sense of its existence as possibility, 
and realizing itself tentatively in existential interpretations, must have 
the power of articulating and discriminating alternatives based on a 
recognition of the use of things (Verstehen), and this is the existential 
root of language (Rede). Language implies communication and em­
bodies the existence-in-common which is Dasein. Thus language also 
is constitutive of Dasein. 

Since Dasein gives meaning to brute existence in terms of its pro­
jects, it creates truth: it finds a place and a use in its intelligible 
world for what is in chaos, and thus uncovers what is there, allows 
the existent to manifest itself, to come into the world, to show what 
it is. Dasein by its nature is lumen naturale, for its existence is to 
stand out from the world and to become something in the world, 
and in so doing it throws light on what is there, and indeed makes it 
that there is a world. This creation of the truth is not subjective 
nor arbitrary because it proceeds from the nature of Dasein whose 
structure is universal, and because it is projected on and limited by 
the independently real: it is the meaning of existence which is 
created and not existence itself. 

Language communicates truth, that is, uncovers and calls atten­
tion to what is there. But everyday language in constant use loses 
touch with the objects to which it ostensibly refers; as Bacon says, 
words are substituted for things. Language then spreads untruth and 
establishes inauthentic existence. Instead of mediating my being-in­
the-world by revealing intelligible objects of use and enjoyment, it 
obscures them by covering them with itself; the intermediary 
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becomes the principal and the true principal is displaced. Everyday 
language which spreads untruth becomes more authoritative than the 
truth because the reference by which it should be authenticated is 
obscured and forgotten and therefore raises no question; what com­
monly 'is said' passes because there is nobody there to be challenged. 
Losing touch with real existents, we turn from one thing to another, 
seeking accomplishments, insatiable in curiosity, living a 'full', 'intel­
lectual', 'interesting' life, becoming alienated, uprooted, severed 
from oneself, others, and the world. In this way one remains, or 
insensibly comes to be, without a sense of the original situation 
which is the abiding root of one's whole emotional, cognitive, and 
active life; the existential interpretations which realize the possi­
bilities of Dasein arc simply and without clear choice taken over 
from the impersonal modes of existence elaborated in the everyday 
world, a world of echoed and distorted meanings substituting itself 
for t_h: genuinely intelligible world of authentic existence. 
. H~dmg from oneself in the many forms of impersonal existence is 
~nSplred by 'dread'. Kierkegaard had analysed 'the concept of dread' 
111 ~rder to penetrate to the deepest layer of human feeling, and 
HeJd~gger uses it for the same purpose. Dread differs from fear in 
seemmg to have no object and no cause, and that is what makes it 
so profoundly disturbing, and at the same time that makes it easier 
to ~mother, so that it is seldom felt in its intensity and clarity; one 
assJ~n~ some cause and passes it off, for its meaning is that we are 
unwJlhng to face what it indicates, and turn instead to the solid 
assurances of common sense upheld by the authority of the im­
~ersonal dictator of everyday life. But although it can be avoided it 
15 too authenr b · h d · · h IC to e extirpated, and 1t can be analysed. T e eCJSIVe 
c. aracter of dread is that it cannot be localized and it refuses to be 
~mined down to anything in which we are interested and which we 
. eet to be threatened, by emptying everything in the world of all 
m crest for me. · · . · · h hi W • It mvests everythmg ahke w1t a common wort ess-
~ess. h hen I see that it is nothing in the world that inspires this dread 

see t .a.t it is the world itself as such: what inspires my dread is my 
~~cogn1 t_10n of what it means to-be-in-the-world, when I see this in 
1 s total~ty and not merely in the perspectives of my particular pre­
occ~pattons. Dread withdraws me from my preoccupations, encloses 
me 111 a solitude, where I am forced to choose whether I will be myself 
or not. In this moment my personal reality is revealed to me and 
henceforward I have chosen what I will to be. For dread separates 
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me from the interests and meanings of my life in the world, absorbed 
and lost in my relations and preoccupations, and isolates me in this 
recognition that I can either continue this impersonally determined 
inauthentic existence or by heroic effort take personal charge of my 
own existence, and that in any case I never am but always will 
be, because I can will to be. Thus dread which at first in contrast 
to fear is so vague and meaningless proves the most specific and 
signilicant of all emotions, a pitiless pointing to my original situa­
tion, an awful anticipation of my personal choice, a fear of being 
already cast into the world and a fear for my authenticity in living 
in the world. 

It is dread, then, that reveals Dasein, the mode of existence of the 
human being, to oneself and founds Bejindlichkeit, the sense of the 
situation and vital attitude in face of it. Dasein is seen to be an exist­
ence already found in the world in the condition of becoming, and 
therefore facing an open future with the power to be, and bound up 
with other beings encountered in the world. This structure of Dasein 
is named by Heidegger Care (Sorge), and it is important to be clear 
about the three elements which constitute it. Personal existence is 
self-projecting, it is not what it is but what it will be, because it is not 
formed and finished but has an open future; therefore structurally 
it is in advance of itself, there is something to come, and its concern 
for what it is to be is expressed in the term Care. But Care also in­
cludes my being already found in a world in which this personal exist­
ence has to be realized. Finally, Care expresses my being in the grip 
of particular relations and preoccupations in this world. Care, then, 
is the structure of the mode of existence of one who exists by antici­
pating what he will be in a world in which he is found and to which 
he is bound. 

What is meant by describing as anticipation the self-projection of 
personal existence into the future has now to be explained. Personal 
existence, being always what it will be, never simply and solely what 
it is, has no finality and totality of its own and is never achieved. 
When death supervenes its possibilities are extinguished but not 
exhausted. Moreover, death does not strike me down, it is not an 
accident which happens to me, it is from the very beginning one of 
my own possibilities which I nurse within me. Indeed, it is my possi­
bility eminently, because its realization is inevitable and will be 
realized by me in the most authentically personal way without any 
possibility of avoidance or substitution. Further, it is a possibility 
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which not only has empire over all other possibilities, since it eventu­
ally extinguishes them, but which also has a bearing upon them whilst 
they remain options; for it reveals their contingency: if I can die, I 
need not have existed, nobody need exist, personal existence is 
launched between nothingness and nothingness and it is nothingness 
that is real, everything is absurd, the impossibility of existence is 
possible, nothing is necessary. Thus my death is for me the capital 
possibility, always in view from the outset, from which all other 
possibilities derive their status of radical contingency. What dread 
reveals to me is that I am cast into the world in order to die there. 
This is the truth of our situation which is hid.den from us by our 
daily preoccupations and by the authority of the impersonal mode of 
social existence upheld by common sense. Personal existence, then, 
which is possibility and therefore cannot be characterized as a whole 
or seized as given, can be seized by the definitive nature of its capital 
possibility: if I am always what I will be, at least it is always certain 
what I will be. 

Death, then, is the clue to authentic living, the eventual and omni­
present possibility which binds together and stabilizes my existence. 
I am projected in advance of myself becoming what I will be, 
whether I will to be or not, but I can anticipate here and now what 
I will be, not waiting for the end, and this is the only way in which I 
can command and possess my existence and give it unity and authen­
ticity. I anticipate death not by suicide but by living in the presence 
of death as always immediately possible and as undermining every­
thing. This full-blooded acceptance (amor fati) of death, lived out, 
is authentic personal existence. Everything is taken as contingent. 
Everything is devalued. Personal existence and everything en­
countered in personal existence is accepted as nothing, as meaning­
less, fallen under the blow of its possible impossibility. I sec all my 
possibilities as already annihilated in death, as they will be, like those 
of others in their turn. In face of this capital possibility which devours 
all the others, there are only two alternatives: acceptance or distrac­
tion. Even this choice is a rare privilege, since few are awakened by 
dread to the recognition of the choice, most remain lost in the illu­
sions of everyday life. To choose acceptance of death as the supreme 
and normative possibility of my existence is not to reject the world 
and refuse participation in its daily preoccupations, it is to refuse to 
be deceived and to refuse to be identified with the preoccupations 
in which I engage: it is to take them for what they are worth-
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nothing. From this detachment springs the power, the dignity, the 
tolerance of authentic personal existence. 

If I am awakened from the illusions of everyday life and brought 
to confront the choice which is open to me, it is by the voice of 
conscience. The voice of conscience which seems to be telling us 
what to do and what not to do is really in this form what it is often 
held to be, the voice of das Man, the impersonal ruler, the powers 
that be, father, god. But conscience is there in the structure of my 
existence as possibility, in the fact that whatever I am doing I can 
identify myself with it or not, and that at bottom I can take charge 
of my whole existence or not. Conscience is witness to this alternative 
of authenticity or inauthenticity. It accuses me of living inauthentic­
ally, not of doing this wrong or the other, for authenticity consists 
in the manner of living not in what is done. And when it calls me to 
live authentically it also invites me to recognize and live in the know­
ledge of my irremediable culpability which cannot be atoned for nor 
remedied like a particular guilt. The conscience that calls, accuses, 
and judges is already within the structure of Care, that is, the Dasein 
as possibility and as already thrown into the world and bound up 
with everyday existence: it is Dasein as possibility calling Dasein 
embodied and dispersed in the impersonal 'one' of everyday life. 
The culpability which I fasten on myself is not the guilt of living 
inauthentically but the guilt of resolving to live authentically; it is 
original, for the Dasein, whatever it does, is itself the source of evil 
so soon as it assumes and accepts an existence of which it can never 
be master; it is culpable whatever it does so soon as it accepts and 
takes responsibility for a finite existence irretrievably determined and 
doomed. All particular faults and wrongs are metaphysically founded 
in this culpable nature of Dasein. When I accept with fully open eyes 
my existence as I find it to be, issuing from nothing into nothing, and 
I live it out in the light of that understanding, I make myself culpable. 
The alternative is to remain inauthentic, not to rise to the specifically 
human quality of living, or to reject personal existence with the 
definitiveness of suicide or of Eastern nihilism. If this account of 
conscience seems very strange, and at variance with the deliverances 
of the moral consciousness, the answer is that the moral conscious­
ness is saturated with the demands of inauthentic everyday existence 
and requires to be sifted and clarified before it is a true guide: more­
over, the last thing we want to do is to go in the direction in which 
it would offer to take us. Again, in this notion of culpability as the 
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acceptance of full responsibility for our finite personal existence 
Heidegger, like Jaspers, follows Kierkegaard. 

Authentic personal existence, then, responding to the call of con­
science, is clear-sighted and resolved, consents to exist for death, 
actively identifies itself with its own nothingness without hope of 
overcoming it, and for that reason recognizes and accepts its guilt. 
In using these terms Heidegger disavows any ethical intention, and 
insists throughout that he is solely interested in the structure of 
Dasein, the mode of existence of the human being, as a necessary 
preliminary to the understanding of Being in its totality. Authentic 
personal existence is personal existence which is resolved, which has 
faced its sovereign possibility and taken its decision to live perpet­
ually in anticipation of it; apart from any moral achievement 
which this may be, it constitutes personal existence in its totality 
which can therefore be known, and when personal existence under­
stands itself it also understands the world: that is Heidegger's 
professed theme. 

In any case, Heidegger points out, a philosophy cannot pretend 
and does not attempt to prescribe to the individual what he shall 
do (least of all an existential philosophy, which insists on the unique­
ness of the concrete individual). It gives the general determination of 
h~~-an being, the master perspective which commands all possi­
bthttes: the concrete decisions, the actual possibilities of each per­
sonal _existence. to be realized in daily life, are left to the make-up 
and htstory of the person and to his liberty and the circumstances of 
thec~se. A philosophy which does otherwise loses both its universality 
and Its concreteness and becomes abstract, for its prescriptions vio­
late ~oth the personal will and the individuality of the case, whereas 
~ P_h~losophy which restricts itself to general orientation puts the 
~ndlVIdual in the way of seeing what is there and throws the particular 
~cts ?f the case into relief against the background of the general 
s~ua~IOn, and thus combines universality with concreteness in a way 
t at IS fertilizing and decisive. Thus orientation does in practice go 
~ long way towards the determination of individual decisions. 
r ~hent~c personal existence resolves not only to live steadily in the 
tg t of Its sovereign possibility which devalues everything but also 

~0 hac~ept what has been determined by the actualities of individual 
tn en~a.nce and past actions and what is determined by the social 
actuahhes Which sustain everyday life in the world, as a trader accepts 
the terms of trade. Authentic personal existence is a synthesis of the 
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imposed and the willed, and the synthesis is achieved by taking up 
the imposed into the willed: I will my own past and the world as it is 
given in the immediate circumstances and in its ultimate interpreta­
tion, and with my will self-determined in this way I choose from the 
possibilities which remain open. This requires a constant effort on 
my part, it is a conquest always insecure, never a victory outright. 
Consistent orientation towards death, which breaks the pretensions 
of everything which claims attention, my own pretensions above all, 
without any slackening of responsibility and energy in choosing and 
fulfilling the possibilities that are open on each occasion, that alone 
is the mode of existence of the enlightened and resolved human being. 
But the resolution is an individual resolution informing a unique 
personal existence, not a general philosophic inference from a 
descriptive analysis of the mode of existence of the human being, 
and the function of the notions of conscience, guilt, and resolve in 
Heidegger's analysis mediates between the universal structure and 
the existential realization and enables him to seize intact the concrete 
living personal existence, without any division of theory and prac­
tice; but it has the effect of seeming to give a moral meaning to 
what is intended to be simply factual. Until personal existence is 
resolved in steadfast adherence to its existence in the world for 
death, it has no unity or totality; there is, properly speaking, no 
subject to seize and interpret. What, then, is the meaning of the 
resolved personal existence? The clue is found in the nature of 
temporality. 

As all objects do not merely exist in space but are in part consti­
tuted by their place in the world (the brake is on the wheel which is 
on the road which joins the places, etc.), so also they do not merely 
exist in time but are constituted by a time process: the hoe has been 
made and will be used for hoeing and is at present lying there in the 
tool-shed. Even the hoe is not a fully constituted hoe merely existing 
in time understood as a structureless but irreversible succession of 
'nows'; it is not a hoe if it has not been made and it is not a hoe if it 
will not be used for hoeing, and in this sense it is constituted in time 
and bears in its essence a reference to the past and the future. The 
undifferentiated stream of instants would be dateless, but every now 
is the time for our concerns: now after the morning's work it is time 
to have lunch, and then there will be time for a rest until it is time for 
that appointment. But even this time for our concerns is a succession 
of presents, for there is always something present which indicates 
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that it is now the time for something, by which the past and future 
are determined as extended backwards or forwards. The absolute, 
although finite, temporal process is realized in the resolved personal 
existence, for then the three phases of the process, past, present, and 
future, which rigidly exclude one another, are constantly held in the 
indissolubility of their union in interpenetration: structurally, the 
resolved personal existence assumes and wills continuously and 
concretely in its immediate preoccupations and projects its having 
been found already cast into the world and its ultimate death. Its 
constitution as Care (being detached from itself as possibility, being 
already cast into the world to die, being bound up with a present 
everyday existence) shows this structure, and the resolve to interpret 
the past and determine the present by the ultimate possibility of the 
future, by treating as nothing the steps which it takes from nothing 
to nothing, holds the structure together by individual activity and 
achieves the unity and totality of personal existence as a temporal 
process. I am myself temporal, not a being who exists in time. I am 
not a pure presence of a self to itself, but a being who is always al­
ready cast into the world (not master of itself and tied in a thousand 
ways to the not-self) and always already projected in advance of 
itself, to be realized. This past and this future are external, phases of 
the temporal process by which I realize myself, and they are also 
internal because they are both perpetually re-created in the present 
through my constant acceptance and resolved active willing of my 
dereliction and death, the two poles of my nothingness. It is in this 
sense that personal existence is lumen naturale, its own light, it has 
access to its own externality: neither the past nor the future is wholly 
external to me for they constitute my present, my finite situation; 
they constitute me in so far as I resolve my whole existence into the 
wiii to be what I will be, and I constitute them in the structure of my 
being and in my activity. Public time measured by clocks is the time for 
my concerns, and is the necessary condition of there being the world 
I know, but the temporal structure of personal existence is the neces­
sary condition of there being the I to know. Not only is it the neces­
sary condition, the actual achievement of the I in the resolved exist­
~nce is temporal, and this I to which the world is fully disclosed gives 
It a temporal meaning, for its temporality makes it what it is, and 
makes it nothing: I can only be (as distinct from becoming, in which 
I never am) by anticipating rigorously what I will be, which is nothing, 
and repeating what I have been, which is nothing, and recognizing 
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that everything in the world that could ever be present to me is 
nothing. 

Personal existence as a temporal process is historical and makes 
history. The devaluation of the world accomplished in resolved 
existence is not a dispensation from active concern; the future sends 
one back to the present and the past, anticipation of death is a task 
as well as an interpretation. The resolved existence is concerned to 
select from the inherited tradition what is repeatable. And it is the 
business of the historian to disentangle from the actual what is 
universal, the possible, the repeatable. He cannot do this if he is 
himself dispersed in the inauthentic existence of everyday, he can 
only do it if he is himself resolved and living actively in the present 
as well as actively re-living the past. History is thus only objective in 
being subjective: it is a specific product of a man oriented to .vards 
the future. 

This meaning which a resolved personal existence gives to itself 
and to the world transcends the intelligible world of everyday mean­
ings as this in turn transcends brute existence. I am always already 
in the world, immersed in my preoccupations, engaged in my pro­
jects, realizing my possibilities, and whether I am living authentically 
or inauthentically, in virtue simply of the self-projection of personal 
existence, its existence as possibility and not accomplished fact, I am 
giving meaning to brute existence, my own and that of all things for 
which I find a use, which I handle or produce, or which I bring into 
a perspective of interest. In this way, going beyond the actual exist­
ents with which I have to do and beyond my own projects in which I 
am engaged, I posit the world as the totality of all existents, and at 
the same time and in the same act I posit myself for whom this world 
exists as in principle able to find access to all these existents and able 
in principle to find a place for them in the system of uses and mean­
ings which I constitute in living and realizing my possibilities. I am 
thus capable of being affected by all existent~. all existents are in 
principle relevant to my interests, in my world. I give myself the task 
in constituting myself and the world of bringing the actual existents 
into their proper places in my system of uses and meanings. My 
virtual inclusion of them has to be actualized. It is not a dream world 
nor a world finished and given, but a brute existence in which per­
sonal existence participates and upon which it constitutes an intel­
ligible world answerable to its own possibilities. It is within the limits 
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of this world which I constitute by the basic act of transcendence 
that I can raise intelligible questions, ask why. Dasein itself, the mode 
of existence of the human being, which is thus the source of all pos­
sible questions, is not open to question: it is merely what it is found to 
be, its temporal structure as Care is ultimate. 

This primordial act of transcendence by which I constitute myself 
and the world in principle is the foundation of all foundations, 
practical and theoretic: it is the necessity of my being (I do it in 
living in the midst of what is, it is rooted in my practice and my 
~eeling, it is not intellectual, it is at bottom a total response, as in 
JOY or ennui) and it is my liberty (I am such that I can separate my­
self from what I am, my being is in question). The brute existence 
which my activities and projects constitute an intelligible world 
remains in itself impenetrable, a night, out of which I came, to which 
1 return, and which I taste with nausea if ever I lose the intelligibility 
~nd value which personal existence alone can give to brute existence 
10 constituting a world. The experience of nausea, of worthlessness, 
of absurdity, which sometimes takes me unawares simply proves 
~hat it is personal existence which constitutes meanings and an 
mtelr ·b lgJ le world, and bears witness to the impenetrable other-
~ess of brute existence which subtends the construction of the 
Intelligible world. 

This foundation of all foundations which gives me the task of 
actually comprehending all existents in the world it posits, founds 
~~t only my economic activities, dealing systematically with the use­
~? and the special perspectives elaborated by the sciences, but also 

p 1
1losophy, politics, and the arts. This complex of activities creates 

~orocal World, a particular ci~ilization, a concret~ and te~p.orary 
m of the abstract universal 1dea of the world wh1ch I pos1t m the 

act of transcendence. 

II 

th Bas Beidegger in the published first part of Sein und Zeit on which 
w~· foregoing exposition has been based dug away the ground on 
f ICh he Proposed to construct a metaphysic of Being? His descrip-

t100 shows the intelligible world of meanings constituted by the struc-
ure of p · 1· f b · Th ersonal existence upon the given actua xty o rute existence. 

ese meanings answer the questions what, what for, how, as, but 
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actuality remains impenetrable to the probe of why, as does personal 
existence itself. Man constitutes meanings but not natures. Therefore 
there seems to be no possibility of answering the question, why is 
what is? of finding a ground of necessity for all existence, which was 
the early enterprise of metaphysics in raising the question of Being. 
Sein und Zeit shows man in the midst of all beings in the whole, a 
situation which both gives rise to and excludes the possibility of 
metaphysics, since our standing off from things (including ourselves) 
raises the question and yet our standpoint remains within the whole 
and excludes in principle an absolute comprehension. 

Nevertheless, Sein und Zeit as published is only the first part of 
what Heidegger intended to say, and it has to be interpreted, and 
indeed revised, in the light of what he has published since. This 
effaces many of the impressions which that work taken by itself is 
bound to make. His philosophy takes shape as the historical quest 
for Being, and is seen to be essentially religious. It no longer looks 
like a fixed heroic gesture of man permanently caught in the despair 
of nihilism, and it loses its sensationally dramatic form. True, God 
is dead, as Nietzsche put it, but the very lack of God is a revelation 
and a promise. 

As Heidegger characteristically puts it in his interpretation of the 
poet Holderlin, the time is a time of need because it lies under a 
double negation, the no-more of the gods that have fled and the not­
yet of the god that is coming. The coming of the new god cannot be 
forced, and a return to any of the old gods is a futile attempt to live 
in the past. Heidegger seems to think of the self-revelation of Being 
as a historical development, demanding the appropriate approach 
and attitude in each phase. The present phase is post-theological and 
post-metaphysical: it is with the recognition that God is dead and 
that man has no standpoint outside the totality of things that man 
must approach again in this age the problem of Being. 

Some of Heidegger's later writings (the most important for under­
standing his thought) are oracular in tone and one can have no confi­
dence in interpreting the cryptic sentences in which his thought is 
condensed. The attempt here is to present the spirit and orientation 
of his thought rather than the actual concepts. 

To return to the central analysis of Sein und Zeit: transcending 
the primordial act of transcendence which founds the construction 
of the intelligible world is the act by which the person roused by 
conscience recognizes in dread the nothing out of which he came and 
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into which he goes and therefore resolves his existence into the 
nothing which it is by an act of total renunciation. This is held to be 
not a moral act but the act of integration necessitated by the temporal 
structure of personal existence, or rather by its total structure as 
Care. It is enacted on the plane of the quest for Being. In what sense 
can it be taken to be anything other than complete nihilism? The 
clue to Heidegger's answer is in his notion of Nothing, the subject 
of his inaugural lecture at Freiburg. 

Nothing is not merely a notional negation, not-anything, and thus 
~he counter-concept opposed to Being; it can be experienced and is 
Itself ~he source of all forms of negation and negativity. Dread is the 
expenence of Nothing. What happens? The intelligible world con­
structed by personal existence, in which man feels safe and at home, 
the W?.rld of meanings, is nihilated and he is plunged back into the 
s~eer Is-ness' of what is, his ship on which he is riding and voyaging 
disappears in the night and he finds himself in the deep waters and 
tastes their saltness. This is an experience of brute existence denuded 
of meanings, the high-tension power of raw actuality; it uncovers 
~he marv:ellousness of pure 'is-ness', contingency, which reason covers 
P~ and IS therefore a revelation of Being, and renews the wonder of 

Philosophy and gives a new impulse to the why of science. Nothing 
does not cancel Being but familiar forms of Being, and therefore 
puts Being again in question. When the first pre-Socratic thinker 
asked the question, What is what is? he inaugurated civilization, 
because of the transcendence which was implied and which has 
foun~ed the vast complex of meanings and activities which make 
the historical intelligible world. But the original intensity and com­
Prehensiveness of that question, which made it an experience of 
?'larveUousness, has been buried in oblivion by the building up of the 
Intellig"bl · Tl k 1 e World through the successful uncovering of what-Is. lUS 

nowledge and all the works of man by their very achievement in 
Uncover· ·1 Ing what-is and mastering nature have also, and necessan Y, 
at the s · · t f . arne hme covered up Being and wandered from the pom o 
VIew from h. . . . t v l"d" w Ich Being can be glimpsed. Knowledge IS m 1 s very ·td Ity a form of untruth because it conceals the ignorance which 
~ . oes not abolish. The openness which alone makes science possible 
Is Itself 1 · · · · I a ~ osed, or partially closed, by science, and this mcreasmg Y 
tes ~r~ctical problems are solved with brilliant success which gives a 

fi c Dica) bias to human interests and as pure science moves further 
rom the&: ' d •ace of things and becomes more completely abstract an 
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mathematical. Kierkegaard had taken a philosophical stand against 
the modern multiplication of knowledge, and had sought to return 
to first things by stressing the how at the expense of the what and by 
making a supreme ethical decision the criterion of relevance. Heideg­
ger does it within the tradition of Western philosophy by raising 
again the question of Being in a way that is intended to break the 
present preoccupation with technical problems and pursuits and the 
present pretensions of science, and to renew Western civilization, 
including its science, by restoring its contact with its source and 
informing principle in the question which first inspired it and still 
rules, whether acknowledged or not. 

The experience of Nothing, then, is an eclipse of the intelligible 
world and a precipitation into what-is, which recovers the pristine 
wonder which first raised the question about Being. But Being is not 
what-is, brute existence, any more than it is the intelligible world. 
Nor is it the ground of the world, nor God. Conceptualization fails, 
but here again the notion of Nothing serves. In the act of transcend­
ence by which personal existence separates itself from what-is and 
even from its own brute existence and its solidified past, its freedom 
and its affirmative and originative force lie in its nothingness, and 
it is then close to Being. This separation from brute existence and 
from the intelligible world and from one's own past, followed by 
willed identification with one's situation and assumption of one's 
past and one's fate, followed by realization of one's possibilities in 
the world, and again by a separation from this which devalues it and 
counts it as nothing, this is a mode of conjugation of subject and 
object expressing a total response of man in a total alertness and 
openness to Being. Heidegger seems to think of the total renuncia­
tion of the resolved personal existence described in Sein und Zeit, 
steadfastly nullifying all realizations without refusing them, as in its 
perfected purposelessness a form of purification which draws close 
to Being and, as it were, makes way for Being, by making oneself 
wholly over to Being: one is serene and listens to the silent voice of 
Being and bears witness in the world to Being. What seems to be 
indicated is that this is the appropriate approach at this historical 
time; this meets the need of the age, the age which is the no-more and 
the not-yet of the gods, the age when the meaning of the question of 
Being has been so completely concealed by knowledge and lost sight 
of in the perspectives of an active civilization that it does not make 
sense any more. More concretely, he is encouraging those attitudes 
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and points of view which make it possible to recover the original 
manifest u'hatness of things in contrast to their reductive analysis 
and exploitation, and to experience the poetry of things in their 
immediacy without seeing them first in their everyday common sense 
matter of factness. Being is near, and yet, since it must be sought 
after and can never be fully nor finally possessed, it is far off. It is by 
identifying ourselves and attaching ourselves, and by our full aware­
ness and openness, that we keep close to Being. 

III 

Heidegger's philosophy invites close comparison with the philo­
sophy of Jaspers. At the outset, they seem formally opposed in that 
Heidegger sets out to explore the structure of Being, whereas Jaspers 
declares that Being is split into discontinuities which can be sur­
mounted only in living, and that it is naive still to look for a general 
homogeneous structure which can be elucidated by thought. In the 
sequel and full scope of their philosophies the opposition on this 
score disappears for both use their descriptions of personal existence 
to indicate a tra~scendent Being-in-itself which can be experienced. 
Nevertheless, the difference in their handling of practically the same 
d_escriptive elements is striking. Jaspers gives us a world of bounded 
Situations in which frustration is insurmountable, a world of riddles 
and final ambiguities, a world in which the closed circuit of objective 
thought is sealed off in self-contained partial intelligibility, function­
ally incapable of grasping any possible ultimate of experience, a 
World, therefore which throws the individual back on himself with 
a _choice bet wee; faith and despair. For Heidegger, there is no ambig­
~Ity: the _demonstrable structure of p_er~onal ~xistence a~d of the 

urnanly Intelligible world shows that It IS nothmg, and this demon· 
stration is intended to be rigorously objective and binding. All the 
:~rne, _th~ e~ect_ of this analysis ~ight be, as with _Jas_Pers, to thro~ 

e existmg Individual back on himself and lead h1m mto an expen­
~c.e of Being initiated by metaphysical faith. In a sense it is, but 
ofeidegger's way of doing it is more _in the sp~rit of Husser!, _and evc:n 
h Hegel, than in Kierkegaard's. H1s analysis leads to ra1smg agam 

t e question of Being in a new and radical way, for it cuts off the 
1uest_ion frorn all possibility of an answer in terms hitherto used in 
t e historfof metaphysics (Will, Idea, etc.); the meanings constituted 
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by the perspectives of science and the perspectives of human 
projects in the humanly intelligible world have to be surpassed, 
and the question leads to their being surpassed if we penetrate be­
hind it to the fundamental plane and ask why the question has been 
raised and why the traditional answers have been given. Why must 
we ask about the meaning of Being? This becomes the primordial 
question of phi]osophy: the question about Being must not be dis­
missed with the traditional answers which are seen to be no longer 
possible, it must be probed and penetrated-and this is a new im­
pulse, a renewed initiative in philosophy. If one asks what kind of 
answer there can be to the question re-opened on this level, that 
is to emasculate the question and dress it in rhetoric, for the 
answer is generated by the philosophic vitality of the question 
and cannot be anticipated. But Heidegger is enfolded by his sense 
of working within the tradition of Western philosophy and in his 
re-handling of its most radical question there is an idea of a 
historical self-revelation of Being, an echo of Hegel less audible 
in Jaspers. 

All this in Heidegger is built on that element in his description of 
personal existence which has no parallel in Jaspers, viz., the resolu­
tion of personal existence in a choice of death as the capital possi­
bility informing all other possibilities, treated as the necessary struc­
ture of personal existence without which it simply dissolves. In t~.is 
description, personal existence is an objective world structure into 
which the empirical individual is inserted, perhaps another Hegelian 
trait. At any rate, in this essentially formal treatment of an essentially 
Kierkegaardian theme Heidegger's disavowal of existentialism seems 
to be justified. But it is just this part of his analysis which seems 
impossible to justify. 

Kierkegaard in choosing the infinite chose infinite resignation of 
the finite world; he also recognized that personal existence simply 
vanishes unless it is stabilized and consolidated in radical and sus­
tained acts of choice. He deliberately refrained from uniting the 
formal principle of absolute choice with his own material choice in 
a universal, although the inevitability of choosing the infinite, with 
all its consequences, was never far from his thoughts. And in respect 
to death in its explicitness, he occupied himself with the question of 
relating it to the entire life of the subject and of taking this as the 
task of life to realize it existentially. There is a long discussion of 
the question in the chapter 'The Task of Becoming Subjective' in 
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Concluding Unscientific Postscript, from which the following passage 
is quoted. 

'We wish to know how the conception of death will transform a 
man's entire life, when in order to think its uncertainty he has to 
think it in every moment, so as to prepare himself for it. We wish to 
know what it means to prepare for death, since here again one must 
distinguish between its actual presence and the thought of it. This 
distinction seems to make all my preparation insignificant, if that 
which really comes is not that for which I prepared myself; and if 
it is the same, then my preparation is in its perfection identical with 
death itself.' 

. Nevertheless, it is far from being true that Kierkegaard's thought 
Is. personally religious and Heidegger's formally philosophic. Be­
hl~d the rigorous formality of Heidegger's treatment of personal 
existence it is not difficult to see a quasi-religious purpose at work. 
The closed objective structure which he makes of personal existence, 
~ universal pattern, by his formal treatment of the choice of death, 
IS _not merely used theoretically to cancel the intelligible world and 
r~lse the question of Being on another plane; the existential realiza­
tion of this universal is a life-long task, and personal perfection in 
purposelessness by means of it is the only way to draw near to Being, 
to make way for Being, by making oneself wholly over to Being. 
The question and the answer to the question do not belong to the 
plane of theoretical philosophy, but to total human experience in­
~ormed by thinking. Therefore in the profoundest sense Heidegger 
IS an existentialist, and only differs from the others in making the 
supreme choice demonstrably universal and necessary. The demon­
stration of course fails, since there is nothing in the temporal struc­
ture of personal existence nor in the inevitability and uncertainty of 
d~th to constrain a personal choice of death as the only choice 
whlc~ can integrate the temporal phases of an individual existence. 
h This failure within at the heart of his philosophy, just because of 

t e ~eight that is put on its structural integrity, reduces the point of 
PUtting in question the philosophy as a whole as a critique of the 
~ss~mptions and pretensions of modern culture. How does Heidegger 
JUShf~ his proposal to restore the primacy and rule of the question 
of Being? At this time of day it is seriously asked, does the question 
?f Being make any sense? Heidegger's justification, it may be allowed, 
IS abundantly implicit in his handling of the question throughout, 
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and no other form of justification could be worth half so much. All 
the same, a greater tenderness with common sense might better 
serve the cause of 'a guardian of Being'. When it is said that the word 
Being speaks of the treasure which has been preserved and transmit­
ted in the philosophical tradition, and those who will hear the word 
are the elect, one seems no longer to be listening to the lucid and 
persuasive language of that tradition and to have turned back to the 
oracular obscurity of the pre-Socratics. 
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VI 
JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 

(Born 1905) 

EVERYBODY who has heard of ex;stent;alism w;thout know;ng 
mu~h about it will couple with it the name of Jean-Paul Sartre, who 
~ainl~ by his novels and plays and as a centre of cult and controversy 
In Pans has earned notoriety for the movement, so that to many the 
names of both one and the other are suspect. Nobody who takes t~e 
trouble to read Sartre's main work L'£tre et /e Neant carefully will 
be able either to take the author for a charlatan or the philosophy 
for a stunt. Sartre is a typical modern French intellectual. The world 
takes him as such, and dismisses, adores, or reviles him as such. But 
th~ adroit omniscience of this French intellectual is founded upon a 
Philosophical keel. He borrows largely from Husser! and Heidegger 
an~ profoundly from Hegel, but he handles his themes with profes­
sonal s~gacity and with a virtuosity all his own. It is no use (English) 
~cademic philosophers dismissing him as a mere litterateur. In 
France, Philosophers can feel a national pride in this exhibition of 

rench intelligence out-speculating the Germans. In any case, L'ltre 
et le N · · I · eanr Is not a mere tour de force; for Sartre is supreme Y In 

eh~rn~st_ and the argument of the book is the indispensable clue to 
IS hfe s work. 
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I 

To be conscious is to be conscious of something; consciousness 
r refers to and separates itself from something not itself. And to be 
\ conscious of something is to be aware of being conscious of some­

thing. But this secondary awareness is implicit in the primary con­
sciousness of something. Otherwise, I should be aware of being 
conscious of something and aware of being aware of being conscious 
of something, to infinity. My consciousness cannot become an object 
to itself in this way; it is seized only as consciousness of something 
else. Consciousness is always present to something which it is not, 
and thus is present to itself, but always in the form of not being some­
thing. Consciousness comes into the world as a No, and is aware of 
itself as an everlasting No, as pure possibility separated from every­
thing existent. It is a form of being which implies a form of being 
other than its own. Itself, it is a mode of being 'which has yet to be 
what it is, that is to say, which is what it is not and which is not what 
it is'. On the other hand, the object of consciousness is what it is; it 
is wholly there, totally given, without any separation from itself; it 
is not possibility, it is itself, it is in itself; 'uncreated, without any 
reason, without any relation with another being, being-in-itself has 
been eternally de trop'. 

These two modes of being, consciousness and its object, the pour­
soi and the en-soi, are not merely in contrast. Consciousness abso­
lutely requires the given objective world. It only comes into existence 
as separation from what is there. Consciousness cannot be deduced 
from the world, which is independent and self-sufficient. The world 
can be deduced from consciousness; not because consciousness is 
prior and independent, but because it comes into the world as nothing, 
as not the world, and gives the world as there. Consciousness is thus 
relative to the objective world and dependent upon it. On the 
other hand, consciousness is not something other than the world, 
since that would be itself an object to consciousness, an en-soi, it 
perpetually reconstitutes itself other than the world, in relation 
to every item of experience, perpetually puts itself in question, 
and is thus an absolute. The en-soi and the pour-soi are therefore 
modes of being related by an unbridgeable separation. How, 
then, is knowledge possible, or action, or any form of tran­
scendence? Is Being an irresolvable duality, a plenitude on the 
one hand and a barren negation on the other, l'etre et le neanr? 
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If so, how does this remotely resemble our experience of ourselves 
in the world? 

Indeed, it would not be possible to unite the en-soi and the pour­
soi if they were separate entities; and that is the position of defeat 
in which philosophy stands, whether based like Idealism on the 
primacy of the pour-soi or like Realism on the primacy of the en-soi. 
In order that there can be knowledge and action, and other modes 
of the conjugation of subject and object, the pour-soi must be recog­
nized for what it is: perpetual pure separation and denial, embodied 
in historical existence in the world, yet not identified with that exist­
ence as a property of it nor as its totality, but perpetually reconstitut­
ing itself and having a virtual totality of its own. This pure nothing 
which limits and defines being and is not a property of it nor some­
thing else set over against it is not a mere hypothesis to overcome 
the riddle of philosophy, it falls into place in the description of the 
only conditions which make our human presence in the world pos­
sible. Ontology, description of the structure of Being, will thus 
describe how consciousness, human presence in the world, neither 
substance nor process, is related to the body, to its situation in the 
world, to past, present, and future, to knowing, desiring, willing, 
and choosing, to having and doing, to value and ideals, to other 
cons~iousness. By its convincing description, ontology, disposing of 
b_affh~g problems in philosophy which have made the wearisome 
Circuit of idealism-realism will reveal the truth of the human situa­
tion and lay the foundatidns for ethics, prescriptions for living. 

II 

Consciousness, then comes into existence as consciousness of 
so h" . , . 

met mg With awareness of this consciousness. Always the pour-soz 
comes into existence by separation from, that is dependence upon, 
some matter of fact which merely is. I am conscious of being a waiter 
because I . . am not wholly and solely a waiter, but I happen to get my 
~XIstence by separation from (or trying to be) a waiter, not a journal­
Ist nor a d" 1 · · · h" h I Ip omat. I am only a pour-sot by bemg an en-sot w IC 
am n~t; but I am not merely not this en-soi, nor merely dependent 
~pon It for another form of existence (as a foil), I try to take it up 
10 ~0 myself, to assimilate it completely, to make it wholly my con­
SCIOusness of myself without any separation; and this I am never able 
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to do. This contingency of the pour-soi, its dependence upon the 
en-soi, is its facticity. It can never found itself, it can only found its 
own nothingness by relation to the en-soi which is gratuitously given, 
just what it is. Man is not a substance that thinks, but a separation 
from all substance: I am not, therefore I think. But the separation is 
never complete, for it is separation from a contingent substance 
which is not merely its occasion but also its mode and instrument: 
this is its facticity. 

In its nature, then, consciousness by being always consciousness of 
something refers to itself and constitutes itself apart as not something 
else. This distinction, being consciousness aware of itself and not a 
distinction made by an onlooker (as between that inkstand and the 
pen), already constitutes the consciousness as personal, for person­
ality in the first place is being which exists for itself in the sense of 
being present to itself. But this consciousness is consciousness not 
merely of difference but also of the nature of the difference, a percep­
tion however rudimentary of the object as a plenitude and of itself 
as a lack. My consciousness of myself thus already implies a projec­
tion of myself towards my possibility, what I lack in order to be my­
self identified with myself; and this is the structure of desire and the 
movement towards fulfilment. The ideal project which defines our 
existence and is the meaning of human presence in the world is the 
nisus towards some form of unity of the pour-soi with the en-soi in 
a totality which saves both. That is in principle impossible. Man 
aspires to be god, but god is a self-contradiction. Nevertheless, this 
absolute value is the lure which governs our lives. 

The pour-soi since it constitutes itself by separating itself from 
that to which it is present can only exist historically, that is, in the 
temporal mode. It is always present, but it has a past and a future, 
by which it generates a self and a world. I am not the en-soi I am pre­
sent to, and I am not the en-soi that I leave behind. Nevertheless, it 
is my being and not another's that I leave behind: my past is my 
facticity. I am angry, an official, unhappy: I transcend these condi­
tions in my awareness of them and they are thus separated from me 
as my past, but in leaving them behind they remain and haunt me. 
The past is the totality always growing of the en-soi which we are. 
But whilst we live we are never identified with it. It is not what I am 
but what I was. I am totally responsible for it and cannot change its 
content, but I can interpret it, give it a sequel which will alter its 
meaning; until in the end I become my own past finally, fixed and 
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solidified, open without defence to the judgement of others, an en-soi. 
Meanwhile, I happen to be sad or a waiter, but it is only by separat­
ing myself from some condition that I am. The past is the inverse of 
value, of the human ideal, for it is the pour-soi congealed in the en­
soi. That is why the past can be idealized, for it seems to be wholly 
given and solely what it is and at the same time human. The future is 
constituted by the lack which the pour-soi is; it is open, problematical, 
essentially a project. Thus there is not first a universal time-stream 
in which the pour-soi suddenly appears without a past. The pheno­
menal world comes into existence with the birth of the pour-soi, 
which from the moment when it constitutes itself by separating itself 
from the en-soi has a past, the en-soi refused. Thus appears a world 
with a past and a future as the mode of being of the pour-soi. But in 
this mode of temporality it never is nor can be wholly and solely 
itself, coincidence with itself. In aspiring to this absolute repose in 
himself, coincidence with himself, man aspires (vainly) to an intem­
poral mode of being. 

III 

Consciousness, the pour-soi, transcends the world and is not itsel 
a phenomenon, given as an appearance. The objects of conscious­
ness, phenomena, the appearances of things, disclose what is really 
there as it really is, but never exhaustively. The en-soi given to con­
sciousness in phenomena is being in its plenitude, and the source of 
all being. Consciousness implies and refers to an existence other 
than its own and to its own existence as a question. It is this relation 
~f the pour-soi to the en-soi which is the foundation (and only condi­
tion) of knowledge and action. Knowledge is necessarily intuition, 
the presence of consciousness to the object which it is not. This is 
the original condition of all experience. Before the object is defined 
and interpreted, consciousness constitutes itself by separating itself 
from it. Consciousness does not separate the thing from itself as 
being not itself, which could only be done by a third-party and if 
~onsciousness were itself an en-soi. Consciousness is only aware that 
It i~ itself not-that, and this is the first phase of knowledge and of 
ac~ton. 'The pour-soi is a being for whom his being is in question in his 
bet?g inasmuch as this being is a certain manner of not-being a being 
whtch he posits at the same stroke as other than he.' Thus know­
ledge is not in any sense a relation into which two beings enter. It is 
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the very being of the pour-soi inasmuch as it is presence to ... that 
is to say, inasmuch as it has to be its being by making itself not be a 
certain being to which it is present. Thus the formula is: 'the funda­
mental relation by which the pour-soi has to be as not being this 
particular being to which it is present is the foundation of all know­
ledge of this being'. There is neither continuity nor discontinuity 
between knower and known; the relation is unmediated identity, 
denied. There is an image of it if one imagines two curves which 
touch at a point with a common tangent. If the curves are covered 
up so that one sees only the coincidence of the curves at their point 
of common t~ngency, it is one and the same line, separated by no­
thing, neither continuous nor discontinuous, but identical. Uncover 
the two curves, and they are seized at once as two and distinct, even 
at the point of tangency. There has been no physical separation, but 
the two movements with which we draw the curves in order to per­
ceive them involve a negation, a separation, as the act which consti­
tutes each. The internal negation which constitutes consciousness 
and is the condition of knowledge is a special case of negation since 
it does not affirm a separation between two pre-existing things having 
their own character and being en-soi. The pour-soi is itself character­
ized only as not this en-soi. It reveals the world in being not the world 
and makes it that there is a world, but adds nothing to it. The pour­
soi does not only start from this-here as given and constitute itself 
by a negation (I am not that), for the same negation constitutes this­
here and that-there, and the whole world besides which is virtually 
there as the ground and as the totality of all future and all possible 
negations, corresponding to the unrealized totality of the pour-soi. 
The pour-soi as co-present to the particular object and the totality 
spatializes the world and characterizes itself as not extended: each 
particular en-soi has its place and the pour-soi is present to it without 
place (I may be conscious of the absent). 

A thing is what it is, its qualities are neither subjective nor synthe­
sized in it: a green cone is not first a cone, then green. It is entirely 
what appears to consciousness, since consciousness is nothing in it­
self and cannot act upon it, but consciousness has always a perspec­
tive view and does not attend to all aspects at once. A particular act 
of self-realization which constitutes the pour-soi is always a negation 
of some quality of the object in the way of seizing it, say the grel!n­
ness rather than the conicality, which leaves to the future a difference 
of emphasis. The instantaneous negation of the en-soi by the pour-soi 

115 



JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 

is bound, as to its complement, to the immediate negation of the 
pour-soi by itself: its past solidifies into an en-soi, its future possi­
bilities draw it on to the realization of the being it aspires to be. The 
negation is thus an engagement constituting different futures, the 
different potentialities of the two types of being-future states of the 
world and future possibilities of self-realization. The negation of 
this-here by me, which is immediately left behind as my past because 
I separate myself at once from what I am, involves my own future 
and the future of the world. Unreflectively, I am not aware of my 
own lack (as pure negation, nothingness), but only of the incomplete­
ness of the object. I must go on to know it in its essence as other than 
I. But its essence is identical with its existence, and thus I will and 
desire the concrete universal of past, present, and future states of the 
World, with which to be united. This is out of reach. I experience 
beauty as a lack. This reference of the particular thing to what is 
beyond itself, other states of itself and other things, comes home to 
the pour-soi in a call to action; for the world is a world of tasks and 
it is the nature of things to be bound together as means and ends: 
things are both things and tools, not first one in order to become the 
other hut always under the double aspect. To be in the w0rld is not 
to escape from the world towards oneself but to escape from the 
world towards a beyond which is the future of the world. The com­
plex of tool-things does not refer to and end finally in the pour-soi 
(as. Heidegger says); the totality of this complex is the exact corre­
latiVe of my possibilities. And, as I am my possibilities, the order of 
tool-things in the world is the image projected in the en-soi of my 
possibilities, that is to say, of what I am. But this is an image I can 
n~ver decipher; I adapt myself to it in and by action: I am inserted 
Without recourse inside the circuit means-ends. 
th!he ideal of knowledge is to know the thing as it is in itself. But 
thIs w~uld be possible only if consciousness could identify itself with 

e t_hmg, and then there could no longer be consciousness and the 
i-ossibility of knowledge. Thus knowledge is not relative in the Kan­
t~an sense of not being able to know the thing as it is in itself (as 

ough this were a possible notion of knowledge), but simply in the 
sense th t · · 

a It Is wholly human that is, the separation of a conscious-
ness wh· h b · . ' . 
1 d Ic nngs Into existence a world, Bemg as known. Know-
. e ge puts us in the presence of the absolute, what is there, and has 
1ts truth· what· . . b 1 b h k · ~s truly known 1s nothmg other than the a so ute, ut 
t e nowledge Is strictly human and could not be otherwise. 
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Since the body and the senses are themselves first objects of know­
ledge, it would be quite improper to treat them in an ontological 
description as the ground or meaning of knowledge. We know the 
bodies of others, and my body is known by another. Thus the body 
involves the existence of others and our relation to others. 

IV 

Neither idealism nor realism has been able to give an intelligible 
account of my relation to another, and thus to refute solipsism. It 
is not primarily a relation of knowledge, and it is because they have 
treated it as such that these philosophies have condemned themselves 
to fail. Heidegger comes nearest to success, but because (although a 
pupil of Husser!) he does not start from the cogito (the deduction of 
the world from a subject who brings himself into existence by detach­
ing himself from it as given) he cannot account for the concrete 
individual whom I know and slips back into idealism, taking others 
as given along with me inserted in the complex of tools. I cannot be 
an object to myself; and the other as a subject cannot be an object 
to me either. He escapes my consciousness as knowledge altogether­
in principle. I experience him as a subject not when I see him as an 
object and infer from his appearance that he is a person like myself, 
but when he sees me as an object. Then I am sucked into his orbit. 
My world dissolves and flows away from me and is re-constituted 
by and about him. I become an item in his world, an item and a world 
for ever inaccessible to me. When I fall under the regard of another 
a haemorrhage sets in, my world leaks and flows away: I am wholly 
given in my appearance to the other, like an en-soi. The other is, in 
principle, the one who looks at me not the one at whom I look-a 
subject not an object. If I am caught unawares immersed in an acti­
vity of which I become ashamed on being discovered (spying through 
a keyhole, let us say), I become conscious not of myself but of myself 
as existing for another. This is an inaccessible dimension of myself. 
I am not only the being I was (my own en-soi, my facticity) and the 
being I have to be (my possibility) but also the being I am to another. 
I discover that my liberty is limited by his, that I have an outside 
which I can never see that gives me a totality that belongs only to 
the human being whose life is accomplished and finished, whose 
possibilities are no more. Under the regard of another, I am lost, a 
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being I cannot know, placed I cannot know where, in a world that is 
not mine: yet this is veritably me, as much as the person I was or the 
person I am yet to be. This is what happens to me when I am the 
object of another's regard and he organizes me in his world. This 
relationship is not an objective relation between bodies in the world, 
it is not a relationship within the world at all: my transcendence is 
transcended, I experience concrete proof of another's transcendence, 
a beyond the world. In this experience, solipsism is not merely refuted, 
but shattered: under the regard of another, I experience my own 
objectivity and in that I experience the subjectivity of another-in 
the destruction of my own-as I never can whilst I remain a subject 
and he an object to me. That I am an object for another subject is 
as indubitable as that I exist for myself, and certain forms of con­
sciousness (for example, shame) can only come to me in that way . 
. The other is a consciousness, a pour-soi, a personal being, a self, 

hke me. I should be identified with the other were it not that I 
constitute myself by dissociation from the other pour-soi as from the 
en-soi (and from myself). But this dissociation is mutual and is the 
att~mpt to constitute oneself a subject by constituting the other an 
object. We refuse to be each other. This double negation destroys 
the objectivity of one or the other: both cannot be at the same time 
objects for each other. The other as a subject not myself escapes me. 
~do not seize him directly, but by not being the objective me whom 

e separates himself from to constitute himself a subject: I refuse 
m~self refused. But to do this is to recognize both the other and my 
?~Jectivity for the other. This acceptance (in refusal) of my object­
IVIty for the other is the price of my not being the other. My alien­
~~ed refused self which the other separates himself from in making 
f imself a subject conscious of me and which I separate myself 
rom in t · · h 

h s nvmg to be a subject and tearing myself from the ot er, 
as to be a . f ccepted or else both the other and I disappear. I escape 
rom the oth · 1 · ) · 1 · h er m eaving my alienated self (my self for h1m m us 

itnds. My detachment from the other which constitutes myself is in 
s structure an assumption as mine of this me which the other 

~~~arates himself from as his object: it is only that. The me, alienated 
s 1 re~used (from which both dissociate ourselves to constitute our­
o~hves Independent persons) is at the same time my bond with the 

er and th ' · · f th e symbol of our absolute separatiOn. The separation o 
/ other and myself is never something given, like the separation 

0 two bodies in the world for a third person. In affirming myself, I 
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accept myself as object for the other, but I cannot know this alienated 
self which is constituted by the other's dissociation: it is my outside, 
really a dimension of my being, and not an image of me in the con­
sciousness of the other. I am to myself unlimited, pure possibility, 
for ever not-this; but to the other, seen from the outside, I am limited. 
My being-for-another is neither en-soi nor pour-soi, but a being torn 
to pieces between two negations: the other constitutes himself as not 
this me of whom he has the intuition, and I have no intuition of this 
me which I am. However, this me produced by the one and assumed 
by the other gets an absolute reality from being the sole possible 
separation between two beings fundamentally identical in their mode 
of being and immediately present one to the other, for consciousness 
alone can limit consciousness. On the basis of this acceptance of my 
limit, obscuring it, comes of course my limitation of the other. It is 
in fear, shame, pride, vanity, and the like that we experience our 
existence for others, and these affective states indicate how in prac­
tice we pass from one condition to the other, sometimes transcended, 
sometimes transcending. 

What is the other as an object for me? A concrete centre about 
which a total world is organized, but contemplated and placed within 
my world, a transcendence transcended, an enclave within my sover­
eign territory. In principle, I can interpret correctly and know 
exhaustively the other as object; and nothing in his objectivity refers 
to his subjectivity which is in principle beyond knowledge and out of 
the world-and is nothing. When the other as subject arises, the 
other as object is shattered-the one does not refer to the other nor 
manifest the other. The other as object (because it can be transformed 
into subject) is a highly dangerous explosive and my efforts are always 
concentrated on taking care that it does not go off. But I cannot 
control this and I can never reconcile the two aspects of the other 
nor reject either. Only the dead are permanently objective. 

The body is a concrete centre of reference. The things in the world 
are oriented towards the body and reveal it. All the things which I 
habitually use are organized in my world and indicate my bodily 
presence which gives them their place and their meaning. Similarly, 
the great public places and services presuppose and refer to the bodies 
that frequent and use them; the world is organized and routed for 
prescribed uses. Objects are both things and tools, given to sensation 
and use. In a world of serviceable-things, sensation and action cannot 
properly be distinguished. Thus inquiry should not start with the 
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body as given and ask how we come to act in and know the world, 
for with the emergence of the pour-soi in relation to the world~ the 
world itself as a complex of serviceable-things reveals to us our 
bodi:!s. I objectify my own body and senses by taking them fr~m I_ny 
observation of the senses and bodies of others, or from my obJeCtive 
knowledge; I then think of myself as looking on at my own body and 
sense operations. But that would involve my power to look on at 
myself looking on, etc., to infinity. The fact is I am my senses and 
my body and cannot make them an object to myself, for in attempt­
ing to do so I am identified with them: the eye whilst it is looking 
does not see itself. My body is not for me a tool inserted in the com­
plex of tools, but is of such a nature that it can both fit into the 
complex of tools and be a last term, not itself a tool, which makes 
sense and order of all. My body is both a point of view and a starting 
point, for it organizes and fixes the world which I transcend towards 
a new order by action which realizes other possibilities. It is also an 
obstacle, a resistance to my projects, with its own 'coefficient of 
adversity'. It is the condition of action, that is of choice, as of the 
world of perception. 

But as a point of view, my body is not a point of view on which I 
can take another point of view, just as it is not an instrument which 
I can use by means of another instrument. I live my body: I do not 
(cannot) use it, as I cannot transcend and know it. In immediate 
experience I am not explicitly conscious of it; it is itself passed over 
as a sign is passed over in making use of the signification, for example, 
a word or phrase in seizing its meaning. I am conscious of it sideways 
and retrospectively as of something radically contingent which I 
cannot seize. 

b To be conscious is always to be conscious of something against the 
~ckground of the world, and is always a bodily consciousness, 

VIsual or other, against the complete sensory consciousness of the 
~orld. Thus in simple consciousness of something, consciousnessness 
~ aware in different fashion of the total world and of the total 

ody. This consciousness of the body is affective not cognitive, 
coenaesthetic. It may be painful, agreeable, or without feeling tone, 
~ ~ure apprehension of one's contingent existence. When it is painful 
~ ~s my effort to get away from it, to project myself beyond it that 

1 nngs it into consciousness. But when it is not painful, it may be no 
ess unpleasant, for it is then that we are seized by that nausea which 

may be Worse than painful consciousness. This primal nausea is no 
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metaphor, it is the real thing, the reaction to our sense of pure con­
tingency, which is the root of all other physical vomiting which is, so 
to speak, a reminiscence of it. 

In brief, the body for me is both the centre of reference indicated 
by the serviceable-things organized in the world and the pure con­
tingency lived by the pour-soi. The body of another person to which 
the serviceable-things of the world refer as to me, indicating a com­
mon world, differs from mine simply as being a possible tool and as a 
body on which I can take a point of view. My perception of another is 
radically different from my perception of things because I see him 
in the setting of some piece of his own world: it is always more than 
a body I see, for it is a transcendence in time and space. 

Thus the body exists in three modes or dimensions. I live my body; 
my body is known and used by another; in so far as I am an object 
for another, he is a subject for me and I exist for myself as known by 
another as a body. 

v 

The pour-soi, being related to the other in this way either as subject 
or as object, tries to escape becoming an object to the other, strives 
to assimilate the other or to make the other the object, engages in 
love or hate. In love, it is the liberty of the other that I want to 
assimilate or to possess as liberty; for it is the liberty of the other that 
separates the other from me and constitutes me an object revealing 
my outside to the other. In loving, I demand that the one I love shall 
exist solely to choose me as an object, and thus be the origin of my 
existence for another: it is this alone that gives me an existence not 
merely de facto (de trap) but de jure, willed by the entire liberty of 
another, whose existence I will with my own liberty. If I can possess 
the will of another to whom I am an object, an essence, without 
infringing its liberty, I become my own foundation and justification. 
But in order to be loved in this fashion the lover has to make himself 
an object capable of seducing the loved one, an object that can stand 
in place of the whole world and be worth the whole world, and here 
it is the language that the lover employs that promises best to serve 
his interests; but he can no more know how his language will be 
taken and interpreted by the loved one than he can know how his 
body and himself will be taken; his language too has an outside 
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inaccessible to him. He will never begin to succeed until he mak_es the 
loved one himself wish and demand to be loved absolutely m the 
same fashion. For the other can never love me as an object, and he 
can love me as a subject only by making himself an object which 
will be all the world to me and seduce me. The loved one only be­
comes lover by becoming consumed with the desire to be loved. 
Thus each is trying to be an object of fascination to the other and to 
demand that the other exist solely to found, will, and sustain him as 
object. To love is in its essence the project to make oneself loved. 
The aim is balked quite inevitably. To gain his end, the lover would 
have to reduce the world to the loved one and himself and have the 
other exist solely to found his objectivity, and thus give him security 
and raison d'etre in his subjectivity; and he would be for the other 
supreme value and all the world. It is in principle that this enterprise 
is doomed, for I cannot be loved like this as an object, and I cannot 
be other than an object to another, and the love of the other is essen ti­
ally the same project to be loved as subject by me. I cannot get to the 
goal, I can only tum aside to masochism, making myself wholly an 
object, using my liberty to deprive myself of liberty, or to sadism, 
compelling the other to become wholly a thing, a body. These aber­
rations are themselves self-defeating. And they are only isolated and 
developed moments of normal sexual intercourse, which is the 
original project for possessing the liberty of the other through his 
objectivity. For sexual differentiation and sexual acts spring from 
deeper ontological structures. The desire which attempts to satisfy 
itself in sexual acts is a desire for a person taken in his life and place 
and to become with that person nothing other than one's flesh and 
blood, pure facticity, contingency. I make myself flesh in the presence 
of the other in order to appropriate the flesh of the other. The ideal 
end of desire is the complete incarnation of both consciousnesses in 
the e~brace, With the elimination of movement, the world, even of 
conscJOus?ess. It is the choice of a mode of consciousness: why does 
the consciOusness choose to annul itself under the form of desire? 
In desire I liv~ my body in a special manner and the world about me 
su~ers a modtfication: my body is no longer felt as the instrument 
whtch cannot be used by another instrument, corresponding to my 
acts and to a world of serviceable-things· it is lived as flesh, and it 
is in reference to my flesh that I appreh;nd the world about me: I 
make myself passive, I am more sensible of the material substance 
of things than of their form and use: consciousness sinks into a body 
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\\hich sinks into the world. I come very near to being a thing in the 
miJdle of the world, and very like the dead. The meaning of all this 
is in the attempt to seize the liberty of the other in itself by reducing 
it to identity with the palpable. This ideal aim is inevitably frustrated 
by turning into mere power over the body of the other. I wish to be 
drunk by my body as the ink by a drunkard in order that the other 
shall do likewise. The consummation of the sexual act disturbs the 
profounder intention, which anyhow is doomed to frustration since 
it is self-contradictory. The liberty, subjectivity, of the other cannot 
be seized physically. 

Obviously, the possible attitudes towards the other cannot be all 
reduced to these variations on the sexual theme; but all the complex 
behaviour of men one towards another is only elaboration of these 
two attitudes, love and desire, and of hate. Certainly, particular 
forms of behaviour (collaboration, struggle, rivalry, emulation, sub­
mission, pity, shame, etc.) are infinitely more delicate to describe, 
for they depend on the actual situations and concrete detail of each 
relation of the pour-soi with the other, but they all enclose within 
them as their skeleton the sexual relations, simply because these 
attitudes are the fundamental projects by which the pour-soi realizes 
its being-for-another and tries to transcend this factual situation. 
These original attitudes are all doomed to move in a circle of frustra­
tion, each evoking and developing another form without ever break­
ing out or achieving the ideal aim. The other is in principle out of 
rl!ach. We could take a consistent attitude towards another only if 
we were revealed at the same time as subject and as object, which is 
in principle impossible. Even an ethic of complete respect for the 
liberty of the other docs not succeed, for it is my existence itself which 
imposes a limit on the liberty of the other, and any of my projects 
realizes this limit. To surround the other with tolerance is to force him 
to live in a tolerant world, and deprives him of the opportunity of 
developing the virtues and qualities which are demanded by an in­
tolerant world. In education, we choose for others principles and 
values in which they are brought up, and to choose for them freedom 
is not less to limit theirs. It is our existence itself (whatever \Ve do) 
that limits the freedom of the other, and not even suicide can modify 
that original situation: whatever our actions are, it is in a world where 
there is already the other and where I am de trap in relation to the 
other that we carry them out. It is in this original situation that the 
notion of sin, original sin, which has haunted mankind is rooted. 
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The fact of my self-affirmation makes of the other an object and an 
instrument, and this original theme only is played with ::.11 its varia­
tions in all our relations. 

I cannot possess the liberty of another, then, and when I am the 
object of another's regard I may turn my own regard upon him as 
though two liberties could struggle for supremacy; but when I do so 
he at once becomes an object for me and loses all the efficacy of a 
subject that makes me an object. I may carry this attitude through, 
and reduce all men to objects for me; I may make myself indifferent 
to them and surround myself with a kind of practical solipsism. I 
then act as if I were alone in the world, dealing with objects, and 
functions, and tools. But it is a transparent self-deception from which 
I am likely sooner or later to be rudely awakened; and even if I am 
not,_ the price I pay is to lose all sense of my own objectivity, my 
reahty, and in so far as I manage to retain it I have an uneasy sense 
of the reality which I am ignoring, an uncomfortable feeling of being 
everywhere looked at and of being helpless, since, having pretended 
to I?Yself that I am not observed, I cannot take appropriate defensive 
~chon. My double project towards the other is not only frustrated 

ut so obscured that it remains an irritant and a disturbance: on the 
one hand, I am not protecting myself against the danger of being 
etxposed to the liberty of another; on the other, I am not attempting 
o use th" 1· IS Iberty of the other to complete my own being and give 

me my own raison d'etre. 

se~~ despai~ of succeeding by these futile means, the pour-soi may 
Th· ~0 get nd of the other by bringing about his death. This is hate. 
jec~s IS a ~olicy of despair, since the pour-soi abandons half the pro­
the and Simply aspires to get rid of its own inaccessible outside. It is 
live a~tempt to realize more effectively the mode of indifference, to 
tra·t one. In hating one other in this sense I hate not some detestable 
get~ or feature but the offending transcendence of the other, his un­
hattt·ab~e subjectivity which makes me an object for him, and in 
of t~g th~s one I hate and wish to destroy all, the general principle 
dem e existence of others. Hatred is a black sentiment because it 
and ~~ds t~ be disapproved and is contemptuous of the disapproval, 
But us ~Ims at defying and destroying the liberty of each other. 
of theven If h~te succeeded, it could not get rid of the consciousness 
Paste other, It could not restore the lost innocence of solipsism. The 
jectj ~ould haunt me, not for my crime, but as the still effective sub-

VIty of the other, judging me, making me an object irremediably, 

124 



JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 

a fate as irremediable as my own death. Hate is the last throw 
of despair, and the retreat from its futility has no escape but to with­
draw again into the circle of frustration which it has in vain tried to 
break out of. (At this point, Sartre inserts the following footnote. 
'These considerations do not exclude the possibility of an ethic of 
salvation. But this salvation must be attained after a radical conver­
sion of which we cannot speak here.'] 

Of course we find ourselves by the side of others as well as over 
against them. This experience of the we, however, is derivative and 
not primitive. It can only be understood in terms of the original 
structure of being-for-another of which it is a complication. The we 
may be experienced as object or as subject. When any two are en­
gaged in any of the forms which the relation between one and 
another may take, the appearance of a third transforms the situation, 
and may do so in various ways, but most frequently by constituting 
a we or a they, and in any case it is always and necessarily a modifica­
tion of the primitive structure. Work by the side of others under the 
eye of an overseer or master is the most radical and the most humili­
ating experience of the we as object, and in this case the I is closely 
integrated with the others and the machines in a total mechanical 
system determined by an end; the machines and the objects manu­
factured indicate the places and the roles of the operators. But this 
is merely a case that happens to be favourable to the recognition of 
the we as object. Any situation can do so none the less. And just as 
we are conscious of our existence for the other as part of our struc­
ture, without actually being under the eye of any other, so we know 
that the existence of humanity involves the possibility of a plurality 
of consciousnesses existing for others as object or as subject; but it 
is only a complication of the original structure: hence, class con­
sciousness and the various phenomena of group structure and social 
psychology. The experiences and tentatives of the crowd correspond 
closely to the tentatives in love and desire. And merger in the crowd 
offers a way of escape to the individual consciousness anxious to 
forget its irreparable isolation and responsibility, its liberty. Since 
the we is realized only in relation to others, the realization of human­
ity as such can only take place by positing the existence of a third, 
distinguished in principle from humanity, in whose eyes humanity is 
constituted an object. This is simply an ideal concept and corresponds 
to the idea of God as the being who sees and is not seen. We are 
always trying to experience our participation in humanity as an 
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object, an historical object working out its destiny, and we never can, 
since God is the radically absent and there is no experience of a third 
party for whom humanity as such is an object. Humanity as such has 
no outside. 

Our existence as subjects in common is indicated to us hy the world 
of manufactures and of public signs. The consumer is always in mind 
to the manufacturer, his liberty, his needs and possibilities. The 
consumer's ends are generalized and the article on the market indi­
cates the universal we and universal ends. The market reveals to me 
that I share my transcendence, that I am a one. In using the public 
services or any common object I am standardized as one of the uni­
versal we. The experience is most accented in the rhythm of common 
action, as in rowing or singing or marching together. But in all cases 
it is only a psychological experience, never any modification of the 
fundamental structures of being. In my being-for-another I exist 
with an outside exposed to the other, in a dimension really and 
objectively mine. Nothing in the experience of the we alters this or 
adds anything comparable to it. It may seem that the conflict which 
derives from the original situation can be deflected or absorbed in 
the experience of the we as a union of all subjects engaged in making 
themselves master of the earth. But this is a mere wish, for the sub­
jectivity of the other remains radically separate and inaccessible, and 
1 cannot hope to enter into union with it as it were sideways and 
ina~vertently when in principle it defeats all my efforts and ruses. 
This experience of the we is partly dependent upon the partial 
organization of the world as a system of serviceable-things in com­
~on, _and partly it is a personal and unstable feeling which in certain 
SituatiOns may or may not be the impression which any given person 
has. The serviceable-things of the world, which indicate my tran­
~~end_ence and occasion experience of the we, arc already humanized; 

ey Imply the other and would not have for me the meanin!! they 
~~ have unless I had direct experience of the other in my relation to 

•m: they are never primary, nor can they be a substitute for this 
~un~amental relation. The instability of the we experienced as sub­
ject •s exemplified in the anarchy of the bourgeois class which refuses 
to re~ognize its class basis until it becomes an object under judgement 
and •s made to feel fear and shame. There is no way out: the essence 
of th~ rdations between consciousncsscs is not togetherness, it is 
confhct. 
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VI 

The pour-soi, then, comes into existence by separating itself from 
the en-soi, and this is the condition of both knowledge and action; 
of knowledge because by this separation the objective world is indi­
cated, organized, and explored-in the way that has been shown; 
of action because by this separation the pour-soi founds itself as no­
thing and seeks to found itself as something, to acquire the un­
questionable being of en-soi-in a way that has now to be shown. 
The pour-soi not only transcends the world and therefore makes it 
that there is a world and interprets it, in the way described by 
Heidegger, it continually changes the world by action upon it, modi­
fying the en-soi in its own constitutive material nature (a possibility 
which raises a metaphysical problem beyond the scope of ontological 
description). Why does the pour-soi act, and what does it mean to 
act? But knowing and doing are not the most general modes of 
human living, for knowing is a mode of having. The general modes 
are having, doing, and being. They are not finally separated modes; 
for example, a moral agent may act in order to make himself, and 
make himself in order to be. The present tendency in philosophy 
follows the tendency in physics to resolve substance into process, 
into simple movement. The aim of ethics used to be to provide man 
with a mode of being; for example, this was the aim of the Stoics 
and of Spinoza. But if the being of man is resolved into the sequence 
of his acts, morality cannot raise man to a status above his acts, and 
puts the supreme value of action in the doing, as Kant does. Is the 
supreme value of human activity in doing or in being, and where 
docs having come in? 

We must begin by analysing the notion of action. An act is inten­
tional, or it is not properly speaking an act; it implies a lack that is 
to be remedied. As such it cannot be motivated from behind, by the 
past or the state of affairs: it is by an isolation of the state of affairs 
by a preliminary act of negation (separating the situation as an 
object), and then by the positing of an end, a difference, by another 
act of negation, that the past or the present can be interpreted and 
converted into a motive for action. That is to say, liberty of the agent 
is the foundation and indispensable condition of all action, liberty 
as conscious separation from what exists and self-projection towards 
what is conceived to be possible. The worker docs not revolt against 
the conditions of his life unless and until he can separate himself 
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from them by conceiving and projecting himself towards a better 
state of things in a realizable future. The motive to act becomes the 
intention to act and the act moves towards an end in view. This 
complex is indissolubly one; the terms mutually interpret one another 
and do not derive simply the one from the other or from any other 
simple antecedent. Fear may prompt me to act, but only because 
what I fear to lose is already established as an ideal end for me; and 
if I reject that end the fear has no more power to move me to act, it 
becomes a baseless, irrational, unmeaning fear. The single movement 
of separation from the present and projection towards the future, 
which is the formal self-constitution of the pour-soi (the coming into 
existence of consciousness), contains motive, act, and end, as its 
integral parts. The act in this total sense is liberty, and liberty is not 
a property of human nature but is human existence, the separation 
in consciousness of the pour-soi from the en-soi, which is always a 
particular act. 

'To be, for the pour-soi, is to cancel the en-soi which he is. On these 
conditions, liberty can be nothing other than this cancellation. It is 
by this that the pour-soi escapes from his being as from his essence, 
it is by this that he is always something other than what one can say of 
him, for at least he is the one who escapes from this very classifica­
tion, the one who is already beyond the name one gives him, the 
attribute one recognizes in him. To say that the pour-soi has to be 
what it is, to say that it is what it is not in not being what it is, to say 
that in it existence precedes and conditions essence or inversely, 
~ccording to Hegel's formula, that for it Wesen ist was gell'esen ist, 
IS to say one and the same thing, namely, that man is free. By the 
mere fact, indeed, that I am conscious of the motives which solicit 
·my a~tion, these motives are already transcendent objects for my 
consciOusness, they are outside· I should seek in vain to cling to 
th . ' 

em_. I escape from them by my very existence. I am condemned 
to e~lst always beyond my essence, beyond the affective and rational 
motives of my act: I am condemned to be free.' (L'ltre et le Neant, 
p. 515.) 

This freedom can be masked, but not destroyed; I can deceive 
myself, but not cease to be free. Thus we tend to think of motives, 
affective and rational (e.g. fear, health), as constants, given in the 
world _and encountered, coming from God, nature, human nature, 
or SOCiety, in virtue of which the pour-soi is given an essence and 

128 



JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 

becomes en-soi. This is a dead world, the world of the past. Life and 
liberty mean separation from whatever is and has been, a projection 
into the new, and it is this perpetual projection which constitutes 
motives and ends; they are never given. Human presence in the world 
is not a form of being, but a form of doing, of choosing and making 
itself. 

'It is entirely abandoned, without any help of any kind, to the in­
supportable necessity of making itself te down to the least detail. 
Thus, liberty is not a being: it is the being of man, that is to say, his 
lack of being. If one first conceives of man as a plenum, it would be 
absurd afterwards to look in him for moments or psychic regions in 
which he would be free: as well look for space in a vessel which 
one has previously filled to the brim. Man cannot be sometimes free 
and sometimes bound: he is entirely and always free or he is not.' 
(Ibid., p. 516.) 

Like motives and ends, will and the passions are not given states 
of mind, but are constituted like the pour-soi itself by separation from 
what is and projection towards what does not yet exist: they are 
elements which express and furnish man's freedom, not determinants 
to which he is subject. The will is not more free than the passions, 
since it is the pour-soi in itself by its self-constitution that projects 
itself towards an end beyond present existence; the will or delibera­
tion is merely refinement by reflection upon this self-projection, it is 
self-examination rather than self-determination, for 'when I deliber­
ate, the die is cast'. If I deliberate, that is because it is part of my 
original project to give myself a rational account of my action before 
I act. The very satisfaction of the will in its own consummation, 'I 
have done what I wanted to do', reveals its dependence upon a pri­
mary intention at a deeper level, the project to be an 'en-soi-pour-soi', 
of which it is one form of attempted realization. 

I am a being who is originally pro-ject, that is to say, who defines 
himself by his end; in being separation from myself (from my facti­
city) which falls into the past and from the world to which I am pre­
sent, I am transcendence towards a form of being with which I can 
be identified, although as transcendence I can never be identified with 
any form of being. There are a thousand ways of affirming this separa­
tion, this transcendence: I can, for example, live my body by identi­
fying myself with it either in its endurances or in its delights, or by 
ascetic renunciations, or by hypochondriac cultivation; and I can 
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relate myself to my own past and to the things in the world in a 
similar variety of ways. My original project, my choice of myself, 
is worked out in choices which are an explication of the original 
choice. One could choose otherwise in a particular case (say, one 
could have chosen to go on with the fatigues of an expedition in­
instead of giving it up), but only at the cost of a conversion, a change 
in the original project or choice of myself (becoming, say, an athlete 
instead of a hypochondriac). In theory, any detail of action may be 
traced back to the original choice, which is nothing other than the 
way in which the pour-soi separates himself from himself and from 
the world, his way of being-in-the-world. Beyond this it is not pos­
sible to go. 

This analysis points to the possibility of an existentialist psycho­
analysis by which to explain and understand personality and be­
haviour. It would differ from Freudian psycho-analysis in rejecting 
d~terminism by past events in a psyche reacting to the pressure of 
Circumstances. Simply, such an existentialist psycho-analysis would 
be founded on the basic principle that every gesture and trait of 
character is to be interpreted by its integration through secondary 
and primary structures in the total personality, and not as the effect 
of an. antecedent cause in a past psychic state. The inferiority com­
pie~ IS a primary structure in this sense, a free projection of myself 
as mfe.rior before another; 'it is the way in which I choose to assume 
my bemg-for-another, the free solution which I find for the existence 
of th~ other, that insurmountable scandal'. I express my whole self, 
~hat Is to say, the unrealized choice of myself, in the least action, 
JUst as I bring the world into organized existence in my perception 
of the least object. This fundamental act of liberty which I am, by 
which I constitute myself endlessly, is the choice of myself in the 
world and at the same time discovery of the world. The conscious-
ness of m · · b · . Y ongmal choice is my consciousness of myself. In emg 
consciOus, I am separating myself from what I am and from what 
~am. present to, that is, I am choosing how I shall be related to them: 
ch~Ice and consciousness arc one and the same thing'. My initial and 
ultimate project is always the rudiment of a solution of the problem 
of being, not a solution first conceived and then realized, because we 
are that solution and can only apprehend it in living it. Just because 
we are always wholly present to ourselves, we cannot hope to have 
an analytical and detailed consciousness of what we are. And in 
choosing ourselves we interpret the world as the image of what we 
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arc: the value of things, the parts they play in my life, my relation 
to them, sketch the image of me, of my choice. 

This initial choice of myself which sketches my solution of the 
problem of being is always capable of being changed, and it is only 
such a radical change that will make me act otherwise than as I do. 
The meaning of the dread which I feel when I realize my liberty is 
the recognition that my choice coul~ be otherwise, that it is, that I 
am, de facto not de jure, and that this choice, which is not justified, 
which docs not derive from anything antecedent, is yet the foundation 
of all value and all reality for me, all my interpretations. In separat­
ing itself from the en-soi, itself gratuitous, the pour-soi makes itself 
gratuitous. My ultimate choice, being absolute, unconditioned, is 
precarious, may be replaced. But since the world is apprehended and 
interpreted by us by means of and in terms of this fundamental 
choice we have made, a radical change of this sort, whilst always 
possible, is in the highest degree difficult and unlikely. Other choice 
is the choice of others, not easily a possibility for us. 

VII 

'The decisive argument used by common sense against liberty con­
sists in reminding us of our impotence. Far from being able to 
modify our situation at will, it seems that we cannot change ourselves. 
I am not "free'' to escape from the Jot of my class, my nation, my 
family, nor even to build up my power or my fortune, nor to conquer 
the least important of my appetites or my habits. I am born a worker, 
French, with hereditary syphilis or tuberculosis. The history of a life, 
whatever it may be, is a story of frustration. The coefficient of adver­
sity of things is such that it takes years of patience to obtain the most 
trifling result. Moreover it is necessary "to obey nature in order to 
command her", that is to say, to insert my action in the mesh of 
determinism. Much more"than appearing "to make himself", man 
seems "to be made" by climate and land, race and class, language, 
the history of the collectivity of which he is part, heredity, the parti­
cular circumstances of his childhood, acquired habits, the great and 
the little events of his life.' (L'"ltre et le Neant, p. 561.) 

It is true that the being called free is one that can realize his pro­
jects, but the rejection of what is actual and the projection of what 
is possible is the very meaning of free action, and the resistances 
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encountered are the condition of action which makes the difference 
between liberty and necessity. 'There cannot be a free pour-soi save 
as engaged in a resistant world.' To be free does not mean practica­
bility of purpose; it means determining what one wants, not getting 
what one wants, but determining what one wants in the large sense 
of choosing how one shall take one's life and what ends one shall 
pursue. At the same time, the autonomous choice is not a mere wish 
or aspiration, it is not real unless it initiates action: in this sense, 
the prisoner is always free to try to escape or to try to get himself 
liberated-as distinct from being free to walk out or to dream of 
being set free. Liberty is not in question until consciousness separates 
itself from the given, which is the foundation of knowledge and 
action, already a movement towards a new state of things. 'Thus 
liberty is lack of being in relation to a given being and not the emer­
gence of a positive being.' It presupposes all being and cannot there­
fore be its own source. The facticity of liberty is its attachment to 
the given by separation from which it comes into existence. My 
place, my body, my past, my fundamental relation to the other 
person: these are the structural aspects of my total situation illumined 
by my projects. 

My limitation of place is one of the forms of my facticity, but 
what that place means and whether it is an obstacle, an opportunity, 
a s~arting-point, a matter of indifference, depends upon my free 
proJects. The past is determined irremediably, but its evaluation 
re · · · mams In suspense-what it means to me what I make of It, the . ' 
part It plays in my life. In a thousand ways, I can choose my past 
?r repudiate it. What the sequel will be that is the key to the past is 
10 the open future. Thus the Greeks would always say: Call no man 
happy until his death. The past does not determine the future. 
Rather, one must say: If you want to have such a past, act in such 
a way. I can choose and continue a tradition, repudiate or fulfil an 
engagement, learn from my experience or ignore it, overcome a 
proved weakness or avoid or exploit it; and in such ways I act freely 
on ~y past and convert it into motives by my choice of the future. 

It IS I who give meaning to my surroundings by my projects, and 
to the events which affect my projects: I create my situation and am 
responsible for it, and it is in this situation that I am free. When I 
separate myself in consciousness from what is there, I constitute not 
the World but its existence and meaning for me: it is by the independ­
ence and indifference of things and my capacity to separate myself 
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from them and to act on them in order to change them for the sake 
of some project, a future end, that I have the liberty which I am. 
Purpose would be inconceivable save in an order of independent 
indifferent things, partly knowable, partly stable, partly alterable; 
and the practicability of purpose is conditioned in this way. There­
fore intelligent purpose is open, empirical, modifiable. It is not that 
I simply interpret the world by my projects, and thus give things 
their coefficient of adversity or utility; it is that I form my projects 
partly on my experience of the use and potentiality of things, and 
allow for the unforeseeable. 

This treatment of the world from the point of view of my interests 
and projects is complicated by the presence of others in the world. 
Not mainly because they enjoy a different perspective and form a 
different interpretation, but because most things are presented to 
me as already worked over, utilized, standardized for prescribed 
uses: instead of my giving them meaning by my projects, they tell 
me what to do, and therefore, since I am my projects, what I am; 
and since these ready-made meanings and public instructions of an 
already inhabited and organized world are not addressed to me 
personally but to everyone concerned, I am reduced to impersonality 
in adopting or obeying them. This world of defined meanings, avail­
able techniques, given ends, and other persons, is a matter of con tip­
gent fact, which cannot be deduced from the existence of the pour­
soi itself in face of the en-soi as independent reality. It is by these 
means that I /il•e my participation in the human species, as I live my 
body and my place. It is not I who decide by my projects whether I 
shall see the world in the simple clear-cut black and white of the pro­
letarian or in the chiaroscuro of the bourgeois: 'I am not only thrown 
in front of brute existents, I am thrown into a working-class world, 
French, lorraine or meridional, which offers me its meanings without 
my having done anything to uncover them'. But these techniques 
and standardized meanings and instructions are not self-acting; 
they are techniques only when they are viewed from outside and 
analysed as used; in use they are spontaneous projections towards 
personal ends. Language is the cardinal example, furnished as it is by 
the elaboration of usage and formulable in grammatical rules, but in 
spontaneous use the phrase transcends the individual words and the 
thing denoted in a vivid personal intention; and this is only possible 
on the basis of established usage regulated by rule. The human 
world, worked over, standardized, furnished with instructions 
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and techniques, conditions and facilitates liberty and does not 
replace it. It is in order to be a man that one belongs to a nation, a 
class, a family, etc.: these are the conditions of one's projects, which 
one both maintains and surpasses. It is from these conditions that 
I separate myself in my projects. And it is in this way that by my 
projects I help to make the human species itself, as language is made 
not by laws but by use. 

Although the ready-made meanings and techniques furnished by 
others merely condition my liberty and do not limit it, the existence 
of others does limit my liberty. This is not merely that I cannot 
change and cannot even properly know the image or opinion which 
another may entertain of me; that would not matter: what is a 
fundamental objective fact of my being, which therefore can and 
does limit my liberty, is that from the moment when a liberty other 
than mine rises in face of me I begin to exist in a new dimension of 
being and, this time, there is no question of my conferring a meaning 
on brute existents, nor of turning to my own account the meaning 
\\:hich others have given to certain objects: it is I who see myself 
gJven a meaning, and it is not a meaning which I can get hold of or 
make use of. Here is a dimension of me which I cannot get rid of 
~nd cannot live; it is given and has to be endured. At this point and 
1 ~ ~his sense, I am something that I have not chosen to be. This 
limitation of my liberty is not at all the limitation imposed by others 
by means of prohibitions, but lies simply and solely in the mere fact 
~hat I am an object to another, and in that my lived situation (wholly 
tnformed by my liberty) becomes an objective structure: my being a 
!ew or a worker is not for another the Jived situation it is for me, but 
IS a d~termination. I can only recognize the liberty of another by 
accepttng that; my outside which I cannot choose, nor know, nor 
adopt, is the liberty of others and the check or limit to my own. 
What I am in its absolute concreteness appears only to another; the 
words by which he describes it arc abstract and I cannot apply them 
~0 my~elf. My characteristics are given, objective, for another who 
IS not Identified with them and I who am identified with them cannot 
realize them: in this sense', my characteristics are unrealizable. They 
ca~ be recognized to be unrealizable only when I try to realize them, 
wh.lch I do when I accept the other as free subject and myself as 
object for him. I do not receive passively the labels fixed on me­
ugly, weak, Jew, etc.-I react to them according to my own funda­
mental projects, am proud, ashamed, indifferent, etc. Thus for others 
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these characteristics simply are; for me they can only be as if chosen. 
I can neither refuse to be what I am for another nor simply be that: 
I have to digest it. These unrealizables, then (my characteristics in 
the eyes of another), are not brought into existence by me and consti­
tute the limit and outside of my situation, yet they demand that I 
shall take them into account in terms of my fundamental project 
and in recognizing the free existence of the other. In this they re­
scm ble and share the nature of an imperative, which comes from out­
side and demands to be taken up in liberty and adopted as one's 
own, and yet can never lose its exteriority. Such is the unrealizable 
which demands to be realized. I cannot escape be~ng the object of 
another's free existence, which limits my liberty, ~tid I cannot Jive 
the situation and characteristics attributed to me by the other, but 
I can at least will this entire situation, to be limited by the freedom of 
the other; and this brings the external limit inside my situation, 
under my choice. I see that there is a liberty beyond my liberty, a 
situation beyond my situation, and that this involves my being there 
in the middle of the world for someone else, and by willing that 
situation and reacting to it in the circumstances of my particular 
case I bring it into my situation under my liberty, although it remains 
unrealizable. I cannot go outside and see myself as Frenchman or 
worker, but I can take it upon myself to be in order to be Frenchman 
or worker decisively. This is an alienation of myself: for myself, I 
am nothing. 

Nor should the limit imposed by death be misconceived. Contrary 
to the conception of Heidegger that death is my sovereign possibility, 
death is not my possibility at all, it is 'a cancellation always possible 
of what I can be, which is outside my possibilities'. Death is acci­
dental in its occurrence and therefore absurd: far from giving a life 
its meaning, it may leave that meaning in doubt and suspense. 'My 
project towards a death is comprehensible (as suicide, martyr, hero), 
but not the project towards my death as the indeterminate possibility 
of no longer realizing presence in the world, for this project would 
be the destruction of all projects. Thus death cannot be my peculiar 
possibility; it cannot even be one of my possibilities.' On the positive 
side, my death is the triumph of the point of view of the other over 
the point of view which I am: my whole life then simply is, and is no 
longer its own suspense, can no longer be changed by the mere 
consciousness which it has of itself. Life decides its own meaning 
because it is always in suspense; the life that is dead does not cease 
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also to change, but the die is cast, it is what the living make of the 
dead and their works that is in question. The fate of the dead is always 
in the hands of the living. Death is not annihilation, but the lapse of 
my subjectivity out of the world; I leave behind meanings and traces 
which are my meanings and traces and which are modified at the 
hands of others: I exist solely in my dimension of exteriority. There­
fore, to meditate on my life considering it from the standpoint of 
death would be to meditate on my subjectivity taking the point of 
view of another upon it, and that is impossible. Thus, contrary to 
Heidegger, death so far from being my own possibility is a contingent 
fact which as such escapes me in principle and belongs in its origin 
to my facticity. Death is a pure fact, like birth. I am not 'free in order 
to die' (Heidegger), but a free being who dies. I choose to assume my 
death as the inconceivable limit of my subjectivity, as I choose to be 
liberty limited by the fact of the liberty of another. In neither case 
do I encounter this limit as a fetter upon my liberty. 

This, then, in sum is Sartre's account of human freedom. The pour­
soi is nothing other than its situation; being-in-a-situation defines 
~uman presence in the world, in taking account at the same time of 
~ts ?eing-there and of its being-beyond. Human presence in the world 
1 ~· Indeed, the being that is always beyond its being-there. And the 
~Ituation is the organized totality of being-there interpreted and lived 
In and by being-beyond. 

'It. is this steep and dusty road, this burning thirst which I have, 
this refusal of people to give me a drink, because I have no money 
?r I am not of their country or of their race; it is my abandonment 
m_ the midst of these hostile peoples, with this bodily fatigue which 
Will perhaps prevent my attaining the end which I had fixed for my-
self B · · I · · ut It IS also precisely this end, not in so far as I formu ate It 
clearly and explicitly, but inasmuch as it is there, everywhere about 
me, a~ that which unifies and explains all these facts, that which 
organizes them in a whole which can be described instead of making 
of them a disordered nightmare.' (L'Etre et le Neant, p. 634.) 

The chosen end which illumines the given does so because it is 
chosen as transcending this given-ideals are concrete and empirical. 
The po~r-soi does not emerge with an end already given in relation 
~0 the Situation; but in 'making' the situation, it 'makes itself', and 
mversely. 

This freedom involves responsibility. To be in a situation, which is 
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the being of human presence in the world, is to be responsible for 
one's manner of being without being the origin of one's own being. 
I am inescapably responsible because my ends which are mine alone 
determine my situation. It is lived, not suffered; I am conscious of 
being the incontestable author of my life in the sense of what 
happens to me. I am responsible even for the wars that happen in 
my time. 

'Thus, totally free, indistinguishable from the epoch of which I 
have chosen to be the meaning, as profoundly responsible for the 
war as if I had myself declared it, unable to live anything without 
integrating it into my situation, engaging myself wholly in it and 
marking it with my seal, I must have no remorse nor regrets as I 
have no excuse, for, from the moment of my emergence into being, 
I carry the weight of the world on my own, without anything or 
anybody being able to lighten the burden .... 

'On these conditions, since every event in the world can disclose 
itself to me only as opportunity (opportunity taken advantage of, 
lost, neglected, etc.), or, better still, since everything that happens to 
us can be considered as a chance, that is to say, can appear to us only 
as a means of realizing this being which is in question in our being, 
and since others, as transcendences-transcended, are themselves also 
only opportunities and chances, the responsibility of the pour-soi ex­
tends to the whole world as a peopled-world. It is just for this reason 
that the pour-soi apprehends itself in dread, that is to say, as a being 
who is not the originator of his own being, nor of the being of the 
other, nor of the en-soi which form the world, but who is forced to 
decide on the meaning of being, in himself and everywhere outside 
cf himself. He who realizes in dread his condition of being thrown 
into a responsibility which goes back even to his finding himself in 
the world, no longer has remorse, nor regret, nor excuse; he is no 
more than a liberty which is itself perfectly revealed and whose being 
lies in this very revelation. But ... most of the time we take refuge 
from dread in self-deception.' Ibid., (pp. 641, 642.) 

VIII 

Since it is by the ends which he projects that the pour-soi is defined, 
it is essential to study such ends as the clue to human activity. The 
analysis by psychologists of human propensities is no help because 
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it falsifies the character of human presence in the world to treat it as 
a substance having these attributes as desires, and desires are concrete 
forms of consciousness (desire of something), transcendent, projec­
tive; and the whole person is present in each form of behaviour 
(were it a gesture), which reveals the fundamental project which is 
the person. What is this project? The pour-soi is the refusal to be the 
en-soi it comes into being by separating itself from, and is itself a 
project to be. What? The pour-soi comes into being as not the en-soi 
and this negation defines itself as projection towards the en-soi: be­
tween the en-soi denied and the en-soi projected, the pour-soi is no­
thing. The end and the aim of this negation that I am is the en-soi. 
Human presence in the world is the desire to be en-soi. But of course 
not the en-soi already encountered and rejected. The rejection is it­
self tantamount to a revolt of the en-soi against its own contingency, 
its gratuitousness, its absurdity. To say that the pour-soi lives its 
facticity is to say that this rejection is a vain effort of a being to 
found its own being. The being the pour-soi aspires to be is an en-soi 
that would be its own source, that is, which would be to its facticity 
as the pour-soi is to its motivations. It is consciousness identified 
with what it is conscious of without the least separation that the 
pour-soi desires to be, consciousness which would be founder of its 
own being in itself by the pure consciousness which it would have of 
itself. That is the ideal of God. Man is fundamentally desire to be 
God. This is the ultimate meaning of human desires and ends but 
does not constitute them what they are in their particularity, which is 
free invention. The desire to be which is ultimately desire to be 
founder of my own being is in practice desire expressed in choice of 
manner of being, what I do with my facticity. 

'T~us we are faced with symbolic structures of great complexity· 
wh1ch have at least three levels. In the empirical desire, I can discern 
a symbolization of the fundamental and concrete desire which is the 
person and which represents the way in which he has decided that 
being shall be in question in his being; and this fundamental desire, 
in its turn, expresses concretely and in the world, in the particular 
situation which surrounds the person, an abstract and significant 
structure which is the desire of being in general and which must be 
considered as human reality in the person, that which makes his com­
munity with another, that which makes it possible to affirm that there 
is a truth concerning man and not merely incomparable individuals. 
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... the desire of being, in its abstract purity, is the truth of the funda­
mental concrete desire, hut does not exist in a real sense ... the 
structure, abstract and ontological, "desire of being'' could hardly 
represent the fundamental and human structure of the person, it 
could not be a fetter on his liberty. Liberty, indeed, is strictly assimil­
able to the cancellation of being: the only being which can be called 
free is the being which cancels (separates itself from) its being. We 
know, moreover, that the cancellation is lack of being and cannot be 
otherwise. Liberty is precisely being which makes itself lack of being. 
But since desire, as we lw.Ye shown, is identical with lack of being, 
liberty can emerge only as being which makes itself desire of being, 
that is to say, as the project of the pour-soi to be en-soi--pour-soi. 
We have reached here an abstract structure which cannot at all be 
considered as the nature or essence of liberty, for liberty is existence 
and its existence precedes its essence; liberty is an emergence that is 
immediately concrete and is not distinguished from its choice, that 
is to say, from the person. But the structure under consideration may 
be called the truth of liberty, that is to say that it is the human mean­
ing of liberty.' (Ibid., 654, 655.) 

The ontological analysis once it has revealed the structure of man 
and the ultimate meaning of desire gives place to the empirical analysis 
of man's activities in the pursuit of the objects of his desire. Desire 
is at bottom the lack of being, a movement towards completion. 
Human presence in the world is a form of being separated from the 
en-soi which is wholly and solely what it is and by the mere fact of 
this separation striving for a consciousness which is not a conscious­
ness of separation from but of identity with, a consciousness which 
founds itself, is its own cause. This desire is manifested in the abun­
dant and diverse activities of men, seeking to do and to make, to 
have and to be. To trace in these varied activities prompted by hu­
man desire the forms of the fundamental human project to be a self­
caused-thing-in-itself is the work of an existential psycho-analysis. 

In the first place, the activity of doing and making can be reduced 
to a case of being or, far more usually, of having. In making some­
thing or creating a work of art, the artist is seeking to possess some­
thing outside himself which he encounters in the world and which 
bears the mark of himself; in seeking to know, the scientist seeks to 
appropriate the object known in a way that makes it his own and at 
the same time leaves it public and objective; in games and sports, 
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the player seeks the appropriation of victory, not merely the prize but 
the difficulty overcome, mastery of the mountain, the sea, the air; 
and in the purest forms of play, it is not possession that is sought but 
being, realization in the purest form of the liberty of the person, the 
purest symbolization of the project to be God which is the profound 
meaning of human presence in the world. Thus these typical activities 
of human life reveal a striving to appropriate the en-soi in its absolute 
being, beyond the typical objects of appropriation which represent 
it. Human desire, then, in its practical activities is concentrated upon 
possession of the en-soi in various forms and by various means; in its 
ideal activity it is aiming at a form of being which unites the nature 
of en-soi and pour-soi. What is the relation between this practical 
appropriation of the en-soi and the form of being which is the ultimate 
aim? 

~he answer is that the desire to have, to possess, is a desire to be 
umted with the object in a certain relation, that is, a desire for a 
certain form of being. The object possessed remains what it is, un­
affected, external; but the possession of it by the pour-soi is the 
attempt to internalize it to make it an extension and a part of the 
being of the pour-soi. Mtne is a form of being intermediary between 
the absolute inwardness of me and the absolute externality of not­
~:· It aims at an ideal identity. The possessor becomes the raison 
d etre of the object possessed; and virtually I am the creator and user 
?f the objects with which I surround myself and by which I live. It 
IS only the act of creation or of use which realizes the ideal identity 
or ~ni~n of person and thing; outside of this, the thing lapses into 
an. mdJfferent object encountered. But the pour-soi because it is no­
thmg in search of its being throws all the accent on the object posses­
~ed =.I. am identified with the thing as the completion of my being; 
10 g~vmg the thing its raison (/'etre and identifying myself with it, I 
~m tn some sense what I seek to be, en-soi-pour-soi. In possessing, I 

ave outside myself in the world a form of myself which I can enjoy 
a~ an object; and in this I anticipate my being-for-another: I am 
a r:ady in possession, enjoying myself as an object from outside, 
Which the other wants to make of me. 
h But this possession is merely a symbolic realization of the ideal 
:man project and does not give satisfaction. It is for that reason 

t at possession is insatiable and often passes into destruction, 
whether by using up or wearing out or by deliberate action. To 
destroy is akin to creation, in that it assimilates the object to the 
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self, even more completely; and when it has gone it remains in the 
sense that there was this independent object which is now assimilated. 
To give away is similarly a form of destroying and of possessing. 

What fundamentally is this relation of possessing? It is that I as 
raison d'etre of the object seek to appropriate its being, and, beyond 
and through its being, the world itself; and since the object is itself 
in some sense ideally me in being mine, the pour-soi is here its own 
raison (/'etre existing in the mode of en-soi. 'To be in the world is to 
seek to possess the world, that is to say, to seize the total world as 
what is lacking to the pour-soi in order that it may become en-soi­
pour-soi'. What is sought here is not an abstract mode of being but 
a concrete union. The pour-soi chooses this world in and by the 
concrete object, that-there, and transcends it towards a new state of 
the same world in which being will be en-soi founded by the pour-soi. 

Thus the desire to have is indirectly the desire to be, both springing 
from the lack of being which I am. This nothing which I make myself 
to be in coming into existence as consciousness is itself individual 
and concrete, being the Jack of the being which already exists and 
in the midst of which I arise. Thus I choose being in a thousand ways 
of being and having. The business of an existential psycho-analysis 
is to trace why I choose to possess the world by means of this or 
that particular object. That certainly belongs to liberty, but the 
objects themselves can be studied and made to reveal being in their 
qualities. 'For it is not at the level of taste for the sweet or the bitter, 
etc., that free choice is irreducible, but at the level of choice of the 
aspect of being which is revealed through and by means of the sweet, 
the bitter, etc.' 

Human presence in the world, then, is fundamentally a choice of 
being, either directly or indirectly, through appropriat 01 of the 
world by means of concrete things in the world. When the choice 
is by means of appropriation, each thing is chosen for the way in 
which it gives off being, the way in which being crops out at its sur­
face. Thus there is wanted a psycho-analysis of things and of their 
matter which is concerned to establish the way in which each thing 
is an objective symbol of being and of the relation of human presence 
in the world to this being. 

The quality of a thing is nothing other than its being, and not a 
mere subjective mode of apprehension; and the whole being is pre­
sent in any quality: it is the disclosure of being to a consciousness, 
which separates itself from being so that there is being for something 
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which is not that being. It is this separation, making it that there is 
being disclosed in its qualities, that the pour-soi desires to overcome 
in order to reach being such as it is absolutely and in itself. 'In each 
apprehension of quality, there is, in this sense, a metaphysical cfl"ort 
to escape from our condition, in order to pierce the mutT of nothing­
ness of the there is (of consciousness) and penetrate to the pure cn­
soi.' But obviously we can only seize the quality as symbol of a being 
which escapes us totally although it is totally there in front of us. 
Nevertheless, this attempt to get an intuition of being hy means of 
the qualities disclosed in things can he helped and illumined by a 
psycho-analysis of the symbolism of things. The yellow, the rough, 
the polished; water and oil; the fluid and solid; the animal: here arc 
forms of being which have their meanings which throw light on the 
human choice of being in its particular manifestations. When I 
separate myself from something (which is my consciousness of it) I 
do not merely hold ofT it in awareness of it, I ask implicitly, How 
can I be it? How can I have it? Its response is in its materiality, the 
way it gives itself; its nature is its response to this question of appro­
priation. Thus, the viscous gives itself readily, but when it is taken it 
adheres: it symbolizes, not the domination of the pour-soi over the 
en-soi which it founds and uses, but an ideal form of being in which 
the psychic and the physical arc confused, and the pour-soi is sucked 
into and possessed by the en-soi. This ideal of being can no more be 
realized than the union in which both elements retain their distinc­
tiveness; but it remains a danger, an anti-value, as the other remains 
an end, the supreme value. Thus there arc no tastes however seem­
ingly idle and indifferent which do not throw light on our funda­
mental project and the way in which we go about to realize it. 

'Each human presence in the world is at the same time the direct 
project of metamorphosing his own Pour-soi into En-soi Pour-soi 
and the project of appropriating the world as th::: totality of being­
in-itself, under the varieties of a fundamental quality. Every 
human presence in the world is a passion, in that it is a project to 
lose itself in order to found being and in the same act constitute the 
En-soi which escapes contingency in being its own ground, the Ens 
causa sui which the religions call God. Thus man's passion is the 
inverse of Christ's, for man loses himself as man in order that God 
may be born. But the idea of God is contradictory and we lose our­
selves in vain; man is a useless passion.' (Ibid., 708.) 
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IX 

The foregoing summary of the argument does no justice at all to 
the intellectual rigour, ingenuity, and copious description of Sartre's 
own exposition throughout more than 700 pages of L'Etre et le 
Neant. His account of human presence in the world is likely to be 
rejected by common sense as bizarre, perverse, bewildering, and 
depressing, throwing no light on human problems and helping no­
body to live more intelligently or effectively. Philosophers of course 
have their own sophisticated way of dealing with it. Sartre is far too 
intelligent a thinker to be easily vulnerable to common sense, and too 
well versed in philosophy not to have anticipated objections from the 
orthodox standpoints. The hail of obvious and superficial criticism 
is not likely to inflict any vital wound. Of course he is open to serious 
criticism-on the condition that he is taken seriously. 

The point that his philosophy is pessimistic and depressing is easily 
disposed of. In order to know how to live and to live well, it is first 
necessary to know on what conditions we have to live; diagnosis 
comes before prescription. Both Sartre himself and Simone de 
Beauvoir have made this clear, and have acutely pointed out that 
the pessimism and cynicism of popular wisdom show that people 
have no objection to such views of human nature and destiny, as 
they have none to sentimental and romantic views; what they do 
object to is the view that is disturbing: they want to think that to live 
well is easy or is impossible, not to be told that it is both difficult 
and possible. 

But is the diagnosis right? What is gained by refurbishing such 
metaphysical entities as the en-soi and the pour-soi instead of relying 
wholly upon the empirical descriptions and conceptions of the 
sciences, especially psychology, to give the account of nature and 
man and human life in the world? Sartre insists that empirical 
psychology is not based on anything ultimate at all, since it is either 
concerned first and last with facts or relies for its explanations on the 
libido, the will to power, a bundle of original propensities, the 
mechanism of the association of ideas, that is to say, on some 
empirical finding or uncriticized assumption or metaphysical entity. 
It does not go back to any evident original principle which can really 
be the source of explanation. Hegel had complained of modern philo· 
sophy that it stultified itself by founding metaphysics on psycho­
logical facts which themselves required to be explained, and Husser!, 
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taking the task of philosophy seriously, explored the meani~g of 
meaning by trying to uncover the ultimate structures of consciOus­
ness. Sartre claims that his ontology gives the mental and moral 
sciences their principles, and he himself has made extensive applica­
tion of his own doctrine in sustained psychological and social analysis, 
abstract and concrete, not without striking results. His studies of 
Baudelaire and of anti-semitism, and his theory of the emotions and 
of the imagination, are remarkably fruitful, and fruitful because of 
his doctrinal approach, whether or not he really succeeds in laying 
bare his ontology in the complex structures of the phenomena he 
studies. 

Before raising the question of its truth, the boldness and the philo­
sophical virtues of Sartre's doctrine are worth a word of appreciation. 
With beautiful economy, consciousness (simply by making itself 
other than the world without being something other than the world) 
constitutes the world and the self and the principle of all knowing, 
feeling, and striving, without a trace of traditional idealism or 
materialism. (Marcel describes this as obsolete idealism united with 
old-fashioned materialism, in an essay on Sartre which is certainly 
not lacking in truth save in the total omission of all that is positive 
in the man and in the philosophy.) This enables Sartre to give us 
both a palpable natural world (with a reconditioned fascinated 
interest in the simple materiality of things) and human presence in 
the world as liberty-<:onditions of the carnal, spiritual, and dramatic 
satisfactions of human living. Consciousness by its very lack of being 
is choice of being, and from that original project which conscious­
ness is springs all the diversity of human activity, even the ontology 
which analyses and conceptualizes the original project, and thus 
modifies my own sidelong awareness of my consciousness, that is, 
this original project itself which I live and am. The rational ideal of 
philosophy is here approached to the point where further progress 
is fatally balked. The explanatory description reaches its limit with 
the conditions that give us a world, and the rational end which it 
discloses as the ideal goal of human striving is seen to be unattainable. 
Human existence is presented as the·historical attempt to realize the 
union of consciousness and existence (En-soi-Pour-soi), as classical 
philosophy has been the attempt to deduce existence from thought 
in order to see the world as rationally necessary. This project, un­
achieved in philosophy because the world is not required by reason, 
will not be achieved in history because the world cannot be made 
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wholly rational, even if philosophy turns from explaining to changing 
it. The ideal is and remains self-contradictory; nevertheless, it is and 
remains the explanation of human activity, even if recognition of the 
contradiction modifies human aspiration and effort. What makes 
Sartre's argument fascinating philosophically is the ingenuity with 
which he makes the simple presence of consciousness to the given 
material world suffice in its manner to account for everything in 
heaven and earth, clarifying not only human life in the world but 
also past efforts in philosophy, and seeming neatly to avoid the diffi­
culties and save the values of opposed schools. No doubt his triumph 
is a Pyrrhic victory, not merely because the cost of it is an insur­
mountable discrepancy between the ideal and the actual, but mainly 
because the argument raises theoretical difficulties not less stubborn 
than those which it evades or resolves: my consciousness of some­
thing and implicit awareness of this consciousness, which is the 
foundation of all, is not awareness of me and can never reach me; 
the pour-soi as pure flight and pursuit can never know itself as flight 
and pursuit, and therefore the principle which ingeniously furnishes 
the ontological description from within could never produce the 
reflective consciousness which carries out the description. But, leav­
ing aside technical soundness in this general consideration of Sartre's 
philosophy, the prior question is whether this type of analysis really 
is explanatory. Is there necessarily an ultimate irreducible situation 
in terms of which human life is bound to be lived, so that every 
human activity can be interpreted through intermediary structures 
in terms of this absolute situation? Or is this an entirely otiose 
reductive analysis, even less excusable than reductive materialism? 

We have become used in Freudian psychology to the idea of 
fantastic infantile wishes, incapable of being realized and normally 
repressed and lost, which play their part in the development of mature 
desires; but Sartre's primordial structure is the very being of human 
presence in the world and conditions all empirical desires and there­
fore cannot play the part of a mere component. Its status is unique, 
and is not to be confused with that of material structures in mechani­
cal determinism or of psychic structures in psychological determinism. 
It is not a 'fetter on liberty', it is 'the human meaning of liberty'. No 
primitive structure continues to limit the meaning and possibilities 
of later elaborations-to suppose that it does is the reductive fallacy. 
Sartre, however, gives a dazzling performance on the ice that will 
bear nobody else; he escapes the fallacy and exploits its power of 
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reductive explanation. He does it with inventive resourcefulness in 
the one way possible, by keeping consciousness clear of the complica­
tions and elaborations of being, consciousness remains first and last 
detached non-being and at the same time constitutive of all we know 
and are: it is the play of light, revealing the world, inseparable from 
the world, and never mixed or compounded or entering into process 
with anything in the world. And he can usc this principle of explana­
tion not in the manner of traditional determinism, whether causal or 
final, but as omnipresent and constitutive, which acquits him of 
relying on exploded forms of rationalism. His daring and simple 
conception, with the elaborate and impressive manner of its working 
out in the full knowledge of what he is about, makes, at worst, one 
more monumental failure of the speculative genius of man. But the 
intellectual ingenuity addressed to the traditional problems of tech­
nical philosophy is rooted in the total responses of the man, and is 
not a tour de force. Sartrc's famous nausea, his sense and horror of 
the gratuitousness of things, cognate with his repugnance to the 
viscous and the animal and his preference for the metallic and quasi­
metallic, indicate a profound rationalism as the crying need of his 
nature, and the lived impulse of his philosophy; but it is a rationalism 
~hat learns to abandon the quest for origins and ends and to rejoice 
111 an absolute 'without cause, without reason, without goal, without 
any past or future other than its own permanence, gratuitous, fortui­
t?us, magnificent'. (Le Sursis, p. 276.) Consciousness as the play of 
light on the surface of thinos is man's gJorv and his agony, since it 
is his being; and there is ;o doubt that S;rtre lives it as such. 

Sartre is a rationalist and a materialist, as Marcel says he is; but 
there is no sen<;e in dismissirH! him under these labels as no different 
from old-fashioned gentleme; of this description whom one may have 
lea~ned to despise-or perhaps to fear. There have always been 
~atiOnalists and materialists a~ long as man has been reflective enough 
lor these terms to have any meaning, and there always will he as 
~ong as the same condition holds. The point about Sartre's rational­
Ism and materialism is that it is an original attempt of a highly vital 
and gifted living person to get a grip on his own experience and come 
to terms \\'ith life. As such it is profoundly interesting and instructive 
to anybody who i'> not too antipathetic to profit by it. 

If he is a rationalist and materialist, how is it possible to include 
Sartre in the existentialist camp~ Indeed, l'vlarcel would exclude him 
on the ground that he is a rationalist, or else an eccentric. The answer 
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is that Sartre is not a rationalist or materialist of any previous type. 
His filiation from Heidegger and Husser! shows his tendency, and 
his language and choice and treatment of themes confirm it. His 
whole philosophy is constructed (whether soundly or not) on the 
lived project which consciousness is. Man is resolved into his situa­
tion, into his relations and projects, not into any essence or nature. 
Man is in absolute ethical isolation and totally responsible. These 
exemplify the theses of existentialism, not those of rationalism or of 
materialism. 

Finally, the destructiveness or nihilism ofSartre's philosophy calls 
for remark:He concludes the argument of L' Etrc etle iV<;ant with the 
words, 'man is a useless passion'. Simone de Beauvoir, speaking for 
Sartre, in the first chapter of her Pour zme A! orale de I' Ambiguilc 
takes up the point. True, there is this frustration in the pursuit of his 
ideal, but it is the condition of man's existence by which he becomes 
present to the world: he is for ever prevented from being the world, 
but it is by this separation that the world is for him. His despair and 
his delight are two sides of one medal. Man comes into existence for 
himself and brings the world into existence for himself by the cease­
less separation and projection of himself. That is his destiny, and no­
thing can save man from himself. Instead of hiding from himself or 
looking for salvation from himself, which he can only gain at the 
price of his abolition, man must come to himself and take his destiny 
upon himself. This is the conversion of which Sartre speaks, which 
leads to salvation of the whole man by the whole man achieved on 
this earth. The converted man, who is awakened to his human condi­
tion and has assumed it, plunges into the world but does not lose 
himself in the world: he accepts total responsibility and engages him­
self fully, and always maintains the separation from himself which 
constitutes his actions personal, so that they have value and give 
value. 'The business of any morality is to consider human life as a 
match which can be won or lost, and to teach men how to win.' But 
it is up to men individually to choo~e their ends and their values, and 
thus to constitute for themselves the meaning of success and failure. 
The risks are real and the frustrations inevitable; but life is lived by 
taking the risks and fighting ceaselessly against frustration. Con­
sciousness whose being it is not to be the being to which it is present 
serves in the pages of L' Etre et le Neant as the principle of explanation 
of the natural order of human existence in the world. When the 
person makes himself lack of being, he understands that he is both 
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pour-soi and en-soi and that he can never satisfactorily suppress either 
nor unite both: at the same time, he enters upon the distinctively 
human life and tackles the problem with a passion that is not useless. 
The natural order of this human existence is willed and becomes a 
moral order; he is no longer explained, he is justified: he justifies 
himself. 

The nihilism of the modern age had undermined everything, work­
ing on every front in the guise of a humanism that had given up think­
ing about ultimate questions. Sartre proposes to clear the ruins and 
reconstruct a dogmatic humanism which understands and assumes 
the eternal human situation, offering a liberation of mankind which 
starts with a total knowledge of man by himself. 
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VII 
A PHILOSOPI-IY OF PERSONAL 

EXISTENCE 

'.R.LOSOPHY', remarks Schopenhauer, 'like the overture to Don 
Juan, begins with a minor chord.' For it is astonished, meditative, 
measured preoccupation with the problem of existence perceived in 
its magnitude: its possible impossibility, Heidegger says; the prefer­
ability of non-existence, Schopenhauer says. Antoine Roquentin, 
hero of Sartrc's first novel La Nausee, has no great expectations and 
therefore docs not fall into disillusionment and despair, but he is _, 
stunned with astonishment at this life which he finds that he has­
for no reason, for nothing: there is the oppressive tumid presence of 
vegetation that spreads itself out excessively, offensively, stupidly, 
manifesting the amorphous material paste of things without rational 
subordination to the functions it covers; and there is the face of 
these same things (the chestnut tree, the laurels) smiling as though 
wanting to say something, seeming like thoughts which had stopped 
short and lapsed into oblivion and yet retained a queer vestigial 
quiver of meaning for ever out of reach. What is man to make of 
this Being which envelops him, and which he is? So many attitudes 
and interpretations are possible. Schopenhauer condemns and 
refuses Being as evil. Classical philosophy attempts to rationalize 
and to think Being. The many forms of scepticism and agnosticism 
agree in finding no possibility of certainty in answer to the question 
of Being. Existentialism also is a philosophy of Being, a philosophy 
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of attestation and acceptance, and a refusal of the attempt to rational­
ize and to think Being. Being can be experienced in a personal venture 
to which philosophy is the call. Yet the themes of refusal and 
agnosticism and rationalism are also heard in this new composition. 
We are given a world whose pretensions must be broken, a world to 
be both accepted and refused, a life to be built on the further side of 
despair; knowledge being irremediably incomplete and uncertain 
throws the \Veight of responsibility upon personal decision; reason 
alone can limit reason, and its present duty is to restore the concrete 
and thus to eliminate the false theoretical problems which have 
haunted philosophy and illumine the real problems for which there 
are no theoretical solutions. As each aspect of the human situation 
is lit up, the light is reflected upon the personal isolation and re­
sponsibility of the existing individual at the centre. 

Philosophy begins as an interruption, a hold-up which puts all in 
question, a suspensl! of spontaneity and normality: it is a separation 
of mind and body, of the citizen and his city, of man and the world. 
The problem is to get things going again, by justifying them with 
reasons; the questions must be answered, the universality and neces­
sity of things assured. For Hegel, haunted by the ideal Republic of 
Plato and by the real city of classical times (in which each had his 
place and his part and enjoyed expansion and self-transcendence by 
~articipation in a system of absolute good), the separation happened 
111 history and was perfected in and by Judaism and Christianity; but 
it is repeated in the individual consciousness, for 1 know myself by 
what I have become, in my destiny, and yet I am other than that and 
have to reconcile myself with my destiny and take it upon me­
'destiny is the consciousness of oneself but as of an enemy'. The 
~ec~~ciliation like the separation takes place in history, \vhen th.e 
Individual finds in the institutions activities and destiny of his 
p~ople a concrete universal life aki; to his ow~ and appealing to it 
With which to incorporate himself. This identification of the indivi­
du_a~ with the world through his people restores the concrete life of the 
~pmt, for world history is itself the objectification of the Absolute­
JUSt as I know myself by what I have become. For Hegel, then, the 
separation of man and the world which is the occasion of philosophy 
can be healed because the ideal and the actual are reconciled in the 
life of a people which is a concrete universal to which the life of the 
individual can be assimilated and in which it is consummated; and 
he criticized Kant and Fichte \vith whose thought (as with Schlegel's) 
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he was closely concerned because they made the ideal and the actual 
irreconcilable in putting the separation between reason as the law 
of man's being and the natural world of empirical selves which it 
must rule and could never subdue. For existentialists, the separation 
is the foundation of all foundations, and to abolish it in a total 
reconciliation is to undermine personal existence itself. Existentia­
lists cannot accept the concrete universal of Hegel as a solution for 
two reasons: (I) history is the quantitative factual outcome of the 
individual decisions of others and can have no authority for the 
existing individual unless he chooses to give it such; (2) knowledge 
can only be partial knowledge of the past; the future remains open. 
'man is the future of man'. They cannot accept the abstract universal 
of Kant, even in the practical form which Fichte gave it, as a solution 
because man has no essence whose right and destiny it is to rule and 
engross all. Man is only what he docs, yet is always beyond what he 
docs, without being anything in substance or in essence within him­
self: he confronts his empirical self and his historical existence in the 
actual world, and becomes human by what he makes his own and 
what he repudiates and what he projects-although of course he 
more commonly hides from himself in the labyrinthine forms of in­
authenticity. There is no profounder self in the depths of the person­
ality, a soul of good within to which man seldom or never does 
justice; it is simply that he is always in question, always beyond him­
self, always infinitely more than what he would be if he were reduced 
to being what he is, that in good and in evil he is beyond himself 
always, and this separation is the principle of personal existence. In 
Sartre's play Huis Clos, at the outset on his arrival in hell, Garcin 
sees that it is life without a break: the eyelids are fixed and don't 
blink, no eye-blink and no sleep. The eye-blink ('four thousand little 
rests per hour') is symbolic of perpetual self-renewal, with its regular 
exits and impromptu returns, which is the structure of human pre­
sence in the world. The moral of the play is not the cry of Garcin 
towards the end, 'Hell is ... other people!' It is the horror of human 
consciousness if it could not break off, if it could not be new, if it 
could only go on reproducing the past, if it were really determined, 
a fate. 

The peculiarity of existentialism, then, is that it deals with the 
separation of man from himself and from the world, which raises 
the questions of philosophy, not by attempting to establish some uni­
versal form of justification which will enable man to readjust himself 
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but by permanently enlarging and lining the separation itself as 
primordial and constitutive for personal existence. The main business 
of this philosophy therefore is not to answer the questions which are 
raised but to drive home the questions themselves until they engage 
the whole man and are made personal, urgent, and anguished. Such 
questions cannot be merely the traditional questions of the schools 
nor merely disinterested questions of curiosity concerning the condi­
tions of knowledge or of moral or aesthetic judgements, for what is 
put in question by the separation of man from himself and from the 
world is his own being and the being of the objective world. In this 
sense, existentialism goes back to the beginning of philosophy and 
appeals to all men to awaken from their dogmatic slumbers and dis­
cover what it means to become a human being. But if man is a sus­
pense of being, always in question, and if the objective world is also 
permanently in question because of the irremovable ambiguity of 
?ature and of history and the enigmatic silence of the cosmos, what 
IS the use of a philosophy which instigates and insists on questions 
that have no possibility of an answer? 

These questions are not theoretical but existential, the scission 
which makes the existing individual aware of himself and of the 
~orld in which he is makes him a question to himself and life a ques­
tion to him. They are questions which can be blurred or dodged, and 
they normally are; and therefore it is the first business of philosophy 
to enlarge them until they engross the whole man. The reason why 
there can be no objective, universal, and certain answer to them is 
not ~erely the present inadequacy of our knowledge but because 
man IS and remains in his being a question, a personal choice, and 
the objective world is and remains in its being a question, open 
P~ssibility: both are at any time other than and more than anything 
~tt can be said of them. Being is, in Marcel's language, not a pro­
!' em to be mastered and done with but a mystery to be lived and re-
tvcd. But the being of man and of the world is not wholly and solely 

a. question, the question is a penumbra which persists around a dense 
c;cle .of actual choice and first-hand experience. The second business 
? ~hJlosophy, then, is to cure the mind of looking for illusory ob­
jecttve universal answers, and to aid the person in making himself 
a~d getting his experience. If, as Marcel says, the first question is 
~ h ether I shall live or not, whether to take or. this life which I find 

ave for no reason, whether to assume this destiny which I am and 
try to inform with will and reason this merely natural and fortuitous 
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empirical self, it is a question for me alone and it would be absurd 
to look for an objective answer: there can be no answer that is not 
my own personally responsible decision. Of course I cannot reason­
ably make up my mind until I know what I am in for, and it may seem 
reasonable to ask for the information on which to take a decision: 
what is this human life I am invited to live? Existential philosophies 
insist that any plain and positive answer is false, because the truth 
is in the insurmountable ambiguity which is at the heart of man and 
of the world. In Jaspers and Marcel it is plainly the ambiguity of a 
world which invites despair and instigates faith, without any possi­
bility of objective certainty that would remove the risks. But in 
Nietzsche and Sartre, who reject philosophic and religious faith, the 
ambiguity remains, the ambivalence of values, the ambiguity of man 
who is both a thing and not a thing. Sartre gives the most dogmatic 
answer, but it is only an elaboration of this ambiguity which man 
introduces into the world in being what he is and of the impossibility 
of overcoming it: he seems to be giving the positive answer that hu­
man life is man's vain attempt to overcome his separation and adjust 
himself perfectly to the world, but this is not a verdict, for it is the 
ideal aspect of the fact that neither a man nor the world is just what 
can be said of them-the adjustment is practical, partial, and con­
tinuous. The quest for certainty is bound up with the conception of 
a ready-made universe of which I can make a theoretical model, a 
rational system in which I have an appointed place and part. Hegel's 
was the last monumental attempt of philosophy to think Being in 
this way. But if existence cannot be thought, if I am an intelligence 
immersed in a larger reality which is not a closed intelligible system, 
if knowledge as such is a type of perspective, and any given know­
ledge a perspective within a perspective, I reach the object not by 
exhaustive knowledge of its laws in constant contexts but by in­
exhaustible experience of its concreteness in varied contexts; and 
therefore the past has no final authority over the future, universals 
are informative but not binding, and if I heal my separation from the 
world by identifying myself with it wholly and finally in any shape 
or form I extinguish my own being and the being of the world for 
me. 

Therefore existential philosophies are concerned with the man­
oeuvre of existing individuals whose being is ambiguous (both bound 
and free, separated and joined) in a total existence which is ambigu­
ous (finite and infinite, end and means, a plenitude and nothing). 
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The manoeuvre consists not merely in preventing one side of the 
ambiguity from destroying the other, but in using each to reinforce 
the other. Existence lies beyond thought, and beyond existence is 
possibly some form of transcendence: this is the field of personal 
venture and experience in which the manoeuvre takes place. The 
business of existential philosophy in helping the person to make 
himself and get his experience is to furnish analyses of the concrete 
structures of first-hand experience in which the ambiguities are oper­
ative: certain affective states (nausea, ennui, dread, joy) which re­
veal Being by wiping away the familiar face of things and dissolving 
subjective pre-conceptions; the presence in fidelity of one person to 
another in their pure subjectivity in which each is other than what he 
is known to be-or the structural impossibility of this presence; the 
tension of being and having in sport and artistic creation; the 
bounded situations which have to be lived in faith or despair. As 
Marcel puts it, the typical philosophies (materialism, idealism, theo­
logy) in their typical forms abolish ideally the separation of man and 
the world, and thereby destroy his being which lies in living the 
tension of the ideal and the actual. As Jaspers says, in effect, since 
Being cannot be domesticated nor administered and there is no truth 
about Being which can be formulated and distributed, there is a 
sense in which all philosophies are true and all are false: false as 
~ndertaking to tell the truth about Being, whether negative or posi­
tl~e; true as inviting or throwing one into some type of experience. 
~mce thought cannot think existence, its business is to initiate and 
mterpret experience. Its tentatives in this kind may be dubious or 
even arbitrary, but at least it is always being put in question and put 
~o _the test and does not congeal into a substitute for experience. It 
1~ m objective certainty and established knowledge that Heidegger, 
hke Kierkegaard, sees the grave of truth. 

Existentialists are commonly ridiculed for dramatizing the ordin­
a'?'· Sensible people accept the contingency of the world and get on 
With the job of living in it. Existentialists moan in anguish to find 
themselves gratuitous and derelict in a possibly impossible world, 
shelterless orphans deprived of the mother comfort of reason and 
neces~ity. Everybody solemnly quotes the saying of Plato that to be 
astonished is the truly philosophical feeling. What else but a first­
hand recovery of wonder is this nausea and all its related affects? 
Plato's Philosophical wonder is excited by the vision of an intelligible 
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system of Being, a rational harmony repeated in the virtuous man, 
the ideal republic, and the organic cosmos. The philosophical wonder 
inaugurated by nausea is excited by the sense of a different type of 
order. The discovery of the world as gratuitous and absurd (its 
acceptance as given, in unemotional words) is not disillusionment, 
nor wild grief that God is dead, nor stoical resignation, nor anything 
of the sort; it is, above all, the context which brings out the meaning 
of man's separation from himself and from the world, which is the 
existential root of all philosophies and the foundation of all founda­
tions in existential philosophies. If the speculative fantasies of the 
classical rationalist philosophies were true in principle, and the in­
dividual could be assigned an appointed place in a system, man as 
man would not exist. Man's separation is a malaise, but it is not 
nostalgia for the Great Chain of Being; it is a disorder which founds 
and refounds the human order of possibilities which are temporal 
and modest and never final. In this order, the existing individual has 
no refuge from continuous responsibility. But why the anguished 
responsibility of the existentialist? A certain anxiety in carrying out 
given tasks and duties, a fear of not being equal to the demands, is 
understandable enough; and normal people feel acute anxiety in the 
midst of the uncertainties which beset an original decision: but these 
are only echoes of the primordial anxiety felt by the man who knows 
that at every moment in absolute solitariness he is responsible for the 
fate of man. This absolute responsibility of the individual can be 
treated as a platitude, or it may be held to be the fundamental truth 
about the individual which he is most reluctant to face and accept 
although he is only authentically man in so far as he lives and acts 
in the full consciousness of it. When there is prevailing confidence 
in established values and authorities, the primordial, absolute and 
solitary responsibility of the individual is regarded either as a mean­
ingless platitude or as a dangerous thought; in less settled times, it 
may come vividly home to some as a sharp and searching truth, and 
when they exhibit it dramatically they are not (as it has been said) 
beating their breasts in a vain and stupid lament that values are not 
objective in the same sense as scientific knowledge. They are acutely 
aware that only the solitariness of decision discharges the responsi­
bility responsibly. The case of Sartre exemplifies this. 

Marcel, with the most emphatic disapproval, quotes the following 
from Sartre. 'My freedom is the unique foundation of values. And 
since I am the being by virtue of whom values exist, nothing-
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absolutely nothing-can justify me in adopting this or that value or 
scale of values. As the unique basis of the existence of values, I am 
totally unjustifiable. And my freedom is in anguish at finding that it 
is the baseless basis of values.' On humanist assumptions, values 
are human valuations; and the public values of a society or a civiliza­
tion are contributed and upheld by private individual choice. Sartre 
puts the being of man in his not-being, his negative capability, his power 
and right to secede, and therefore the individual is not relieved of his 
responsibility to choose for himself all over again, and stands in 
primitive isolation even though he is bound in place by the demands 
and pressures of modern industrial society. This view of the relation 
of individual valuations to social valuations is an intellectual myth of 
our time, like the social contract of earlier generations, both true and 
false. Rationalism, emancipation, enlightenment, education for 
change, these are the progressive influences that have encouraged 
detachment and scepticism, freedom from ties and traditions as well 
as from prejudices and superstititions. Such is the modern evacuated 
condition of Orestes in Les .Mouches and of Mathieu in Les Chemins 
de Ia Liberte. Sartre himself is in revolt (with reservations) against 
the values of bourgeois society. His revolt, however, is not an inverted 
acceptance, a fear of freedom, such as he supposes Baudelaire's to 
have been-the type of the rebel intellectual; it is a revolt which 
accepts and rejoices in and trembles under the burden of responsi­
bility for a new order. Sartre makes total responsibility the obverse 
of the power to secede which man is: they belong together insepar­
ably. This puts him with Nietzsche, makes him an existentialist and 
not, for example, a surrealist. But why not a Marxist, since it is pre­
cisely Marxism which attacks bourgeois society and proposes to re­
place it? Indeed, that is the capital question to ask about Sartre, for 
he fully accepts the Marxist analysis of capitalism. We know what the 
Marxist answer is, for Sartre and his school have been much engaged 
in controversy with communists in France; and there is the elaborate 
examination of existentialism by the Hungarian Marxist Professor 
Lukacs, who treats it as the last vain effort of bourgeois intellectuals 
to find a third way beyond materialism and a bankrupt idealism, an 
effort to remain in the metaphysical world of ideas and ideals in 
order to escape having to accept historical socialism as it exists in 
concrete reality in the Soviet Union-as eighteenth-century philo­
sophers invented a conceptual Deism to make a third way between 
atheism and positive historical or mystical religion, and to oppose 
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the Church. Sartre, indeed, does oppose metaphysics to history in 
putting the being of man in the power to secede, as a metaphysical 
absolute independent of historical conditions. In L'Etre et /e Nemzt, 
he condemns the spirit of literal seriousness which attributes greater 
reality to the world than to oneself, or attributes reality to oneself 
in so far as one belongs to the world. Seriousness in this sense, he 
says, is the abdication of human presence in favour of the world, 
and the serious person buries his consciousness of his liberty at the 
bottom of himself. He adds: 'Marx posed the chief dogma of serious­
ness when he affirmed the priority of the object over the subject, and 
man is serious when he takes himself for an object'. Dialectical 
materialism makes good and evil vanish conjointly, for it abolishes 
their source. 

Sartre, therefore, cannot be a Marxist because Marx, like Hegel, 
missed the permanent meaning of man's separation from himself and 
from the world and Marxist theory deprives man of his real being. 
But Sartre's own actual secession and total responsibility involves 
him in political action, reinforced in theory and in practice by his 
experience of the Resistance Movement in France during the German 
occupation. In those extreme circumstances, the isolation of the 
existing individual, his original and solitary responsibility for the 
essence and the fate of man, was not merely a moral platitude nor 
a metaphysical idea, but was the visible personal presence of men. 

'For political realism as for philosophical idealism Evil was not a 
very serious matter. 

'We have been taught to take it seriously. It is neither our fault nor 
our merit if we lived in a time when torture was a daily fact. Chateau­
briand, Oradour, the Rue des Saussaies, Dachau, and Auschwitz 
have all demonstrated to us that Evil is not an appearance, that know­
ing its cause does not dispel it, that it is not opposed to Good as a 
confused idea is to a clear one, that it is not the effects of passions 
which might be cured, of a fear which might be overcome, of a pass­
ing aberration which might be excused, of an ignorance which might 
be enlightened, that it can in no way be diverted, brought back, 
reduced, and incorporated into idealistic humanism, like that shade 
of which Leibnitz has written that it is necessary for the glare of 
daylight. ... 

'Perhaps a day will come wh~n a happy age, looking back at the 
past, will see in this suffering and shame one of the paths which led 
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to peace. But we are not on the side of history already made. We 
were, as I have said, situated in such a way that every lived minute 
seemed to us like something irreducible. Therefore, in spite of our­
selves, we came to this conclusion, which will seem shocking to lofty 
souls: Evil cannot be redeemed. 

'But, on the other hand, most of the resisters, though beaten, 
burned, blinded, and broken, did not speak. They broke the circle 
of Evil and reaffirmed the human-for themselves, for us, and for 
their very torturers. They did it without witness, without help, with­
out hope, often even without faith. For them it was not a matter of 
believing in man but of wanting to. Everything conspired to dis­
courage them: so many indications everywhere about them, those 
faces bent over them, that misery within them. Everything concurred 
in making them believe that they were only insects, that man is the 
impossible dream of spies and squealers, and that they would awaken 
as vermin like everybody else. 

'This man had to be invented with their martyrized flesh, with 
their hunted thoughts which were already betraying them-invented 
?n the basis of nothing, for nothing, in absolute gratuitousness. For 
It is within the human that one can distinguish means and ends, 
values and preferences, but they were still at the creation of the world 
and they had only to decide in sovereign fashion whether there would 
be anything more than the reign of the animal within it. They re­
mained silent and man was born of their silence. We knew that every 
~oment of the day, in the four corners of Paris, man was a hundred 
times destroyed and reaffirmed .... 
. 'Five years. We lived entranced and as we did not take our profes­
~Ion of writer lightly, this state of trance is still reflected in our writ­
lOgs. We have undertaken to create a literature of extreme situa­
tions .... 

'T~erefore, we are Jansenists because the age has made us such, 
and 10 so far as it has made us touch our limits I shall say that we are 
a!I metaphysical writers .... For metaphysics is not a sterile discus­
SIO.n about abstract notions which have nothing to do with experience. 
!t IS a living effort to embrace from within the human condition in 
Its totality. 

'Forced by circumstances to discover the pressure of history, as 
Torricelli discovered atmospheric pressure, and tossed by the cruelty of 
the time into that forlornness from where we can see our condition as 
man to the very limit, to the absurd, to the night of unknowingness, 
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we have a task for which we may not be strong enough (this is 
not the first time that an age, for want of talents, has lacked its art 
and its philosophy). It is to create a literature which unites and re­
conciles the metaphysical absolute and the relativity of the historical 
fact. ... It is not a question for us of escaping into the eternal or 
of abdicating in the face of what the unspeakable Mr. Zaslavsky 
calls in Pravda the ''historical process".' (What is Literature? pp. 
160-165.) 

There is rhetoric in these extracts, but they are not rhetoric. As 
Hobbes's state of nature before the social contract is sometimes 
realized historically in the anarchy of national sovereign states, so 
in these extreme situations the source of civilization in the absolute 
will of the isolated individual was not merely a metaphysical myth. 
It is Kierkegaard's vision of political events forcing the individual 
back into his ethical isolation or dissipating him in the dust of 
nonentity. Again, it is Kierkegaard's figure of that sister of Destiny 
who cuts the thread when the quantitative individual decision has 
spread itself about and imposes itself as a new quality-an objective 
value. The individual in virtue of his human transcendence is a con­
crete universal. All I think, decide, and do separates me from the 
solid ground of what is there, and this is to universalize myself as 
man, to give man an essence by my existence-which is quite different 
from making myself a particular realization of a universal already 
given. 

The relation of individual and universal is the central persistent 
theme of philosophical debate. The concrete historical universal of 
Hegel or the abstract rational universal of Kant owes nothing to 
personal decision. If the universal is once truly valid it does not need 
to be willed, it requires to be obeyed; the all-important thing is not 
the liberty of the individual in face of it, but the fertilization and 
development of the individual under its regime, not the assent of the 
person but the expansion and expense of the personality in its name. 
Therefore, it is frivolous to force the person to choose in ethical 
isolation, because what matters to him and to all is to bring him out 
on the right side, so that everything works out well. The answer of 
the existentialist is that man cannot be simply and finally brought 
under and identified with any law, whether it be promulgated as the 
law of his nature or as the law of the universe; the rule cannot justify 
the act nor the person, for only the act justifies the rule, as the paint 
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not the school justifies the painter. In rejecting the view that person­
ality gets whatever dignity and value it has from the universals which 
it adopts or to which it submits, existentialism docs not hold that 
personality has a moral dignity or mystic value of its own which it 
communicates to whatever it adheres to; the rejection is based on an 
appreciation of the structure of personal being and universal being: 
man cannot be man and be bound, even by himself, and the world is 
open and cannot be circumvallated by universals and kept snug and 
safe. The individual act is always absolute and never final: this is the 
uncompromising theme of existentialist meditation. Of course the 
function of universals as information is not affected by the criticism 
of them as absolutes. Indeed, the point just is that they have their 
source in experience and not in the structure of man nor in the struc­
ture of the universe. 

The violence and fantastic abstractness of some of Sartre's ethical 
~ronouncements, then, must be read in the light of the extreme 
Situations and radical issues of the present phase in human affairs. 
~ven .a theory founded upon a metaphysical absolute-the eternal 
Situation of man-is not to be taken out of its context in the existing 
historical situation. Not the least virtue of this existentialist theory 
or affirmation at this time is the leaven of tolerance which it intro­
duces. The liberty of all is implied by and is necessary to the liberty 
o: each. The concern is to awaken each to his liberty, not to convert 
him to a doctrine. 'The very maximum of what one human being can 
d~ for. another in relation to that wherein each man has to do solely 
With himself, is to inspire him with concern and unrest' (Kierkegaard). 
C~mmunication is promoted and the poison of moralism eliminated. 
It IS not the to! f · · · r · · t' th . erance o easygomg md1fference, 10r m reJeC mg e 
fanatical or · t · . . · h h · 

In rans1gent e1ther-or atmed at the hfe of t e ot er 1t 
espouses the either-or within the self of personal decision and abso-
lute responsib'l't Th · · · · · · h 

• 1 1 y. us It 1s an eth1c of human sohdanty, w1t out 
~rymg peace, peace, where there is no peace-where there is the 

egradation of man to a thing. 

. 1.n sum, then, existentialism is in contrast with other philosophies 
111 Jts i~sistence on the ambiguity arising out of fundamental struc-
tural d1scont' · · . · · h d InUthes. The charactenshc attempt of ph!losop y to 
re. ~~e the discontinuities is rejected, in evolutionary naturalism 
Wit It~ d.octrine of emergence and refusal of reduction not less than in 
a moms he materialism or idealism. The discontinuities are existential 
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and have to be lived, they are not problems for thought. The 
separation of man from the world and from himself is constitutive 
of his being and is the occasion of philosophy not the problem for 
philosophy. The discontinuity between thought and existence makes 
it vain to propose a solution within the unity of thought. The dis­
continuities are both preserved and modified in action; there is a 
practical nisus towards a concrete synthesis in the life of a person, 
of a university, of a culture: in this sense, and in this sense only, is 
there a concrete universal, but it does not precede action, is not 
binding on the future, and does not end in a total achievement. 

A philosophy that is thus tolerant of discontinuities is not a philo­
sophy of causal laws; it is a philosophy of essences. It is not concerned 
with explaining, nor changing, nor contemplating the world, bur, 
rather, with lived participation in it.1 A philosophy of essences is the 
theoretic attempt to isolate and explore independent ultimate struc­
tures and meanings: pour-soi and en-soi and pour-autrui, Dasein and 
Zuhandene and Vorhandene and Sorge, having and being and doing, 
instead, say, of biological propensities, reflex mechanisms, organic 
and inorganic, the division of our nature into cognitive, affective, 
and conative aspects. The intellectual reason for this phenomeno­
logical approach is a respect for things as they are in their regional 
totalities, a refusal of reductive analysis and of theoretical synthesis, 
a revision of the canons and assumptions of rationality. The practical 
reason is to usc this appreciation of structures in ·a living effort to 
embrace from within the human condition in its totality'-in order 
to live it. Such a philosophy sets no goals. For nothing can be 
achieved once for all or objectively established for mankind; human 
existence is realized in personal being, and personal being is a difficult 
and precarious individual attainment constantly striven for and never 
permanently possessed, but upheld, drawn on, and rewarded by the 

1 Existentialism is not a baroque harmony wrought out of conflicts and strains, 
like the poetry of the seventeenth-century mystics, the cry for a God who is 
already possessed. Rather, it is in the modem manner of Paul Klee, the skilful 
practical management of several dimensions, discoqtinuities, based on profound 
appreciation of the structural relations of certain formal elements, beginning 
with an act of free choice developed by assimilation of random elements of 
experience into an object that is also a sign, a strange encounter expressive and 
exploratory. Compare, for example, Sartre's break with the spirit of seriousness 
which considers that bread is desirable because we must live and it is nourishing, 
instead of attending to the simple materiality of things knowing what one is 
about, for the sake of their symbolic value for the ideal project of man. 
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rich responsiveness of an objective world. Such a philosophy says 
little, too little (with the great exception of Jaspers), about history 
and science, or, it would be better to say, rejects historicism and 
scientism and exalts the historian and the scientist. When Ortega 
Y Gasset says, 'Man has no nature, what he has is history', or 
Heidegger or Sartre says that with man existence precedes essence, 
they are not professing any form of historicism; they are agreeing 
with Hegel and Marx and Vico that man is only what he does, and 
has no substance or essence by which he can be intuitively and 
absolutely known and by which he is or should be determined. But 
~hey are not agreeing that he is historically determined. They are say­
mg that in what he makes himself to be in his deeds the existing 
individual becomes an essence to others and to himself, but it is an 
essenc~ which he can own or repudiate, to which he can react and 
by Which he is not bound. This negative capability is a metaphysical 
absolute which constitutes man and is eternally true of him indepen­
dent ~f historical change, although his proper concern with it can 
~e. enhre~y eclipsed by the historical social preoccupations of the age; 
It IS not Itself a positive essence since it has no content and does not 
determine him in any way but puts him in question, or, in the violent 
~:.t pregnant phrase of some existentialists, makes it that he is no­
t mg .. He sees himself in his institutions and tasks and tools and 
hC:Chmques, and all that is objectively before him but he separates 

•mself. from them even in order to maintain a~d work them. By 
~eparatmg himself he perpetually puts himself in question, and there-

y puts also in question all that is there before him all that is given 
as well as all th h ' . 
is al . . at e has done and made. But the liberty of separat1on 
e bw~~s InSistently conjoined with the facticity and historicity of the 
a ms 0 1.ed self in a situation bonds and limits are as much the theme 

POSSibility d ~ . · h 
Pr · an opportumty comm1tment and fidelity as muc as 

OJect and ch · T ' fh" and f: Oice. herefore it is neither a vain defiance o 1story 
of ate, .nor an awakening to acceptance in common of the freedom 

necess1ty · it · . . . · · · 1 · of th ' . IS an awakemng to acceptance m md1v1dual1so at10n 
Ane ~c:cessity of freedom, the condition of a genuine amor fati. 

of th~ ~ng that offers to save man from the difficulties and dangers 
IS SltUatio . · . b h 

Pilgr· , n IS merely one of the temptations wh1ch eset t e 
Im s Path a d 1 · · M not 0 1 . n ure h1m from the destiny of personal bemg. an 

men ~ y mamfests himself in history by the deeds of all individual 
authe::~:m and. unknown, but also fights in the individual for his 

ICity agamst the great objectivities, the universals, abstract 
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and concrete, which he has made, against the premature rigor mortis 
which creeps in from all quarters. The danger is not only from the 
devouring maw of the industrial machine, bureaucratic administra­
tion, and the totalitarian state, and from the banditry of militant 
ideologies with their incessant fire of propaganda, but also not less 
in the holy places of security, in science and morals and law, in 
Christianity and in humanism. Faith in science, or reason, or duty, 
or homo faber, or Christ, if it stands between the individual and his 
total responsibility hides him from himself. It is a hard doctrine, a 
challenge to everybody and to everything, a call to heroism: hence 
the strain and stress in existentialist writings, the anguish, the 
'extreme situations'. Hence the exaggerations, and the derision it 
excites. 

For it is easy, too easy, to satirize: it guys itself. Two sentences 
chopped out of L'£tre et /e Neant, like a decapitated cockerel run­
ning round in a circle, will provide sport for all any day of the week. 
But so will a man who says he is King of the Jews, and is provided 
with a crown of thorns. The times are too serious, the historical 
issues too fateful and tormenting to amuse oneself at the expense of 
too obviously ridiculous prophets. If one asks which side they are 
on in the present battle of ideologies, the answer can only be that, 
in spite of the striking personal differences in their own strong 
political and religious convictions and antipathies, their common 
thought agrees that to force the issue between ideologies on the plane 
of power is the most radical and ruinous falsification of the human 
situation that is possible. They stand for the restoration of the possi­
bility of philosophy and the possibility of communication, for a 
multiplicity of approaches and a plurality of studies and activities 
and experiences, each defining its own guiding ideas, and not depen­
dent upon a master philosophy nor supervised by a central authority. 
Whether any one of them has seriously enough faced the practical 
problems which are involved in such a view, that is, the problem of 
modern civilization itself, is perhaps a question. To take this philo­
sophy either as a romantic pessimism or as a work of reactionary 
defence is the completest misunderstan9ing; it is essentially a work 
of salvage and salvation. But it excels in protest, challenge, warning, 
reminder, and is not an adequate constructive effort. One recalls 
Heidegger's mythological characterization of the age, following the 
poet Holderlin, as a time of need because it lies under a double nega­
tion, the no-more of the gods that have fled and the not-yet of the 

163 



A PHILOSOPHY OF PERSONAL EXISTENCE 

god that is coming. It is false and futile to return, and even worse to 
take the future by storm. If one abandons the speculative heights 
and takes up a bold position on the face of the crag immediately 
above the normal human standpoint, it is possible really to get a 
view of the human situation sub specie aetemitatis, and that is the 
view which the times demand, when some are lost on the heights and 
most are scattered and stuck fast in things as they are in the valleys 
below. 

An age which has discovered and recognized absolute evil, not in 
the heart of man but in the contemporary deeds of men, has to come 
to terms with itself, and that is what we find going on in the later 
development of · · 1· · · r d · Th · h . . ex1stentJa 1sm, confirmmg 1ts 1oun ahons. at IS 
w J ~t IS a call to heroism and has so little to do with average hopes 
al.nb e~rs and with the themes of an earlier humanism. If it proposes 
I eratJon by ]" h . · · 

n t en 1g tenment, as did those earher humamsts, 1t does 
Ia:sr:et~· as t~ey did, emancipation by scientific knowledge of the 
total . _h~ unrverse and of man and of society, but awakening to 
ment 1.ndivJdual responsibility-'! am my own witness'. If as a move­
witho~.Sto~s short at this harsh conversion, it can hardly go further 
furthe . gomg back on itself; and its individual exponents do go 

r In furnish· h · · 1 Thus h mg t e1r own witness and representative examp e. 
eac of th · · · h bl civilizar em makes h1s own contnbut10n to t e pro em of 

must be~~~ Whic? confronts the modern world, and each of them 
and ca e_ t to his own singular fate and fortune in meeting criticism 

rrymg co · · · f I schools. nvJchon in the professional controversies o t 1e 

. Even in thes 
It is und e days, academic groves are cool and sequestered, and 
b erstandabi h · · h"l h h ld e resent d e t at m such quarters a pulpit p 1 osop y s ou 
of Youth eth and deplored, for the new friars, more frothily corruptive 
With unc ahn ancient sophists Jet loose an immense untidiness and 

out sho t , . 
of disease a u s set up their morality show and parade the hectic 
the vague ~d th_e scandal of sin against a backcloth of the vast and 
taste of a· h othJ~g could be more annoying, more offensive to the 
of it by ne c t ast_e Intellect. Except of course that it is fun to dispose 
to dry it ua ~nips With the scissors of logic in a magazine article, or 
even to jo]f In a lecture by judicious dabs of an astringent wit, or 
When au is Y :'ell PUt it in its place by persistent snubs in reviews. 

said how h · · · f · d bl sons, marvell ' . ever, t ese s1x thmkers remam orm1 a e per-
with except· ously gifted, highly trained masters of Western culture, Ional s . , 

enousness of purpose and a profound personal 
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experience. One may not be convinced by the total philosophy 
of any one of them, but, odd as they are, they are representative, 
because they are trying not merely to think but personally to live the 
situation of man embedded in the situation of their time. They are 
profoundly in touch; whatever one makes of them, to have no use 
for them at all is to be profoundly out of touch. Their influence, 
whatever its effect, has not been slight. Kierkegaard has percolated 
into theology and is so thoroughly diffused that it is hardly possible 
to take up a current sample that does not show his trace. The impact 
of Sartre on the French theatre and novel, developing a literature of 
extreme situations rather than of character, and metaphysical rather 
than moral, has set more in motion than can yet be discerned. The 
great torrent of German metaphysics plunges into a fall with Heide­
gger and Jaspers that has certainly attracted attention. The themes 
and the temper of this thought have penetrated everywhere in the 
West, not without distortion, and a remarkable number of outstand­
ing and influential minds have been decisively affected. The con­
temporary fact, then, is that these six thinkers are to be seen as 
exerting real power and as exciting real contempt. The time has not 
yet come to attempt a sober historical assessment; for it is still as a 
contribution to our own thought and action that we have to consider 
their work, in facing the decisions of our personal lives and the pro­
blem of our civilization. 
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KIERKEGAARD 

Kierkegaard was born, lived, and died in Copenhagen, and left it 
only for two stays of several months in Berlin and one or two other 
short visits there and elsewhere. His father came from a desolate p~rt 
of Jutland where as a child one of nine he struggled desperately with 
the grim conditions of his tire until at th'e age of twelve he was taken by 
an uncle to Copenhagen to help him in his business. There the father 
made a fo~tun~ by trading, and retired at the age of forty after the 
d~th of h1s Wife. Kierkegaard, born in 1813, ~as ~h.e last of seven 
~hrldren by a second marriage, to a distant relatrve}1vmg as a.servant 
In ~he hou~e. The father occupied his retirement with theolog1cal and 
philosophical study and discussion. He was profoundly melancholy 
and ~xer~ed a powerful and sombre influence upof! Kierkeg~ard, com­
mumc~trng to the child his preoccupation with h1s own guilt and the 
m?st VIo!ent concepts of the Christian faith. Kierkegaard later des­
cn~ed t~1s tr~atment as 'spiritual rape'. Whilst Kier~egaard .was at the 
U~lverslty, h1s mother, a brother, and two sisters d1ed, leavmg as sur­
VIVors of ~he family with himself only his father and eldest brot.her, 
wh? was 1nt~llectually gifted but morbidly religious a!ld undermrned 
by mtrosp~tro!l· About this time Kierkegaard freed h1mself .from t~e 
dir.ect domrnatron of his father (probably by guessing somethrng of ~1s 
~urlty secrets) and gave himself up to the intellectual and soc1al 
Influences of student life. He fell in love with a girl of fourteen. Some 
three years after the break with his father, when Kierkega~rd "':as 
twenty-five, they were reconciled and his father died, leavmg h1m 
the house and independent me;ns. Out of loyalty to his. father, 
he spent ~wo years completing the theological studies which ~ad 
become .distasteful to him. He then became engaged to Regma, 
~t that hme seventeen. Within a year he broke with her bec~use of 
mternal scruples, pretending, in order to overcome her re~1stance, 
that he had b~en playing with her affections. He went to ~erhn, ~ager 
to hear Schelhng lecture on the Hegelian system, but was d1sappmnted 
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and soon returned. For the remaining fifteen years of his life he was 
engaged in the production of his works, more than twenty publica­
tions. When he had established a reputation with his first books, 
he got embroiled in a feud with the Corsair, a scurrilous but clever 
sheet, which for the best part of a year featured him as the butt of 
its ridicule and haunted his public appearances-there is evidence 
that he was a hunchback. This experience of persecution confirmed 
in him the serious bent of his authorship, which culminated some 
years later in a sustained and vehement attack upon the Established 
Church as neither Christian nor honest. He collapsed in the course 
of conducting this attack, and died after some six weeks in hospital 
in 1855 at the age of forty-two. 

NIETZSCHE 
Nietzsche was born in 1844, near Leipzig, son of a Protestant 

pastor, who died before the child was five. At school he was influ­
enced by Greek studies and by the poet Holder lin, himself a passion­
ate Grecian. Meant for the Church, he abandoned theology for philo­
logy and followed Ritschl from the university of Bonn to that of 
Leipzig, where Goethe had been inscribed a student one hundred 
years earlier. He took Goethe as his master, fell under the spell of 
Schopenhauer, read the Greeks, above ail the pre-Socratics, and such 
moderns as Navalis, Brentano, and Heine. During his period of 
military service an injury to the chest proved troublesome and he was 
invalided out. He finished his studies at Leipzig and obtained a chair 
in philology at Basel, where he was a colleague of Jacob Burckhardt. 
Before he left Leipzig he had met Wagner there, and at Basel he was 
within easy reach of their home and formed an enchanted intimacy 
with Wagner and Cosima: music had always been a necessity to him. 
In the next ten years, his health broke down and he became alienated 
by Wagner's romantic Germanism and mystical Christianity. He had 
to give up his post. During the following ten years, 1879-1889, with­
out country, profession, or home, racked by migraine, and moving 
from place to place (with sometimes six or seven residences in a 
year), he wrote the books by which he is known. In the year 1889 
mental disorder supervened, and he remained deranged till he died 
in 1900 at Weimar in the care of his sister. 

JASPERS 
Jaspers was born in 1883 at Oldenburg, the son of a bank manager. 

As a youth, he studied law at Heidelberg and Munich, before devot­
ing himself during the next five years to the study of medicine, at 
Berlin, Gottingen, and Heidelberg. He worked as scientific assistan­
in the psychiatric clinic in Heidelberg before the first world war. He 
was appointed to the chair of philosophy at Heidelberg in 1921, after 
five years' teaching on the staff. He was dismissed for political reasons 
by the National-Socialist government in 1937, and reinstated in 1945. 
Since 1948 he has been professor of philosophy at Basel. 
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MARCEL 
Marcel was born in 1889 into a cultivated family, his father being 

French Minister in Stockholm and afterwards director of one or 
another of the great national collections. His mother•,died when he 
was four, and he was brought up by an aunt. The image of his mother 
(a radiant personality) and the dominion of his aunt (an austere 
agnostic) maintained a tension of which he has said, 'this hidden 
polarity between the seen and the unseen has played a far greater 
part in my life and thought than any other influence which may be 
apparent in my writings'. From his childhood he had much oppor­
tl!nity of travel, and places played an important formative part. in 
h1s development. During the first world war, he was not fit for acuve 
service and was engaged for the Red Cross in tracing the missing, 
an experience which brought home to him the world of difference 
~etween the third person and the second. From youth he engaged 
~n dr~matic writing (he has published more than fifteen pieces) and 
In P~IIosophical studies, beginning with the Idealism of Germa~, 
En~hsry, and AI!Jerican thinkers. Musical composition and impr~vi­
~ation Interest h1m so much that he has said, 'It was my true vocatiOn, 
In that alone I am creative'. He has taught intermittently since 1912. 
He was baptised into the Roman Church in 1929 at the age of 39. 

HEIDEGGER 
. Heidegger, born in 1889, belongs to the Black Forest region and 
Is of a Catholic peasant family. He was actively interested from 
early youth in Western theology and philosophy. In 1915 he got a 
~ectureship in philosophy at Freiburg, where he came under the 
mfluence of Husser! who was professor of philosophy there from 
1916-29. Heidegger made a reputation as a stimulating and origin!-11 
teacher and was appointed to the chair of philosophy at Marburg m 
1923, "Yhere he wrote Sein und Zeit, published in 1927. He return~d 
to FreJburg to succeed Husser! in 1929. He was elected Rector m 
}933 a_fter Hitler came to power, and resigned the post early in the 
oll~~mg year. His time is now mainly spent in the rude soht~de of 
\sk~-1ng hut high up in the mountains of the Black Forest, w1th the 
c enshed works of Holderlin. 

SARTRE 
p S!lrtre, born in 1905, studied at the Ecole Normale Superieure in 
t ans, and went to Havre to teach at the Lycee. Later he taught at 
. he1Lycee Henri IV before going to the Institut Fran9ais in Berlin 
~n 934. In the following y~ar he ~oined the staff of th~ Lycee Co~­
r~rcet, from which he resigned In 1942 to devote himself to hiS 
1 crary work. From 1939-41 he was in the army, and spent nine 
mo.nth~ as a prisoner of war in Germany. After his release, he was 
~ct;~e In the resistance movement from 1941-44. Since its inception 
m 45, he has edited the monthly review Les Temps Modernes. 
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Under each head are listed translations into English and a selection 

of criticalll'orks in English. 

KIERKEGAARD 
All the important works are available in the English translation 

published by Princeton University Press. Walter Lowrie, the chief 
translator, has done a short life (A Short Life of Kierkegaard) and 
a longer biographical and critical study (Kierkegaard). The same 
publishers have issued with the series of translations A Kierkegaard 
Anthology, edited by Robert Bretall, which gives representative 
selections from eighteen works, with explanatory introductions. 

Soren Kierkegaard by Johannes Hohlenberg. Trans. by T. H. 
Croxall. Pp. 321. London, 1954. A penetrating biography related 
to Kierkegaard's main ideas. 

Introduction to Kierkegaard by Regis Jolivet. Trans. by W. H. Barber. 
Pp. 233. London, 1950. A reliable introduction published in 1946 
by a French Catholic philosopher well versed in the existentialist 
thinkers. 

Kierkegaard and Heidegger: the ontology of existence by Michael 
Wyschogrod. Pp. 156. London, 1954. An illuminating comparative 
study. 

Methods and Results of Kierkegaard Studies in Scandinavia by Aage 
Henriksen. Pp. 160. Copenhagen, 195 I. An historical and critical 
survey for specialists. 

NIETZSCHE 
Complete works translated into English in eighteen volumes, edited 

by Oscar Levy. London, 1909-13. 
Nietzsche: the story of a human philosopher by H. A. Reyburn, in 

collaboration with H. E. Hinderks and J. G. Taylor. Pp. 499. 
London, 1948. A useful and reliable life. 
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The Tragic Philosopher: a study of Friedrich Nietzsche by F. A. Lea. 
Pp. 354. London, 1957. An important study. 

JASPERS 
Man in the Modern Age. Trans. of Die geistige Situatior! der Z~i~ by 

Eden and Cedar Paul. Pp. 243. London, 1933; revised editiOn, 
1952. 

The Perennial Scope of Philosophy. Trans. by Ralph Manheim. Pp. 
180. London 1950. A translation of Der phi/osophische G/aube, 
1948, lecture; given in the university of Basle in 1947, expounding 
the author's philosophic 'faith'. 

Way to Wisdom: an Introduction to Philosophy. Trans. by Ralph 
Manheim. Pp. 208. London, 1951. A translation of Einfuhrung in 
die Philosophie, based on a series of radio lectures, forming an 
introduction to Jaspers' own philosophy or way of philosophising. 

Reason and Existenz. Trans. with an introduction by William Earle. 
Pp. 157. London, 1956. A translation of Vernunft und Existenz, 
five lectures given in the university of Groningen in 1935. Jaspers 
here makes an assessment of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche as the 
originators of contemporary philosophy. 

Truth and Symbol. Trans. of Von der Wahrheit with an introduction 
by William Kluback, William Kimmel, and Jean T. Wilde. Pp. 79. 
London, 1959. 

The Origin and Goal of History. Trans. by Michael Bullock. Pp. 294. 
London, 1953. 

The Philosophy of Karl Jaspers. Edited by Paul Arthur Schilpp. Pp. 
887. New York, 1957. A volume in the 'Library of Living Philo­
sophers'. 'Philosophical Autobiography' by Jaspers; Descriptive 
and critical essays by twenty-four scholars; 'Reply to My Critics' 
by Jaspers; Bibliography. 

MARCEL 

The Philosophy of Existence. Trans. by Manya Harari. Pp. 96. 
L~ndon, 1948. This useful small collection contains an auto­
biographical essay, a critical survey of Sartre's philosophy, a 
summary statement of his own existentialism, and an essay 'On 
t~e Ontological Mystery' which develops his central preoccupa­
}Ion a11:d at the same time is an acknowledgement of Jaspers 'pro­
_ound mfiuence upon his thinking. 

Bemg an~ Having. Trans. by Katherine Farrer. London, 1950. 
TFe mam part of Etre etA voir, 1935, was a continuation (1928-33) 
o Ma~cel's Journal Metaphysique (1913-23). 

Homo Vwtor. 'Introduction to a Metaphysic of Hope'. Trans. by 
Emma Craufurd. Pp. 270. London, 1951. This collection of 
C~'!_racteristic essays contains a critique of Sartre's principal work 
L Etre et le Neant written two years before the survey reprinted in 
The Philosophy of Existence mentioned above. 
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Metaphysical Journal. Trans. by Bernard Wall. Pp. 344. London, 
1952. The Journal was first published in 1927, and is the basic 
document for a study of the development of Marcel's thought. 

The Mystery of Being. (Gifford Lectures, 1949-50.) Trans. by G. S. 
Fraser. Vol. 1: 'Reflection and Mystery'. Vol. II: 'Faith and 
Reality'. Pp. 219 & 188. London, 1950. 

HEIDEGGER 
Existence and Being. Pp. 399. London, 1949. A substantial part of 

the volume is given to an account of Sein und Zeit by Werner 
Brock, a former colleague of Heidegger at Freiburg; and there are 
four essays chosen by Heidegger for the purpose of this first 
presentation of his thought in English, carefully translated by 
D. Scott, R. F. C. Hull, and A. Crick. 

What is Philosophy? Trans. with an introduction by William Kluback 
and Jean T. Wilde. Parallel text and translation. London, 1958. 

The Question of Being. Trans. by William Kluback and Jean T. 
Wilde. London, 1959. 

The Meaning of Heidegger: a critical study of Existelltialist Pheno­
menology by Thomas Langan. Pp. 247. London, 1959. 

Kierkegaard and Heidegger: the ontology of existence by Michael 
Wyschogrod. See above. 

SARTRE 
Being and Nothingness: an essay 011 phenomellologic:a/ Ollto/ogy. Trans. 

by Hazel E. Barnes. Pp. 636. London, 1957. Sartre's main philo­
sophical work L' Etre et le Neant, 1943. 

The Psychology of lmaginatio11. Trans. by Bernard Frechtman. Pp. 
285. New York, 1948. In L'lmaginaire ( 1940) Sartre deals with the 
nature and role of the image, as the basis for a discussion of the 
nature of consciousness. 

Existelltialism and Humanism. Trans. with an introduction by Philip 
Mairet. Pp. 70. In this lecture 'L'existentialisme est un humanisme' 
Sartrc expounds his views and defends them in discussion. 

Baudelaire. Trans. by Martin Turnell. Pp. 185. London, 1949. A 
brilliant example of existentialist literary criticism in a full-length 
study of one of the key figures in modern literature. 

What is Literature? Trans. by Bernard Frechtman. Pp. 238. London, 
1950. Sartre here deals straightforwardly with the writer's position 
and problems in the modern situation, and throws light on his own 
purpose and on modern artistic movements. Translation from 
Situations Ill. 

Literary and Philosophical Essays. Trans. by Annette Michelson. 
Pp. 239. London, 1955. Essays on Mauriac, Giradoux, and Camus, 
and on Faulkner and Dos Passos, together with an important 
statement on Marxism and three studies of America. Translation 
from Situations I & II. 
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Portrait of the Anti-Semite. Trans. by Erik dt.! M~uny. Pp. 12~. 
London, 1948. Discussion of a range of modern attitudes exempli­
tied and focussed in anti-semitism. 

Sartre's novel sequence Les chemins de Ia liberll; has been trans­
lated: The Age of Reason (1946), The Repriere (1948 ), Iron in the 
Soul (1950), The Chips are Down (1951). Most of the plays have 
also been translated. 

By Simone de Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity. Trans. by Bernard 
Frechtman. Pp. 163. New York, 1948. In her Pour 1111e morale de 
l'ambiguite (1947) Simone de Beauvoir attempts to bring out the 
ethical implications of sartrian existentialism-informed by first­
hand experience of the Resistance movement, with its ethical 
dilemmas. (For her account of her own early life and the decisive 
influence of Sartre upon her mind, sec her Memoires d'une jeune 
fille rangee, pp. 359, Paris, 1958, trans. as Memoirs of a Dutiful 
Daughter, London, 1959.) 

A Critique of J.-P. Sartre's Ontology by Maurice Natanson. Pp. 136. 
Nebraska University Press, 195 I. 
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