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Preface

The purpose of this book is to state the existentialist position, to sketch the arguments by which the existentialists support their stand, to locate the movement within the history of philosophy, and to indicate the critical reaction of other contemporary philosophical movements.

The reader who already has some competence in general philosophy and some acquaintance with existentialist literature will find that the book reads easily, provided that he starts with Chapter I and takes each chapter in order. The reader who knows nothing about general philosophy or existentialism will find that some passages, especially in Chapter III, require close reading; and it is doubly important that he read each chapter consecutively.

Existentialism is the most exciting movement in contemporary philosophy, and almost everybody has at one time or another reflected on the major existentialist themes. As philosophers, however, the existentialists do not merely take a position; they argue for it. Moreover, to avoid misleading connotations of words in ordinary discourse, they normally use a technical vocabulary. An introduction to existentialism cannot, therefore, serve its purpose without reproducing the arguments and introducing the terminology actually employed by members of the movement. Technical terminology is introduced gradually, and each technical term introduced is carefully defined in nontechnical language. At the same time arguments are stripped of all inessentials and presented in two or three different versions wherever necessary to insure understanding. None the less, this book is not recommended to the person who has an insuperable aversion to argument and to the drawing of distinctions. A book on existentialism which merely entertains with amusing anecdotes, titillates with rhetorical paradoxes, or evokes a mood of despair with dramatic metaphor and poetic imagery could no doubt be written. But it would not be an introduction to existentialism, and it would not even catch the true flavor of the movement. The existentialists are often obscure, and they do frequently have recourse to the tricks of the poet’s trade. Contrary to popular belief, however, they are primarily thinkers, and they do not think with the belly or the heart; the three great existentialist classics—Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific Postscript, Heidegger’s Being and Time, and Sartre’s Being and Nothingness— are eloquent testimony to the fact.

The major existentialists are Søren Kierkegaard (Danish, 1813–1855), Friedrich Nietzsche (German, 1844–1900), Martin Heidegger (German, 1899–), and Jean-Paul Sartre (French, 1905–). Heidegger’s major works are still untranslated into English; and of the other three major thinkers Sartre is the clearest and most systematic. Consequently, detailed illustrations of existentialist themes are more often drawn from the works of Sartre than would be justified simply on the basis of his relative importance within the movement.

Of the four major figures Kierkegaard was a Christian of Protestant persuasion; the others are all classified as atheists. Among secondary figures religious existentialists predominate. Miguel de Unamuno (Spanish, 1864–1936) and Gabriel Marcel (French, 1889- ) are Roman Catholic. Léon Shestov (Russian, 1868–1938) and Nicholas Berdyaev (Russian, 1874–1948) are Eastern or Orthodox Catholic. Judaism is represented by Martin Buber (1878–), who was born in Germany and later moved to Israel. Atheistic existentialists of secondary importance are Simone de Beauvoir (French, 1911–), Albert Camus (French, 1913–1960), and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (French, 1908–1961). Camus, however, moved away from existentialism in the years immediately preceding his death; and Merleau-Ponty, who was never an altogether typical representative of the movement, drifted away even earlier. Karl Jaspers (German, 1883- ), whom a large number of persons would rank as a major existentialist thinker, is difficult to classify; he has no formal religious affiliations, but it would be somewhat misleading to call him an atheist. Dostoyevsky, of course, is not a philosopher; but his thinking was so close to that of the existentialists and he has stated so many of their themes so well in his own fashion that his name ought not to go unmentioned. His religion was that of his compatriots and fellow existentialists Berdyaev and Shestov.

Edmund Husserl (German, 1859–1938), founder of the movement known as phenomenology, also deserves mention here. Although not himself an existentialist, Husserl was for a long time mentor to Heidegger, and both Sartre and Merleau-Ponty have professed to be in his debt, especially as regards matters of method. In view of the fact that Husserl is susceptible to diverse interpretations, however, it is not possible to assess with confidence either the precise nature or the extent of his influence upon existentialism. Suffice it to say that the so-called phenomenological method, a term which has been studiously avoided in the present work, is nonscientific and intuitionist. Whether the phenomenological method as practiced by the existentialists is the same as that practiced by Husserl is a matter of more importance to the historian of philosophy than to the student of existentialism.

Most of the existentialists have had interesting lives, and each of them has a distinctive personal philosophy worthy of detailed and separate study. The present book, however, is a topical analysis of major existentialist themes, focusing upon elements common to all or most of the members within the movement. For biographical information about the existentialists and for a systematic treatment of their individual philosophies it will be necessary to look elsewhere.

ROBERT G. OLSON

New York, New York 
January, 1961
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I. Value Orientation

The Ordinary Man’s values

In the fourth century before Christ, Aristotle declared that the ordinary man regarded the good life as a life of physical pleasure, wealth, or honor. In the seventeenth century Spinoza reaffirmed the validity of the Aristotelian formula for his own time, substituting only the word “fame” for the word “honor.” Nor is there any dearth of contemporary philosophers who would be willing to accept Spinoza’s generalization as valid for the twentieth century, provided only that a term such as “social approval” be substituted for the word “fame.”

Although the adequacy of such classifications of the ordinary man’s goals might be debated, there can be no question that philosophers who have seen fit to express themselves on this issue have almost unanimously endorsed such classifications. At the same time they have almost unanimously denounced the ordinary man’s pursuits in favor of some mode of life by which the frustrations and disillusionment which they believe inevitably to accompany these pursuits may be mitigated or overcome.

The existentialists are no exception to the general rule. In this respect they fall into a tradition almost as old as philosophy itself, and it is as the chief modern-day heirs of this tradition that they may be best understood. Their originality consists primarily in their sensitivity to certain human values which not only the ordinary man but also the classical philosophical and religious tradition tended to overlook.

The reader who has dipped only casually into existentialist literature or who knows the existentialists only at second hand may be surprised to hear the existentialists represented as advocates of a class of human values. Are they not rather nihilists? He may also be surprised to hear that the existentialists are seeking to mitigate or overcome frustration and disillusionment. Is it not rather their belief that frustration and disillusionment are integral features of the human condition?

The subtlety of the existentialist position makes it difficult to cope adequately with these questions at this point. It should, however, be borne in mind that mankind has clung so long and so tenaciously to the ordinary man’s values that the negative side of any doctrine which denounces these values in favor of others will almost inevitably strike the uninitiated more forcefully than its positive side. Christ, for instance, was no nihilist; but the publican urged to abandon the flesh, the rich man asked to renounce his wealth, and the ostentatiously pious man enjoined to pray in privacy no doubt tended to think he was.

Moreover, from the fact that one denounces the ordinary ambitions of mankind as vain and preaches another way of life it does not necessarily follow that one will regard the abandonment of ordinary ambitions as a matter of little moment. Kierkegaard refused a parsonage which would have brought him a steady income, abandoned his fiancée together with the hope of a comfortable family life, and deliberately used his talent to bring ridicule upon himself—all in the conviction that comfort, money, and public approval are inferior values. Nowhere, however, did he suggest that such sacrifices come easily. On the contrary, he would certainly agree with Spinoza, who said: “If salvation lay ready to hand and could be discovered without great labor, how is it possible that it should be neglected by almost everybody? All noble things are as difficult as they are rare.”

The point here is that salvation, however dearly purchased, is still salvation. The tragic sense of life which gives impetus to movements of salvation is far from being nihilistic. If the existentialists’ pronouncements on the bitterness of the human condition are to be regarded as evidence of nihilism, then logic requires that the same charge be leveled at Aeschylus and Shakespeare. Like the great tragic authors of the Western world, the existentialists have mastered the technique of reaffirming the value of life while boldly depicting its horrors. Two of the most popular pieces of existentialist literature are The Philosophy of Tragedy by Léon Shestov and The Tragic Sense of Life by Unamuno; but there are few works by existentialist authors which could not appropriately have borne these titles.

There is still a third consideration which may profitably be urged at this point to help dispel the popular prejudice according to which existentialism is a nihilistic philosophy of despair. The focal aims of the ordinary man of today may be the same as those of the ordinary man in Aristotle’s day—but they are not his only aims. Though inconsistently and imperfectly, the ordinary man of today has imbibed the values of the Western philosophical and religious tradition. These values figure less prominently in the actual conduct of his life than wealth, pleasure, and prestige; but he clings to them hardly less tenaciously. When, therefore, the existentialist proclaims that the messages of salvation and consolation sanctioned by tradition are no less vain than the hope of fulfillment through wordly pursuits, the ordinary man is doubly offended. Not only his first, but his second, line of defense has been breached. He is in despair. With a logic which is wholly indefensible, though understandable enough, he cries: I am in despair, you have reduced me to despair, therefore you are in despair. But no! the existentialist answers. You were in despair in the first place. It is for that reason you have heard and understood me when I stripped you of your illusions. All that I have done is to make you fully conscious of your despair, and now if you will listen further I will help you master your despair.

If, of course, the existentialists’ uncompromising rejection of the so-called worldly values and of traditional messages of salvation is unwarranted or if their own message of salvation rests upon illusions peculiar to themselves, then the movement may properly be regarded as nihilistic in effect. But the movement is not nihilistic in intent.


Values in Traditional Philosophy

In view of the richness and variety of the Western heritage, traditional philosophers’ criticisms of the ordinary man’s way of life are remarkably uniform, and the basic strategies by which they hoped to free themselves from the evils they believe to characterize that way of life, surprisingly few.

A life dedicated to the pursuit of pleasure, wealth, and fame has been condemned on three grounds. First, the attainment of such goals depends only in small part upon the efforts of the individual himself. External circumstances almost too numerous to catalogue and almost wholly beyond the individual’s control may thwart him at any moment. Second, no matter how successful the individual has been, he cannot be secure in his possessions. The caprice of a king, the cunning of an enemy, a natural catastrophe such as flood or earthquake may cause him to lose everything in a single day. Third, even if the individual attained and secured the goals he originally set for himself, the satisfaction he experienced would be short-lived and he would soon revert to a life of painful striving. There is no natural limit to the amount of wealth, fame, or pleasure which a man may covet, and the brief satisfaction he experiences upon the attainment of some degree of these goods only whets his appetite for more. The desire for these worldly or material goods is like an itch. There is a momentary satisfaction when the desire is apparently fulfilled, as there is when one scratches an itch. But it would be better to be without the desire altogether, as it would be better to be without the itch. A life dedicated to the pursuit of pleasure, wealth, or fame is thus by its nature a life of frustration, insecurity, and painful striving—illuminated perhaps by moments of brief satisfaction but without lasting value.

Of the various techniques philosophers have recommended to emancipate oneself from the ordinary man’s round of desire, the simplest and most radical is that of the Stoics. Since the common source of frustration, insecurity, and painful striving is desire, one need only root it out. Suppress one’s desires and accept willingly whatever the external circumstances of one’s life may be. “Seek not,” says the Stoic slave philosopher Epictetus, “that the things which happen should happen as you wish; but wish the things which happen to be as they are, and you will have a tranquil flow of life.” We cannot command goods such as wealth, pleasure, or fame; these depend upon accident or good fortune rather than voluntary individual efforts. But we can command our hopes and fears, our desires and aversions, since these have their source within us.

The signs of resignation and world-weariness in the Stoic counsel are evident, and the great popularity of Stoicism during the Hellenistic period must be attributed in large part to the political disorders and economic uncertainties of that era in ancient history. It would be a mistake, however, to dismiss Stoicism as nothing more than a philosophy of resignation. There was nothing flabby or self-indulgent in the Stoics’ renunciation of worldly ambitions, as the common phrase “stoic heroism” rightly indicates. If the Stoics were pessimistic in their estimate of what man could achieve in the world, they were by no means pessimistic about what man could achieve within himself. Their goal was not merely quiescence or absence of desire, but also a sense of individual dignity to be achieved by rigorous self-discipline. Indifference or apathy with respect to the natural and social environment is only one side of their doctrine. The other side is the energetic pursuit of independence through a proud exercise of the human will; and it is this latter half of the doctrine which sets Stoicism apart from the more radical philosophies of resignation which until recent times prevailed in the Orient.

The second basic type of philosophy by which men have hoped to overcome the ills of ordinary life is in one sense directly opposed to that of the Stoics. For want of a more generic title, it will be referred to as the philosophy of the Enlightenment. This philosophy, like that of the Stoics, reflects the social conditions of the era in which it thrived and is utterly unthinkable in a society unacquainted with a well-advanced technology. Let it be granted, say thinkers of this school, that the individual cannot by his own efforts hope to attain and enjoy in security the goods of this world. It does not necessarily follow that the individual must adjust to this fact as an ultimate necessity. To be sure, an unfavorable physical environment may impede the achievement of the human desire for worldly goods, but by a concerted and rational effort men may and should reshape their physical environment so as to promote rather than impede the achievement of these desires. To be sure, political, economic, and social institutions may stand as obstacles in the way of individual fulfillment, but again concerted and rational efforts may and should be undertaken to devise institutions which will promote individual fulfillment. The part of wisdom is to act upon and to modify the world rather than to act upon and modify original human desires.

The Enlightenment outlook may seem very close to that of the ordinary man. In fact, however, the two outlooks are poles apart. More often than not the ordinary man’s political sentiments are avowedly conservative. And even in those cases where he formally favors political or social reform, his primary concern is happiness for himself during his lifetime and his field of action a narrow one. He takes his physical and social environment more or less for granted as a stable framework within which he seeks personal well-being. The Enlightenment philosophers, on the contrary, took it more or less for granted that individual well-being within the existing physical and social environment is impossible; and even the most optimistic of them were aware that the creation of a favorable environment would require the co-operative endeavors of many men over many generations.

Although, therefore, Enlightenment philosophers sanction the goal of worldly happiness and to this extent belong in the camp of the ordinary man, they are in reality much closer to the Stoics. For them it is mankind, not the existing individual, who can achieve worldly happiness. The existing individual lives in a world which must inevitably thwart his primary desires, and he must adjust to this fact, as did the Stoics, by a change of mind and heart. That change of mind and heart will produce a zeal for social reform and lead him to act upon the world, but it will not lead to the fulfillment of his personal desire for worldly goods. The happiness available to the existing individual is that of the generous idealist who can identify in imagination with the whole of mankind, thus vicariously enjoying the happiness of future generations. As these implications of the Enlightenment attitude became more evident, especially with the failure of the French Revolution, the movement itself was gradually transformed into a humanism, of which Auguste Comte’s religious cult of humanity in the nineteenth century was an extreme expression.

The third basic method by which philosophers have hoped to escape the frustration, insecurity, and painful striving which they believe to be part and parcel of the ordinary man’s life is by far the most common. The values of the ordinary man, it will be recalled, were rejected on the grounds that they are ephemeral and impossible of achievement without external aid. Why not, then, seek out an object of allegiance which is not ephemeral and to which man may relate with a minimum of outside help? In this case it is not a question, as with the Stoics, of suppressing all desire, nor, as with the philosophers of the Enlightenment, of creating an environment which permits the realization of worldly desires. The aim is rather to redirect desire toward some eternal object, it alone being considered worthy of deep human concern.

The first of the great philosophers to take this path were Socrates and Plato, but their fellow travelers include almost all the major figures in philosophy up to and including Hegel. They are, in fact, so numerous and their quarrels among themselves occupy so important a place in the history of philosophy that it is only from the vantage point of the present day that the essential similarity begins to come into view, and even from the vantage point of the present day their differences remain as important as their points in common.

In the Symposium, one of Plato’s most remarkable dialogues, a group of Athenians have gathered together in order to celebrate a dramatic success of the host. At a certain point in the celebration the entertainers are sent away, and it is proposed that each of the guests, Socrates among them, make a speech in praise of love. The last of the speeches is by the wealthy, pleasure-loving, and popular Alcibiades. Unwilling to compete with Socrates on the theme of love, he decides instead to deliver a eulogy of Socrates. Ironically, he praises Socrates for his total indifference to pleasure, wealth, and honor, illustrating his theme with numerous examples from the life of the subject. The chief interest of the dialogue, however, is the speech of Socrates, in which indifference to the ordinary man’s values is explained and justified.

Socrates begins his speech by remarking that those who spoke before him were too extravagant in their praise of love. Love, he says, is a symbol of want or need, not of completion or fulfillment. To love is to desire, and to desire is to seek; but nobody seeks that which he already possesses. We seek only that which we lack. The lover may, of course, enter into possession of the body of the beloved, but even then he is inflamed by the desire to perpetuate his good fortune and continues to seek a future happiness, which as future is beyond his grasp. Moreover, so long as the object of the lover is the beauty of another’s body, the lover is doomed to disappointment; for the beauty of the body soon fades. Even if the object of the lover is the beauty of another’s soul, he still faces inevitable disappointment. A beautiful soul may survive the decay of the body; but it, too, in its own way is a fragile and finite object. The lover can be secure only if the object of his search is the pure, simple, and eternal Idea of beauty itself—a transcendent object of which finite things are but perishable and imperfect copies.

A fuller understanding of these remarks on love is possible only within the framework of Platonic metaphysics. For Plato all things may be placed within one of two categories. On the one hand, there are things such as the Idea of beauty itself which are immutable, self-sufficient, and eternal. On the other hand, there are things such as the human body which exist in time and which are not sufficient unto themselves. The former alone belong to the realm of Being in the true sense of the word “Being.” The latter belong to the domain of Becoming. They come into existence and pass out of existence; and so long as they are in existence, they are subject to change through the impact of other objects. Although for Plato the principal items in the realm of Being are Ideas, the gods also people this realm. For this reason Socrates in his speech on love chastises the other speakers for referring to love as a god. It is ridiculous, says Socrates, that the gods should love; for to love is to lack, and a god lacks nothing.

Generalizations about Christian philosophy are always precarious, since Christianity has come to mean many different things to different people. It would none the less be substantially correct to regard Christian philosophy as a form of Platonism. Although the dualism of creator and creature replaces the dualism of Being and Becoming, the creator retains all the properties of Platonic Ideas (immutability, self-sufficiency, and eternity), while his creatures are invested with all the properties of objects in Plato’s world of Becoming (mutability, dependency, and finitude). And, as in Plato, salvation from the ills to which all flesh is heir can come only through a relationship to a reality which transcends the world.

It is true that in the philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, which has become the official philosophy of the Roman Catholic Church, the dualism is less stark than in Plato and the legitimacy of worldly interests partially restored. Similar remarks apply to Aristotle, Plato’s greatest disciple and St. Thomas’s principal source of philosophic inspiration. But for both St. Thomas and Aristotle wealth, honor, and pleasure are relatively insignificant values, and both of them regarded self-sufficiency, immutability, and eternity as the marks by which an object most genuinely worthy of human concern must be identified.

Aristotle insistently and expressly declared that the best of all possible types of life is the contemplative life, and for precisely the same reasons as Plato. The man who finds his happiness in contemplation is of all men the least dependent upon external circumstances, and he alone has access to the eternal. The fact that the proper objects of contemplation for Plato are transcendent Ideas of which individual things are but imperfect copies whereas for Aristotle the objects of contemplation are essences whose proper locus is in the world must not be allowed to obscure the like-mindedness of the two philosophers with regard to the proper conduct of life. In locating Plato’s Ideas in the world and rebaptizing them “essences,” Aristotle took every precaution to preserve their eternity and immutability. Individual things as individuals are hopelessly implicated in the flux of the world or the domain of Becoming, and consequently cannot be known. But the essences of individuals, i.e., the properties which they share with other members of their species, are immutable and eternal, and they alone are intelligible objects of contemplation. The individual dies, but the species is fixed and lives on forever.

For St. Thomas the chief human good is rest in God. God alone is self-sufficient. He alone is the cause of himself: in scholastic terminology, God is the ens causa sui. Man, as a dependent creature who owes his very existence to God, can find fulfillment only by relating himself to the source of his being. Pleasure, wealth, and honor may come to us in the course of our lives as by-products of a life devoted to the worship of God, and if so, we may be grateful to God for the satisfaction they bring. But these satisfactions rank low in the hierarchy of human values, and they ought in no case to be the object of voluntary search. If taken as objects of deliberate pursuit, they distract us from our true vocation.

For the student of existentialism the most significant forms this third basic method for overcoming the evils of the ordinary man’s life have taken are those of Spinoza and Hegel, since it is most often with respect to these later thinkers that the existentialists define their own position. Having convinced himself that all the evils which accompany the life of the man who lives for pleasure, wealth, and fame derive from the fact that the objects of his pursuits are finite, Spinoza tells us that he sought for a remedy like “a sick man struggling with a deadly disease, when he sees that death will surely be upon him unless a remedy be found.” Since, however, Spinoza believed neither in God as the Jews and Christians conceived him nor in Platonic Ideas, the remedies ready at hand were rejected as quackery.

One object and only one object, Spinoza declared, could be truly immutable and eternal. One object and only one was unquestionably the cause of itself. To that object Spinoza gave the names “Nature” and “God,” words which remain in his system strictly synonymous. But whichever term is used, the object designated is perfectly clear, viz., the totality of all that exists. Since by definition there is nothing outside the totality of what exists, there is nothing but itself from which it can draw its being. Inevitably it is an ens causa sui. Since there is nothing outside the totality of what is, there is nothing which can act upon it or induce it to change. By rigorous logical necessity, it is immutable. Finally, there being nothing outside the totality of what is which could be its cause, it must either have existed eternally or not exist at all. Since, however, it obviously does exist, it must have existed eternally.

From the fact that God or Nature, i.e., the totality of what is, has the characteristic of immutability, it follows that whatever happens happens according to strict necessity. Events which appear to be the product of accident are in fact rigidly determined. The wise man will, therefore, accept the counsel of the Stoics and, rather than seek that the things which happen should happen as he wishes, will instead wish the things which happen to be as they are.

Fear, envy, regret, anger—all the disturbances of the mind—have their source in the desire that things be other than they are no less than in the finitude of their object. But once man recognizes that things cannot be other than they are, disturbing passions will no longer agitate him. We do not, says Spinoza, regret that we are born as infants rather than as adults, because we firmly believe that it could not be otherwise. If, however, most men were born as adults and only a few as infants, then the latter would no longer believe in the inevitability of their fate and would regret being subjected to the painful process of growing up. But all things are equally inevitable. If therefore you are angry and indignant because someone has robbed you, try to remember that this theft is a part of the divine or natural scheme of things and try to understand the infinite chain of causes which has made it happen. In doing so, your anger and your indignation will disappear. You, the theft, and the robber are all necessary parts of God or Nature.

The secret of happiness consists in enlarging our perspective, in viewing all things from the standpoint of God or Nature. In the terminology of Spinoza, all things should be seen sub specie aeternitatis, under the aspect of eternity. The mind of man is ultimately one with God or Nature. It can therefore rise to the level of God or Nature and intimately participate in its eternity. By so doing it emancipates itself from attachment to finite objects and from the passions which such attachment entails.

Spinoza and Hegel are separated in time by almost the whole of the eighteenth century, which was marked by the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, the rise of the Enlightenment, and a growing preoccupation with the idea of historical progress. Darwin’s theory of evolution had yet to be propounded, but the idea of historical progress had already inspired a number of thinkers to espouse the idea of a cosmic or natural evolutionary process. These eighteenth-century developments provide the clue to the differences between the two philosophers. For Hegel, as for Spinoza, the aim of the philosopher is “to free man from the endless crowd of finite aims and intentions” by making him conscious of his place within a unified and necessary scheme of things. Whereas, however, Spinoza speaks of God or Nature, Hegel speaks of the Absolute Spirit; and whereas Spinoza conceived of Nature statically, Hegel conceives of the Absolute Spirit as engaged in an eternal process of self-realization. The individual person participates in eternity as a moment in the unfolding of the Absolute Spirit.

The spirit of his times, which was one of revolutionary upheaval and continual warfare, also led Hegel to represent the Absolute Spirit as unfolding according to a pattern which he called “dialectical.” A given moment of historical development, called the thesis, would in time generate its opposite, called the antithesis. At a later moment, called the synthesis, both earlier moments would emerge in a new configuration which surpasses them while preserving what is valuable in each. In time the synthesis which has emerged becomes the thesis of another antithesis, and the process goes on indefinitely. The Absolute Spirit is not only the sum of all these evolutionary moments, but also the principle which “mediates” or reconciles the conflicts of life as expressed in theses and antitheses.

Surprisingly enough, the attribution of process and change to the Absolute Spirit did not involve much of a departure from the Spinozistic tradition. The Absolute Spirit, though mutable in the sense that it is a process, remains immutable in the sense that nothing outside itself can act upon it or determine its direction. It is wholly self-generating and wholly ens causa sui. It also, of course, remains eternal, for it has no limits in time.

Notwithstanding Hegel’s importance in his own right, it is largely through Marx and Engels that his influence has been felt in the world of everyday affairs. Through his conception of an inevitable process of historical development of which individuals are but moments, Hegel provided the Marxists with a rationale by means of which the sacrifice of oneself and others for the sake of the community at large or future generations could be justified. Since the achievement of the historically determined goal was guaranteed, the sacrifice could not be useless; and by viewing the sacrifice sub specie aeternitatis, much of its horror could be mitigated. This wedding of Enlightenment ideas with Hegelian philosophy had the further advantage of securing Marx against the charge of superficiality, so often leveled at the early Enlightenment, and against the charge of sentimentality, so often leveled at nineteenth-century humanists and latter-day liberals.


Existentialist Values

It was observed earlier that existentialism has often been understood as a philosophy of complete nihilism and utter despair. This misinterpretation was partially explained as a consequence of the fact that the reader of existentialist literature is often so overwhelmed by the existentialists’ rejection of traditional values, be they those of the ordinary man or those implicit in the philosophical positions just sketched, that he fails to hear the triumphant and positive note which runs through that literature like a Wagnerian motif. There is, however, another source of misunderstanding which was briefly indicated earlier and which must now be made more explicit.

Almost without exception the biographies of the great philosophers of the past reveal poignant personal tragedies. At an early age Plato was forced to abandon the political career for which he was by birth and social status destined, to sustain the loss through execution of his master and friend Socrates, and to go into exile from his beloved Athens. Later, his one practical political adventure, an effort to establish a sound and stable government in Syracuse, was a dismal failure. Epictetus was not only a slave by birth but was also lame. Spinoza was excommunicated from the Jewish community in Amsterdam where he had passed his early life, was obliged to earn his living in the tedious occupation of lens grinder, and died relatively young of consumption. Hegel was slow to mature as a philosopher, and although he finally achieved great popularity, his climb up the academic ladder was extremely laborious and frustrating. In his student days he was even subjected to the indignity of being told that he had no aptitude for philosophy.

Each of these men had strong personal reasons for doubting the possibility of self-fulfillment through wealth, fame, and pleasure; and behind an often cold and impersonal mask traces of disappointment and bitterness are clearly discernible. If the die-hard ordinary man so chose, he could perhaps make out a plausible interpretation of the traditional philosophers’ value orientations as so many instances of sour grapes. The fact remains, however, that in the official expression of their ideas traditional philosophers tended to regard the values which they substituted for those of the ordinary man as sufficient to a complete and fully satisfying life. The sense of tragedy haunts their systems, but it does not ordinarily enter into them.

The existentialists by contrast mock the notion of a complete and fully satisfying life. The life of every man, whether he explicitly recognizes it or not, is marked by irreparable losses. Man cannot help aspiring toward the goods of this world, nor can he help aspiring toward the serene detachment from the things of this world which the traditional philosopher sought; but it is not within his power to achieve either of these ambitions, or having achieved them to find therein the satisfaction he had anticipated. Frustration, insecurity, and painful striving are the inescapable lot of humankind, and the only life worth living is one in which this fact is squarely faced; for, if the existentialists are right, a life of frustration, insecurity, and painful striving itself generates values, and the values so generated are the only ones actually realizable and genuinely worthy of human pursuit.

Total immersion in the quest after wordly goods betokens a misunderstanding of the human situation and succeeds only in turning what could be the noble tragedy of human existence into a petty game of hide and seek. Similarly, a single-minded dedication to the ivory-tower detachment of the traditional philosopher impoverishes the human personality by causing us to lose all that is distinctively human. The ordinary man’s way is inhuman, because the person who takes it loses himself in the welter of material things after which he quests. But the way of the traditional philosopher is also inhuman, since the man who takes it loses himself in the ethereal never-never land of philosophic fictions. The history of mankind is a desperate adventure which began we know not why and will end we know not where. And although the same remark might be made with equal justice of the race of elephants, man alone among the animals is capable of knowing that the remark is true. Why should he refuse his birthright by trying to forget what he knows is the case?

It is not surprising that the existentialists should subject both the ordinary man and the traditional philosopher to the same charge of inhumanity. According to the existentialists the underlying motive is in both cases the same: the desire for some state of happiness or well-being which is not only impossible of achievement but which if achieved would reduce us to the status of unconscious brutes.

With the sublime contempt of a man who sees in England nothing but a nation of small shopkeepers Nietzsche once remarked: “Man does not seek happiness; only the Englishman does.” As if in anticipation of such an attack, the English utilitarian philosopher John Stuart Mill had remarked that it is far better to be Socrates unhappy than to be a contented pig. Unfortunately for the English and for the utilitarians, Mill’s remark passed unnoticed. “Englishman” and “utilitarianism” are still dirty words in the existentialists’ vocabulary. Even had Mill’s remark been noticed, it would have failed to satisfy the existentialists. It is one thing to say that the life of an unhappy Socrates is better than the life of a contented pig: it is something else again to claim that man never has had, does not now have, and never will have any other choice. And it is only this latter position which is truly existentialist. Mill’s concession that nine-tenths of mankind lives in abject misery would not be enough for any of the existentialists, and his assertion that the misery of nine-tenths of mankind is due simply to “wretched social arrangements” would either infuriate or amuse them. For the existentialists it is neither external political circumstances, nor a lack of technological knowledge, nor a want of wisdom, nor an imperfect moral development of the race which prevents the attainment of human happiness. It is the human condition itself which does so. Man could not become happy without ceasing to be man.

The existentialist denial that man desires happiness or well-being has outraged many unfriendly critics, who see in it an obvious untruth and a flat contradiction. What could be more obvious than that man does seek happiness? And have not the existentialists themselves claimed that human happiness lies in certain values to be realized in the very heart of despair? Properly understood, the denial that man seeks happiness is neither an obvious untruth nor a contradiction of other existentialist doctrines. In the first place, terms such as “happiness” and “well-being” are ambiguous. They are sometimes used in a very general or abstract sense to denote that state of being which is most desirable for mankind, whatever the speaker may believe that state of being to be like. At other times these terms are used somewhat more specifically to denote a state of peace, harmony, proportion, calm, serenity, or contentment achieved through wealth, pleasure, and prestige or through detachment from worldly concerns. Now it should be clear that when an existentialist denies that man seeks happiness he is not denying that there is some state of being which is most desirable for mankind or that in fact all men do in some sense seek this state of being. What he is denying is that men seek happiness as specifically conceived by the vast majority of common men and traditional philosophers. He is not, therefore, in any way prejudicing his claim that the most worthy and only realizable human values are those generated by a life of frustration, insecurity, and painful striving.

In the second place, the term “want” is ambiguous. On the one hand, in saying that a man wants something we may mean simply that he deliberately seeks after it in the conscious belief that it is worth pursuing. This is, of course, the most common meaning of the term. We may, however, mean that the object wanted is a legitimate object of pursuit whether the person involved is clearly aware of it or not, as when we say of someone that he thinks he wants A but in reality wants B. A man may, for instance, through stubbornness or fear of the unknown persevere in a chosen career and attempt to persuade himself that his original choice was for the best despite evidence to the contrary which only a madman could totally ignore. When, therefore, the existentialist says that man does not want happiness, it would be most uncharitable to interpret the statement as meaning that men do not deliberately seek happiness conceived as harmony, proportion, contentment, and so on, in the belief that it is worth pursuing. The existentialists spend a great deal of time complaining about this fact. Their intention is simply to deny that happiness so conceived is worthy of pursuit and to suggest that men who deliberately pursue this kind of “happiness” are obscurely aware of the futility of their quest. In this they may be mistaken, but they are not obviously mistaken.

The existentialists were not, of course, the first philosophers to make something out of the tragic sense of life or to discover value in suffering and struggle. In one very important branch of Christian philosophy, whose most notable representatives are Augustine and Pascal, the tragic sense of life appears clearly in the doctrine of man’s utter helplessness without the grace of God. For the German romantics of the movement known as Storm and Stress the positive value of strife was a basic credo. And Hegel, who was contemporary to these romantics, made of what he called “the unhappy consciousness” a necessary and valuable stage in the odyssey of the human spirit.

These precursors of existentialist thinking have not gone unrecognized. Christian existentialists rarely have a kind word for St. Thomas, but their praise of Augustine and Pascal is fulsome. Kierkegaard was fond of quoting the romantic Lessing, who claimed that if God were to offer him a life of complete fulfillment and well-being in the right hand and a life of eternal striving in the left, he would unhesitatingly accept the gift in the left hand. As for Hegel, his subtle analyses of various moments in the development of the human spirit have become the inspiration for many of the most brilliant pages in Sartre’s Being and Nothingness. None of these precursors of existentialism, however, insisted so urgently as the existentialists upon the impossibility of attaining happiness or developed with anything like the completeness of the existentialists a picture of the values which follow upon a clear-sighted appreciation of the human tragedy. Moreover, in one way or another the mainstream of traditional philosophizing invariably pulled them along with it. By a judicious selection of texts a Catholic has little difficulty in reconciling St. Thomas and St. Augustine. And although Hegel’s dialectical method permitted him to include just about everything within his system, it is generally agreed that the major outlines of his thinking are far more Spinozistic than existentialist.

The existentialists do not always agree among themselves either as to the precise nature or as to the relative ranking of the values which they say accompany a deliberate espousal of anguish and suffering. Jean-Paul Sartre, for instance, emphasizes freedom of choice and a certain type of individual dignity (although the term “dignity” is not used by Sartre), whereas Nicholas Berdyaev stresses personal love and creative endeavor. Generally speaking, however, freedom of choice, individual dignity, personal love, and creative effort are the existentialist values, and, generally speaking, the most important among these are freedom of choice and individual dignity. Furthermore, all existentialists without exception agree on three points with respect to the values for which they have opted, however different these values may be in other respects or however they may be ranked.

First, a resolute acceptance of anguish and suffering is a necessary condition of their being experienced at all. A man may pretend to have made a free choice without anguish, but if so it is only because the stakes are petty and in the true sense of the word he has not chosen at all. Without having known suffering a man may write a clever or a pretty poem, but not a great one. Similarly, a man may be in love without having known suffering, if to be in love is to be infatuated or simply to be a faithful husband and father. But in the former case what passes by the name of love is simply a nervous itch; in the latter case, a routine or habit. In its essence love is an attitude of care and concern for a being whose death or desertion is always possible and would be an irreparable personal loss.

Second, in the experience of the ordinary man and the traditional philosopher who fail to face up to its inevitability, anguish takes the form of tedium or petty anxiety, apathy or craven fear. The function of existentialist values is to liberate man from these degenerate and unwholesome forms of anguish.

Third, existentialist values intensify consciousness, arouse the passions, and commit the individual to a course of action which will engage his total energies. As Kierkegaard put it, he wants a value by which he is prepared to live and for which, if necessary, he is willing to die. “Let others complain that the age is wicked,” he cried, “my complaint is that it is wretched, for it lacks passion.” Or, in the words of Nietzsche: “The secret of the greatest fruitfulness and the greatest enjoyment of existence is to live dangerously.” It is not blindness to danger, but the intense awareness of danger which makes the blood mount.

In sum, existentialist values have a common source, a common function, and a common identifying characteristic. Their common source is an acute awareness of the tragedy inherent in the human condition. Their common function is to liberate us from the fears and frustrations of everyday life or the tedium of philosophical daydreaming. Their common identifying characteristic is intensity.


Defense of Existentialist Values

The existentialists’ critique both of the ordinary man’s way of life and of the traditional philosophical orientations is implicit in the preceding sketch of their position. For the ordinary man and the Enlightenment philosopher the supreme value of life lies in the secure and tranquil enjoyment of worldly goods. For the Stoics the supreme value consists in a state of calm and independence produced by the suppression of desire. For the philosopher of the Platonic tradition it consists in release from concern about the things of this world and immersion in the eternal. But in every case the goal is “happiness,” i.e., a state of security, peace of mind, calm, or tranquility from which anguish, suffering, and strife are wholly absent. For the existentialist, on the other hand, the commanding value in life is intensity, as manifested in acts of free choice, individual self-assertion, personal love, or creative work. And according to him these various forms of intensely lived experience are impossible without anguish, suffering, and risk.

To make good his case the existentialist has recourse to two major types of arguments. The first is that the values of the ordinary man and the traditional philosopher are, contrary to their belief, impossible of achievement. The second is that even if those values could be achieved, their achievement would involve an unjustifiable sacrifice of superior values. The second type of argument is the more important in the sense that existentialists usually lay more stress upon it, but also in the sense that if this type of argument is sound the other is for all practical purposes superfluous. It is only on condition that one believes in the desirability of achieving a certain goal that the question of its feasibility becomes a matter of urgent personal interest.

In so far as existentialism is a philosophy of tragedy, however, the two types of arguments are not usually independent. The inability to achieve happiness is an important part of what is meant by the tragedy of the human condition and also an important reason for asserting that intensely lived experience without happiness is the supreme value in life. Most of the existentialists grant that men do in some sense actually desire complete fulfillment or well-being and that, abstractly considered, a life of happiness plus the existentialist values is the highest of goods. Their sense of tragedy arises in great part out of their conviction that happiness is a purely abstract, i.e., concretely unrealizable, value. If, however, they should be proved wrong about this, they would have to reconsider their entire value orientation.

These points may be illustrated by considering existentialist attitudes toward the philosophy of the Enlightenment and its later modifications such as humanism and Marxism. The existentialists often attack one or another feature of this general movement by alleging the impossibility of achieving Enlightenment goals. Karl Jaspers, for instance, has done this in Man in the Modern Age:


Suppose that all the matter and all the energy in the world would be continually utilized without reserve. Population would be regulated by birth control. The sciences of eugenics and hygiene would see to it that the best possible human beings were being bred. Diseases would have been abolished. There would be a purposive economy wherein . . . the needs of all would be supplied. . . . Without struggle . . . the joys of life would be provided for all in unalterable allotments, with the expenditure of little labor and with ample scope for pastime.

In truth, however, such a condition of affairs is impossible. It is prevented by the working of incalculable natural forces. . . . There may be the specific misfortune of a failure of technique. Perhaps the persistence of the campaign against diseases, temporarily to all appearances overwhelming in its success, will rob human beings of their immunity, will deprive them of it so completely that an unanticipated pestilence will sweep away the whole race. . . . Eugenics will prove unable to hinder the survival of the weakly, and will fail to prevent . . . racial deterioration.1


Neither Jaspers nor other existentialists, however, are prepared to rest their case against the Enlightenment upon the mere impossibility of establishing the kind of society that Enlightenment thinkers apparently wanted. A few do not use this argument at all; and at least one, Berdyaev, explicitly affirms that the attainment of Enlightenment goals is a genuine possibility. The core of their argument is that the achievement of universal prosperity and general well-being for all would require the sacrifice of more important values. Berdyaev, for instance, appends to his declaration of faith in the possibility of achieving general well-being the remark that this is precisely what is to be feared. Aldous Huxley quotes him to this effect in the epigraph to Brave New World, and significantly the brave new world therein depicted is one in which planners have been forced to stifle passionate love and creative endeavor.

Since, however, most existentialists do believe in the impossibility as well as the undesirability of establishing universal well-being and since moreover freedom of choice is usually a greater existentialist value than love or creative endeavor, the following attack upon the Enlightenment by Dostoyevsky in Notes from Underground is more typical:


You see, you gentlemen have, to the best of my knowledge, taken your whole register of human advantages from the averages of statistical figures and politico-economical formulas. Your advantages are prosperity, wealth, freedom, peace—and so on, and so on. So that the man who should, for instance, go openly and knowingly in opposition to all that list would . . . be an obscurantist or an absolute madman. . . . But, you know, that is what is surprising; why does it so happen that all these statisticians, sages and lovers of humanity, when they reckon up human advantages invariably leave one out? . . . The fact is, gentlemen, it seems there must really exist something that is dearer to almost every man than his greatest advantages, or (not to be illogical) there is a most advantageous advantage (the very one omitted of which we spoke just now) which is more important and more advantageous than all other advantages. . . . This advantage is remarkable from the very fact that it breaks down all our classifications and continually shatters every system constructed by lovers of mankind for the benefit of mankind. . . . One’s own free unfettered choice, one’s own caprice, however wild it may be, one’s own fancy worked up at times to frenzy—is that very “most advantageous advantage” which we have overlooked, which comes under no classification and against which all systems and theories are continually being shattered to atoms. . . . What man wants is simply independent choice, whatever that independence may cost and wherever it may lead. And choice, of course, the devil only knows what choice.2


The dual line of attack in Dostoyevsky’s criticism of the Enlightenment is readily apparent. If men are free, the efforts of the social reformer will necessarily be thwarted by the unpredictability of human behavior. And if freedom of choice is supreme among human values, its sacrifice would be totally unjustified—even though its sacrifice would insure universal well-being. As noted above, the second of these arguments is the more important. An argument of this type, purporting to show that the achievement of Enlightenment goals would involve the loss of superior values, is common to practically all the existentialists; and if the man of the Enlightenment were convinced by an argument of this type, the truth or falsity of an argument designed to show the impossibility of achieving his goals would cease to be a matter of practical concern. As also noted above, when the two types of argument go together, as they normally do, they are not altogether independent. It is in part because Dostoyevsky does not believe in the possibility of achieving Enlightenment goals that he ranks freedom of choice so high in the scale of human values. A value which cannot be achieved is by that very fact not a value, at least in so far as values are conceived as objects of deliberate and voluntary pursuit. The man who knowingly pursues an unrealizable value makes himself even more ridiculous than Dostoyevsky represents the gentlemen of the Enlightenment to be.

The same points could be illustrated by detailing existentialist arguments against the ordinary man’s values, against Stoicism, and against the Platonic tradition. For the most part, however, these arguments presuppose an analysis of the human condition which will be the subject matter of the following chapter and from which they follow so naturally that it will hardly be necessary to spell them out.

The important problem at this point has to do with the manner in which the existentialists hope to establish their dual claim that happiness is impossible and that intensity is the chief of human values. Most modern Anglo-American philosophers would tend to regard the first of the existentialist claims, to the effect that happiness is impossible, as a judgment of empirical fact which can in principle be decided but can only be decided by the method employed in behavioral sciences such as psychology and sociology. Ignoring refinements, this method consists in observing the reactions of human beings to various types of environmental situation. Once a regular pattern has been discovered to obtain over a certain stretch of time, a rule known technically as the principle of induction is invoked, whereby the observed regularity is postulated as a law of nature and used for the purpose of predicting human behavior in the as yet unobserved future. Basically this method is the one used by all men in the ordinary conduct of life. If, for instance, one wishes to know whether an acquaintance is trustworthy one attempts to discover how he normally behaves in situations where he might profit by betraying others. If it is observed that he has regularly desisted from betraying others, one decides that he is trustworthy and bases one’s behavior toward him upon the belief that he will continue to be trustworthy in the future.

To some extent this method is also used by the existentialists when they argue against the impossibility of achieving happiness. Jaspers’ contention that medical science will probably not wipe out disease is a case in point. It has often been observed, so he argues in effect, that drugs which give us immunity against one disease kill bacteria which give us a natural immunity to other diseases, thus paving the way for an epidemic of these other diseases. Why should this not continue to happen in the future? Similarly, Dostoyevsky is using this method when he tells us that the plans of social reformers and lovers of humanity have always failed in the past and will therefore fail in the future.

In general, however, the existentialists disdain this method. None of them pretends to be a behavioral scientist or an ordinary man, and almost without exception they are contemptuous or condescending whenever they have occasion to refer to the behavioral sciences or to the common sense of the ordinary man. The reason is not far to seek. The existentialist arguments against the possibility of achieving happiness are usually of such a nature that the method of the behavioral sciences could not even in principle be helpful in determining their soundness.

The argument against the Enlightenment based on human freedom is typical in this respect. Behavioral scientists operate on the assumption that human behavior is predictable, that men will behave in the future much as they have behaved in the past. But, say the existentialists, if man is free, then human behavior is not predictable; for to say that man is free is just another way of saying that men always can and frequently do act in such a way as to render many important facets of their behavior unpredictable. If, therefore, we wish to determine whether man is free, we cannot have recourse to the behavioral sciences; the validity of their conclusions depends upon the validity of their basic assumptions, among which is the premise that man is not free.

It might be countered that past successes in predicting human behavior show the validity of the behavioral scientists’ method and consequently of their basic assumption that man is not free. The existentialist would retort in roughly the following way: What behavioral scientist could successfully have predicted an event such as Abelard’s falling in love with Héloïse or Shakespeare’s writing Hamlet? And what behavioral scientist can predict with certainty that there will be a third world war or how it would start? Past successes in predicting human behaviour have rarely touched on matters of great moment either to the individual or to mankind, and when they have, the coefficient of probability has been so low as to render them hardly more than a guess. Most of the successes have been in inconsequential areas of human behavior. And these successes must be explained as a result of the fact that individuals have not bothered to exercise their freedom in these areas. Should, of course, the behavioral scientists succeed in predicting important aspects of individual and group behavior, their position would rest on more solid foundations. But as yet they have not done so. If, therefore, the question of human freedom is to be decided at all in the present, it must be decided on nonscientific grounds. And until it has been decided, the validity of the procedures used by the behavioral sciences remains itself in question.

What, then, is the principal method by which the existentialists hope to establish that man is doomed to unhappiness? Roughly the answer is: by a direct intuition, induced by some intense emotional experience such as anguish, of various features of the human condition. The reliability of this method is sharply contested by most Anglo-American philosophers, and it will be necessary at a later stage to examine it more closely. The point of interest here is that even the obviously factual claim of the existentialists to the effect that man is doomed to unhappiness is based upon an alleged intuition of other facts about man and his relation to the world.

One of these facts about man which the existentialists say they intuit and which contributes to their argument is, of course, human freedom. There is, however, another directly intuited feature of the human condition which is more central to their argument. In fact, if it can be shown that the human condition is genuinely characterized by this feature, a detailed criticism of the various traditional routes to happiness becomes unnecessary. It will be recalled that Hegel spoke of “the unhappy consciousness” as a necessary stage in the unfolding of the human spirit; but for him it was only a stage. At a later moment the unhappy consciousness is surpassed. The existentialists, however, declare that consciousness is inevitably unhappy consciousness. Sartre, for instance, cites as a “self-evident truth” that the “human reality . . . is by nature an unhappy consciousness with no possibility of surpassing its unhappy state.”3 In their own idiom Dostoyevsky and Unamuno have said the same thing. “Man will never renounce real suffering,” declared Dostoyevsky. “Why, suffering is the sole origin of consciousness.”4 “Suffering,” avers Unamuno, “tells us that we exist.”5 For those who do not themselves have a direct intuition of an inevitable liaison between suffering and consciousness, such statements will probably appear to be wholly dogmatic and unjustifiable. Be that as it may, the existentialists offer no scientific evidence in their support.

The second principal contention of the existentialists, that according to which intensely lived experiences such as free choice, love, and creative endeavor are the chief of human values, is a value judgment. Unlike the statement that man is doomed to unhappiness, which purports to assert simply that something is the case, this second statement asserts that something ought to be preferred. According to most Anglo-American philosophers, judgments of this sort have no scientific status at all, since the procedures of the behavioral sciences could not conceivably either confirm or invalidate them. By observation of human behavior one can tell what men do in fact desire or prefer, but never what men ought to desire or prefer. Such statements are therefore nothing more than an expression of individual preference or an exhortation to others to adopt one’s own preference.

This last point would be somewhat qualified by observing that when two persons or groups happen to share the same basic preferences, secondary value judgments may also express a factual claim about the means by which basic preferences or desires may be satisfied. To take a prosaic example, if two persons are known to have much the same taste in music, then when one says that the other ought to attend a certain concert he would normally be expressing the belief that the other would in fact enjoy the concert. And to this extent his judgment could be objectively valid. Since, however, most Anglo-American philosophers believe that basic preferences are a product either of individual temperament or of social conditioning, they do not believe that value judgments relating to basic preferences could conceivably have universal validity.

The existentialists for their part have very little to say about the methods whereby value judgments may properly be established, and at times one has the impression that they, too, are dubious about the possibility of establishing value judgments as objective or universal truths. Heidegger and Sartre have gone so far as to say that they make no value judgments, even though terms such as “authenticity” and “inauthenticity” constantly recur in their writings. These terms, they say, are being used descriptively, not evaluatively. No one, however, has been deceived. Almost to a man, interpreters of Sartre and Heidegger have pointed to these declarations as instances of bad faith. A similar difficulty arises so far as Nietzsche and Kierkegaard are concerned. Both of these men often said that they were writing only for persons who shared their basic preferences, that is to say for their own kind. At the same time, however, they made it clear that they and their own kind were superior beings since they alone had an adequate understanding of the human condition.

Despite the silence of the existentialists on questions of method as related to value theory and despite passages which could be taken as indicating skepticism about the possibility of establishing universal and objectively valid value judgments, the existentialists’ actual practice permits us to define their position. According to them value judgments may have universal and objective validity, insofar as the essential features of the human condition, including the basic desires or aspirations of humankind, are themselves universal and objective facts. The person who has a thorough knowledge of the human condition and of basic human aspirations is in much the same position vis-à-vis mankind as is, vis-à-vis his friend, the person who knows that his friend likes the same kind of music he does and what kind of music to expect at the concert.

Individual temperament and social conditioning might influence the manner in which an individual executes his basic desires, but, the fundamental aspects of the human condition being everywhere the same, neither individual temperament nor social conditioning threatens the universal validity of basic value judgments. The position of the existentialists on this score is very nearly the opposite of that developed by Anglo-American philosophers. The latter argue that basic value judgments are conditioned by individual temperament and social conditioning and that only secondary value judgments made within particular groups bound by temperamental affinities or social custom can have any kind of objective validity. The existentialists, on the other hand, argue that preferences determined by temperament or social custom are always secondary and that it is only basic value judgments having their source in a sound appreciation of the universal features of the human condition which have any claim to objective validity.

It must be carefully noted that the existentialist position is acceptable only if the existentialists are right in asserting that the human condition is fundamentally the same for all individuals. It must also be pointed out that this latter assertion is made to rest almost entirely upon intuition. None the less if the validity of intuition as a method of knowledge is granted and if it is further granted that there is a fundamental identity of human aspirations and of means whereby these aspirations may be realized, there remains no good reason for denying the existentialists the right to claim universal and objective validity for their own value orientation.

It follows from what has just been said that the second existentialist contention, that according to which the intense life is preferable to a life of moderation, is not radically different in kind from their first claim, that according to which happiness is an impossible ideal. The first assertion was a factual one to the effect that a state of security or contentment would involve a loss of consciousness and could therefore never be experienced. The second assertion, however, is also a factual one. In rough outline it could be formulated as follows: All men desire to live in the full light of consciousness, as evidenced by the fact that they prefer the life of Socrates unhappy to the life of a contented pig. Unamuno asks rhetorically: “Which would you find more appalling, to feel such a pain as would deprive you of your faculties on being pierced through with a white-hot iron, or to see yourself thus pierced through without feeling any pain?”6 But the desire to live in the full light of consciousness can be fulfilled only through intense experiences of the kind existentialists value, with all the risk, pain, and suffering that go with them. Consciousness is a function of suffering and intensely lived experience, and presumably it varies in direct ratio with the degree of suffering and intensely lived experience. It is this which explains what Unamuno calls “the horrible terror of feeling yourself incapable of suffering and tears.” It is this also which explains the following text from Berdyaev:


The ethics of the ancients . . . considered man a being who seeks happiness, good, and harmony, and who is capable of achieving this goal. Such is also the point of view of St. Thomas Aquinas and the official Catholic theology. But in fact Christianity has shaken this view. . . . Not the worst but the best of mankind suffer the most. The intensity with which suffering is felt may be considered an index of a man’s depth. The more the intellect is developed and the soul refined . . . , the more sensitive does one become to pain, not only the pains of the soul but physical pains as well. . . . But for pain and suffering the animal in man would be victorious.7


To be incapable of suffering and tears is to be swallowed up in the dread nothingness of unconsciousness. In Camus’ play Caligula the hero’s mistress asks him: “Is this dreadful freedom still happiness?” His answer is that of a typical existentialist hero: “Be sure, Caesonia, that without it I would be a contented man. Thanks to it, I have conquered the divine clear-sightedness of the solitary man.”8

The position of the existentialist as it is represented in this rough sketch is, of course, debatable. Consider, for instance, their second contention. If our purview is limited to the Western tradition it is probably true that men have wanted to live in the clear light of consciousness. This generalization applies even to the Stoics, as is shown by the fact that their indifference to worldly happiness was maintained through an effort of will which heightened consciousness of self and also by the ease with which Stoic doctrine has been incorporated into existentialist thinking. Sartre, speaking of Jean Genet, says: “It is in suffering alone that he can feel himself to be free, because it is the only feeling which can come from within himself. Unless one is a god, one cannot become happy without the cooperation of the universe; but to be unhappy, one needs only oneself. . . . He does not seek the motive of his . . . actions in an appetite for suffering: he wishes that his actions be the effects of an absolute will which draws its motive from itself alone and not from the world.”9

It is very doubtful, however, whether oriental philosophers have wanted to live in the full light of consciousness. Moreover, even within the Western tradition terms such as “consciousness” and “degrees of consciousness” have been variously conceived, and there is a wide variety of opinion with regard to the relationship between consciousness and other forms of human experience. According to traditional philosophers in the Platonic tradition, for example, consciousness means mind or understanding, and in their opinion intensely lived experience, passion, and suffering cloud the mind or obscure the understanding. An American philosopher once quipped that sub specie aeternitatis is Latin for sleeping. But for classical philosophers like Plato and Spinoza the degree of consciousness is equivalent to the range of one’s perspective as a knowing being, and true wakefulness is possible only for the person who frees himself from the passions to view the whole of being from the standpoint of eternity. Not they, but the passionate men, are the ones who live in the murky twilight zone between waking and sleeping.

It may finally be necessary to conclude that the “insights” of the existentialists are nothing more than a set of prejudices reflecting their own temperamental bias or the social conditions of our time. But it would be a mistake to conclude that this is so on the basis of a brief introductory outline. The purpose of the preceding sketch of the existentialist position has been very limited, and the full story is yet to be told.





II. The Human Condition

The clue to the analysis of the human condition lies in the experience of anguish, through which the existentialists believe themselves to have acquired direct and intuitive insights which totally escaped traditional philosophers. As might be expected of a movement so diverse, the experience of anguish is variously conceived.

Subjectively considered, anguish is an extremely intense experience with a wholly distinctive emotional tone. On the one hand, there is a sense of dread, terror, and revulsion. On the other hand, there is a sense of awe, exhilaration, and sublimity. Sometimes the sense of terror and the sense of exhilaration blend, sometimes they merely succeed one another; but both affective poles must be present if one is to speak of a genuine case of existential anguish. In this respect the experience of Job before God, in which indignation over the arbitrary exercise of divine power is transmuted into a sense of awe and respect for divine majesty, approximates fairly well to the contemporary experience of existential anguish.

It is only with regard to the alleged object of the experience that the existentialists part company with Job and to some extent with one another. For some existentialists the primary object of anguish is the brute fact of being; for others, human particularity or individuality; for still others, human freedom. It will, therefore, be convenient for expository purposes to speak of three forms of anguish, each distinguished by its object. It must, however, be borne in mind that the features of the human condition which these three forms of anguish are said to reveal have been acknowledged by almost all existentialists and that in most cases their individual experience of anguish has more than one of these features as its object.

The Anguish of Being

The anguish of being could just as well be called the anguish of nothingness were it not for the fact that the existentialists use the term “nothingness” in so many different senses that one would be courting serious confusion by so doing. The anguish of being is the feeling we have whenever the thought comes to us that nothingness was and still is just as possible as being, whenever we ask ourselves how it is that there is something rather than nothing. It is a curious fact that one cannot experience the full wonder and mystery of being without thinking of absolute nothingness. Speaking metaphorically, it could be said that only from the vantage point of nothingness can we get a good look at being.

The anguish of being should not be confused with the anguish of death, although the thought of death can and often does evoke it. The anguish of being is properly the anguish one experiences at the thought that nothing and nobody might ever have come into existence or that everything and everybody might go out of existence in an instant. When we try to conceive the world being created out of nothing or being reduced to cosmic dust we are brought nearer to it. The Italian poet Leopardi expressed the anguish of being with great skill in a text quoted by Unamuno:


A time will come when this Universe and Nature itself will be extinguished. And just as of the grandest kingdoms and empires of mankind and the marvellous things achieved therein, very famous in their own times, no vestige or memory remains today, so, in like manner, of the entire world and of the vicissitudes and calamities of all created things there will not remain a single trace, but a naked silence and a most profound stillness will fill the immensity of space. And so before ever it has been uttered or understood, this admirable and fearful secret of universal existence will be obliterated and lost.1


The peculiar liability of twentieth-century man to the anguish of being is in part a legacy of the traditional Christian-Hebraic belief in creation ex nihilo and the Christian eschatological doctrine of the Last Judgment. There can be no doubt that meditation upon the Christian mysteries was what produced this form of anguish in Unamuno, who of all the existentialists stresses it in its purest form. “For myself,” he writes, “I can say that as a youth and even as a child, I remained unmoved when shown the most moving pictures of hell, for even then nothing appeared to me quite so horrible as nothingness itself.”2

The ancients and most traditional non-Christian philosophers regarded being as eternal and necessary: eternal, because it had no beginning or end in time; and necessary, because its eternity and its ultimate nature could be demonstrated by logical reasoning. Aristotle especially took this view, and Spinoza’s argument on behalf of the eternity of the world can be traced back to him. Plato, even though he had a doctrine of creation, was no exception, for it was Plato’s belief that the creator was required to act upon an eternal, preexisting matter.

If, however, the world is created ex nihilo by God, as the Christians say, then obviously it cannot be eternal. And, what is even more important, it cannot be necessary. One cannot construct an argument showing that it had to exist even within a limited time span. Thomas Aquinas was forced to abandon Aristotle on this score and was among the most vehement of Christian philosophers in listing the act of creation as a mystery which has to be accepted on faith alone. Since God is a perfect being who lacks nothing, why should he bother to create a world? In fact, since he is immutable and since an act of creation, at least as understood by a finite mind, involves some sort of motion, it is impossible to understand the act of creation at all.

The traditional technical term for a fact which defies human understanding is “contingent,” although existentialists often prefer the word “absurd.” And in traditional terminology it was the necessary contingency of being which St. Thomas and other Christian philosophers were trying to prove. The ancients said that being was necessary because they could construct a logical argument showing that it existed from eternity. Christian philosophers, on the other hand, claimed to have constructed an argument showing that being and nonbeing are both logically possible and that human reason is incompetent to explain the fact of being.

Another proof of the contingency of being has been presented by a more recent philosophical tradition, among whose proponents the eighteenth-century English philosopher David Hume is most prominent and which includes the vast majority of philosophers in the English-speaking world today. Genuine knowledge, according to members of this movement, is always knowledge of particular beings and the relationships which obtain between them. Put slightly differently and somewhat more precisely, genuine knowledge is invariably a knowledge of a recurrent type of relationship between two or more kinds of particular beings under similar circumstances. Regardless of how this theory is stated, it is clear that being itself, or the totality of particular beings, cannot be an object of knowledge. Since being is singular rather than plural, since as the American philosopher Charles Peirce says, “worlds are not as plentiful as blackberries,” being is totally unintelligible. We can know neither why it is nor what its ultimate nature is. It is simply a brute, contingent fact.

American pragmatism is one of the offshoots of this larger movement, and William James specifically related his belief in the necessary contingency of being to the experience of anguish, which he called at various times “metaphysical wonder,” “ontological wonder sickness,” and “cosmic fear.” James states that it is precisely at the moment when a man feels he has explained all particular natural phenomena


that the craving for further explanation, the ontological wonder sickness, arises in its extremest form. As Schopenhauer says, “The uneasiness which keeps the never resting clock of metaphysics in motion is the consciousness that the nonexistence of this world is just as possible as its existence.” The notion of nonentity may thus be called the parent of the philosophic craving in its subtlest and profoundest sense. Absolute existence is absolute mystery, for its relation with the nothing remains unmediated to our understanding.


Still another offshoot of the movement under discussion is positivism, one of whose most notable twentieth-century representatives, Ludwig Wittgenstein, also specifically related the necessary contingency of being to the fact of anguish. “Not how the world is,” he writes, “is the mystical, but that it is. . . . We feel that even if all possible scientific questions be answered, the problems of life have still not been touched at all.”3

The fact that Thomists, pragmatists, and positivists agree with the existentialists in regarding being as necessarily contingent ought not to lead us to overlook the originality of the latter’s views. In the first place, the Thomists based their position upon an argument which includes among its premises certain notions about the nature of the divine being, while the pragmatists and positivists based their position upon a general theory of knowledge. If God does not exist or if he does not have the properties traditionally attributed to him, the Thomist argument loses all validity. Similarly, the argument of the pragmatists and positivists stands or falls with their theory of knowledge. The existentialists, for their part, offer no argument for the necessary contingency of being, grounding their belief instead upon intuitive insight. All of us, they say, whether we have known the experience of anguish or not, have at least a dim appreciation of the absurdity of being, just as we all have a dim appreciation of the principles of logic. The anguish of being merely makes that dim awareness explicit; and once it has been made explicit through anguish it has all of the self-evidence that the principle of identity and the principle of contradiction have reputedly had for the logician.

In the second place, the existentialists differ from the pragmatists, positivists, and Thomists in their reaction as human beings to the necessary contingency of being. Not, of course, in their initial reaction, which is invariably one of acute distress. Apparently few, if any, human beings can accept with total equanimity that being should be opaque to the human understanding. The difference arises at a secondary and reflective level, in the interpretation of the experience of anguish and in the effort to tame it.

James experienced the anguish of being, regularly and with intensity, and significantly enough, he constantly complained of a sense of unreality and hollowness which accompanied him throughout his life. None the less James decided that anguish is merely an “incidental feature” of our mental life and declared that if the philosopher cannot “exorcise” the question of being, he should either “ignore or blink it, and assuming the data of his system as something given, and the gift as ultimate simply proceed to a life of contemplation or action based upon it.” Unfortunately, James did not explain how one can base a life of contemplation or action upon a fact which one ignores or blinks.

Wittgenstein went even further than James. He regarded the anguish of being as a disease or aberration for which a cure should be found. As he saw it, the anguish of being arises because we ask the question “What is being?” in the mistaken notion that this question is meaningful since other questions of the same grammatical form are meaningful. At first we think that “What is being?” is a question of the same type as “What is man?” Upon reflection, however, we see that this is not so. We may not now have a satisfactory answer to either question, but the latter is unlike the former in that we can at least conceive of the type of answer which would satisfy us. The mistake lying at the source of the disease constituted by the anguish of being is thus the logical one of assuming the meaningfulness of an interrogative sentence on the wholly inadequate grounds that it is in correct grammatical form. “The solution of the problem of life is seen in the vanishing of the problem. . . . The riddle does not exist. . . . For doubt can only exist where there is a question; a question only where there is an answer.”4 Unfortunately, Wittgenstein’s therapy has not been notably successful; and like James, Wittgenstein was hounded until death by the fear of mental illness.

The Thomists share with the existentialists the conviction that every normal human being ought squarely to face the necessary contingency of being. Yet, the differences between Thomists and existentialists are at least as important as the differences between existentialists and philosophers who trace their lineage to Hume. The Thomists argued that since God is a perfect being who lacks nothing, it is impossible to discover within the divine nature a motive for creation, and that since God is an immutable being, it is impossible to understand the act of creation. God’s ways are unfathomable; the being of man and the being of the world are both stamped with contingency. Side by side with the conclusions of this argument, however, stands the doctrine that the world was made for man, that man was made to worship God, and that God will reward the individual who properly worships him.

The Thomists say that God created the world and found it good. He placed man within the world, gave him dominion over the lower animals, and provided him with an abundance of good things—more than enough for his well-being and comfort. The condition of God’s bounty is that man worship him by observing his natural and moral laws. By the right use of his reason and aided by revelation, man may know these laws, and by the right use of his free will he may conform to them in his behavior. The Thomists find a place for the doctrines of the fall and of divine grace, but as a rule these doctrines are kept comfortably in the background. Thomists are emphatic in asserting that the fall did not affect man’s essential nature, and although tradition requires them to say that grace is the one necessary and sufficient condition of salvation, they stress instead the role of rational and voluntary adherence to moral law.

It is impossible and unnecessary in a book of this compass to review the subtle and often ingenious reasoning by which Thomists have attempted to reconcile belief in a providential divine order with belief in the contingency of being. For our purposes it suffices to point out that the existentialists, Christian and atheist alike, refuse to recognize the compatibility of these two beliefs and come out boldly for the contingency of being. To emphasize their disagreement with the Thomists, they speak, not simply of the contingency of being, but of its radical contingency.

The atheistic existentialists say that since God alone could conceivably give meaning to being and since he does not exist, being is totally meaningless. The Christian existentialists say that although it is permissible to believe on faith that God exists and that for him being has meaning, the “radical incommensurability” between God and man makes it impossible for us even to guess what that meaning is. There is no possible way in which it could be shown that the world was made for man, that man was made to worship God, or that God will reward us for obedience. The fact of creation is not simply a mystery which surpasses human understanding; it is an unsurpassable logical paradox. The metaphysical properties of Platonic Being which Christians attribute to God are logically incompatible with the properties of a creator.

Accordingly, the Christian existentialists place the dogma of the fall and of divine grace in the center of their philosophy, as did Augustine and Pascal. The fall did radically affect man’s nature. Since the fall man has become an exile from the world. His natural reason has become not merely impotent to fathom God’s way but also a barrier between man and God. At the same time man cannot hope for salvation through the strained quest after moral perfection. God’s grace, like the rain, falls on good and bad indifferently.

The difference between atheistic and Christian existentialists thus becomes minimal, and it is a matter of relatively little importance whether one expresses their essential similarity by saying that Christian existentialists are close to atheism or by saying that the atheistic existentialists are essentially religious. The expression “God is dead,” which Nietzsche made famous, has found its way into both branches of the movement. Both branches are primarily, as one critic has said specifically of Heidegger, discourses “on the absence of God.”

In sum, the anguish of being reveals the radical contingency and ultimate meaninglessness of both man and the world. To say that the being of man is radically contingent and ultimately meaningless is to say that man knows not why he exists and cannot rise to a knowledge of his destiny. In the language of Heidegger it is as if man were “thrown into” the world and left there. To borrow another term from Heidegger, it is as if man were “forsaken,” as Christ was forsaken on the cross. The same idea can be expressed in still other language by saying that man is “alienated” from the source of his being.

To say that the being of the world is radically contingent and ultimately meaningless is to say that its existence is inexplicable and that there is no knowable providential order either in nature or in that larger realm of being which includes both man and the external world. More specifically, it means that there is no reason to believe that the world was made for man. It is as if man stands face to face to a world which has no point of reference beyond itself and no meaning other than that which we human beings with our finite personal cares decide to give it. Thus man is also “alienated” from the world.

The enormous significance of the anguish of being is now becoming clear. So long as philosophers believed that the individual could harmoniously relate himself to eternal and necessary beings, the temptation to locate the source of value and intelligibility in those beings proved impossible to resist. But as soon as man felt himself forsaken by God and stamped the beings once believed to be eternal and necessary with the sign of radical contingency, the source of value and intelligibility was relocated within human subjectivity.

The German philosopher Immanuel Kant declared in the late eighteenth century that he had effected a Copernican revolution in philosophy by showing that the so-called universal and necessary laws of nature are not out there in things themselves, but are rather patterns of human thinking imposed upon things. To mark the distinction between things as they are in themselves and things refashioned by the human mind, Kant introduced the terms “noumena” and “phenomena.” The noumenal world is the world of things in themselves, and of it Kant declared that we can know nothing except that it exists. The phenomenal world is the world actually present to the human mind, the world of the ordinary man. Even space and time were regarded as mere forms of human sensibility, and consequently determinations of phenomena or what appears to the human mind, but not of noumena or ultimate realities.

Kant’s conception was truly revolutionary when it was advanced, and it is an important milestone along the route by which modern man has come to attach more and more importance to his own subjectivity. But for the twentieth-century philosopher who has felt the impact of existentialist thinking Kant’s pretension to have completed the revolution is a source of merriment. Had Kant been able to foresee the extent to which man would retreat from God and the world to seek after meaning and value within the tortured appreciation of his own individual forsakenness, he would have recoiled in horror. Certainly, he was not ready to embrace the nightmare world of Franz Kafka, who better than anyone else has illustrated in literary fashion man’s alienation from the world and from the sources of his being.

The distance which separates Kant from modern-day existentialists can most clearly be seen by contrasting Kant and Sartre. Kant saw man as comfortably installed in the phenomenal world. Since the laws of nature derive from forms of human sensibility and categories of the human understanding which are permanent and irremovable parts of all human beings’ mental equipment, they hold necessarily and universally for the phenomenal world. And since the noumenal world is in principle beyond the reach of human consciousness, there is no danger that it will ever erupt into the phenomenal world to upset its orderly pattern.

In Sartre’s system the noumenal world, or world of things in themselves, is named “being-in-itself” or sometimes simply “the in-itself,” the term “world” being reserved exclusively for Kant’s phenomenal world, or world created by the activity of the human mind and sensibility. Sartre, however, does not see man as comfortably installed in the world. This is partly because, according to Sartre, each man lives in his own world, there being as many worlds as there are individual human beings. But there is a second reason, more germane to the present discussion. If Sartre is right, the in-itself (what Kant called the noumenal world) constantly threatens to explode our individual worlds. All of us, says Sartre, have a “pre-ontological comprehension” of being-in-itself, that is to say, an opaque, inarticulate, but very real sense of its presence and nature. The world is but a “varnish” on the surface of being-in-itself; or, changing the metaphor, the world is but a “thin crust” of meaning which we impose upon being-in-itself. Ordinarily this thin crust of meaning conceals the in-itself and obscures our awareness of it, but the anguish of being is always there just below the surface of daily consciousness, and from time to time it breaks through to the surface, presenting being-in-itself without disguise.

Sartre has two apparently contradictory descriptions of the in-itself. In the novel called Nausea and sometimes in Being and Nothingness the in-itself is represented as a soft, shapeless dough or paste, something ugly and even obscene which threatens to engulf us. Other times, Sartre describes the in-itself as a solid and impervious mass, something hard and impenetrable before which we can only stand agape. The former description explains his reference to the world as a “thin crust of meaning;” the latter his reference to the world as a “varnish” on the surface of being-in-itself. The explanation of this apparent contradiction will be given later. The point of importance here is that the in-itself is not a neutral something like Kant’s noumenal world from which man has nothing to fear. It is rather an absurd or contingent being of which we are constantly aware, be it only dimly, and which poisons our existence, as Sartre’s choice of the word “nausea” to designate the anguish of being sufficiently indicates. The hero of the novel Nausea is made to say of this experience: “It took my breath. . . . At one blow it was there. . . . The diversity of things, their individuality, was nothing but an appearance, a varnish. This varnish had melted. What was left were monstrous soft masses in disorder, naked in frightening nudity.”5

By a curious twist Sartre’s in-itself, though remaining radically contingent, takes on two traditional properties of Platonic Being: timelessness and immutability. The reason is that, like Kant, Sartre regards time and space as properties of the man-made world rather than of being-in-itself. But in common with all existentialists, Sartre denies that man can harmoniously relate to the timeless and immutable being whose existence he recognizes. Human existence, which is essentially an affair in time and space, is radically different from the timeless and immutable being of the in-itself. The encounter between man and the in-itself cannot therefore be comfortable; it will necessarily involve tension.

By another curious twist Sartre has his own problem of creation. Man, he says, must be posterior to the in-itself and emerge from it; but the means by which this occurs is wholly incomprehensible. To produce man the in-itself would have to have the property of consciousness, which it cannot have since consciousness is by nature temporal and the in-itself is timeless. To say, therefore, that man arises from the in-itself is to become involved in a self-contradiction, which Sartre himself calls “profound.” In his cautious moments, therefore, Sartre limits himself to the declaration that “it is as if” man arose from the in-itself.

So far the emphasis has been upon the dread produced by the anguish of being. By implication, however, the positive side of the experience has already been presented. If eternal and immutable beings do not exist or if they are opaque to the human understanding, then man becomes the source of value and meaning. The place formerly held by God or Nature is assumed by individual human beings. Man is exalted. He takes on the dignity of a being responsible to himself alone. Nietzsche has best expressed this point:


All the beauty and sublimity which we have attributed to real or imaginary objects I claim as the property and creation of man. They are his most beautiful justification. Man the poet and the thinker! Man as God, as love, as power! With what royal generosity has he impoverished himself and made himself feel miserable in order to worship things. Up to now his greatest baseness has been that he admired and venerated things, forgetting that it was he who had created what he admired.

Reject the humble expression “Everything is subjective.” Say rather: “It is our work! Let us be proud of it.”



Anguish Before the Here and Now

The second form of anguish is anguish before the fact of human particularity. An apt name for it would be anguish before the here and now. Among the existentialists Gabriel Marcel most emphasizes this form of anguish. Why, he asks in extreme wonder, does he exist as an author at a particular point in the space-time of the modern world writing a book on philosophy? Why is he not rather a leper at a point of space-time in the medieval world ringing his warning bell as he approaches a walled city? The classic statement of this form of anguish is a text by Pascal:


When I consider the short duration of my life, swallowed up in the eternity before and after, the little space which I fill, and even can see, engulfed in the infinite immensity of space of which I am ignorant, and which knows me not, I am frightened. I am astonished at being here rather than there. Why now rather than then!


The feature of the human condition which this form of anguish reveals can be expressed either negatively or positively. Negatively, it means that even if eternal objects exist, man cannot participate in their eternity. Positively, it means that man is by nature a temporal being with an individual history confined to a limited historical epoch and a limited region of space.

In one sense it is a mere truism to say that individual persons always live at a particular historical epoch and in a limited region of space, and in the same sense it is a mere truism to say that man is cut off from the eternal. It is precisely because these statements can be taken to stand for certain obvious facts that traditional philosophers sought so desperately for a means of extricating themselves from the limitations of historical existence. The statements cease to be truisms only when interpreted to assert the total impossibility of escape, and it is, of course, in this sense that the existentialists intend them to be taken.

Plato and Aristotle thought they had found an escape from the world of becoming to the world of eternal being through the mind or the intellect. A concrete individual object apprehended by the physical senses, such as a chair or a man, comes into existence and passes out of existence, and while in existence suffers many changes. But the Idea or essence of these objects, apprehended by the intellect alone, neither comes into existence nor passes out of existence and is always the same. Ideas or essences are therefore eternal, and the human mind can behold them.

Spinoza and Hegel also believed that they had found access to the eternal through the mind. But for them the eternal object was the totality of what is, rather than Ideas or essences, and the argument by which they attempted to show that man could rise to a knowledge of the whole of things is neither so simple nor so plausible as the argument by which Plato and Aristotle tried to show that man has access to the eternal. In fact, one is tempted to say that they did not argue their case at all.

Spinoza calls the type of knowledge which allegedly presents God or Nature to our mind scientia intuitiva; but his remarks about scientia intuitiva are so scant and so vague or confused that it is still a highly controversial problem for his interpreters. Moreover, Spinoza had little to say about the temporal or historical character of human existence, which the existentialists believe to be one of the crucial barriers to any view of being sub specie aeternitatis. If Spinoza did not provide a clear and explicit argument demonstrating that man can rise to a knowledge of all of being, it is probably because he did not fully realize how great his break with Plato and Aristotle was and consequently how urgently he needed an original argument to prove that the eternal as he conceived it could be reached by the human mind. The philosophic tradition initiated by Plato and Aristotle had so roundly affirmed for so long that eternal and immutable objects are knowable that this proposition had become very nearly an axiom. The fact that the eternal and immutable objects of Plato and Aristotle were very different from Spinoza’s Nature and that Plato and Aristotle had used an argument to establish their point was simply forgotten.

Spinoza’s recognition that a vision of being sub specie aeternitatis requires a special type of knowledge strongly suggests that he was not, as has sometimes been said, simply pushing to the limit the case for an indefinite extension of scientific knowledge, even though the mental vision of the scientist does extend far beyond the range of our physical vision.

Hegel differs from Spinoza in that he does explicitly recognize historical process, the Absolute Spirit itself being engaged in a temporal process of self-unfolding. But, as in the case of Spinoza, one searches in vain for a clear argument demonstrating that the individual can acquire knowledge of the Absolute Spirit. To be sure, historians have reconstructed large areas of the historical past through the use of their intelligence, and successes in the prediction of the historical future are not totally unknown. It is, however, as unlikely that Hegel would have wanted to base his case upon facts of this kind as that Spinoza would have wanted to base his case upon the fact of scientific knowledge. Scientism, as the unlimited faith in the power of the scientific understanding is sometimes called, has other origins. Just as Spinoza declared that scientia intuitiva was a different kind of knowledge from scientific understanding, so Hegel declared that science was merely a handmaiden of philosophy. The explanation of Hegel’s failure to argue directly for the possibility of knowing the Absolute Spirit is probably the same as that suggested for the comparable omission of Spinoza.

The vigor, though not the logical structure, of the existentialist attack upon the mechanism of escape from the historicity of the human condition typified by these thinkers in the Platonic tradition is beautifully expressed in the following passage from Kierkegaard, who habitually referred to his archenemy Hegel as Herr Professor:


Can the principle of mediation . . . help the existing individual? . . . The poor existing individual is confined to the straightjacket of existence. . . . How can it help to explain to a man how the eternal truth is to be understood eternally, when the supposed user of the explanation is prevented from so understanding it through being an existing individual, and merely becomes fantastic when he imagines himself to be sub specie aeternitatis? What such a man needs instead is precisely an explanation of how the eternal truth is to be understood in determinations of time by one, who as existing, is himself in time, which even the worshipful Herr Professor concedes, if not always, at least once a quarter when he draws his salary.6


Of course, rhetoric cannot pass as argument, and an appallingly large proportion of the existentialist literature dealing with this problem is pure rhetoric. None the less behind the rhetoric, or wedged in between the purple passages, several respectable arguments will be discovered.

The first of these is directed especially at Spinoza, Hegel, Marx, and the advocates of scientism, the existentialists normally regarding scientism as a part of the Spinozistic tradition. This argument consists in pointing out that all these thinkers tend to gloss over the duality of man the observer or viewer and man as part of that which is observed, be it nature or historical process. Spinoza, for instance, apparently believed that man could exist simultaneously as a part of nature and as a spectator of nature. Had he not believed this, he could not logically have urged the individual to adopt a perspective on the whole of being in order to reconcile himself to his role in the natural scheme of things. The existentialists, on the contrary, say that the duality of man the viewer and man the observed cannot be overcome and that consequently man can never rise to a vision of things sub specie aeternitatis. In so far as man is a part of nature he is actively engaged in natural processes and cannot sufficiently detach himself from his involvement in these processes to adopt a perspective on the whole of things. And in so far as man does detach himself from nature to exist as observer or spectator, he still fails to gain a vision of the whole of things since he as observer or spectator could not possibly be included within that vision. To reinforce this argument several contemporary existentialists have made capital out of developments in modern physics, such as Einstein’s theory of relativity and Heisenberg’s principle of indeterminacy, which amply demonstrate that the experimenter modifies the experimental situation in such a way that many laws of nature formulated without regard to the position of the observer in space and time lose much of their validity.

A second argument is directed especially at Plato, Aristotle, and their followers, who believe that man has access to the eternal through communion with Ideas or essences. For reasons which are not at all clear the ancients took as axiomatic the proposition that only like could know like. If, therefore, the Ideas or essences are eternal, the faculty by which the Ideas or essences are known, namely reason, must also be eternal. From this doctrine, together with the classical definition of man as a rational animal, it follows that man is immortal.

But, say the existentialists, what reason is there for defining man as a rational animal? The eminently quotable Unamuno expressed his doubts on the subject in the following text: “Man is said to be a reasoning animal. I do not know why he has not been defined as an affective or feeling animal. Perhaps that which differentiates him from other animals is feeling rather than reason. More often have I seen a cat reason than laugh or weep. Perhaps it weeps or laughs inwardly—but then perhaps, also inwardly, the crab resolves equations of the second degree.”7 In any case, whether man can be correctly defined as a rational animal or not, it is not merely man the rational being who experiences the anguish of the here and now. It is man the feeling being who is tortured by the realization of his limits in space and time. Even, therefore, if he could transcend these limitations through the exercise of the intellect, he would not find in that act of transcendence the salvation he seeks. His body and his passions are also a part of his nature, and he cannot be content with immortality of the mind alone. If he could be so satisfied, he would not be subject to the anguish of the here and now.

The same point can be made in a slightly different way. According to Aristotle, and after him Spinoza, the immortality which man achieves through the mind or intellect is universal and impersonal in character. Since like alone knows like and since the essences or forms known by the mind are universal and impersonal entities, the mind or intellect to which immortality is attributed must itself be a universal and impersonal thing. Immortality is not a characteristic of the concrete body and soul of the individual man; immortality belongs to Mind conceived as a universal and impersonal entity of a metaphysical order. In other words, it is man in the abstract, not the concrete individual person, who is immortal. And how, ask the existentialists, can a knowledge of man in the abstract possibly help the existing individual? The gap between the abstract and the concrete is so enormous that the individual can rarely close it. By virtue of his preoccupation with himself as a whole person, he almost never succeeds in realizing that the characteristics of man in the abstract actually apply to him. He simply does not see himself as a member of a species. He is not concerned with man in general. It is he himself as an individual whom he wishes to know and understand.

This observation applies even if the abstract characteristic of man in general which comes under consideration is mortality rather than immortality. In Tolstoy’s story “The Death of Ivan Ilych” this aspect of existentialist doctrine is illustrated with uncommon clarity. “The syllogism he had learned from Kiezewetter’s Logic: ‘Caius is a man, men are mortal, therefore Caius is mortal,’ always seemed to him correct as applied to Caius, but certainly not as applied to himself. That Caius—man in the abstract—was mortal, was perfectly correct, but he was not Caius, not an abstract man, but a creature quite, quite separate from all others.”8

The last major argument by which the existentialists attempt to show that man cannot escape his historical limitations through knowledge is directed primarily against the same antagonists as the first. If, they say, man has freedom of choice, then it is impossible for either the individual or the race by collective labor to rise to a knowledge of things sub specie aeternitatis, for the simple reason that the future is largely undetermined, especially in those areas which most vitally concern us. Although the inspiration of this argument lies rather in the anguish of freedom than in the anguish before the here and now, the two forms of anguish are not ordinarily independent of one another and in any case tidiness requires that it be mentioned briefly here. The link between the two forms of anguish should also be noted. The corollary of the doctrine of human particularity is that man is in some sense a part of history, a being actively engaged in historical process. As such, he is necessarily a part, not wholly reducible to other parts, of history. By his own activity he helps to decide the outcome of historical processes. The logical consequence of denying to man an original role in the shaping of history is to exclude him from history altogether and to attribute to him, as some of the advocates of scientism explicitly did, a purely marginal status in being. In technical language man becomes an “epiphenomenon”; he is merely carried along on the surface of history like a piece of flotsam.

Not all men have sought escape from their individuality through knowledge. A second mechanism of escape is through some sort of identification with the race of mankind or a large social unit such as the nation. Humanism and theoretical communism are instances of attempted identification with mankind; fascism and other forms of virulent patriotism, instances of attempted identification with larger social groups. For the sake of simplicity, the following exposition will deal exclusively with the existentialist attitudes towards humanism. Since the arguments against humanism can be adapted without difficulty to other manifestations of the same human propensity, nothing will be lost by this procedure.

If, of course, by humanism one understands a doctrine according to which individual persons are the source of value and intelligibility, then existentialism is itself humanistic, as Sartre went to great pains to show in a pamphlet entitled “Existentialism Is a Humanism.” In this context, however, humanism is taken to mean the doctrine mentioned in the last chapter according to which the individual can and should identify with the species mankind, putting the interests of mankind at large above his own or those of any other single individual.

Humanism emerged as an important historical force in the nineteenth century. Although its immediate source was the set of ideas associated with the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, its seeds were planted by Aristotle. Aristotle’s influence was felt in two ways. First, when Aristotle brought Plato’s Ideas down from their transcendental heaven to the world of becoming and decided to call them essences, he preserved their eternity and immutability by pronouncing the doctrine of fixed species. Horse in the abstract and man in the abstract were immortal, even though individual horses and men were mortal. At the same time, by settling upon reason as the distinguishing characteristic and highest function of human nature and by making of eternal essences the principle object of reason, he opened the way to the view that the individual can achieve a desirable form of immortality through identification with the species.

Second, it was Aristotle who opened the way to the doctrine of human equality which is so dear to the humanists and their predecessors, the gentlemen of the Enlightenment. The doctrine of human equality was implicit in Aristotle’s doctrine of substantial forms. Every existing thing, said Aristotle, is composed of matter and form, “form” being here a rough synonym for “essence.” The material component is different for each individual, but the form is always the same. Since reason is the form or essence of man, every man’s reason must be like his neighbor’s, and individual differences will have to be attributed to accidental material properties. In modern language one would say that individual differences are a product of external environmental influences. Aristotle was not greatly interested in drawing political implications from these ideas, but even so he found some difficulty in reconciling them with his belief in the natural inferiority of slaves. In one passage he came close to suggesting that slaves be regarded as a separate species. The historical influence of Aristotle’s doctrine of essential equality among all members of the same species was enormous. Even Descartes, the revolutionary founder of modern philosophy, subscribed to it. “Good sense,” he wrote, “is of all things in the world the most equally distributed. . . . In this I follow the common opinion of philosophers, who say that the question of more or less occurs only in the sphere of the accidents, and does not affect the forms or natures of the individuals in the same species.”

At the time of the Enlightenment the political implications of this doctrine were explicitly drawn, many philosophers formally declaring their faith in the natural equality or equal ability of all men and urging that everyone be given equal education and equal social opportunities. Fourier’s belief that when French society was properly organized France would produce thirty million scientists as great as Newton and thirty million poets as great as Shakespeare dramatically illustrates the Enlightenment confidence in the doctrine of natural equality. And a text from Helvetius clearly indicates the true parentage of this faith: “Who can be sure that differences of education do not produce the differences we find between minds; that men are not like those trees of the same species whose seed, indestructible and absolutely the same, never being sown in exactly the same soil, nor exposed to precisely the same winds, or the same sun, or the same rain, must necessarily in developing assume an infinity of different forms!”

When in the middle of the nineteenth century Darwin exploded the doctrine of fixed species and when still later conclusive evidence was adduced showing that individuals vary enormously in native abilities, humanism as a philosophical doctrine suffered blows from which it has never recovered. None the less in modified versions it has persisted up to the present time.

In later versions mankind is regarded, not as an Aristotelian essence, but as an historically evolving chain of generations. The means by which the individual identifies with the race is no longer intellection, but imagination or empathy. The satisfaction promised to the individual is not an Aristotelian type of intellectual immortality, but an emotional satisfaction accompanying universal love. Finally, the individual is urged to submerge his interests and those of other individuals in the interests of mankind at large, not because all individuals are equally well endowed in natural ability, but rather because all individuals are assumed to be equal in moral worth.

The basis of the existentialist attack upon humanism is quite clearly the anguish of the here and now. If man is tied to a limited region of space and time, then he cannot identify with mankind at large, even if there were a moral obligation to do so and even if personal satisfaction could be thereby derived. The Aristotelian concept of mankind is an empty abstraction; there can be no vital relationship between a concrete individual and an empty abstraction. And the situation is not improved by conceiving of mankind historically as a succession of generations; for in so far as the destiny of mankind so conceived is still hidden from the gaze of the particular individual, the concept is indeterminate. The future of mankind is unknown, and the individual cannot identify with the unknown. Neither is the situation improved by substituting imagination or empathy for intellectual understanding as the means by which the union between individual and mankind is effected. The human power of imagination is even narrower in scope than the power of intellection. We may know abstractly a great deal about a foreign people with whom we have had no personal contact; but it is next to impossible imaginatively to recreate the conditions of their life without personal contact. There is hardly a single great novel whose locale and characters are not of a kind well known to the author through personal contact.

As for universal love, how can the individual love beings he does not personally know? The humanists are right in saying that universal love would depend upon some kind of imaginative identification with others; but the things we imagine best are the things nearest to home, since imagination is a concomitant of passion, and passion the result of personal concern. Rousseau once posed the case of a man given the power to secure enormous benefits for himself and immediate associates by merely willing the death of a Chinese mandarin of whom he knew nothing. Granting that there is no possibility of detection, who, he asks, would fail to use this power!

Universal respect is equally impossible, and for similar reasons. How can we respect beings we do not know as individuals? And how could we put the interests of mankind in general, i.e., of a multitude of beings we do not know, above our own? We cannot know their interests. To think that we can is to betray an unjustifiable pride in the human intellect and at the same time to deny by implication the one universal feature of human beings which might conceivably entitle all equally to respect, namely their freedom of choice.

The existentialist attack becomes even more impressive when to the considerations stemming from the experience of anguish are added considerations based upon the existentialist value orientation, especially the contention that only an honest recognition of human limitations will permit us to experience those values which our condition permits. The man, for instance, who ignores the limitations of the here and now by pretending to respect all mankind succeeds only in depriving individual men of even the possibility of respect. As Nietzsche pointed out, respect is by nature recognition of superior merit, and if all men are equally respected, then nobody is respected. To respect everybody is to respect nobody, not even the man of superior worth. The only possible effect of preaching universal respect is to introduce an era of mass culture in which everybody is the loser—the men of merit because ordinary men will attack them with insane fury in a hopeless effort to prove their equality, and the ordinary men themselves because the men of merit will return the attack and enslave them.

Similar remarks can be made about love. Marcel and Jaspers have repeatedly asserted that he who loves mankind does not love at all. Love is by definition a personal relationship between two concrete beings. There can be no personal relationship between an individual human being and the abstraction humanity. The person who in the name of humanity sacrifices himself or others is not acting out of universal love; he is merely betraying his own incapacity for personal love. In The Brothers Karamazov Dostoyevsky posed the following problem: If God offered the whole of mankind eternal salvation on condition that a single, innocent child suffer eternally, ought mankind to accept the bargain? How can the person who has so little love for this child that he will condemn her to eternal torment cast his vote in favor of the bargain and claim that his motivation is universal love of mankind?


Anguish of Freedom

The expression “anguish of freedom” may seem puzzling. Is not freedom something wholly desirable? The bafflement will be largely dispelled by fixing firmly in mind that the type of freedom before which the existentialist stands in anguish is not the ability to achieve chosen goals. If one has decided to be a doctor and is free to do so in the sense that there are no obstacles in his way (he has the money, a good medical school has accepted him, there are no other commitments which take priority, etc.), it would be silly to speak of anguish. But even with this qualification the expression may still seem puzzling. Why should anyone be anguished simply because he has the ability to choose? The wider the range of choice, the more possible lines of conduct from which the individual may select, the greater will be his sense of power and mastery. The answer to this last question is that “anguish of freedom” is a somewhat misleading expression. What is called the anguish of freedom would more accurately be called “anguish before the necessity of choosing.” The anguish of freedom is really anguish over the fact that one must choose. And this is something that everybody can understand. Important decisions affecting the entire course of one’s life are rarely made without some form of mental distress; and it is a commonplace of contemporary social criticism that modern-day men try very hard to escape this form of distress by having others (the state, public opinion, or the corporation) make decisions for them.

This does not mean, however, that the anguish of freedom is to be identified with the mental distress which a responsible person experiences when he is obliged to make a crucial decision. The anguish of freedom arises only with the realization that one must always decide for oneself and that efforts to shift the burden of responsibility upon others are necessarily self-defeating. Not to choose is also to choose, for even if we deliver our power of decision to others, we are still responsible for having done so. It is always the individual who decides that others will choose for him. At times he may dull the awareness of his original and inalienable responsibility, but he can never wholly suppress that awareness. It will always be there even on the surface of consciousness as a vague sense of guilt or uneasy feeling of personal inadequacy.

The relationship between the anguish of freedom and the other two forms of anguish are subtle and complex. As already seen, the anguish before the here and now leads inevitably to the anguish of freedom. Since the individual is tied to a limited portion of space and time and since he is actively engaged in the historical process as a unique and irreducible factor, he must be free. For the existentialists freedom of choice means autonomy of choice, and autonomy of choice means undetermined choice. But what does it mean to say that man’s choices are undetermined if not that he is a unique and irreducible part of the historical or social scene? If man makes history, it is because man himself is not made by history.

The relationship between these two forms of anguish also works in reverse. If man is free to choose, then he cannot merge with the whole of being. “Every choice is a choice of finitude,” as Sartre says, since every choice involves elimination. The voracious appetite for being displayed by Spinoza and Hegel cannot coexist with respect for human freedom. If one chooses to be a doctor, then one chooses the world of a doctor. Everything about one’s life—the source of one’s income, one’s daily work, daily surroundings, relationships with others, even the odors one breathes—has a particular character and will separate one from the world of those who have made a different choice. The doctor cannot see things sub specie aeternitatis without ceasing to be a doctor. His attention will have to be focused on individual human beings and their specific ailments.

The relationship between the anguish of being and the anguish of freedom is also reciprocal. In rough and general terms it can be put this way: To the extent that man is free, it is by his choices or decisions that the natural and social world becomes meaningful. A shivering lump of human flesh in the agonies of death means one thing for the doctor who has chosen to take a professional interest in it, but something very different for the man who has decided to call that lump of flesh his wife. It follows from this that in so far as a man is conscious of his freedom, his natural and social environment will take on the character of a brute fact, something contingent, absurd, alien; for consciousness of freedom is also consciousness of the fact that meaning comes to being through us. In Sartrean terms the consciousness or anguish of freedom is the means by which “the world” dissolves and “being-in-itself” is revealed. Conversely, the consciousness or anguish of being is the means by which we take cognizance of our freedom; for it is only when the world dissolves and being-in-itself stands revealed to us that we understand the utter emptiness of our own being as persons in so far as we are not engaged in a process of choice, i.e., in so far as we fail to construct for ourselves a habitable world.

Of all the existentialists Sartre has most stressed the anguish of freedom. The manner in which he has developed the set of ideas connected with this form of anguish has, therefore, a special interest. Sartre’s major antagonists are the Thomistic-minded Christians and the Marxists. For them, as for determinists of every variety, man is so made by God or Nature, as the case may be, that he automatically pursues certain goals. He has a given nature which determines him to realize certain ends. The motives of his acts are, so to speak, “ready-made and prehuman.” According to Sartre, however, man freely chooses his own goals and in terms of his choice of goals confers upon the ready-made and prehuman whatever meaning it may possibly have. The determinist asks Sartre: If my action “cannot be understood either in terms of the state of the world or in terms of my past taken as something irremediable, how can it possibly not be gratuitous ?”9 Sartre counters by asking: If the world and my past are not understood in terms of my personally chosen projects, how can the world and my past possibly not be gratuitous? The determinist, in other words, says that man’s life would be vain and meaningless if it did not have a place in an objective and meaningful scheme of things. Sartre says the universe would be vain and meaningless if man did not endow it with meaning by an unceasing act of choice.

It follows from Sartre’s fundamental contention that “no state of fact, whatever it may be (political or economic structure of society, psychical ‘state,’ etc.), is by itself capable of motivating any act whatsoever.”10 He invites us to consider the case of the individual who revolts against certain bitter material conditions in his life. According to the common-sense point of view, in this respect similar to that of the determinist, these objective conditions constitute in themselves a sufficient cause for the action of the individual. But common opinion, if pressed, will recognize that the objective situation stimulates action only to the extent that the individual is aware of a better state of affairs in terms of which the actual circumstances of his life are seen to be unsatisfactory.

In order to reconcile the recognition of this fact with the belief that external circumstances are sufficient to cause action, the determinist and the common man tend to explain the awareness of a better situation to be realized in the future as itself a strict causal consequence of the objective situation. Sartre, however, finds it necessary to “invert the common opinion and recognize that it is not the severity of a situation or the sufferings it imposes which give rise to the conception of another state of affairs . . . ; on the contrary, it is from the day we conceive a different state of affairs that a new light falls upon our misery and our sufferings and that we decide they are no longer tolerable.”11 In so far as man is a part of nature or “sunk in the historical situation, it will not even occur to him to conceive the defects or the insufficiencies of the given political or economic organization. . . . He grasps it in its fullness of being and cannot even imagine that it could be different.”12 The worker subjected to extreme hardship “will have to go beyond the objective situation and his suffering, to put a distance between himself and it and to effect a double nihilation: on the one hand he will have to pose an ideal state of affairs as a pure nothingness with respect to the present; on the other hand he will have to pose the present situation as a nothingness with respect to that ideal state of affairs.”13

Resuming this argument briefly, human action is always to be interpreted as a reaction against an existing state of affairs and an effort to establish an ideal state of affairs. It implies both the recognition of a given situation as undesirable and the conception of an ideal situation as desirable. These two factors appear simultaneously, complementing one another; but neither of them can be determined by the objective situation in itself, since “no state of fact can determine consciousness to grasp it as a negative quantity or as lack.”14

In order to advance further into Sartre’s thinking it will be necessary to introduce a bit of his technical terminology and to clarify his conception of man. Opposed to the being of fact or being-in-itself stands the being of consciousness, which Sartre also calls “being-for-itself.” The choice of the term being-in-itself for objective fact is easily understood, since this region of being is merely a network of undifferentiated things and objects which point to no ideal value, which refer dumbly and meaninglessly to themselves alone. The choice of the term being-for-itself is also easily understood, since for the existentialists consciousness is fundamentally characterized by purpose or intention. As the names of these two regions of being indicate, they are radically opposed to one another. The in-itself has the properties of Platonic Being: its timelessness, self-sufficiency, and immutability. It is being par excellence. The for-itself, on the other hand, is a temporal being with all the properties of Platonic Becoming. Its existence is derivative and unstable. In the full sense of the term it is not. It merely exists. Etymologically, the term “existence” means to stand out of, and to mark their close adherence to the etymological meaning of the term existentialists frequently hyphenate the word, writing “ex-istence” instead of “existence.”

Despite the radical duality of the in-itself and the for-itself, man or the “human reality,” to use Sartre’s favorite expression, is itself made up of this duality. Whereas the in-itself is defined as a being “which is what it is,” man or the human reality is defined as a being “which is what it is not and is not what it is.” Man is, as the determinists say, an empirical being born at such and such a time and living under such and such conditions. In this sense, he is what he is. But in another sense man is not this empirical being living in a given situation, assuming a place in a chain of empirical facts going back to his birth or further. He is also a complex of desires or pattern of values which does not empirically exist, which empirically is not, since its factual being, if it ever has one, must await realization in the future. In this sense, man is not what he is.

It is important to realize that although the Sartrean definition of human reality is most definitely paradoxical, the paradox is largely verbal. It can best be understood as a forceful rhetorical device for illustrating the irreducibility of the distinction between the being of fact and the being of ideals or values and for emphasizing that it is man’s fate to be simultaneously both types of being. It is especially important to bear this in mind in interpreting a second, but strictly convertible, Sartrean definition of man. Man, says Sartre, is a “nihilating nothingness.” If again we follow the common-sense approach and take as the primary definition of being the being of fact, that is, the being which points to no ideal goal and which is simply what it is without reference to any system of values, then conscious human existence is pure nothingness; for consciousness is nothing more than a complex of desires tending toward the realization of an ideal state in the future. This ideal state of affairs being nonexistent, the desire or motive behind it is likewise nonexistent, the desire and its ideal value being but two aspects of a single phenomenon. “The motive can only be understood by its end, that is to say, by a nonexistent; the motive of action, therefore, is in itself a negative quantity.”15 But this nothingness of desire and of value, of motive and end of human behavior, can only exist for the individual in so far as he nihilates the being which he is, i.e., the objective situation and the conditions which constitute his being of fact, by posing a better ideal world in terms of which the objective situation and his empirical being are viewed as nothingness. In other words, to exist, man must perpetually transcend himself.

If this theory is correct, it necessarily follows that we must abandon all hope of attaining a secure and harmonious integration with the surrounding objective world. In desiring, valuing, and existing we necessarily reject the world in which we live. All projects which are turned toward acceptance of the world as constituted imply a diminution of our being and a loss of self-respect in so far as they tend to reduce the tension which constitutes the necessary condition of free human action. Freedom is a “lack of being with respect to a given being.”16 In technical language Sartre expresses this fact by saying that the human reality is a “detotalized totality” of in-itself and for-itself. Man is both in-itself and for-itself, but the two dimensions of his being are radically different. There is a deep rent in his being, and it will never be closed.

If Sartre’s theory is correct, it also follows that “man is the foundation without foundation” of his values. “Nothing,” says Sartre, “absolutely nothing, justifies me in adopting this or that value, this or that scale of values. As the being through whom values exist, I am incapable of justification.”17 The price of human existence is alienation—from God, from nature, and from society. Man is “condemned to freedom.”

At this point the following problem arises. Let it be granted that man is both an empirical being and a bearer of values, that the human reality is a detotalized totality, and that only through undetermined choices by the for-itself do values and meanings arise. Let it even be granted that a realization of all this will inevitably produce psychic distress. Need we be quite so distressed about it as the existentialists would apparently have us be? Many people have faced up to the responsibility of choosing for themselves without making all this commotion about the anguish of freedom.

Sartre’s answer to this question will lead us to his most thoroughly pessimistic conclusions—but also to his theory of salvation. Although Sartre denies that man has an essence or nature if by this one means that God or Nature has predetermined him to pursue certain goals to the exclusion of others, he does not deny that man has an essence or nature if by this one means that it is possible to discern certain universal and necessary structures within the human condition. Two of these structures are revealed through the anguish of freedom. Through this form of anguish man learns not only that he is free but also that his existence as a free being is characterized by precariousness and lack. It is no more solid than the thin crust of meaning which we call the world. At the root of our being as freedom is nothingness. We cannot, therefore, totally renounce the aspiration to participate in the security of the in-itself, its wholeness, its massiveness, its positivity. Dread of our freedom and desire to coincide with the in-itself is a fundamental structure of our being and must somehow manifest itself in every project of being, however personal and individual it may be in other respects. Metaphysically stated: “The for-itself is the being who is to himself his own lack of being, and the being which the for-itself lacks is the in-itself. The for-itself comes into being as a nihilation of the in-itself, and that nihilation must be defined as a project toward the in-itself: between the nihilated in-itself and the projected in-itself stands the for-itself and nothingness. Thus the goal and end of the nihilation that I am is the in-itself. Thus the human reality is desire of being-in-itself.”18

The second universal and necessary structure of the human condition is complementary to the first, but tends to cancel it out. On the one hand, as we have seen, anguish reveals a dread of one’s necessary existence as freedom and thus a desire to coincide with the in-itself. But at one and the same time anguish reveals a dread of being swallowed up by the in-itself. Because in anguish man sees the in-itself for what it is, he realizes that its security is a brute fact, contingent, gratuitous, meaningless, and therefore valueless. The in-itself does not have the consciousness to appreciate its positivity and fullness of being; it cannot experience it as security or value. It can, in fact, experience nothing. It is quite simply what it is. Man, therefore, whose very existence is derived from his being as projector of values, cannot desire the in-itself as such. He stands in dread before the brute fact of the in-itself, his whole existence being a revolt against it, a nihilation of its contingence and absurdity. The in-itself which the for-itself desires “could not be pure in-itself, contingent and absurd, in every way comparable to that which it meets and which it nihilates.”19

It is precisely this ambivalence in our attitude toward it which explains the ambiguity in Sartre’s descriptions of the in-itself. By virtue of our yearning for it, it takes on a soft and voluptuous aspect like the womb of Mother Earth. But in the act of recoiling against it, we project our firm determination to safeguard freedom and construe it as a hard and resisting solid.

What man really desires is the in-itself as a value. Man wants to be a fact-value, an in-itself-for-itself without duality. It is not enough for him to be a detotalized totality; he wants to be a totality without fissure. He wants consciousness without risk, security with the consciousness to appreciate it. He wants to have, like God the Father, the properties of serenity, eternity, and immutability, but he also wants the intensely human properties and capacity for suffering of God the Son. “The being which constitutes the object of desire of the for-itself is, then, an in-itself which would be to itself its own foundation. . . . Thus one may best describe the fundamental project of the human reality in saying that man is the being who projects to be God. . . . And if man possesses a preontological comprehension of the being of God, it is neither the great spectacle of nature nor the power of society which have given it to him. Rather God . . . represents the permanent limits in terms of which man understands his being. To be man is to strive to be God, or, if one prefers, man fundamentally desires to be God.”20 Man is “haunted” by the ideal of the “ens causa sui which the religions call God.”21 In still other language: “It is as if the world, man and man-in-the-world express an abortive attempt to become God. It is as if the in-itself and the for-itself reveal themselves in a state of disintegration with respect to an ideal synthesis. Not that the integration has ever taken place, but precisely on the contrary, because it is permanently suggested and permanently impossible.”22 Unfortunately, “the idea of God is contradictory and we lose ourselves in vain: man is a useless passion.”23

For obvious reasons the attempt to escape these fundamental aspects of the human condition through the classical philosophical devices will necessarily fail. And so will the attempt to escape them through the pursuit of wealth, pleasure, and prestige. The specific desires or projects of man invariably exemplify the fundamental desire to be God. “The desire of a particular object is not the simple desire of this object; it is the desire to be united with the object in an internal relation.”24 Love, for instance, “is a fundamental relation of the for-itself to the world and to itself . . . through a particular woman; the woman represents only a conducting body which is placed in the circuit.”25 The same thing holds for the acquisition of wealth. “Appropriation is nothing save the symbol of the ideal of the for-itself or value. The dyad, for-itself possessing and in-itself possessed, is the same as that being which is in order to possess itself and whose possession is in its own creation—God . . . My original desire of being my own foundation is never satisfied through appropriation any more than Freud’s patient satisfies his Oedipus complex when he dreams that a soldier kills the Czar.”26

This conception of the human condition is by no means specifically Sartrean. Sartre, as the most recent of the great existentialist figures, has developed it most fully and has devised the most elaborate technical terminology to express it. The conception, however, was already present in Kierkegaard, the so-called father of existentialism, for whom “the predicament of the existing individual” arises “from his being a synthesis of the temporal and eternal.”27 For Kierkegaard, no less than for Sartre, the temporal and the eternal are contradictory categories, and a being who is simultaneously both is indeed in a predicament. He cannot but desire the completion of being which God alone possesses, but at the same time he cannot but cling passionately to the pleasures and pains of finite existence. This paradox in man’s nature approximates to the God-Man paradox, i.e., the paradox of Christ, which is at the very center of Kierkegaard’s philosophy. It is impossible that a perfect and immutable being who lacks nothing should create; but it is even more impossible that a perfect and immutable being who lacks nothing should be incarnated in flesh, walk the earth, suffer, and die. Yet if Christ is not wholly divine and wholly human at one and the same time he fails to be a fit object of worship, precisely because man himself aspires to be wholly divine without loss of his humanity. Sartre’s views up to this point are hardly more than a secularized version of Kierkegaard.

It is difficult to conceive of a blacker picture of the human condition; but Sartre can no more resist the temptation of appending a theory of salvation to his analysis of the human condition than the Christians and the Marxists. Unfortunately the analysis of Sartre’s theory of salvation is somewhat complicated by the fact that the theory has not to date been treated systematically and at length. It was presented dramatically in Sartre’s play The Flies, where the hero Orestes defies Jupiter in the name of freedom and heroically takes upon himself the burden of the human condition. It was also sketched briefly in the last pages of Being and Nothingness, where Sartre promised a separate work dealing exclusively with his “ethics of deliverance and salvation.” But the promised book has not yet appeared, and the brief sketch in Being and Nothingness is couched in somewhat cautious terms. In fact, the clearest statement of it to be found there is in interrogative form.

Briefly, the theory is this: Man’s project to be God is a universal structure of his being and a necessary motive of his behavior, but it is not necessarily the final motive of his behavior and it is not an absolute or exclusive structure of his being. Man is capable of refusing to be “an accomplice” of the cosmic process; man may defy God and the values which haunt him. In doing so, he finds his salvation. The explicit consciousness of the human situation and of man’s total freedom as revealed in anguish gives to the individual a new perspective in terms of which the fundamental structure of his being may be completely altered through a “radical conversion.” As Sartre himself puts it in the last pages of Being and Nothingness, the analyses which he has there made should


reveal to the moral agent that he is the being by whom values come into existence. It is then that his freedom will become conscious of itself and will reveal itself in anguish as the unique source of value and the nothingness through which the world exists. As soon as the search for being and the appropriation of the in-itself stand revealed as his possibilities, it (the for-itself) will grasp in and through anguish that these possibilities imply a background of other possibilities. But up to this point, although possibilities may be chosen and revoked ad libirum, the theme which made the unity of all his choices of possibilities was the value or ideal presence of the ens causa sui. . . . Is it possible that freedom take itself as value in so far as it is the source of all values or must it necessarily define itself with respect to a transcendent value which haunts it?28


Rather than follow Sartre further in his own words it will be best to adopt an unorthodox procedure and quote Mlle. Simone de Beauvoir as to what happens when freedom chooses to emancipate itself. Her statement of the doctrine, appearing in dogmatic terms some years after the publication of Being and Nothingness, has the advantage of brevity and may safely be accepted as a faithful reflection of Sartre’s own belief. Mile. de Beauvoir states:


In his vain endeavour to be God, man causes himself to exist as man; . . . if he accepts to be satisfied with this existence, he coincides perfectly with himself. He is not permitted to exist without tending toward that being which he will never be, but it is possible for him to will that tension itself with the failure that it involves. His being is lack of being, but precisely this mode of being is existence. In Hegelian terms one might say that there is here a negation of the negation through which positivity is re-established; man causes himself to be lack. but he may deny the lack as lack and affirm himself as positive existence. He assumes failure. And the action condemned as effort to be recovers its validity as manifestation of existence. However what is involved here is not so much a Hegelian synthesis as a conversion. In Hegel the terms overcome are conserved only as abstract moments, whereas we hold that existence still remains negativity in the positive affirmation of itself. . . . The failure is not overcome, but assumed; existence affirms itself as an absolute which must seek in itself its justification. . . . In order to attain his truth man must not attempt to dissipate but on the contrary to accomplish the ambiguity of his being. He finds himself only to the extent that he consents to remain at a distance from himself.29


Here again we find in technical Sartrean language the fundamental existentialist conviction that although life is inescapably tragic and man necessarily doomed to frustration, values sufficient to make life worth the effort are available to him within the very heart of despair.

Among the chief sources of Sartre’s views are the Hegelian analysis of the unhappy consciousness and the Hegelian concept of finite life as marked by inevitable contradictions and conflicts. Whereas, however, Hegel regarded the unhappy consciousness as merely a stage in the progress of the human spirit and the conflicts of finite life as mere surface phenomena which the immutable Absolute Spirit ultimately mediates, Sartre allows no surpassing of the unhappy consciousness and totally rejects the notion of an Absolute Spirit. The whole of things does not form an integrated totality and there is no ground of finite being which finally reconciles its contradictions.

Another and much more important source of Sartre’s views is Nietzsche. In the later development of his thought Nietzsche hit upon the notion of the Eternal Return. Since the number of elements in the universe is finite and since time is infinite, it follows according to Neitzsche that every existing combination of elements will necessarily recur over and over again in the future. Each of our individual lives with all its frustrations, dangers, and heartbreak will be indefinitely repeated. This is our fate, and it is a hard one. But, says Nietzsche, man must become a “holy yea-sayer”; he must learn to love his fate. The doctrine of the Eternal Return and the doctrine that struggle and danger are necessary facts of life were thus joined with the doctrine known as amor fati, or love of fate.

The originality of Sartre’s and Nietzsche’s position can best be seen by contrasting it with the position of the Stoics and of Spinoza. The existentialists agree with the Stoics in urging man to abandon the hope of fulfillment through finite desires, but unlike the Stoics they do not urge the abandonment of desire itself. On the contrary, the abandonment of finite desire is neither possible nor praiseworthy, desire being not only an essential structure of human existence but also a necessary condition of value. To abandon desire is to reduce the tension which constitutes our dignity as human beings. The existentialists also agree with Spinoza in urging man to accept without regret the ultimate and inescapable realities of life and to seek a kind of fullness of being or coincidence with himself. But for Spinoza the ultimate reality was the whole of things conceived as an harmonious and stable unit, and man achieved fullness of being or coincidence with self by merging his finite personality with infinite being, the true ground of his being as self. The existentialists, on the contrary, conceive of being dualistically, and for them coincidence with self or fullness of being consists in joyfully accepting or assuming one’s finitude.





III. Reason and Unreason

From almost all sides existentialism has been proclaimed a movement of irrationalism. Political liberals contemn the movement on this ground above all others. They will not forget Heidegger’s brief involvement with Nazism and sometimes argue that fascism would be the logical outcome if the tenets of the movement were widely accepted. At the same time Marxists often see in existentialism a last desperate effort of the petite bourgeoisie, a group doomed by the objective march of history but anxious for one last fling. One Marxist, taking up this line of attack, called existentialism a “carnival of subjectivity,” a charge which infuriated Sartre and which his latest major work, Critique of Dialectical Reason, was designed to answer.

On the other hand, a relatively large group of artists, writers, intellectuals, and others have given unstinting praise to the movement precisely because of what they take to be its irrationalism. Members of the beat movement, which is a degenerate form of existentialism for the weak-minded and weak-willed products of America’s educational institutions, presently prefer soporific dope to kicks, the in-itself to the for-itself, Buddha to Sartre. But the Beats’ sympathy for continental existentialism in so far as they see in it a sanction for incoherence and self-pity will not be questioned.

It would, of course, be idle to deny the legitimacy of regarding existentialism as in some sense irrationalistic. Kierkegaard is certainly no blood brother of the Beats, but neither was it a country cousin who cried: “Oh, the sins of passion and of the heart—how much nearer to salvation than the sins of reason. . . . Yes, I believe that I would give myself to Satan so that he might show me every abomination, every sin in its most frightful form.”1 Nor have they any reason to feel great hostility toward Sartre, who found Jean Genet, France’s latest self-styled “black saint” (homosexual, petty criminal, police informer, etc.), worthy of seven hundred pages of close and sympathetic analysis.

The antipathy of liberals and Marxists, whose faith in reason is closely allied to their faith in the behavioral sciences and historical progress, is at least as well grounded from their standpoint as the sympathy of the Beats is from theirs. None of the existentialists profess sympathy for liberalism, and Sartre alone among them professes sympathy for Marxism. In the Critique of Dialectical Reason, however, Sartre himself attacks Kierkegaard and Jaspers as belonging to “a certain element of the European bourgeoisie which wishes to justify its privileges by claiming a spiritual aristocracy, by fleeing . . . into an exquisite subjectivity and allowing itself to be fascinated by an ineffable present in order to ignore its future.”2 Moreover, his own attempt in the same work to reconcile the ideas propounded in Being and Nothingness with his personal brand of Marxism is incomplete and less than satisfactory as far as it goes.

So much granted, however, it remains to be said that the terms “rationalism” and “irrationalism” are among the most ambiguous in the vocabulary of every civilized people and that absolutely nothing of any real interest has been said so long as the sense in which these terms are used is unspecified. Empiricism, the philosophical movement whose present-day members are most vociferous in denouncing existentialism as anti-rationalistic, was not long ago denounced in the same terms; and while some early empiricists bore the label of antirationalist with a strident pride very much as Kierkegaard and sometimes Jaspers have done, others adopted Sartre’s tactic and claimed to be defending true rationality. It is interesting to speculate whether future descendants of the existentialists will not have to carry the banners of reason against some new enemy who dares to conceive the truth differently from them.

In order to make any sense at all out of the controversies which rage around this issue it will be necessary to consider three questions. First, what and how much can mankind expect to know? The answer to this question will depend largely upon one’s theory of being, or ontology. Second, what are the methods by which men may acquire whatever knowledge is possible? The answer to this question will depend upon one’s theory of knowledge, or epistemology. Third, how valuable would the knowledge which man can hope to acquire be to a living human being? The answer to this question will depend upon one’s theory of value, or axiology. In general the type of answer given to any one of these questions is accompanied by a specific type of answer to the others. By limiting the discussion to only the major historical positions and by remaining at a fairly high level of generality, it will thus be necessary to consider only three major movements: the movement known technically in the history of philosophy as rationalism, running from Plato through Descartes to Spinoza and Hegel; the movement known technically as empiricism, running from the seventeenth-century English philosophers Bacon, Hobbes, and Locke up to present-day philosophizing in the Anglo-American world; and finally existentialism itself.

Philosophical Rationalism

To the first question, “What and how much can man expect to know?” the rationalists answered: Whatever is eternal, necessary, immutable, and universal. The temporal, contingent, mutable, and particular cannot be known. To the second question, “What are the methods by which men may acquire knowledge?” the rationalists answered: Through the mind or intellect. Through the physical senses almost nothing can be known, their role is wholly subsidiary. To the third question, “What value has knowledge for the living individual?” their answer was twofold: Knowledge, they say, is valuable in its own right. Through knowledge, be it the contemplation of eternal Ideas and Aristotelian essences or a vision of things sub specie aeternitatis, the individual experiences the greatest pleasure of which he is capable and becomes immortal. But also knowledge is valuable because through it man learns how to conduct himself in the world of becoming. A good life, like a good political state such as Plato’s Republic, is one modeled upon or patterned after eternal and universal forms.

Two major arguments have been used to prove the existence of eternal objects knowable only through the mind. The first and most important of these is drawn from reflection upon mathematics. The great mathematical invention of the Greeks, who were perhaps the most visually minded people in history, was systematic geometry. In the development of systematic geometry the Greeks were led to adopt the notion of perfect geometrical figures (perfect circles, perfectly straight lines, etc.). These, it was said, were the objects of the mathematician’s study, and since systematic geometry actually existed as a science, these objects must exist. Moreover, the science of geometry could not be as exact as it is if the objects under study were constantly changing.

But what is the ontological status of these objects? Where do they exist? They cannot exist in nature or the world of becoming, conceived as the world revealed to the physical senses. All the spherical shapes and straight lines in nature are imperfect. At the same time, it is perfectly obvious that all bodies in nature are subject to change; wind, rain, the touch of human hands, or some other natural event is bound to affect them.

Do they, then, exist in the human imagination? Again the answer is no. For one thing, images in the mind are invariably images of physical realities. The imagination is limited to reproducing elements in the physical world. The blind man cannot imagine colors, and the deaf man cannot imagine sounds. The imagination is free only in the sense that it can combine images of physical things in ways that nature has not done—constructing, for instance, an image of Pegasus by combining the image of a horse and the image of wings. For another thing, the geometer’s objects include figures for which there are not even imperfect copies in nature or in the imagination. The geometer, for instance, knows an abstract triangle, a triangle which is neither a right triangle nor a scalene triangle nor an isosceles triangle. But who can form a mental picture of such a triangle? Similarly, a chiliagon or thousand-sided figure is an object of mathematical calculation; but how does the image of a chiliagon differ from the image of a centagon or hundred-sided figure? Clearly, the imagination cannot draw distinctions as sharp as those of the geometer. Consider also the concept of zero. Surely, zero does not exist either in nature or in the imagination. We can, of course, visualize the figure “0” or the word “zero,” but not the thing for which it stands.

Are the objects of mathematical study, then, concepts or ideas, as opposed to images? Do the objects of mathematical speculation reside in the human intellect, as opposed to the human imagination? Again the answer is no. The human mind, as human, is finite and mutable, whereas the objects of mathematical speculation are eternal and unchanging. That the human mind is mutable is sufficiently evidenced by the fact that in order to make inferences it must proceed stepwise. It acts, as the expression “operations of the mind” indicates. In technical language, the human intellect is “discursive.” Besides, if the objects of mathematic speculation were within the human mind, as marbles are within a box, if we already possessed them, why do we speak of grasping or seizing them, of making them ours?

There are only three places where the objects of mathematical knowledge may be located. The first is the heaven of eternal Ideas, a realm which transcends both individual men and nature. This, of course, was Plato’s belief. The second is a nonhuman, nondiscursive, and universal mind such as that in which Aristotle said human beings can participate or such as the Christians believed God’s mind to be. St. Augustine, for instance, eliminated Plato’s transcendental realm of Ideas by conceiving of the Ideas as absorbed in the divine intellect. Thirdly, they might be located in nature—on condition that nature be conceived, not as the world directly revealed to the physical senses, but as a world lying behind or beyond the world revealed to the senses and itself accessible only to the intellect. This was roughly the position of Aristotle. In the last chapter it was said that Aristotle located his essences in the world of becoming, but this is not strictly correct if by the world of becoming one means the world revealed to the physical senses. The essences, according to Aristotle, could not be directly apprehended by the senses. This was also the position of Descartes, who was much clearer on this score than Aristotle. The real sun, said Descartes, is the sun of the mathematician or scientist. The sun which appears to the senses, an object of small dimensions and changing colors, is merely an illusory appearance. This was also the position of Spinoza, Leibniz, Hegel, and nineteenth-century scientism.

Having established to their satisfaction that the objects of mathematical knowledge are eternal and immutable objects, the rationalists did one of two things. Either they declared that all genuine knowledge is mathematical in character or else they declared that nonmathematical knowledge is similar to mathematical knowledge in that its proper objects are eternal and immutable entities which transcend the world and to which man has access only through the intellect.

To support this latter view the second major argument was invoked. This second argument consists in observing that words are singular whereas the physically observable things for which words are commonly said to stand are plural, and that words are constant in meaning whereas the physical objects to which words are applied are mutable. The clearest formulation of this doctrine is found in several of the early Platonic dialogues wherein Socrates attempts to explicate the meaning of words such as “courage” and “temperance.” “Courage,” he says, is one word with a constant meaning; but courageous men and courageous acts are many and changing. The meaning of the word cannot, therefore, be found in the mutable and particular world of becoming. Particular beings are referred to by a word only in so far as those particular beings resemble or in some way participate in the object which constitutes the true meaning of the word; properly speaking, the meaning of the term is never to be found in the physically observable world.

It will be noted that as the role of the physical senses is diminished, so is the role of the sensuous world of sights and sounds in which we normally live and about whose reality alone the ordinary man seems to care. But the physical senses and the ordinary man’s world do still have some importance. Aristotle and St. Thomas both declared that nothing is in the intellect which is not first in the senses. The point of this declaration is that man can intuit universal essences only through physical exemplifications of them. Aristotle called this process of intuiting universal essences through individual instances induction, and it is not uncommon for beginning students of Aristotle to seize upon this word “induction” in order to make an empiricist out of him. In fact, however, the Aristotelian use of the word “induction” is wholly different from that of modern-day empiricists. Though he uses the term “induction” and talks a good bit more than Plato about knowledge through the senses, Aristotle, and St. Thomas after him, remain squarely within the Platonic tradition.

This last point is worth elaborating upon. Plato was a believer in preexistence, and according to him at some point prior to physical birth we witnessed the eternal Ideas directly. Unfortunately, just before physical incarnation we passed through the waters of forgetfulness, and in our present physical state as prisoners within the body we remember these Ideas only when we behold their imperfect physical copies. This is the substance of Plato’s famous doctrine of “knowledge through reminiscence.” The description in the Symposium of our ascent to the Idea of beauty through love of beautiful bodies and beautiful souls is but an application of it. The Christian rationale for the use of images as an aid to meditation and the Christian doctrine of the mystic ladder by which we mount to God through contemplation of the various degrees of perfection in nature also derive from this source. And so does Aristotle’s doctrine of induction, according to which we must grasp essences through particular physical beings which exemplify them. In every case the physical object has worth, less in itself than as a symbol or indicator of something beyond it. According to one very old Christian doctrine the physical world is but a system of signs all of which point to God.

The chief difference between Plato, Aristotle, and St. Thomas turns on the nature of the something toward which physical objects ultimately point: transcendental Ideas, universal essences, or God. There are, however, other significant differences in this connection. One is that whereas Plato was by traditional interpretation an extreme dualist who boldly contrasted Being and Becoming, Aristotle and St. Thomas tended to think in terms of degrees of being. For Aristotle essences may be graded according to degree of inclusiveness, from the smallest species to the widest genus. St. Thomas says that God alone truly is; he alone has the full ontological dignity of Being. After God come the angels, and then man, who is a little below the angels and a little above the beasts. This doctrine of the degrees of being is also known as the doctrine of “the great chain of being.” Significantly, matter is invariably the last and least of the links in the chain.

Another area of disagreement finds Plato and Aristotle opposed to St. Thomas. Plato and Aristotle stated unequivocally that the rational intellect is man’s highest faculty and that through the intellect man can come to participate in immortality while yet in the body. St. Thomas, as a Christian, could not go this far. Some of the Christian mystics claimed a kind of personal participation in the divinity, but the participation was not ordinarily effected through the intellect and in any case the Catholic Church has constantly denounced mysticism of this type as heretical. The creature cannot merge with the creator. St. Thomas contented himself with listing the intellect as the highest of man’s natural faculties, the so-called theological virtues or faculties of faith, hope, and love being higher still. Through the intellect one can have partial access to God, but the intellect is neither the only mode of access nor in itself a sufficient one. None the less, St. Thomas must be counted among the rationalists. He did not, like St. Augustine, argue that since the fall reason will serve the individual only to the extent that the will has antecedently been turned toward the light by God’s grace. According to St. Thomas the independent exercise of God-given reason can take man a considerable distance along the path to God.

For the inferior grade of knowing which has as its object the mutable, singular, and temporal things in the world of becoming, rationalists employ the term “opinion,” the term “knowledge” being used narrowly and exclusively for the superior grade of knowing. As being is to knowledge, so becoming is to opinion. Knowledge is necessary, certain, and universal. Opinion is probable, uncertain, and particular.

Still another set of terms used to distinguish between the two types of knowledge is “a priori” and “a posteriori.” A proposition, regardless of how we are led to entertain it, is said to be a priori if its truth or falsity can be certified without recourse to sense experience. The qualification “regardless of how we are led to entertain it” is important, since even according to the rationalists sense experience will often lead us to entertain a proposition without thereby rendering the knowledge of its truth or falsity any the less a priori. If, for instance, one is led to assert that all men are mortal because one has observed Socrates and other individuals die, it does not necessarily follow that the proposition “All men are mortal” is not a priori. It suffices that the fact of death as observed through the physical senses not be needed to prove its truth. Propositions which are not a priori are, of course, a posteriori. A synonym for a posteriori knowledge is empirical knowledge.

A priori propositions fall into two classes. They are either immediately intuited or else deduced by principles of logic from immediately intuited propositions. According to classical rationalists the statements “Two parallel lines extended indefinitely will never meet” and “Either Socrates is mortal or Socrates is not mortal” are examples of immediately intuited a priori truths. The conclusions of any proof in a mathematical or logical system would be examples of deduced a priori truths.

The distinctive claim of the rationalists, however, is that there are many a priori truths, either directly intuited or deduced, other than those found in mathematical or logical systems as these are ordinarily conceived. Descartes, for instance, claimed “I think” is an immediately intuited a priori truth and he claimed that logical principles alone compel us to infer from it “I am.” “I think, therefore I am,” or cogito, ergo sum, is one of the cornerpieces of his philosophy. And by arguments which he believed to be of exactly the same type, though more complex, Descartes claimed to have proved the existence of God, the existence of an external world lying behind the veil of sense appearances, and the fundamental laws of nature which govern the external world. Aristotle claimed to intuit the essential properties of animal species, including man. Spinoza’s chief work, Ethics, consists of a set of definitions, axioms, and theorems after the manner of Euclidean geometry. And Leibniz actually claimed that the day would come when instead of arguing about right and wrong we would simply “sit down and calculate.”

If it can be established that the knowledge of mathematicians has as its basis eternal objects, why should not all knowledge be of the same kind? And if it can be established that words are constant and unchanging in meaning, then it is clear that the true meaning of words cannot be the physical objects to which they are applied. Their true meanings must also be eternal objects.


Empiricism

To the question “What can man know?” the empiricist answers: Particular beings and the relationships which obtain among them. To the question “How does man know?” the empiricist answers: Through the physical senses. To the question “Why should man want to know?” the answer is: For the sake of power, specifically power to transform the natural and social environment.

The empiricist movement is so overwhelmingly Anglo-American that the expression “British empiricism” for its early stages is almost redundant. During the eighteenth century empiricism was adopted enthusiastically by the Enlightenment thinkers, but they added nothing of importance to the doctrine and it never really took hold on the Continent. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Enlightenment ideas were incorporated by continental thinkers into systems such as humanism, Marxism, and scientism—all of which are more rationalistic than empiricistic.

The originators of empiricism are Francis Bacon, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and George Berkeley. The movement achieved maturity with David Hume in the mid-eighteenth century and has survived with vigor up to the present day. All of the important philosophical movements in twentieth-century England and America—pragmatism, positivism, phenomenalism, and the more recent movement known as analytic philosophy—are among its offspring. In its earlier stages empiricism was much more rationalistic than its innovators believed, and at times it has veered toward scientism. From the perspective of the present day, however, its major outlines and its true direction are unmistakable.

It was David Hume who first clearly and without compromise declared that there can be no genuine a priori knowledge outside the field of mathematics or logic and that all knowledge of fact is knowledge of particular beings or the relationships between particular beings. In the peroration to one of his major works Hume tells us that when we pick up a book of philosophy we should look to see whether it contains statements of empirical fact or abstract reasoning in mathematics or logic. If not, he says, “commit it to the flames,” for it can contain nothing but “sophistry and illusion.”

It was also Hume who first drew from these premises the logical conclusion that the totality of being was contingent in the sense that man cannot know why it is and cannot rationally attribute to it design or purpose.

Again, it was Hume who most loudly defended the view that all general knowledge of fact is ultimately based upon simple induction, i.e., observation of a repeated or recurrent relationship between two or more kinds of things under similar circumstances. For instance, we know that fire burns because we have observed what happens when we put a match to a piece of paper or put our hands in an open fire. We could never know this simply by intuiting the essence of fire, as Aristotle presumably believed. Nor could we know that this was generally the case from a single experiment, as Aristotle also appeared to believe. If the event fire had been conjoined to the event burning only once in human experience there would be no way of knowing whether this was the result of a law of nature or whether it was a mere accident. It is only because fire and burning have been observed to be regularly or repeatedly conjoined in experience that we can establish the truth of the general proposition that fire burns.

Finally, it was Hume who most insisted that all general knowledge of fact, knowledge of the so-called laws of nature, is merely probable. Even if two kinds of events have always been regularly conjoined in the past, there is no guarantee that they will continue to be conjoined in the future. The principle of induction by which we infer that types of events conjoined in the past will continue to be conjoined in the future is the foundation of our reasoning, but as Sartre said of an individual’s choice of values it is a “foundation without foundation.” The principle itself cannot be justified. We cannot know that being or nature is necessary or eternal, as Aristotle believed. And although there may be a God, we can have no knowledge of him or his purposes. We cannot, therefore, appeal to him, as did Descartes, in order to guarantee that the course of nature will remain uniform throughout all time.

The chief contribution of later empiricists was to provide a more plausible answer than Hume to the arguments whereby rationalists attempted to prove the existence of eternal objects or universals knowable only to the intellect. Elements of the answer can be found among the earlier empiricists, but it is chiefly twentieth-century empiricists, especially twentieth-century logical positivists, who worked out the final answer.

The first of the rationalist arguments was based upon the actual existence of mathematical and logical systems whose objects are neither physically observable things nor entities in the human mind and whose propositions are eternal and necessary truths. The second of their arguments was based upon the observation that the meaning of words is one and unchanging whereas the physically observable things which in ordinary life are denoted by these words are many and mutable. The empiricists answer both arguments in roughly the same way, but it will simplify the exposition to consider them separately and to begin with the answer to the second argument.

One part of the empiricist answer consists in pointing out that the rationalists have their facts wrong. The meaning of words is not necessarily either one or unchanging. Words are frequently ambiguous and they often take on new or different meanings in the course of time. The modern concept of courage is very different from that of the Greeks; and for the Greek term translated into English as “temperance” or “moderation” there is no precise equivalent in any of the modern languages. Had Socrates not been so convinced that every word had one unchanging meaning, he would perhaps have seen that the word “meaning” itself is ambiguous and that once one of the ambiguities in this term is cleared up, there is no longer any reason for assuming that words refer to eternal objects.

The ambiguity in question is that between meaning as “intension” and meaning as “extension.” Roughly speaking, the extension of a term is the set of objects denoted by the term; the intension of a term is a human conception of some set of properties regarded as common to the objects denoted by the term and setting them off from other objects. The term “swan,” for instance, means extensionally all of the individual birds which the term is used to refer to, while the intension of the term is our conception of some set of properties common and unique to these birds by virtue of which we consider ourselves justified in using the term “swan” to refer to them.

The extension of the term “swan” is obviously multiple and changing, but so is the intension. For a child the intension of the term “swan” probably consists of a set of properties such as whiteness, having a long neck, floating on ponds in public parks, etc. For the zoologist, on the other hand, the intension will be an altogether different set of properties. Moreover, if the zoologist found a more convenient principle of classification than the one currently employed or if through a slow evolutionary process the beings we now call swans were to change their fundamental properties, even the zoologist’s intension of the term would change.

None the less the intensional meanings of a term are ordinarily many times fewer than the extensional meanings; and the intensional meanings of a word ordinarily long outlast the lifetime of any individual object comprised in its extension. Swans have a very short life span; the current biological intension of the term “swan” has outlasted many generations of swans and will probably outlast many more. Socrates’ mistake, therefore, was to have failed to distinguish clearly between the extension and intension of a term and to have attributed absolute constancy and uniqueness to the relatively constant and relatively unique intensional meaning of a term.

An understanding of the empiricist position with respect to Aristotle’s theory of definition will further clarify the issue. Aristotle originated the idea that a proper definition will provide a list of properties common to all the objects denoted by a term and which, if taken jointly, exclude from the extension of the term all other objects. His own definition of man as a rational animal is of this sort. All men are rational animals, and no beings but men have both the properties of animality and rationality. This kind of definition is known as definition by genus and specific difference. The class of animals is the genus to which men belong and rationality is what makes them different or sets them apart from other animals. Up to this point the empiricist finds nothing objectionable. When, however, Aristotle goes on to say that the specific difference is the necessary and eternal essence of whatever is being defined and that the specific difference of a thing is that property without which it would cease to be what it is, the empiricist raises his voice in protest.

In the first place, evolutionary theory has once and for all exploded the doctrine of fixed species; present-day human beings are the offspring of irrational animals and there is no guarantee that our own offspring will not revert to a state of irrationality. No class of beings has necessary or eternal properties in this sense.

In the second place, it is pure nonsense to say that the essence of a thing is that without which it would cease to be what it is, if one means thereby that things have a given and predetermined nature which could not conceivably be altered. To say that a thing would cease to be what it is if it lost a certain property is either to utter nonsense or to express awkwardly the simple fact that we have so chosen to use a word that if something failed to possess that property the word would no longer be used to designate it. It may well be, to stay with the example of man, that if we encountered a being otherwise like man but without reason we would refuse to use the term “man” to refer to it. Similarly, if we knew that the present race of human beings would revert to irrationality, we might very well say that man will cease to be man. But in neither case would we be saying anything about an eternal or unchanging property of the beings presently comprised in the extension of the word “man.”

In the third place, most things have more than one specific difference. The beings denoted by the word “man” are distinguished from other animals by a large variety of properties other than rationality. Man is the only animal who cooks his own food, the only animal who can make love all the year round, the only animal who knows he is going to die, the only animal who makes promises, the only animal who laughs, and so on. Who, then, is to say which of these various specific differences is the essence of mankind and on what grounds? For Gabriel Marcel, in whose system the notion of fidelity is central, a definition of man as the being who makes promises would be more adequate than a definition of man as a rational animal. For Adam Smith man was the bartering animal; never, he said, had he observed two dogs get up on their hind legs and exchange bones. Ontological considerations alone can never decide which of the various specific differences that characterize man ought to be regarded as the essential or defining property of the human species.

To say, therefore, that the essence of man is rationality can mean only some one or some combination of three things. (1) The beings ordinarily denoted by the term “man” have been observed to possess the property of rationality as a specific difference. (2) The speaker or other users of the term “man” would refuse to apply it to beings who lacked rationality. (3) Of all the properties which set man off from other animal species rationality is the one which the speaker, given his value orientation and his fund of knowledge, regards as most important, most interesting, or most valuable. To use the term “essence” to mean anything else would be to commit a gross logical blunder.

The empiricist answer to the argument based upon mathematics and logic is similar, but slightly more complex. Berkeley was the first of the empiricists to deal clearly and consistently with the problem of mathematical terms. According to Berkeley mathematical terms do stand for particular images or ideas and through them for particular physical objects. When for instance, we pronounce the word “triangle,” an image of a triangle is evoked in the mind, and by virtue of that image we are able to apply the term properly to things in the world. The fact that mental entities, ideas or images, are always particular does not have the importance rationalists attribute to it. To serve as a symbol of the many different triangles in nature it is not necessary that the mental image be exactly identical to each or all of the triangles in nature. Nothing prevents us from using a particular image of a triangle to stand for an indefinite number of physical triangles which only roughly approximate to the image, and nothing prevents us from annexing an image to a word. The word, the particular image in the mind, and the innumerable triangles in nature can be linked together by a personal decision or by social convention.

Later empiricists have pointed out many inadequacies in Berkeley’s answer to the rationalists. One of these is that he has not explained the meaning of mathematical terms which do not have and apparently cannot have any image or physical object annexed to them either by convention or by personal decision. The term “zero” is one of these, and in logic there are many others, especially words like “not,” “or,” and “and.” Another inadequacy is that frequently when we employ mathematical terms there is no mental imagery at all, even though there might be. In fact modern-day mathematicians are notoriously poor visualizers. None the less, Berkeley’s largely undeveloped suggestion that human conventions or personal decisions are the clue to the meaning of mathematical terms is at the root of the modern-day empiricist answer to the problem.

According to contemporary empiricists, mathematical and logical propositions are necessarily and eternally true, not because they deal with necessary and eternal objects, but because human beings have decided that they will be necessarily and eternally true. In technical language, a priori truths, i.e., truths established without recourse to sense experience, are necessarily and eternally true because they are tautological or analytic, i.e., they say nothing about the world. They merely express a resolution or decision on the part of some individual or some group to use terms in certain ways. William James put the matter well when he said that a priori truths are merely eternal. Like Kant, the empiricists discover the source of universal and necessary truths in human subjectivity, but like the existentialists though in another sense they have pushed this Kantian view in a direction Kant would have found most distasteful. Kant retained the rationalistic conviction that the human mind was essentially the same in all individuals. The empiricists do not. It is not mankind as such, but individuals and groups within mankind who are responsible for there being necessary truths.

An example will help to make the empiricist position clear. The statement “All bachelors are unmarried men” is an a priori truth; nobody would conduct a survey of bachelors to verify it. At the same time it is an analytic truth or tautology; it gives us no information whatsoever about bachelors. Furthermore, it is because the statement is analytic or tautological that it is a priori; obviously recourse to experience is not required to verify a statement which says nothing about experience. In what sense, then, is this statement eternally and necessarily true? According to the rationalist, it is eternally and necessarily true because there is an idea or essence of bachelorhood and because an examination of that idea or essence reveals that it contains within it as components the ideas or essences of manhood and celibacy. According to the empiricist, all that one can possibly mean by saying that this statement is eternally and necessarily true is that social convention has decreed that the term “bachelor” be used to designate only unmarried men and that the person who denied that bachelors are unmarried men would be very rudely received.

Nothing absolutely prevents society from deciding to change the meaning of words. There is, of course, no good reason that society should change the conventions governing the use of the term “bachelor.” But there are many cases in which society does decide to change the meanings of words, with the result that statements which were once a priori truths cease to be true a priori. An example is the expression “pure water.” Once by this expression nothing was meant except that the water was clear or not muddy. Since the time of Pasteur, however, “pure water” has come to mean water free of germs noxious to the human organism. With this shift of meaning the statement “Pure water is clear water” has ceased to be true a priori. Today, even muddy water could properly be called pure.

Consider now an a priori statement which exemplifies a logical truth. An example would be: “Either John was born in 1950 or he was not born in 1950.” This statement, like “All bachelors are unmarried men” is obviously a priori; no one would think of examining John’s birth certificate in order to prove it. It is no less clearly analytic or tautological; it tells us nothing about John or the world in general. Again, the statement is a priori because it is tautological; since it tells us nothing about the world, empirical investigation could not possibly establish its truth. What, then, is meant by saying that this statement is eternally and necessarily true? The empiricist answer to this question is much the same as their answer to the similar question about “All bachelors are unmarried men.” Any statement of the form “Either A is B or A is not B,” say the empiricists, is true simply because of the rules governing the combination of words into sentences and the conventional usage of terms like “either,” “or,” and “not.” Statements of this form are not true because eternal Ideas or Aristotelian essences are related to one another according to some ontological pattern which we intuit. The person who denied the truth of “Either John was born in 1950 or he was not born in 1950” should not be accused of lack of insight into eternal verities, but rather of misunderstanding or misusing language.

This last example permits us to understand the empiricist position on logic and mathematics. Logical and mathematical systems are nothing more than sets of verbal symbols manipulated according to man-made rules. Aristotelian logic and Euclidean geometry are only two of these systems. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries a large number of others have come into existence, and there is no limit to the number which could be constructed. But all of them are alike in that they are analytic or tautological. They say nothing about the world, at least not so long as they remain purely logical or mathematical. Not all of them, of course, abide by widespread social conventions; some of them are highly idiosyncratic creations of individual men. But they are all alike in that what makes them a priori is some sort of human decision to use symbols in a certain way.

It is a tribute to the power of the rationalist tradition that talk about eternal and necessary truths still remains in vogue, even among empiricists; but it would conduce to clarity if the empiricists would simply quit using such language altogether and instead of telling us what the terms “eternal” and “necessary” really mean flatly declared that even a priori, analytic truths are neither eternal nor necessary. Their position, however, is clear. There are words, there are usages for these words determined by convention or individual decision, and there are things in the world. There are also sentences and human rules for the formation of sentences. And to understand the meaning and import of a priori truths it is these things alone which should be taken into account, not Platonic Ideas, Aristotelian essences, the divine intellect, or some mysterious order behind the flux of observable events.

If some a priori truths and some logical or mathematical systems appear to be eternally and necessarily true, it is only because the social conventions which make them true are so firmly established and their practical utility so evident that we cannot easily imagine a change in those conventions. As the wheel is an early invention of mankind much needed for purposes of transportation, so are certain logical and mathematical systems early inventions of mankind much needed for purposes of communication and calculation; and if those systems are eternal and necessary, it is only in the sense that the wheel is eternal and necessary. It is conceivable that someday man could dispense altogether with the wheel; similarly, it is conceivable that someday man will be able to dispense with Euclidean geometry for purposes of land survey. A better system might be discovered. Already man has learned that Euclidean geometry is not a satisfactory instrument for the exploration of astronomical space, any more than the wheel is a satisfactory instrument for transportation by sea.

With this summary of empiricist epistemology in mind, it is time to turn to an examination of empiricist ontology. As noted earlier, empiricism has often veered toward scientism, but its epistemology demands that it move in another direction and in fact it has. Scientism holds that the world revealed by the senses, the world of colors and sounds and of everyday objects like tables and trees, is an illusory appearance. The true world is very different from it. Colors and sounds are not really qualities of objects; they are vibrations in the ether. Tables and chairs are not really solid objects; they are collocations of atoms occupying a certain region of space which they do not even begin to fill. This doctrine can be traced back to the philosophical school of antiquity known as atomism, but it entered the modern world through seventeenth-century science.

Descartes gave the doctrine its clearest and most logical formulation. God, said Descartes, is not a deceiver. Whatever, therefore, can be clearly and precisely conceived must exist, and whatever cannot be clearly and precisely conceived cannot truly exist. The human mind cannot clearly and precisely conceive physical objects with qualities such as color and heat; the human mind is so made that it can conceive clearly and distinctly nothing but entities susceptible of mathematical calculation. Heat, therefore, must be a mathematically measurable motion of molecules, colors and sounds measurable vibrations in the ether, and so on for the other directly unmeasurable qualities of objects observed through the physical senses. Galileo held to much the same doctrine. God, he said, is a master mathematician, and mathematics the language of the world. Since you cannot square or take the cube root of blue, blue is not in the world. It is only a subjective impression in us.

The essence of scientism is that the real world is not the world revealed to the physical senses, but a world more congenial to the mathematical or rational intellect of man lying behind the physically observable world and into which we can see only with the mind’s eye.

The later and more popular forms of scientism are nineteenth-century materialism, for which many philosophers reserve the term “scientism,” and Marxism. Marxism is scientistic not only through its alliance with nineteenth-century materialism, but also through its faith in the existence of a pattern of historical development which is not directly observable and which cannot be known by simple induction. In these later forms of scientism the reference to God drops out—a fact which inspired Sartre to say that though God is dead man wants to go on living as though nothing had changed. If there is no God to guarantee the pattern behind observable events or to endow man with a mind suited to discovering that pattern, what reason is there to believe either that the pattern exists or that we can know it? Einstein, who realized better than Descartes and the nineteenth-century materialists how beastly complicated the order of things is, again invoked the deity to justify his faith that the order exists. “God may be sophisticated,” Einstein said, “but he is not evil.” The pattern behind the scenes is there and with enough patience man can discover it.

The true empiricist, by contrast, holds that the real world is the world presented to the senses and that the unobservable entities of the scientist are merely “logical constructs” or useful conceptual tools by which it is possible to calculate more precisely the relationships among observable objects. The technical name for this doctrine is “phenomenalism,” and as the name indicates, it is an attempt to reinstate what Kant and the philosophers of scientism call “phenomena” or “appearances” as the ultimate realities.

The empiricist epistemology does not necessarily exclude the possibility of there being an orderly mathematical pattern behind observable things; but except by the most nimble sort of mental gymnastic it is difficult to see how an empiricist could consistently affirm either that a pattern behind the scenes does actually exist or that the mind could know it.

For the empiricist the only knowable natural order is the order in, not behind, observable events. Natural laws are ultimately nothing but the regular conjunction of observable kinds of things and events. If “faith in reason” is, as Whitehead says, “the faith that at the basis of things we shall not find mere arbitrary mystery,”3 then the empiricist is not a rationalist. Things have no basis, no ground, no bottom; but if we persist none the less in talking about a basis or a ground or a bottom of things, let us at least admit that it is an absolute mystery.

Furthermore, the empiricist is not logically justified in imputing to nature more order than has actually been observed. William James and his successors have made themselves the special guardians of this tenet of empiricist ontology. James saw the world as a “blooming, buzzing confusion,” a disorderly sequence of specific causal patterns without any master plan. He decried “monism,” by which he meant the theory that the universe constitutes a single bloc whose unity was guaranteed by a few simple and universally applicable natural laws. To monism he opposed his own doctrine of “pluralism.”

So much for empiricist ontology. The next question is what kind of value does empirical knowledge have. The classic statement of the empiricist theory about the value of knowledge is that of Francis Bacon, who declared simply that “knowledge is power.” The kind of power in question is largely the power to act upon and to modify the world, but this formula can be understood in two ways. For the ordinary man who takes the rough outlines of his natural and social environment for granted, empirical knowledge is valuable because through it he comes into possession of certain material devices which contribute to his wealth, pleasure, and prestige. Knowledge means television sets, automobiles, automatic washing machines, gray flannel suits, and ranch houses.

As a matter of historical record many of the major empiricist philosophers have been ordinary men, and the empiricists of the present generation are very ordinary indeed. Most philosophers of the present generation in England and America have gravitated to the analytic movement, according to which the practice of philosophy itself is nothing more than an innocent pastime in which a man may take pleasure, by which he may earn a living, and as a result of which he could not conceivably incur animosity from any quarter.

The analysts have taken over from the logical positivists of a few decades back the contention that statements of value are either meaningless or disguised factual claims which in the interests of clarity ought to be reformulated. At the same time they have propounded the view that the major philosophical issues of the past have either been solved or dissolved by linguistic analysis and that nothing remains for the philosopher to do except to clear up a few relatively minor linguistic ambiguities. Accordingly, they do not take up an official position with respect to any question of value, not even the value of empirical knowledge. It is only by observing their practice that one can place them on the side of the ordinary man who finds knowledge valuable only in so far as it contributes to personal comfort and security.

The second interpretation of Bacon’s dictum is that of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment thinkers, of nineteenth-century utilitarian liberals such as John Stuart Mill, and of twentieth-century pragmatists such as John Dewey. For them empirical knowledge is valuable because it represents man’s only hope of progressively mastering nature and rationally reorganizing society. Knowing for them means human progress, not merely individual well-being.

Common to both the conservative and the liberal wing of the empiricist movements, however, is the view that empirical methods may be applied to the understanding of social institutions and of human nature. Just as the earlier stages of empiricism coincided with the rise of the modern physical sciences, so its later stages coincided with the rise of the behavioral sciences.

Also common to both wings of the empiricist movement is the view that happiness or contentment, not existential intensity, is the ultimate goal of human endeavor. Pragmatism is often rightly regarded as a movement favoring the active life, but it is most often a smooth, unimpeded form of activity that pragmatists favor. According to James, the whole “intellectual apparatus” of mankind has as its sole purpose the resolution of conflicts between the individual’s instincts or between the individual and his environment. It is simply an instrument by which the organism is restored to a state of internal and external equilibrium.

The chief difference between the two wings is that the conservative empiricist either does not believe that an understanding of social institutions and human nature can be used to benefit mankind or does not much care. The liberal empiricist for his part both believes and cares.

Also involved, however, is a difference of opinion about the status of value judgments. The conservative wing argues that value judgments are obviously neither statements about a regular conjunction of natural events nor a priori statements such as are found in logic and mathematics, from which it follows that value judgments must be meaningless. The liberal wing, on the other hand, argues that most value judgments are obviously meaningful and obviously not a priori statements, concluding that value judgments must be a special kind of empirical proposition which the behavioral sciences could conceivably confirm or disconfirm.

The distance between the two wings has been narrowed somewhat by admissions from the conservative side that value judgments are often disguised empirical propositions, asserting implicitly that something is a useful means to an end. If, for instance, someone says that democracy is the best form of government, he may mean simply that democracy is the form of government which best conduces to universal well-being. And this is, in principle at least, an empirical proposition. None the less, the vast majority of present-day empiricists remain highly dubious both about the meaningfulness of value judgments and also about the propriety of philosophers’ making value judgments. If, they say, value judgments are empirical propositions, then the behavioral scientist rather than the philosopher is the man to deal with them.


The Existentialist Alternative

The existentialists answer the question “What can man know?” by saying that man can know the human condition. To the question “How can man know?” their answer is: by intuitive insight resulting from affective experiences such as anguish. To the question “What is the value of knowledge?” they answer that a proper understanding of the human condition is essential to the experience of existentialist values, the only values genuinely available to mankind.

The answer to the first of these questions is overly simplified and could be misleading. The rationalists say that man can know nothing but the eternal and the universal. The empiricists say that man can know nothing but matters of empirical fact and man-made a priori truths. The existentialists do not, however, say that man can know nothing but the human condition. Their position is rather that nothing but the human condition is ultimately worth knowing. They often deny that an alleged object of knowledge exists, and they often deny that the object could be known if it did exist. But the essence of their position is much more likely to be that even if the object existed and even if it could be known, the knowledge of this object would be without human significance. Existentialism is first and foremost an axiology, or theory of value.

Sartre, for instance, does not believe in the existence of God, and if he did he would certainly agree with Christian existentialists, who say that man cannot have an adequate knowledge of the divine nature. Yet, as he has repeatedly declared, emphasis should be placed upon the fact that even if God did exist and even if man could know God, nothing would be changed. Since man is free, he must choose his own values and take upon himself the responsibility for his choice. He cannot shift this responsibility to God. The rationalist who says that knowledge of eternal objects is valuable because the good life in the world of becoming should be modeled upon the eternal objects has simply forgotten that finitude means freedom and that freedom means man must choose for himself.

Similarly, few existentialists have shown much interest in determining whether abstract ideas have any ontological status, and none of them has hailed the empiricist attempt to reduce Platonic Ideas or Aristotelian essences to linguistic conventions. Most often they simply ignore the problem, apparently allowing that abstract ideas do have some sort of being. Heidegger goes so far by way of concession to the rationalists as to house abstract ideas in a special region of being. The principal existentialist argument is that whether abstract ideas exist or not they are uninteresting and unimportant to the existing individual who has to make concrete decisions.

Again, the existentialists agree with the anti-scientism of the empiricists; even more than the empiricists they are prone to insist that the totality of being has no ground and that there is no pattern or system of order lying beyond what we directly observe which explains the visible sequence of events. But even on this point there are exceptions. Kierkegaard, for instance, declared that nature does exist as a unitary system, adding simply that the system exists for God alone, not for man who is tied to the here and now. And of the majority, who wholeheartedly reject monism and scientism, few show any great interest in tracing the implications of this stand so far as it concerns the status and knowability of laws of nature. Are laws of nature merely observed regularities among different kinds of things in the world? Or are they, Kantian-fashion, forms imposed upon a nameless and shapeless matter? Sartre and Heidegger lean strongly toward a Kantian interpretation, but it would be hazardous to say much more on the subject. All existentialists agree, however, that knowledge of the laws of nature has no human value. Television and automobiles have not made man happy, and the chief accomplishment of medical science has been to prolong senility. Countries such as Switzerland, Sweden, and the United States with their high level of material prosperity and long average life span are also countries with an extremely high incidence of suicide, mental illness, alcoholism, and dope addiction.

The existentialist arguments against the behavioral sciences have a similar focus. The value of psychoanalysis has yet to be proved; no satisfactory study has yet been made showing that the rate of recovery for persons treated on the couch is higher than the rate of recovery among persons with similar ailments who have received no treatment at all. Experimental psychologists have successfully predicted the behavior of rats and of certain types of human behavior closely resembling that of rats. Sociologists have successfully predicted which segments of the population are most likely to buy striped toothpaste or powdered coffee. But neither the experimental psychologists nor the sociologists have much else to show for their efforts. And so on down the line of the behavioral sciences.

To be sure, the existentialists explain the failure of the behavioral sciences by asserting the necessary unpredictability of human behavior in so far as it depends upon choices of vital concern to the individual. If a sociologist can successfully predict the proper time and place to market striped toothpaste, this is only because the choice of a dentifrice is a matter of little importance and most persons are quite willing to allow that choice to be made for them. None the less, even here axiological considerations predominate over ontological considerations. The existentialist does not say simply that since man is free human behavior cannot be predicted. The existentialist also says that since man is free he ought to take consciousness of the fact and act in a manner appropriate to a free man. Specifically, this means that although freedom is inalienable, it is still possible for the individual to choose that his behavior be dictated by others, thus permitting himself to become a manipulable and predictable object for the social engineer. This kind of behavior is what the existentialists call “flight from freedom,” an attempt to make life easy which succeeds only in depriving life of existential intensity. And it is their opposition to the flight from freedom, far more than their commitment to the ontological doctrine that freedom is ultimately inalienable, which lies at the source of their attitudes toward the behavioral sciences.

In sum, the proper object of human concern for the existentialists is not God, abstract ideas, laws of nature, or empirical knowledge of human beings. What man should strive to know is the human condition. And by an understanding of the human condition the existentialists do not mean knowledge of human history, of man’s natural and social environment, or of the so-called laws of human behavior. An understanding of the human condition is rather a knowledge of certain general traits of human existence which remain the same in all ages: of man’s contingency, particularity, and freedom; of man’s fundamental aspirations; and of the basic ways in which the individual can relate to the world and to other human beings.

With regard to the means by which man can know what is worth knowing, the existentialists are closer to the rationalists than to the empiricists. It is characteristic of them to assert that the fundamental features of the human condition are “ontological necessities” which can and must be known a priori. Their language itself often smacks of old-fashioned rationalism. In this connection, therefore, two problems arise. How does the method of the existentialists differ from that of the rationalists? And how can the existentialists defend their claim to know a priori certain necessary features of human existence?

Between the existentialists and the rationalists there are two important differences. First, for almost all rationalists intuitive insight is exclusively the function of the intellect; the passions, it was said, obscure the intellect. The existentialist, on the other hand, either denies that any sharp distinction exists between intellect and passion or else regards the latter as a condition for the successful operation of the former. The human condition is revealed to us in anguish. Second, almost all traditional philosophers regarded the acquisition of knowledge as an act of grasping or apprehending some external object. What is known lies outside the knowing subject, and in the act of knowing the individual comes into possession of the known for the first time. The existentialists, on the contrary, maintain that the insights delivered in the experience of anguish are merely a rendering explicit of a state of affairs in which the individual is himself deeply involved and that in some sense the individual already knows what anguish reveals to him.

The historical origins of the existentialist position are not easy to trace. Ironically, however, Plato himself with his doctrine of knowledge by reminiscence must be held partially responsible. A less distant source is St. Augustine, who held not only that God, the true object of human knowledge, is to be discovered in the inmost recesses of the human soul, but also that man can know the truth only if God first grants him the privilege of believing without understanding. Still nearer in time is Pascal, who said “the heart has its reasons which the mind does not know.”

Whatever the sources, the logical connection between the view that knowing is an act of making explicit what we already know and the view that passion is a condition of knowing becomes clear when one remembers that for the existentialist what is known is the human condition and that the index of involvement in the human condition is passion or intensity. When the tendency to incorporate into one’s very concept of a thing the necessary conditions of its existence is taken into account, one can also readily understand why some existentialists should prefer to say that passion is a mode of knowing rather than merely a condition of knowing. Wealth, for instance, is perhaps most properly regarded as a necessary condition of happiness, happiness itself being a subjective state of enjoyment or contentment. Many persons, however, do not bother to keep the concept of happiness as a subjective state rigidly separate from the concept of wealth. For them, wealth is not simply a condition of happiness; it is a part of happiness.

The sense in which we already know what is explicitly revealed in the experience of anguish is by no means clear. Through Freud the notion of the unconscious has become exceedingly popular in the twentieth century. When, therefore, the existentialists say that anguish merely makes explicit what we have in some sense known prior to the experience, the contemporary reader finds nothing exceptionally puzzling in this and almost irresistibly understands that what was already known was known by a kind of Freudian unconscious. This interpretation could lead to serious misunderstandings. For one thing, Freud’s unconscious consists among other things of biological needs or innate drives, in which the existentialists do not believe. In the existentialist view what makes man go is not a set of innate drives or biological needs but free and fully conscious choices. Man is not driven by animal exigencies; he makes himself by his own choices. For another thing, several existentialists have denied the existence of the unconscious as an ontological entity. Sartre even argues that the concept of the unconscious is self-contradictory.

Is it then possible, without invoking the notion of the unconscious, to make sense out of the contention that we know what is revealed through the experience of anguish prior to that experience even though we have no explicit awareness of it? It would seem that we can in either of two ways.

One way in which we may know something without being explicitly aware of it is illustrated by the act of remembering. It frequently happens that one knows another person’s name without being able to think of it. A second way is illustrated in certain problem-solving situations. It frequently happens that a person has present to mind all the ideas needed to resolve a problem on which he is working, that the solution is somehow there in his mind the way the conclusion of an argument is in the premises, but that he is unable to articulate the solution. In this case, as in the first, we often say that we know something even though there is no explicit awareness of it.

No doubt, these two kinds of situations have helped to give rise to the concept of the unconscious. Since one of the criteria of knowing is having explicitly present to mind and being able to articulate what is known, we tend to say that we do not know the name or the answer to the problem. But since there are other criteria of knowing which permit us to say that we do know the name or do know the answer to the problem, we introduce the idea of an unconscious. On one level of consciousness we know; on another level we do not.

There is no need, however, to invoke the idea of the unconscious to explain these situations. There is no more reason to believe that the solution to a problem is literally in the mind so long as we are unable to articulate it than there is to believe that the conclusion of an argument is literally in the premises. And the same remark applies to the name we have forgotten. The mind is not a box, and to say that something is “in” the mind could be a purely metaphorical mode of speech.

Since, therefore, many existentialists do not believe in the unconscious as an ontological reality, it would probably be best to interpret their doctrine that anguish merely makes explicit or fully conscious what we already know in the light of the above remarks. Their probable intent is to suggest that in the experience of anguish either facts which we have always known in the noncontroversial sense of “to know” take on a new significance and we draw from them their full logical conclusions, or else facts which we had known before are recalled. An example of drawing the logical implications of what we already know would be the anguish before the here and now. We all know that we are tied to a limited region of space and time; but how many of us have drawn from this simple item of knowledge the logical implications which the existentialists claim to have drawn from it? An example of recall might be the anguish of freedom. All of the existentialists insist that man can and frequently does conceal from himself fundamental facts about his being. We “flee” from freedom by refusing to focus attention upon it, by deliberately diverting the mind to other things. The anguish of freedom could therefore be produced by a simple act of recall.

How does the existentialist support his claim to have an a priori intuition of necessary features of human existence? According to the empiricist we can know nothing about mankind except by induction from particular instances of human behavior in determinate natural and social conditions. If in the past men have always behaved in a certain way in a certain type of situation, then one can infer with a high degree of probability that they will continue to behave that way in similar situations in the future. But no empiricist would admit that a universal pattern of behavior is an “ontological necessity ” or that any pattern of human behavior can be known a priori.

It would be possible to present the existentialist argument by taking any one of the features of the human condition revealed in the three basic types of anguish as a basis of discussion. The issues will emerge most clearly, however, by considering the fact of freedom. The existentialist cannot and does not pretend to prove that man is free by logical argument or by empirical observation. Freedom, he insists, is a directly and immediately intuited fact of human existence, and the person who does not intuit it cannot be made to accept it by a process of reasoning. The existentialist, therefore, limits himself to showing that the empiricist contention according to which man is not free is itself incapable of rational demonstration, that if it can be known that man is not free this will have to be known by an intuitive insight of exactly the same character as the one by which the existentialist claims to establish human freedom.

Belief in determinism is closely associated in empiricist thinking with belief in the validity of the principle of induction. If, says the empiricist, two kinds of events have been uniformly conjoined in the past, then we have good reason to believe that they will continue to be conjoined in the future. If human beings have behaved in certain ways in the past, then they will continue to behave in the same way under similar conditions in the future. They are not free to do otherwise. What, then, asks the existentialist, is the status of these statements? What reason has the empiricist for believing them to be true? If he cannot present an argument for these statements he is in no position to criticize the existentialist for maintaining their contraries.

Since the time of Hume, of course, empiricists have recognized that the principle of induction and along with it the belief in determinism cannot be established by rational argument unless one invokes God to guarantee that the course of nature will remain uniform. And since they are unwilling to do this, they have usually admitted that there is no argument by which their position can be confirmed.

Hume’s view was that man believes in the principle of induction and in determinism because he cannot help doing so, because it is psychologically impossible for him to do otherwise. To this the existentialist retorts by saying that if it were psychologically impossible for man not to believe in determinism then he would not be subject to the anguish of freedom, which in fact he is. Hume conceded that in the quiet of his study a man could imagine the course of nature not remaining uniform, but added that his doubts on this subject would be merely hypothetical and could not be maintained over any period of time. To this the existentialists reply that the anguish of freedom is a concrete fact of life from which no man ever really escapes.

The logical positivists and pragmatists have typically taken a different position. They claim, not that men are psychologically compelled to believe in determinism, but rather that men ought to act as if determinism were a fact. When they say that the course of nature will remain uniform or that men will behave in the future as they have behaved in the past, they are not asserting the truth of a factual proposition. They are rather exhorting us to persist in the search for undiscovered uniformities and to utilize the results of past scientific inquiry for the purpose of predicting and controlling future behavior. The grounds for so exhorting us are purely pragmatic: it is only by acting in this way that we may hope to contribute to human progress. Here, too, however, the existentialist has a retort. How can the logical positivist or the pragmatist support his contention that by acting as if the course of nature would remain constant we advance the cause of human progress, without presupposing that the course of nature will remain uniform? If the course of nature does not remain uniform, then the results of past scientific inquiry will be utterly useless for the purpose of prediction and control and faith in the principle of induction will not lead to future discoveries.

Still a third position has been taken by members of the analytic movement. Many of them argue that the statement “These two types of events have always been conjoined in the past” is logically substitutable for the statement “We have good reason to believe that these two types of events will probably be conjoined in the future,” in much the same way that “10” and “X” are substitutable. Rules governing linguistic usage decree that the person who asserts the former must also assert the latter, and vice versa. In effect, this is to make the principle of induction an a priori truth. “If two types of events have always been conjoined in the past, then we have good reason to believe that these two types of events will probably be conjoined in the future” becomes a statement very similar to “All bachelors are unmarried men.” Most existentialists have never heard of this argument and would probably consider it beneath their dignity to answer it if they had. But, no doubt, if they did answer it they would point out that linguistic rules require a justification, and that the only possible justification for making the principle of induction an a priori truth in the sense in which empiricists have analyzed a priori truths is that one first accept it as a statement of fact and that one believe in its truth in so far as it is taken as a simple statement of fact.

The upshot of all this is that the existentialist refuses to accept criticism from the empiricist, since he believes that ultimately the empiricist uses the very same method of intuitive insight he uses himself. And once the indispensability of intuitive insight in order to found a philosophical position is admitted, there is no reason to accept as correct only those insights required to found an empiricist theory of knowledge.

As remarked above, the case for the indispensability of intuitive insight could also be made out with respect to traits such as the contingency of being and the particularity of human existence. On the face of it, it seems absurd to claim that man’s being limited to the here and now is a fact known by induction. On the contrary, this appears to be a fact which each of us knows immediately and directly; it is a condition of our making any empirical observations at all, not a fact established by empirical observation. At the same time, it would not be difficult for the existentialist to argue that the empiricist proof for the contingency of being based on their theory of knowledge is circular. If the empiricist did not know by intuitive insight that the whole of things is contingent, he would never have been led to adopt a theory of knowledge according to which only particulars and the relationships between particulars can be known. Since, however, empiricists and existentialists agree about the contingency of being and about human particularity, there is no compelling reason to go into these matters.

There is, however, one further point which does require consideration. If the empiricists’ fundamental “intuitions” are correct, then any trait of human existence which could be established by induction can only be established by induction. Heidegger, for instance, claims that death is an ontological necessity, but since there is no reason to say that mortality as a fact of human existence could only be established by intuitive insight, the empiricist will have to deny Heidegger’s claim. The empiricist does not, of course, believe that someday man will become immortal; there are very good inductive grounds for asserting the contrary. Nor does he object strongly, if at all, to listing mortality among the defining properties of man. The issue is how and with what degree of certainty we can know that the objective property of mortality characterizing the beings presently denoted by the word “man” will continue to characterize these or similar beings in the future. Heidegger claims to know this with absolute certainty by intuitive insight. The empiricist asserts that we know it by induction from particular instances and that our knowledge of this fact, as of all matters of fact, is probable. The degree of probability is so high that for all practical purposes no harm is done by claiming complete certainty. Still we cannot exclude a priori the possibility of man’s becoming immortal unless we choose to define man as mortal. And if we define man as mortal, we are no longer asserting that man is mortal; we are simply resolving not to use the word “man” to denote immortal things. According to the empiricist, Heidegger has surreptitiously defined man as mortal and has illegitimately attributed to an objective state of affairs the subjective impossibility of imagining a being without the property of mortality whom he would be prepared to call man. A confusion of this kind would not be difficult to make, especially by philosophers who have little sympathy with Anglo-American philosophy and who have often not kept up with its latest developments.

Moreover, whether one accepts or rejects the empiricistic theory of knowledge, one must distinguish between the contention that certain issues must and consequently should be decided by intuitive insight and the contention that one may and should use intuitive insight to establish facts which could be established by other methods. Unfortunately, it is very common for a person who believes himself to have proved the indispensability of intuition in deciding certain issues, to feel himself justified without further reason to use intuition in order to decide any and all issues.

After this unavoidably long review of the major answers to the three questions raised at the beginning of this chapter, it is now possible to ask “Are the existentialists irrationalists or are they not?” Like the word “happiness” and its synonyms, the word “rationalist” and its synonyms have both a general and several more specific meanings. In the widest and most general sense of the term, a rationalist is one who believes that there exists some method by which those things which it is humanly desirable to know may be known. Now, if the existentialist ontology, epistemology, and axiology are acceptable, the existentialists have almost as much right to call themselves rationalists as either the philosophical rationalists or the empiricists. To the extent that they do not do so, it is largely because they wish to avoid misunderstandings due to the crowd of associations which have accrued to the term “rationalist” in the course of Western history.

The qualification “almost as much right” is owed to the fact that most of the existentialists, especially Kierkegaard and the religious existentialists, do not fully believe that a method exists for knowing what it is humanly desirable to know. The anguish of the religious existentialists stems in good part from their belief that God cannot be known. But even this qualification may be unwarranted; for if the universal existentialist conviction that life is fundamentally tragic is accepted, it would make as much sense to qualify the definition of rationalism as to qualify the existentialists’ claim to the term. Why not define a rationalist as one who believes that it is possible for man to know whatever it is desirable for a being irrevocably condemned to incompleteness and tragedy to know?

The pragmatists have actually done something similar. To take a specific example, Dewey believed that rationality consists in the ability to adjust oneself to the circumstances of one’s life, where by “adjustment” is meant either “accommodation,” i.e., a kind of Stoic renunciation of impossible desires, or “adaptation,” i.e., a transformation of the physical and social environment permitting the realization of desire. Where possible we transform the environment; where this is not possible, we accommodate ourselves to it. But according to Dewey, perfect adjustment is an impossible ideal both for the individual and for the race. The rational being does not attempt to create a paradise on earth, nor does he deceive himself into believing that he can be happy even on the rack. The rational man is one who attempts by a gradual and piecemeal process to eliminate the hardships of life which it is within his power to eliminate and to accommodate to those hardships which he cannot eliminate—but bearing always in mind that total adjustment is impossible.

Some persons, of course, would argue that the essence of rationality is a willingness to accept the elementary principles of logic and would refuse existentialists the title of rationalists on the grounds that they disdain these principles. In fact, however, the existentialists do not disdain the principles of logic. The existentialists do have a penchant for paradox, but almost all of their paradoxes are purely verbal. When Jaspers says that he who loves everybody loves nobody or when Sartre says that man is not the being which he is, neither of them is betraying the logical principle of contradiction. They are merely expressing themselves in a rhetorically arresting manner.

The closest one comes to genuine logical paradoxes in the whole of existentialist literature is in the elaboration of the Christian existentialist doctrine of faith. For the empiricists faith means a willingness to act on the basis of probable knowledge. If one has good but not conclusive evidence that a friend is trustworthy, one nevertheless reposes faith in him. This kind of faith is in no sense irrational. For the traditional Christians faith meant belief in a proposition for which there is no evidence one way or the other, but which might so far as logic is concerned be true. St. Augustine and St. Thomas speak of Christian mysteries, but they emphatically deny that any article of faith contradicts reason. Faith is nonrational, but not irrational. Faith surpasses reason, but it does not cancel it out. The Christian existentialists, however, strenuously insist that Christian dogma, notably the dogma of creation, of the Man-God, and of the Trinity, do contradict reason. It is logically impossible that God be a creator, that he be both wholly divine and wholly human, that he be simultaneously one and three persons. Thus faith becomes belief in the logically impossible—or so it would seem.

In fact, Kierkegaard did occasionally define faith in this manner. But so long as he did, he insisted that he was not a Christian—that he was arguing for honesty, not Christianity. Nobody believes in the logically impossible. The logically impossible cannot be conceived, much less believed in. That was Kierkegaard’s despair. He was a man who wanted to be a Christian, who wanted to believe in the absurd, but who could not succeed. He was merely the “poet of Christianity.” The source of his despair, it should be observed, was nothing other than his extreme respect for the principles of logic. The irrationality is all on the side of the traditional Christian who either ignored the essentials of Christian doctrine or refused to recognize the evident logical contradictions in those essentials.

Since, however, faith defined as belief in the logically impossible is a human impossibility, Kierkegaard more frequently used a different definition of faith. Faith became simply the desire to believe, intense care or concern for one’s fate. “Faith,” he says, “is precisely the contradiction between the infinite passion of the individual’s inwardness and the objective uncertainty.” At the same time Kierkegaard redefined religious truth. Religious truth, he declared, was not objective belief, but subjective passion. The savage who worshipped an idol with passion was in the truth, whereas the civilized man who worshipped the “true God” without passion was false. Nothing would be more illogical, however, than to take the Christian existentialists’ redefinitions of faith and religious truth as evidence of illogicality. These existentialist redefinitions are a tribute to logic of the very highest order. They may also be a reductio ad absurdum of Christianity, but in this case Christianity, not logic, is the loser.





IV. Freedom

Non-existentialist Theories

To judge by the use to which the word “freedom” is most often put in ordinary discourse, a man is free in the measure that he can achieve chosen goals with a minimum of effort. Conversely, in the measure that he discovers obstacles in his way he is not free. If one has chosen to become a doctor, then one is free to do so on condition that one has been accepted by a medical school, has the money to pay the tuition, possesses the native endowment required to pass the courses, and so on. If, however, one does not have the mental equipment to pass the courses, cannot pay the tuition, or cannot find a medical school that will accept one, then one is not free to become a doctor.

In political discussion this sense of the term “freedom” is also the one which most often comes to the fore. If a man has freedom of speech or freedom of assembly, this means that if he chooses to speak or to assemble with others for political purposes he will encounter no legal obstacles. He will not be clubbed by the police or thrown in jail. When the socialist criticizes capitalistic societies by declaring that in these societies the rich man is as free as the poor man since both could starve to death in a public park if they so chose, he is at one and the same time implying that the laws of capitalistic societies place no obstacles in the way of the person who chooses to starve to death and that in a truly free society no one would ever encounter serious obstacles in the effort to acquire a decent subsistence.

Despite the fact that the most common meaning of freedom both in ordinary discourse and in political discussion is ability to achieve chosen goals, traditional philosophers rarely used the term that way. The most common meanings of the term in traditional philosophizing are known technically as “freedom of self-realization” and “freedom of indeterminism” or “freedom of the will.” The common source of both of these concepts of freedom is Christian doctrine. And although they are apparently antithetical it is not uncommon to find them linked together in a single philosophical system. It would not be wholly correct to say that ancient philosophers knew no problem of freedom, but the problem of freedom which most Western philosophers claim to have discovered among the ancients is undoubtedly their own.

One arrived at the notion of freedom of self-realization in roughly the following way. Since God is both omniscient and omnipotent, God both foreknew and foreordained that whatever happens would happen. What a man does may thus have as its immediate cause the man’s own individual choice, but its ultimate and only true cause is the will of God. It is as if a man’s individual history were originally an idea in God’s mind, to which God gave physical reality by an act of creation. Man, of course, cannot and ought not attempt to tinker with God’s handiwork. Freedom, therefore, cannot in fact and ought not by right consist in an active effort to achieve individually chosen goals. This is impossible and impious. True freedom can only exist for the man who humbly acknowledges the individual history or nature which God gave him and who observes with wholehearted approval the temporal realization of God’s eternal idea of him.

The theory of freedom of self-realization has many different versions, some of them secular. The existentialists would probably argue that the secular versions, most of which were developed in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, are merely hangovers from an earlier day, a result of the fact that after God’s death men tried to go on living as if nothing had happened. Be that as it may, only one specific version of the theory need be considered here. It is that of Leibniz.

First, however, it should be noted that when with the birth of the Christian God Platonic Ideas and Aristotelian essences were absorbed in the divine intellect, the concept of essence was gradually enlarged. For the ancient world essences were always and only of universals; individuals could not be known in the strict sense of the term precisely because there were no individual essences. Christian philosophers, however, were bit by bit led to the concept of individual essences. The Christian God is after all a personal god who supposedly sees into each individual’s mind and heart.

Let us then assume that at the moment of creation God has present to mind a complete catalogue of all possible individual essences, and let us further assume that of the many possible individual essences only certain combinations can logically coexist. Which of these combinations will God allow to pass into concrete existence? Obviously the best of all possible combinations! This, in brief, is Leibniz’s doctrine that the physically existing world is the “best of all possible worlds.” But of interest in connection with the problem of freedom is the fact that the individual essences which God chose for physical incarnation must have that history and only that history which God foresaw for them. If after creation individuals decided to alter the course of their divinely appointed history, they would completely upset God’s calculations. God has to know down to the last detail what each of these individuals will do in order to be sure that they are logically “compossible” and also to be sure that he has chosen the best possible combination of compossibles. God knew in advance, to use two of Leibniz’s own examples, that Adam would eat the apple and that Caesar would cross the Rubicon. He even knew the exact moment at which these events would occur.

It follows that the serf who complains he is unfree because he cannot realize his personally chosen goal of enjoying privileges reserved by his master is simply attempting to upset God’s plan. It is for him to accept his status by recognizing that there is no other logically possible role for him than that of a serf and that he is a part of the best of all possible worlds. His individual history, harsh though it may be, is merely a temporal unfolding or historical realization of his very own individual essence. To wish that his life had a different pattern would be like wishing for the logically impossible. It would be as if Adam wanted to be Eve without ceasing to be Adam.

Some philosophers have argued that if God had to choose for creation from a limited set of uncreated individual essences and that if furthermore God was limited to choosing one or another set of compossibles from within the larger set, he would not be omnipotent. The answer was in part that a limitation upon any being’s power is by definition an external obstacle and that since uncreated essences are ideas in God’s own mind he cannot be limited by them. The other part of the answer is that so-called logical limitations are not genuine limitations. Who, for instance, would lament the impossibility of believing that the product of one plus one is three or feel that his power had thereby been diminished? God’s power is no more limited by the fact that he must observe the principles of logic than by the fact that he cannot through an arbitrary act of will make virtues out of wanton murder and incest. If God’s will were not subordinate to his intellect, he would not be God. He would be a monster.

One arrived at the notion of freedom of indeterminism or freedom of the will by arguing from the premise that if God foreordained that we would sin then we are not responsible for our sin and that if we are not responsible for our sin, then it is unjust of God to punish us eternally in hell. God, however, does punish many of us with eternal torment in hell, and God is not unjust. Our sin cannot, therefore, have been foreordained. Our sin must be the result of individual volition. It is we as individuals who by our own undetermined choices sin.

The problem for Christian defenders of the freedom of indeterminism was to explain how free will is compatible with God’s omniscience or foreknowledge. The answer is owed to St. Augustine, who declared that God does not literally foreknow. God is outside time; for him there is only one ever-present moment. He sees all things—past, present, and future—non-discursively and sub specie aeternitatis in a single glance. To foreknow he need not therefore foreordain. That St. Augustine should have argued in this way is somewhat surprising, since he is the most famous of all defenders of the dogma of predestination, which seems to imply complete foreordination. But as remarked at the outset, it is not unusual for a philosopher to hold both to a doctrine of freedom through self-realization and a doctrine of free will. Christian philosophers like St. Augustine who wish simultaneously to uphold the omnipotence of God through the doctrine of predestination and to uphold the justice of God by regarding man as the true cause of his sin are almost compelled to adopt some version of both theories of freedom.

Despite the enormous importance which they attribute to human freedom, Sartre alone among the existentialists has elaborated a systematic and detailed theory of freedom. Fortunately, the brilliance and originality of his theory compensates for the relative neglect of the problem by others. There is some question as to whether other existentialists would accept Sartre’s views on freedom. This much, however, can be said with certainty. There is little in Sartre’s theory which contradicts anything said on the subject by other existentialists, and there is nothing in it incompatible with the major premises of existentialist thinking. Moreover, as with all existentialists, Sartre’s position is closer to that upheld by defenders of freedom of indeterminism than to either the common-sense position or the position of those who uphold freedom of self-realization, and it is doubtful whether any contemporary philosopher who took the pains to develop a detailed theory of freedom based on the idea of undetermined choice could come up with anything better.

The term “freedom” is as ambiguous as the term “happiness” and the term “rationality.” It does not, however, have a single generic meaning from which the others have been derived, even though the several specific meanings of the term are loosely associated. Nor have the existentialists decided to abandon the word because of its popular and historical connotations. All of them use it, and all of them use it to refer to something which they consider to be a genuinely existing and valuable feature of the human condition. In this respect the existentialists are like the rest of us, who consciously or unconsciously select from the several meanings of the term the one which we believe to stand for a reality of great human importance. If we believe that one of the established meanings of the term either does not stand for a reality or does not stand for a reality of great value, we reject that meaning as improper. The best introduction to the existentialist theory will, therefore, be a consideration of the reasons which induced the existentialists to reject non-existentialist concepts of freedom.

The existentialists do not deny that man has the power to achieve chosen goals by his own efforts. Underprivileged workers do sometimes achieve better working conditions, prisoners do sometimes escape from prison, would-be doctors do sometimes become doctors, and so on. What Sartre calls “the coefficient of adversity,” i.e., the resistance presented by the external environment, is not always insuperable. What leads the existentialists to reject or ignore the common-sense conception of freedom is their belief that the power to achieve particular goals is not itself a great value. And that belief rests upon three others.

First, man is a being who exists only by projecting himself beyond the present into the future. To exist is to posit goals and to pursue them. There is no escape from our condition as flight or pursuit toward projected values. This means that if one empirical desire is fulfilled, we will and must replace that desire with another. A state of complete desire fulfillment would be equivalent to death. A part of the tragedy of the human condition is that man is a desiring being and that desire is a state of lack or incompletion. “That the human reality is lack,” says Sartre, “the existence of desire as a human fact could suffice as proof.”1;2 This argument derives, of course, from traditional Platonic and Aristotelian metaphysics. The gods, it will be recalled, cannot desire, because desire is lack, and the gods lack nothing. A state of lack is incompatible with a state of perfection. According to the existentialists the common man has defined freedom on the basis of a mistaken notion that there is a state of happiness, satisfied desire, or absence of frustration which can be achieved by fulfilling empirical desires. But in so far as human consciousness is always characterized by lack, there can be no suspension of the unhappy consciousness. Man must desire in order to exist, and in the act of desiring he constitutes himself as incomplete and unfulfilled.

Moreover, this incompleteness or unfulfillment is necessary if man is to be free even in the sense of being able to overcome obstacles. This point was made effectively by Nietzsche, who asked: “How is freedom measured?—By the resistance which has to be overcome, by the effort it takes to maintain oneself on top.” Sartre expresses the same point in his own language. Freedom, he says, “itself creates the obstacles from which we suffer.” An insignificant public official in Mont-de-Marsan without means may not have the opportunity to go to New York if that be his ambition. But the obstacles which stand in his way would not exist as obstacles were it not for his free choice of values: in this case, his desire to go to New York. It is freedom itself


which in posing its ends—in choosing them as inaccessible or difficult of access—causes our location to appear as a . . . restriction upon our projects. . . . It is therefore of no avail to say that I am not free to go to New York because of the fact that I am an unimportant functionary in Mont-de-Marsan. It is on the contrary with respect to my project to go to New York that I situate myself at Mont-de-Marsan.2


Sartre makes the same point in still another way:


In order for the act to be able to allow a realization, the simple projection of a possible end must be distinguished a priori from the realization of this end. If conceiving is enough for realizing, then I am plunged in a world like that of a dream in which the possible is no longer in any way distinguished from the real. . . . If the object appears as soon as it is simply conceived, it will no longer be chosen or even wished for. Once the distinction between the simple wish, the representation which I choose, and the choice is abolished, freedom disappears too.3


Second, even if man could succeed in fulfilling all his particular, empirical desires, he would still not achieve happiness; for the desire of particular, empirical objects in the world is always suspended from and merely a specification of an overarching desire for the impossible. This point was developed in the chapter on the human condition. Man’s fundamental project to be God, to be an in-itself-for-itself without any duality between the two aspects of his being, can no more be satisfied through empirical desire than a man’s Oedipus complex can be resolved by dreaming that a soldier kills a czar. The argument here is not simply that the satisfaction of one empirical desire requires us to take up a new goal or that we are necessarily committed to a “round of desire.” The argument here is that a satisfied desire in the sense of an achieved desire does not bring satisfaction in the sense of pleasure or happiness.

Third, even if man could escape from the round of desire and could find pleasure or happiness in a state of total desire fulfillment, this could only be at the cost of intensity and the existentialist values. And, of course, the intense life with the existentialist values would be superior to a state of contentment or happiness.

The existentialist argument against freedom through self-realization rests primarily upon the belief that man has no ready-made or prehuman nature, no divine essence which is to be automatically realized. Sartre has even defined existentialism as the view that “existence precedes essence.” In Leibniz’s view, says Sartre, “Adam’s essence is for Adam himself a given; Adam has not chosen it; he could not choose to be Adam. Consequently he does not support the responsibility for his being. . . . For us, on the contrary, Adam is not defined by an essence since for human reality essences come after existence.”4 In other words, man makes his own history by his own choices, and his true life history or individual essence could not conceivably be known or defined until after his death.

Here, too, however, questions of value as well as questions of fact are involved. Believers in freedom of self-realization belong to the Platonic tradition. Their chief interest is in an eternal object—in the case of Leibniz, God. One of the things they hope to achieve by their theory of freedom is to preserve the dignity of the eternal object: in Leibniz’s case, it was a matter of exalting God by demonstrating his omnipotence. The existentialists, on the contrary, are perfectly willing to let God and other eternal objects take care of themselves. They are interested in the dignity of the individual person; and according to them a being who does not personally support the responsibility for his individual history, who does not choose himself, is without dignity.

The existentialist elaboration of the theory of freedom of indeterminism is and has to be very different from classical versions. But it will be helpful at this point before discussing the differences to indicate how the existentialists meet the chief common-sense objection to any theory of freedom of indeterminism. That objection was stated with great literary skill by Voltaire in Candide. Voltaire maneuvers his hero Candide into a position such that he must choose between thirty-six series of lashings or a dozen bullets in his brain. At this point Voltaire writes: “Although he protested that man’s will is free and that he wanted neither one nor the other, he had to make a choice; by virtue of that gift of God which is called liberty he determined to run the gauntlet thirty-six times.”

Voltaire wrote Candide as a satire on Leibniz’s doctrine that this is the best of all possible worlds, and since Leibniz is well known as an advocate of freedom of self-realization it might be thought that this particular attack is misdirected. In fact, however, Leibniz shares with St. Augustine a general theory of freedom in which freedom as self-realization and freedom as undetermined choice both figure. It was, therefore, entirely appropriate that Voltaire ridicule the latter concept of freedom in a satire on Leibniz.

The whole point of the quoted passage is to emphasize that what man most wants is, not the power to choose, but rather the power to accomplish chosen goals, and that a theory of freedom which fails to take this into account rests upon a faulty sense of values. The privilege of choosing is as nothing compared to relief from the necessity of choosing between unpalatable options imposed by the environment. The secure and tranquil life is one in which the individual faces no extreme situations requiring that a difficult choice be made.

Although Voltaire himself does not go this far, it could even be argued that in so far as one must choose between various courses of action, it is better that the choice be compelled than free. If every time one tried to figure the sum of two plus two one had to choose an answer, it would be impossible to get anywhere; we should be grateful that we are compelled by the laws of logic to accept four and only four as the correct answer to the problem. Similarly in more important matters of human concern. There is a story of a Greek mother who was obliged to choose which one of three sons held as hostages was to be executed. It would, perhaps, be better for her if she did not have to choose at all. But she must. What makes her problem of choice so terrifying is that nothing apparently compels or determines her to choose one son over the others. Presumably she loves all three sons equally well. If one of them were a black sheep whom she hated with all her heart, the choice would be less terrifying. In fact, given hatred of one and love for the others, it is a nice question in what sense she could be said to choose at all. She would probably “have no choice.” It would be impossible for her to select any but the son she hated.

Of course, Voltaire was an Enlightenment thinker, and like the ordinary man, he believed that the route to happiness lies in the elimination of external obstacles to the accomplishment of human desires. If, however, one is an existentialist, if one believes that life is ineradicably tragic, if one believes that the external environment poses nothing but difficult options and that whatever option one chooses one is still unhappy, if one believes that the fundamental problems of life are like those of Candide or the Greek mother, then almost the only value which can be salvaged is dignified choice. And the more difficult the choice, the greater is the opportunity to demonstrate one’s dignity.

It will be remembered that for the existentialists man is free by ontological necessity and that any attempt to escape from freedom is necessarily self-defeating. In one sense, then, freedom is a universal human phenomenon which does not permit of degrees. At the same time, however, the existentialists have an axiological doctrine of freedom. According to this doctrine, one is more or less free depending upon the extent to which one is aware of freedom as an ontological necessity and ceases to project escape from freedom. An individual exposed to a situation which obliges him to become conscious of his freedom is thus more free than the individual not so obliged.

A rather famous Sartrean text, often regarded as incomprehensible or stupid, is merely a logical extension of these ideas. Writing of life in France during the war years, Sartre says:


We were never more free than during the German occupation. We had lost all our rights, beginning with the right to talk. Every day we were insulted to our faces and had to take it in silence. Under one pretext or another, as workers, Jews, or political prisoners, we were deported en masse. . . . And because of all this we were free. Because the Nazi venom seeped even into our thoughts, every accurate thought was a conquest. . . . At every instant we lived up to the full sense of this commonplace little phrase: “Man is mortal.” And the choice that each of us made of his life and his being was an authentic choice because it was made face to face with death, because it could always have been expressed in these terms: “Rather death than. . . .” All those among us who knew any details concerning the Resistance asked themselves anxiously, “If they torture me, shall I be able to keep silent?” Thus the basic question of liberty itself was posed, and we were brought to the verge of the deepest knowledge that man can have of himself. For the secret of man is not his Oedipus complex or his inferiority complex: it is this limit of his own liberty, his capacity for resisting torture and death.5


The existentialist is thus at the opposite pole from the ordinary man. The ordinary man believes he is most free when he is not obliged to choose or when circumstances clearly dictate which choice is best. The existentialist believes that man is most free when he recognizes that he is obliged to choose. The ordinary man says that freedom is valuable because it leads to happiness, security, contentment. The existentialist says that freedom is valuable because through it man may realize his own dignity, and triumph over the unhappiness to which he is irrevocably condemned. The ordinary man tries to ignore the unpleasant facts of life, and if he is exposed to an “impossible situation” where no choice could conceivably be a choice of happiness, he is without recourse. The existentialist refuses to ignore the unpleasant facts of life, and he spends most of his time trying to find some technique by which to triumph over them.


Modern Versions of Determinism

One difference between existentialists and classical exponents of freedom of indeterminism parallels a difference between existentialists and exponents of freedom of self-determination. Both of these classical positions were inspired by a desire to justify the ways of God to man and to buoy up the authors’ faith in God. In order to accomplish their goals Leibniz and those who adopted his solution tended to reduce the individual to hardly more than a figment in God’s imagination. The exponents of freedom of indeterminism, on the other hand, accomplished the same goals by making man responsible for his sins. Logic, of course, requires that a being responsible for his sins be also responsible for his virtues. But this logical consequence of the theory was rarely drawn. Calvinists expatiate at great length about the individual’s personal responsibility for his sinfulness while at the same time stressing that the good a man does is done by the grace of God. The intent of exalting God and humbling man is as apparent in classical statements of the freedom of indeterminism as in classical statements of freedom of self-realization. No such intent will be discovered among the existentialists.

This difference between existentialists and their predecessors in theory of freedom is, however, of little importance so long as the problem at hand is that of determining whether undetermined choice is a genuine feature of the human reality. The differences relative to this problem are of a different order. Since these differences derive from an attempt to revamp the classical theory in order to meet modern objections, they will be most easily grasped after a brief restatement of the classical theory and of the objections to it.

The first thing to observe is that in the classical theory not all of an individual’s choices are free. Ordinarily the individual’s choices are determined by an objective situation together with a subjective motive. To take a prosaic example, if a person chooses one apple over another, it is usually because there are ready at hand a certain number of apples one of which is redder and juicier than the others (objective situation) and because the person likes or enjoys red and juicy apples (subjective motive). The question of free choice arises only when the objective situation and a subjective motive determine or dispose one to act in a manner which one apprehends in some way to be wrong or injurious to one’s own best long-range interests. If, for instance, a starving beggar came along or if the doctor had ordered one not to eat apples, then one might decide to resist the determining influences of the empirical situation and the subjective motive; and it is at this point alone that the question of undetermined choice arises.

How, then, can one resist the determining influences? The apprehension that an envisaged act is wrong or injurious cannot by itself do the job. This mental apprehension is an item of knowledge; it belongs to the rational faculty of man which in some way participates in the immutability and imperturbability of the eternal objects. Knowledge, being eternal, cannot move us to act in the finite world. Besides, there are cases in which people know that something is bad for them and decide not to do it without having any success at all in executing their decision. Alcoholics and dope addicts know this; and so does anybody who has tried unsuccessfully to quit smoking. Neither can the passions or emotions do the job; these are among the very determining influences which we are trying to resist. There must, then, be a third faculty, which like the passions can move us to act but which unlike the passions is in the service of reason. This faculty is called the will.

An individual’s choice is then free when it is in accordance with a decision by reason and has been executed by the will. It should be noted that the term “choice” as used here denotes, not the decision of the rational faculty, but the act of the reasoning being. Moreover, the choice or act is free only in the sense that it is not determined by external circumstance or by passion; for it is determined by a decision of reason and a movement of the will. This would seem to destroy the case being argued for. But the reasoning is that since man is by definition a rational being with free will, an act determined by reason and will is determined by the actor and is free in the sense that the individual is the author of it. By contrast, an act inspired by external environment or by passion, the latter being merely an accidental feature of the human personality, is not free because the determining factors are not properly parts of the individual’s own person. Since the aim of the classical theory was simply to show that the individual may legitimately be held responsible for his behavior and since an individual was assumed to be responsible for behavior of which he is or could be the author, exponents of the theory usually rested their case here.

It is not necessary for an understanding of the existentialist theory to review all the many objections raised against the classical view. Those urged by medieval and early modern thinkers have almost no interest for us, in so far as they are based upon much the same premises as those of the thinkers against whom the criticisms were directed. The so-called faculty psychology or tripartite division of the human psyche into reason, will, and passion was one of these. So was the assumption that reason or the knowing faculty of man is sharply opposed to the passions and could not move man to act without the aid of the will. So, too, was the assumption that man is essentially a reasoning being and that the function of reason is to keep the passions under control.

Since Hume it has become customary to regard reason as “the slave of passion,” its function being to satisfy human desires, not to keep them in check. Since the time of the Romantic movement it has become customary to regard passion as an essential and perhaps even more important attribute of the person than reason. And since the time of Freud the tripartite division of the soul into reason, will, and passion has been replaced by a tripartite division of the psyche into id, ego, and superego. Furthermore, throughout this whole period there has been relatively little interest in proving that man is the ultimate author of his actions, but a great deal of interest in proving that the methods of modern science which presuppose determinism can be applied to the area of human behavior.

One popular modern position, closely associated with scientism and epiphenomenalism, may be called the theory of determinism by the passions. On this view there is no free will. The classical argument for freedom of the will was based on the apparently observable fact that decisions of reason do often lead man to resist the solicitation of passion plus the classical premise that reason, the immortal and eternal faculty of mankind, is incapable of participating directly in the finite world of everyday affairs. Those who hold to the theory of determinism by the passions retain the classical philosophical premise involved but deny that decisions of reason influence conduct in any way. The actual causal determinant of behavior is passion. For instance, a man may have a passionate interest in being a doctor and at the same time a passionate interest in being a lawyer. After long deliberation the man may decide to become a doctor and subsequently actually become one. But the decision was not the cause of his behavior. At the very most it will be regarded as a link in a causal chain going back to the passions and ultimately to external circumstances. But more usually it is regarded as an epiphenomenon, that is to say, a reflection or ratification in consciousness of a causal process to which it does not belong at all. What happened according to the theory of determinism by the passions is that the passionate desire to become a doctor was stronger or weightier than the passionate desire to become a lawyer, with the result that the desire to become a doctor finally triumphed. Leibniz once spoke of the uncreated individual essences as if they had certain weights and as if they were all trying to push themselves into existence. Those with the greatest weight were physically incarnated. Similarly, the desires or passions have relative weights, and when an individual acts on one rather than another it is because the one adopted has more weight than the one rejected.

In arguing against the classical theory persons who hold to the doctrine of determinism by the passions will often point out that the concept of the will is vague and useless. If reason cannot move man to act by itself and if reason does none the less in some way determine man to act, then the concept is indispensable. But what direct empirical or scientific reason is there for believing that the will exists? Frequently, rational decisions do not result in overt behavior. Frequently, a man decides to do something but finds that he is unable to act on his decision. Consider again the case of the man who decides to quit smoking but fails to do so. Various names exist for such cases: compulsion, incontinence, weakness of the will. Now, the argument is that if the will were an observable or knowable entity, there ought to be some reasonable criterion by which one can decide whether the person who decides to quit smoking but fails is a victim of passion or is simply weak-willed. But no such criterion exists. There is no way of knowing whether a person who fails to execute a rational decision has failed to do so because he is compelled by the passions or because he has not tried hard enough. The concept of the will cannot, therefore, stand for an observable entity or serve any useful purpose in the analysis of human motivation.

Sartre accepts this argument against the classical theory of freedom of the will, pointing out that neither the Stoics nor Descartes nor anyone else who has preached control of the passions by the will has ever explained how this control was to be achieved. But Sartre uses a similar argument against the doctrine of determinism by the passions. What, asks Sartre can possibly be meant by saying that one passion is stronger or has more weight than another? Passions are not physical objects, and physical objects alone can be weighed. The only conceivable reason for saying that one passion is stronger than another in any given individual is that the individual actually chooses to act on one rather than the other. If the passions had observable weights, then the individual would know in advance what choices he would make by simple introspection of his passions. The fact, however, is that he does not know what choice he will make by any such method. It is a mistake to talk about passions as having weights in the first place, but if one must use this language then it should be recognized that “passions have only as much weight as we give to them.”6

Freudianism is another modern position which arose as a reaction against the classical theory of indeterminism and with respect to which Sartre defines his own views. According to Freud, the human psyche has three parts. The id consists of congenital drives or instincts such as the libido or love impulse, the instinct of aggression, and the death wish plus repressed desires, i.e., once fully conscious but now forgotten desires. The superego is that dimension of the self which internalizes parental commands and social precepts. The ego is the rational and deliberative level of the human psyche. The id and superego belong to the unconscious; the ego alone is conscious.

The Freudian theory may be called the theory of determinism by the unconscious, since according to it the primary determinants of human behavior are the drives, instincts, or desires residing in the id. Freud does, however, attribute some efficacy to the ego, i.e., the conscious and deliberative side of the human personality. In view of the knowledge it possesses about the physical and social environment, the ego, usually with the cooperation of the superego, does often prevent impulses of the id from expressing themselves in overt behavior. In the normal personality the ego acts on the unconscious whenever unconscious desires would lead to the performance of an act which the ego recognizes to be destructive or injurious to the total personality. It is, for instance, the ego which restrains an individual from acting out aggressive impulses against his father in Oedipus-complex rivalry. It does so because it knows that overt expression of that impulse could lead to his own destruction or to some damaging deprivation.

The restraint placed upon damaging unconscious impulses does not, however, result in their disappearance. Either the unconscious impulse is sublimated, that is, directed toward a different object from which the individual has less to fear, as when love for the mother is converted into a love of poetry, or else the unconscious impulse is repressed, in which case the impulse will find expression in dreams or some form of neurotic behavior. Furthermore, Freud was very dubious about the extent to which techniques of sublimation may be employed and also about the degree of satisfaction which the individual could derive from the sublimation of unconscious drives. Like the existentialists, Freud is a part of the anti-Enlightenment.

The major disagreement between Freud and the existentialists has to do with the role of choice as opposed to unconscious impulse in determining human behavior. Despite the qualifications discussed above, unconscious impulse is for Freud the original and major determinant of human behavior. For the existentialists the original and ultimately the only determinant of human behavior is free and conscious choice.

Sartre uses two principal arguments against Freudianism. The first of these has to do with the phenomenon of patient resistance. It often happens, according to Freud, that the patient resists the analyst, often even refusing to continue therapy, just as the analyst is on the verge of discovering the true cause of the patient’s neurosis. Sartre does not deny that this phenomenon occurs; on the contrary, he accepts psychoanalytic reports to this effect implicitly. He says, however, that if the human personality were constituted in the manner Freud claims it is, this phenomenon could not occur.

Which part of the self, he asks, does the resisting? It cannot be the unconscious complex or impulse in the id. “The complex as such is rather the collaborator of the psychoanalyst since it aims at expressing itself in clear consciousness.”7 Neither can it be the ego which “by a conscious decision is in pursuit of psychoanalytic therapy.”8 Finally, it cannot be the unconscious superego or, as Freud also calls it, the censor. “The censor in order to apply its activity with discernment must know what it is repressing. . . . The resistance of the patient implies on the level of the censor an awareness of the thing repressed as such, a comprehension of the end toward which the questions of the psychoanalyst are leading, and an act . . . by which it compares the truth of the repressed complex to the psychoanalytic hypothesis which aims at it. These various operations . . . imply that the censor is conscious.”9

The second argument has to do with the fact that psychoanalysts frequently offer as evidence of their analysis an intuitive sense of its correctness on the part of the patient. Again, Sartre does not deny the reality of this phenomenon or the evidential value of the patient’s intuitive grasp of his own problem. What Sartre contends is that so long as one holds to the Freudian concept of the human personality one can explain neither the phenomenon itself nor its evidential value. At a certain state in treatment, says Sartre:


the resistance of the subject suddenly collapses and he recognizes the image of himself which is presented to him as if he were seeing himself in a mirror. This involuntary testimony of the subject is precious for the psychoanalyst; he sees there the sign that he has reached his goal; he can pass on from the investigation proper to the cure. But nothing in his principles or in his initial postulates permits him to understand or to utilize this testimony. Where could he get any such right? If the complex is really unconscious—that is, if there is a barrier separating the sign from the thing signified—how could the subject recognize it? Does the unconscious complex recognize itself? But haven’t we been told that it lacks understanding? . . . Shall we say on the other hand that it is the subject as conscious who recognizes the image presented? But how could he compare it with his true state since that is out of reach . . . ? At most he will be able to judge that the psychoanalytic explanation of his case is a probable hypothesis, which derives its probability from the number of behavior patterns which it explains. His relation to this interpretation is that of a third party, that of the psychoanalyst himself; he has no privileged position.10


In sum, “the psychoanalyst doubtless has some obscure picture of an abrupt coincidence of conscious and unconscious. But he has removed all methods of conceiving of this coincidence in any positive sense.”11

Still a third position with respect to the issues under consideration has made its appearance since the Western world rejected the fundamental premises in terms of which the classical doctrine of freedom of indeterminism was formulated: Since, however, Sartre has not explicitly dealt with this third position, it will be best to reserve discussion of it until after Sartre’s own theory has been presented.


The Existentialist Theory

The chief difference between Sartre’s and classical theories of free choice can be summarized in a single sentence: “Man,” says Sartre, “cannot be sometimes slave and sometimes free; he is wholly and forever free, or he is not free at all.”12 According to classical theories, human behavior is most often determined by an objective situation and a subjective motive; it is only when reason indicates that behavior so determined is morally wrong or injurious to one’s best long-range interests that free choice comes into play. Sartre, on the contrary, denies that either objective situations or subjective motives ever really move us to act. The objective situation moves us to act only in so far as we apprehend it, and our apprehension of an objective situation is itself determined by a free choice of goals. Similarly, passions or subjective motives can be said to move us only in a derivative sense, since passions have only the weight we give them. We are not playthings of our passions; it is we who choose them.

No great harm is done at the level of popular discourse if we say that the conversion of Clovis is to be explained in terms of his subjective passion, that is, his ambition for fame and power, together with an objective situation, that is, the existence of the Church as a powerful political ally. In the same way no great harm is done if we explain that a man joined a socialist party because he believed that in the years to come socialism “will become the principal historical force” (objective situation) and also because he has certain subjective motives such as “a feeling of pity or charity for certain classes of the oppressed, a feeling of shame at being on the ‘good side of the barricade,’ . . . or again an inferiority complex, a desire to shock his relatives.”13

It is obvious that passions or subjective motives do in some sense exist. The mistake consists in regarding them as “little psychical entities inhabiting consciousness”14 and exercising an original causal influence rather than as manifestations of a prior choice. It is also obvious that there are objective, environmental situations. The mistake consists in believing either that these objective situations can move us to act independently of the way in which the reflective or deliberative consciousness apprehends them or that consciousness simply mirrors an already structured reality. It would be nearer the truth to say that the world mirrors consciousness than that consciousness mirrors the world; and it is of course our personal apprehension of the world, not the world itself, which effectively determines behavior.

Deliberation, says Sartre, is merely “an evaluation of means in relation to already existing ends.”15 Clovis no doubt had an objective appreciation of the political and religious state of Gaul, the relative strength of the episcopate, the great landowners, the common people, and so forth.

Nevertheless this objective appreciation can be made only in the light of a presupposed end and within the limits of a project of the for-itself towards this end. . . . In a word the world gives counsel only if one questions it, and one can question it only for a well-determined end. Therefore, the objective appreciation, far from determining the action, appears only in and through the project of an action. It is in and through the project of imposing his rule on all of Gaul that the state of the Western Church appears objectively to Clovis as a cause of conversion. In other words the consciousness which carves out the cause in the ensemble of the world has already its own structure; it has given its own ends to itself.16


The true cause, the real motive of human behavior is thus an original project of being freely chosen at the moment one wrenches oneself away from the in-itself to create one’s own world. And it is in terms of this original project of being and it alone that human behavior receives its ultimate explanation. “Heredity, education, environment, physiological constitution” are “the great explanatory idols of our time,”17 but they explain nothing. The only genuine cause of human behavior is the individual’s fundamental project of being. And that project is a “choice, not a state”;18 it is not buried in “the shadows of the subconscious.” It is rather a “free and conscious determination”19 of oneself.

Great care must be taken to avoid misinterpretation. Freedom, for Sartre, does not consist, as it did for Dostoyevsky, in mere caprice. The individual’s fundamental and freely chosen project of being expresses the “totality of his movement toward being, his original relationship to himself, the world, and others.” Man, Sartre says, “is a totality, not a collection.”20 An act of caprice by which the individual belies his original choice and renders his behavior inexplicable is totally impossible. On the contrary, given knowledge of an individual’s fundamental project of being, it is possible to understand “the most insignificant and the most superficial aspects of his conduct.”21

For Sartre, as for Leibniz, “the problem of freedom is placed on the level of Adam’s choice of himself,”22 not on the level of Adam’s choosing or not choosing to eat the apple. Given Adam’s choice of himself, he could not but eat the apple. Furthermore, for Sartre, as for Leibniz, a different subsidiary choice of Adam would imply another Adam, which in turn would imply another world. “But by ‘another world’ we do not mean a particular organization of compossibles such that the other possible Adam finds his place there, but rather that the revelation of another face of the world will correspond to another being-in-the-world of Adam.”23 The individual’s choice of himself is, of course, subject to change in moments of anguish. None the less Sartre agrees with Leibniz in rejecting a conception of freedom as mere caprice.

Another misinterpretation to be avoided consists in confusing the consciousness which makes the choice of an initial or fundamental project of being with the reflective or deliberative consciousness, which is subsequent to that choice. Sartre does not accept the Freudian division of the self into conscious and unconscious. He does, however, himself distinguish between what he calls the “reflective” and what he calls the “nonreflective” consciousness; and he insists that it is at the level of the nonreflective consciousness that we make our fundamental choice of ourselves. “It is necessary to stress the fact that this [man’s original choice] is in no way a deliberate choice. This is not because it would be less conscious or less explicit than a deliberation, but on the contrary because it is the foundation of all deliberation and because . . . a deliberation requires an interpretation in terms of an original choice.”24

It follows that “a voluntary deliberation is always a deception.” When I deliberate, “the die is already cast.” If I find myself deliberating, “it is simply because one of the features of my original project is to make myself aware of the motives of my conduct by deliberation rather than by some other form of discovery (by passion, for example, or quite simply by action).”25 It will readily be seen that Sartre goes even farther than Freud with respect to the ultimate inefficacy of the reflective consciousness.

Sartre recognizes, however, that the reflective consciousness can decide to set itself up in opposition to the nonreflective consciousness and that sometimes it can succeed in thwarting the aims of the nonreflective consciousness, just as Freud recognized that the ego can oppose the id and by so doing alter the individual’s behavior. To explain these facts without compromising his belief in the ultimate inefficacy of reflective consciousness, Sartre reasons as follows: A man, he says,


can make voluntary decisions which are opposed to the fundamental ends which he has chosen. These decisions can be only voluntary—that is, reflective. . . . Thus, for example, . . . I can . . . decide to cure myself of stuttering. I can even succeed in it. . . . In fact I can obtain a result by using merely technical methods. . . . But these results will only displace the infirmity from which I suffer; another will arise in its place and will in its own way express the total end which I pursue. . . . It is the same with these cures as it is with the cure of hysteria by electric shock treatment. We know that this therapy can effect the disappearance of an hysterical contraction of the leg, but as one will see some time later the contraction will appear in the arm. This is because the hysteria can be cured only as a totality, for it is a total project of the for-itself.26


Sartre’s ultimate proof that an individual’s behavior is fully determined by a free, prereflective or nonreflective choice of himself is, of course, the experience of anguish in which the individual finds himself compelled to reconstitute his being in utter isolation and without external help. But he offers three additional arguments. One of these is contained in the statement: “A deliberation requires an interpretation in terms of an original choice.” The point is that if an individual is trying to decide whether to be a doctor or a lawyer, his final decision can be explained only on the assumption that there was an overarching value or desire which guided the process of deliberation. In the pamphlet “Existentialism Is a Humanism” Sartre tells of a young man who came to him during the war for advice. He wanted to know whether he should stay in France with his mother who had no other means of support or to leave France to join Free French forces abroad. Sartre says that he did not advise the man because one person can no more decide for another than the individual can decide for himself at the purely reflective level of consciousness. The man, he says, had already made up his mind; it was in terms of his original choice that he chose an adviser.

The second argument is based upon “the frequent upsurge of ‘conversions’ which cause me totally to metamorphose my original project. These conversions, which have not been studied by philosophers, have often inspired novelists. One may recall the instant at which Gide’s Philoctetes casts off his hate, his fundamental project, his reason for being, and his being. One may recall the instant when Raskoinikoff decides to give himself up.”27 The point of this argument appears to be, as an American philosopher who on this score holds a position similar to Sartre’s has put it, that “when we repudiate our constitutive values altogether and forge an entirely new personality, a naked, empty self must do the choosing.”28 In other words, radical conversions do exist and cannot be explained as a product of rational deliberation, passion, or environmental circumstances.

The third argument is based upon “the twofold ‘feeling’ of anguish and of responsibility.” For most persons “consciousness” means what Sartre calls “reflective consciousness,” and they might very well argue that if we are not aware of having made a choice of ourselves on the level of the reflective consciousness, we could not be aware of it at all. Moreover, we are not aware of choosing ourselves on the level of the reflective consciousness. To the reflective consciousness our behavior appears to be determined largely by passion and environmental circumstance. Sartre is aware of this possible line of attack. “We are fully conscious of the choice which we are,” he says. “And if someone objects that . . . it would be necessary to be conscious not of our-being-chosen but of choosing ourselves, we reply that this consciousness is expressed by the twofold ‘feeling’ of anguish and responsibility.”29

By the sense of responsibility Sartre means the sense of being “the incontestable author” of one’s being.30 The feeling of anguish is an awareness either “muted or full-strength” that “an abrupt metamorphosis of my initial project is always possible.”31 Now, for the person who has known the full-strength experience of anguish there can be no question, according to Sartre, that one is the free author of one’s actual behavior or that one could by a subsequent free choice totally change one’s initial project. Sartre comes close to defining the experience of anguish as one which brings a realization of these facts to the very surface of consciousness. But how is the person who has not personally had the full-strength experience of anguish to know that it is possible? Sartre’s answer is not as clear as might be wished; but it appears to be as follows. The prereflective or nonreflective awareness of anguish and responsibility is manifested on the surface of consciousness in the sense of pride or shame; and it is perfectly clear even to the reflective consciousness that we are often proud or ashamed of features of our behavior which we have not chosen at that level of consciousness.

The homosexual, for instance, often insists that he is compelled to behave as he does, that he is not the author of his homosexuality. On the reflective level of consciousness there is no awareness of having chosen this behavior, and often the reflective consciousness is actively engaged in resisting the homosexual inclinations. At the same time, however, the homosexual experiences a strong and fully conscious sense of shame. Why, however, should he feel ashamed of his behavior if he has not chosen it? And if he has not chosen it on the reflective level of consciousness, must he not have chosen it on the nonreflective level of consciousness? What is his shame but a muted consciousness of anguish and responsibility? Is it not an implicit awareness that he is the incontestable author of his behavior and that it is possible for him, if he so chooses, to abandon his homosexuality? Shame under these circumstances is an indisputable fact; and once the inescapable logical consequences have been made explicit, it is no longer possible to deny the facts which the existentialists claim to be revealed in the full-strength experience of anguish. Speaking of the person subjected to torture, Sartre writes: “No matter how long he has waited before begging for mercy, he would have been able despite all to wait ten minutes, one minute, one second longer. He has determined the moment at which the pain becomes unbearable. The proof of this is the fact that he will later live out his abjuration in remorse and shame. Thus he is entirely responsible for it.”32


Criticism

The third non-existentialist position on the problems under discussion is widely held by Anglo-American philosophers. Most of the theory underlying this position was worked out by the pragmatists, and for lack of a more precise or convenient label it will be referred to here as the pragmatic position.

For the pragmatists, as for the ordinary man, freedom consists in the power to achieve chosen goals. The pragmatists do not deny that there may be some undetermined choices, but this question does not much interest them. What matters is that man be able to achieve the goals he has actually set for himself, regardless of whether his decision to pursue these goals was determined or undetermined. The pragmatists are not interested in God or sin. And, as they see it, human dignity consists not in the anguished sense of total responsibility for one’s being but rather in the full exercise of those faculties by which the individual can hope to achieve well-being for himself and his fellow men. The question of determinism arises in this connection only because in order to achieve general well-being human behavior must be at least partially determined. If it were not, prediction and consequently control over the future course of events would be impossible.

The pragmatists are not the least bit disturbed by the existentialist contention that happiness is impossible of achievement and that freedom even in the sense of power to achieve goals has as its logical condition the existence of external obstacles. If by happiness one means a state of complete desire fulfillment and if by freedom one means a state of being such that the external environment offers not the slightest resistance to human effort, then happiness and freedom are impossible of achievement. The existentialist arguments are unassailable. But the pragmatists do not believe in either the desirability or the possibility of happiness and freedom so conceived.

Happiness for the pragmatists is not a state of sated desire. It is a state of being such that a man can look forward to the realization of his desires with relative ease. The existentialists have taken over from the classical tradition the idea that desire as such is a state of lack or imperfection. Perhaps so, say the pragmatists; it depends upon what you mean by lack or imperfection. But it is certain that a state of desire is not necessarily a state of unhappiness, misery, or psychic distress. A man who is only moderately hungry and who can look forward to eating a good meal at no great sacrifice to purse or health is not unhappy. Some people enjoy the anticipation of a good meal more than the actual eating. Similarly, the student who is working for a college degree need not be unhappy because the goal is as yet unachieved; some students deliberately prolong their student days because they find student activities pleasant. Moreover, there is no reason to define happiness so narrowly as to bar the pleasures of pursuit and risk. Some people find happiness in danger; that is their privilege. But it is clear that most men’s well-being would be promoted if the number of obstacles presented by their social and natural environment was considerably reduced.

Dewey was so displeased with the traditional associations of the word “happiness” that he abandoned it altogether. He agrees, none the less, with other pragmatists in holding that the object of human striving is a state of being which permits the satisfaction of desire with relative ease, “relative ease” being defined differently for each individual according to the nature of his desires, the nature of his environment, and his own temperamental bias.

The mistake of the existentialists is similar to that of philosophers in the classical tradition. They pushed a concept to its very limits and found themselves with nothing but a meaningless and self-contradictory concept on their hands. Had the existentialists, however, exercised a little more care and had they taken seriously their own strictures against empty abstractions, they would not have found themselves with a concept requiring to be rejected.

On the question of freedom the pragmatists make out a similar case. By freedom they do not mean the possibility of doing anything at all that comes to mind. As Justus Buchler, the most profound of contemporary American thinkers in the pragmatic tradition, has pointed out, the degree of freedom and the degree of restraint are roughly equivalent. To be able to achieve chosen goals, one must first be able to choose. But if the environment is not well structured, i.e., if the range of choice is not limited and determined by external circumstances, then one hardly knows what one wants. One can, of course, wish for anything at all, as a child may wish to jump over the moon. But a wish does not become a want until one has determined that and how the goal may be achieved. In a state of complete anarchy or disorder the environment would be so complex and the result of one’s behavior so unpredictable that one could have little adequate knowledge of means to ends, consequently few well-defined wants, and consequently only a small degree of freedom.

The mistake of the existentialists was once again to push the concept of freedom as ability to achieve chosen goals to its furthest limits, only to discover that it was empty. Had they remembered the elementary fact of both private and political life that the desirable state of affairs is one with a maximum of order and a maximum of freedom and were they less disposed to think in terms of rigid antitheses, they would have taken care not to empty the word “freedom” of its concreteness. We are not less but more free because there are laws against murder and because there are police around to enforce them. If we want to kill someone, laws and police are obstacles which limit our freedom. But if, as is more often the case, we want to walk without fear down the streets, these “obstacles” liberate us. Freedom to achieve chosen goals thus implies, not the absence of obstacles, but the existence of the right kinds of obstacles in the right amounts.

The most important pragmatic tenet, however, concerns the role of what Freud called the ego and what Sartre called the reflective consciousness. The pragmatists agree with almost all modern thinkers in regarding man as fundamentally a desiring or passionate being. It would be impossible to understand any major human pursuits or even to define them without taking human affectivity into account. Happiness and freedom are not just abstract concepts, they are states of being toward which men passionately strive; and it is as such that they must be defined. None the less, the pragmatists differ from the existentialists, the Freudians, and the proponents of determinism by the passions in attributing substantial efficacy to rational reflection.

It is not that the pragmatists are under any illusion as to the extent to which men do in fact employ their intelligence; nor are the pragmatists excessively optimistic about the possibility of humankind ever making full use of intelligence. Their position is simply that the exercise of intelligence is almost always a necessary condition of general human well-being and that, barring unfavorable environmental conditions it would also be a sufficient condition. If men have not utilized their intelligence to create a substantially better world, it is largely because so few men believe in it. Either in the manner of traditional philosophers and the world’s major religions they seek a short cut to happiness through eternal objects; or else like the Roman plebs and America’s Beats they settle for cheap sensations and kicks rather than more solid satisfactions requiring an expenditure of mental effort; or else again they wallow in the sense of their own helplessness, calling it the tragic sense of life, like the existentialists. It is the flight from intelligence, not the human condition, which is truly tragic.

The first major argument against the efficacy of the reflective consciousness was that the only proper objects of human thinking are eternal and immutable objects and that since like alone knows like, the mind itself must be eternal and immutable, consequently unable to act in the finite world of everyday affairs. This argument has little cogency for twentieth-century man and need not detain us.

The second major argument was based on the fact of compulsion or incontinence. Here the problem is not to explain how man the thinker can relate to the nonthinking world but rather how man the thinker can act upon his passions. It is clear that often he cannot. According to the theory of determinism by the passions he never does. If, however, the classical philosophical premise that the mind cannot move us to act is squarely rejected, what grounds are there for maintaining that conscious human decisions never act upon the passions? The empirical fact that they sometimes do not do so proves only that. And if we admit as evidence of a noncausal relationship between conscious decision and passion the fact that a decision to stop smoking is sometimes not successful, then one must also admit as evidence of a causal relationship between conscious decision and passion the fact that a decision to stop smoking is sometimes successful.

To say that A is the cause of B is to assert simply that A and B are two natural types of events which have been observed to be correlated in certain types of circumstances. The only problem then is to find out what types of decisions correlate with what types of affective experience and under what circumstances. There can be no empirical, much less philosophical, barrier to construing the reflective or deliberative consciousness as a genuine cause of human behavior.

Empirically we have nothing to go on but what we actually observe either through introspection or through the physical senses. And what we actually observe, says the pragmatist, is that just as a decision to lift one’s arm is followed by the lifting of the arm except in cases of physical paralysis, so a decision to stop drinking is followed by the execution of the decision unless we are paralyzed by habit or some other empirically describable obstacle. The nonalcoholic who decides not to drink does not drink; it is only the man who has been drinking heavily for a long time and under very special circumstances who cannot act on a decision to stop drinking. Moreover, there is good reason to believe that most actual limits of rational decision have been produced by a past failure to exercise reason and that these limits may someday be removed by the future exercise of reason. Had the alcoholic fully reflected upon the possible consequences of his drinking when he first noted the symptoms of alcoholism, he might never have found himself so hopelessly in the grip of the habit. And if modern research into the problem of alcoholism is successful, it may one day be possible to cure even the confirmed alcoholic.

Of course, limits to the power of rational decision are many and varied; habit is only one of them. But if the limits have actually been observed, they are in every case empirical, not a priori. And if it is reasonable on pragmatic grounds to believe that the course of nature will remain constant, it is also reasonable on pragmatic grounds to believe that man can triumph over empirically observed limits of reason by a more persistent application of reason. Both assumptions are required to promote scientific inquiry, and there is not the slightest shred of evidence to the contrary. In fact, the belief that man can triumph over empirically observed limits of reason is not simply an assumption; it is an empirically founded generalization. By the use of reason man has obviously overcome many limits imposed upon him by the natural environment; no less obviously he has learned to control some aspects of human behavior.

It can be plausibly argued that these past triumphs of reason have not brought man happiness; but the pragmatist can plausibly argue that this is not because of an intrinsic defect in reason. On the contrary, there is nothing reasonable about using scientific knowledge to build atomic bombs instead of hospitals or to sell toothpaste instead of books. If reason has failed to benefit us, it is simply because men have misused it.

No extensive criticism of existentialism from the pragmatic point of view exists, but it is not difficult to see what form that criticism would take. Consider the three arguments for a fundamental choice of oneself which Sartre offers to the person who has not known the full-strength experience of anguish. The first was to the effect that the process of rational deliberation in which the individual attempts to choose between two or more envisaged lines of conduct cannot have a successful issue unless there be an antecedently given overarching desire in the light of which he can evaluate the envisaged lines of conduct. Why, however, the pragmatists would ask, should it not happen that the process of deliberation itself be a means by which the individual shapes his desires? If, for instance, in the process of deliberation the person who is trying to choose between a career as a doctor or a career as a lawyer discovers that there is a third profession which combines most of the advantages he had hoped for in the first two professions, one might be tempted to say that this third profession is the one he had always really wanted to pursue from the beginning. Would it not, however, be more correct to say simply that a new desire had emerged as a result of rational reflection?

In Being and Nothingness Sartre made a concession to the pragmatic point of view. In discussing existential psychoanalysis, the method for discovering an individual’s fundamental project of being, Sartre declared that the “principle of this psychoanalysis is that man is a totality and not a collection; he therefore expresses himself in his totality in the most insignificant and the most superficial aspects of his conduct.” It obviously follows from this principle that all reflective choices as well as all overt acts are rigidly determined by the fundamental choice. Later, however, Sartre qualified this principle. There are, he says, certain voluntary choices which he calls “indifferents.” If, for instance, I become fatigued on a camping trip, this is because of my original project of being, but “to relieve my fatigue it is indifferent whether I sit down on the side of the road or whether I take a hundred steps more in order to stop at the inn which I see from a distance. This means that the apprehension of the complex, global form which I have chosen as my ultimate possible does not suffice to account for the choice of one possible rather than another.”33 The example Sartre gives, as also his use of the term “indifferents” to describe choices of this kind, would indicate that the concession is not an important one.

The passage quoted, however, concludes as follows: “There is not here an act deprived of motives and causes but rather a spontaneous invention of motives and causes, which placed within the compass of my fundamental choice thereby enriches it.”34 Now, if one grants that a reflective decision can enrich one’s fundamental project, there is no reason to deny that it can also alter it. The example of the young man who had to choose between remaining in France or joining the French forces abroad was introduced earlier to illustrate Sartre’s contention that when one begins to deliberate the die is already cast. The man could not, said Sartre, even decide whom to consult for advice unless he had already made his choice. Significantly, however, Sartre also uses this example to illustrate the necessity we are under to “invent.” And indeed why not? If the man had already decided, why was it so difficult for him to decide? If there was an overarching choice which demanded that he choose one possibility rather than another, why did he not know it? And certainly in this case the choice is not aptly described as an “indifferent.”

The second argument was based on radical conversions. But are there radical conversions? Does it ever happen that an individual rejects all of the values and desires which had hitherto constituted his being? Unless this can be shown, conversion phenomena can always be explained as the end products of a long struggle between competing scales of value or competing desire systems. Moreover, a choice of oneself made by a naked and empty nothingness in the face of a massive, undifferentiated, meaningless in-itself would appear to be as impossible as lifting oneself up by one’s own bootstraps.

Sartre seems to have come around to this view himself. In the Critique of Dialectical Reason, where he attempts to reconcile his doctrine of total freedom with his Marxism, Sartre introduces the expression “field of possibilities” and tells us that freedom must operate within this field. “The field of possibilities,” he says, “is the end toward which the agent surpasses his objective situation. And this field, in its turn, is closely linked to historical and social reality. . . . We ought not to regard it as a zone of indetermination but, on the contrary, as a highly structured region, which depends upon the entire historical situation.”35

The third argument was based on the experience of shame, guilt, and pride. The homosexual and the person who yields to torture have no reflective awareness of having chosen their behavior; yet they experience shame because of it. Must it not, therefore, be assumed that they have chosen their behavior on the nonreflective level of consciousness? There is, however, another explanation of feelings of shame. One could say with great plausibility that the homosexual and the person who has yielded to torture feel ashamed not because they have a prereflective awareness of being the authors of their behavior, but rather because they are aware that others do or may despise them for it. And the fact of their being an object of contempt for others may very well be something for which they are in no way responsible. Sartre himself offers this alternative explanation of shame. “It is,” he writes, “before the Other that I am guilty. . . . But this guilt is accompanied by helplessness without this helplessness ever succeeding in cleansing me of my guilt.”36

There remains, then, only the most basic of Sartre’s arguments, that founded on the full-strength experience of anguish. On the pragmatic view the ultimate external realities are individual beings presented to the physical senses: mountains, trees, houses, airplanes, dogs, human beings, and so forth. These objects are related to one another in a variety of ways, and although there is much confusion in the external world a number of regularities may be discovered. Man comes into this world as one being among others, but during the course of his existence he discerns causal patterns among natural events and gradually becomes an active, desiring being. These things the pragmatist claims to know by simple observation or common sense. For Sartre, on the other hand, the ultimate external reality is an undifferentiated mass, the in-itself, and man comes into the world as a pure nothingness face to face with the in-itself. This Sartre claims to know through the experience of anguish.

What, then, is the validity of anguish as opposed to daily, common-sense observation? Why should anguish be said to be revelatory of the nature of things? Christian mystics often claim to have had a direct experience of the divine presence in much the same way that other people have a direct experience of physical objects. As a rule, pragmatists have not denied the reality of the mystic experience. They have simply denied that the experience had revelatory value. The feeling of a divine presence does not prove the existence of God. It often happens that we have an almost palpable sense of the presence of another person in the same room with us even though that person left unobserved several minutes earlier. Why should the feeling of a divine presence not be a phenomenon of the same order? In like manner, the pragmatists would probably not deny that Sartre and others have had an experience in which the world of ordinary objects and the personal values which they say sustain that world are dissolved. What they would deny is that this experience has weight as evidence of the true nature of man and external reality.

Because it is impossible to observe colors at night, it does not follow that colors have no real existence. Because a person with jaundice sees an object as yellow, it does not follow that the object is in fact yellow. Similarly, because in the experience of anguish the world disappears from view, it does not follow that the world is merely a thin crust of meaning imposed upon an in-itself or that the ultimate external reality is really an undifferentiated mass. When in ordinary discourse we say that something appears to be A but is really B, we confirm our statement by recourse to one of two criteria. A thing, we say, is really what it appears to be to the normal or standard observer under normal or standard conditions. The real color of an object, for instance, is the color the object has for a person with ordinary vision who observes it in ordinary light. Here the criterion is the democratic one of how a thing usually appears to the majority of human beings. Other times we have recourse to a second criterion. We say that the real color of an object is the color it has for the person with exceptionally good vision who observes it under a strong, pure white light. Here the criterion of reality is that of the specialist, who wishes to make the maximum number of possible discriminations. By either of these criteria the experience of anguish must be rejected as a means of discovering the nature of reality.

The existentialist would point out in answer that the criteria of reality employed by the pragmatist presuppose his own system of values and his own ontological commitments. It is because pragmatism is essentially a philosophy for the ordinary man that the democratic criterion is employed; and it is because the ordinary man believes in the value of science and has in the modern age entrusted himself to the experts that pragmatism also uses the specialists’ criterion. At the same time, it is because the pragmatist has already decided that physically observable objects are the ultimate realities that he frames his criteria of reality with respect to individual physical objects. His criteria of reality are, therefore, no better than his system of values and his ontology; and to employ these criteria to refute a rival system of values and a rival ontology is merely to beg the question.

One could, as many members of the analytic movement have done, attempt to show that the pragmatic criteria of reality are among the rules governing the usage of terms such as “real” and “reality,” and that it is therefore an abuse of language to employ these terms in any other sense. But again the existentialists would retort that the rules governing ordinary discourse are merely reflections of the ordinary man’s values and unconscious ontological commitments. The person who rejects the ordinary man’s values and ontology is, therefore, under no obligation to observe them.

If, of course, the pragmatist must presuppose his own axiology and ontology in order to argue against the existentialists, then the existentialist will have to presuppose his axiology and ontology to argue against the pragmatist. It would appear that we have at this point reached an ultimate impasse. What is certainly clear is that no simple arguments of either a logical or an empirical character will provide an exit. As Buchler has shown, an escape from an impasse of this kind between rival philosophical schemes can only be effected by providing a philosophical framework sufficiently broad and generous to permit thinkers in both schools to incorporate whatever they still consider to be true and valuable after they have traced the full implications of their initial beliefs and value orientations.





V. Authenticity

Heidegger on Authenticity

The term “authenticity” was introduced by Heidegger and was later taken over by Sartre. The term does not, however, have precisely the same meaning for the two authors. In the widest sense an authentic life is one based upon an accurate appraisal of the human condition. Sartre’s and Heidegger’s concepts of authenticity therefore reflect not only the similarities but also the differences in their views about the human condition.

The first and most important of the similarities is insistence upon the radical duality between the human and the nonhuman, which both authors express by reserving the term “existence” for man alone. Heidegger writes: “The being that exists is man. Man alone exists. Rocks are, but they do not exist. Trees are, but they do not exist. Horses are, but they do not exist. Angels are, but they do not exist. God is, but he does not exist.”1 And, of course, for both Heidegger and Sartre it is the fact of consciousness which radically distinguishes man from other beings. “The existential nature of man is the reason why man can represent beings as such, and why he can be conscious of them.”2

Aristotle had listed a set of basic categories; among them were quantity, quality, space, and cause. Now, according to Heidegger, categories of this kind are suitable enough for the scientific study of material objects, but are totally unsuitable for the study of man. Human beings do not exist in space and they do not have quantities or qualities. Neither are they to be understood as links in some causal chain of events. If Heidegger is right, however, traditional philosophers from Socrates on down all made the mistake of attributing to man properties which properly belong only to material objects. To correct this mistake Heidegger lists what he calls existentialia, i.e., basic categories of human existence. There are three of them: feeling or affectivity, understanding, and speech. Sartre did not take over Heidegger’s doctrine of existentialia, but he is of course sympathetic to Heidegger’s rejection of traditional categories in so far as these were believed to apply to human beings.

The second major similarity is the view that man, though radically distinct from physical objects, is directly present to the world. Heidegger’s technical expression for man is Dasein, which means literally “being-there.” Man is the being who is immediately present to the world and who must live out his life in and through his inescapable relationship to the world.

Thirdly, both Sartre and Heidegger distinguish between man’s being-in-the-world and his being-in-the-midst-of-the-world, between what they also call the ontological and the ontic dimension of his being. The purpose of drawing this distinction is to make clear that although man is necessarily present to the world and cannot withdraw from it into some sheltered or self-contained region of being which is purely his, he need not for this reason get lost in the world and sink to the level of brute material objects. Man is present to or next to the world, but not in the way that two chairs may be present to or next to one another. Physical objects are literally in the world; they are spatial beings. But man is not literally “in” the world; his being-in-the-world is merely a presence to the world.

For both Sartre and Heidegger, then, an authentic man is one who recognizes the radical duality between the human and the nonhuman, who recognizes that man must live in the world, and who also recognizes that being-in-the-world does not imply being-in-the-midst-of-the-world. It is in the light of these themes that Heidegger formulates his theory of inauthenticity.

To the state of being-in-the-midst-of-the-world Heidegger also gives the name of “fallenness” (Verfallenheit). The choice of this term is a bit curious, since Heidegger regards this condition as the one in which all of us find ourselves upon the dawning of consciousness. There is no primitive paradise or original condition of being from which we have fallen; there is only a superior mode of being to which we must rise. Be that as it may, fallenness, being-in-the-midst-of-the-world, and inauthenticity are three names for the same thing.

This inauthentic state of fallenness or being-in-the-midst-of-the-world has a subjective and an objective pole. The subjective pole is what Heidegger calls das Man, a term which has been variously translated as “the One,” “the Public,” and “the Anonymous They.” The most literal translation is “the One.” What Heidegger had in mind in choosing this term was the German expression Man sagt, which means in English “One says” or “They say.” In the state of fallenness it is the public or an anonymous and amorphous third party—a kind of degraded or pseudo-subjectivity-which commands the individual’s consciousness. If he refrains from acting, it is because “that isn’t done.” When he acts, it is because it is “the thing to do.” Fallenness is a state in which the individual constantly obeys commands and prohibitions whose source is unknown and unidentifiable and whose justification he does not bother to inquire into.

The objective pole of fallenness is the artificial, man-made world, the world as transformed by human technology. It is also, of course, the public world or world which groups of human beings share in common. This world has its own time; for clock time bears little or no resemblance to time as it is subjectively experienced. It also has its own space; for subjectively it is by an act of care or attention that we decide what will be present to us and in what degree, whereas in the public world distances between objects are precisely determinable by mathematical measurement, and the standard of reference by which these determinations are made is wholly impersonal. Subjectively, the distant mountains which we look at are nearer to us than the spectacles on our nose, but objectively the reverse is true. Most important of all, the public world or world of das Man is a world in which objects exist almost entirely as instruments to be manipulated for the advantage of the public.

The artificial human milieu of the factory best illustrates this last point, since it consists almost wholly of machines designed to produce a product for sale to a public. The worker himself becomes hardly more than a machine. His every act is determined by a group of managers whom he does not know and who do not know him. His work is completely routinized; almost anybody could replace him. And he has not the slightest interest in the product which is ultimately turned out. He is simply an object serving the needs of a voracious public. He is not present to the world as a painter or poet is present to the world; he is in that world as one physical object is in the world with other physical objects.

In a region of being whose one pole is the pseudo-subjectivity of das Man and whose other pole is a pseudo-objectivity or artificial human environment, we become forgetful of the ontological roots of our being. The existentialia are, according to Heidegger, ontological necessities of the human condition from which no one can possibly escape, but in the state of fallenness or inauthenticity they become degraded. In this mode of being we have no deep feelings, only petty fears and neurotic anxieties. We do not attempt to understand what we are doing; our behavior is determined by habit, custom, or a vague sense of what is required of us by das Man. We do not talk seriously about matters of any importance; it is bad taste to discuss religion, politics, or philosophy. Instead we talk shop or gossip about friends. Perhaps, if we have intellectual pretensions, we try to prove that we are au courant: that we have read all the latest books and attended all the current art exhibits. But we do not seriously discuss the content of the books we read, and in all likelihood when we go to the museum we take care to bring someone along to distract our attention from the exhibits.

How can we escape from this condition of being-in-the-midst-of-the-world, from fallenness, from inauthenticity, from das Man and the machine culture which is its correlate? The obvious answer is by becoming conscious through anguish of the radical duality between the human and the nonhuman and by recognizing the difference between being-in-the-world and being-in-the-midst-of-the-world. This answer does not, however, take us far enough. Like Sartre, Heidegger distinguishes between the everyday world of instrumental complexes and a world which lies behind it; and, like Sartre, Heidegger distinguishes between a level of consciousness which is engaged in the everyday world and another level of consciousness which lies beyond it. Despite these similarities, Sartre and Heidegger begin to part company at this point.

For Heidegger the ultimately real world is not a massive, undifferentiated in-itself which inspires nausea; it is rather the world of the artist and the poet—a richer and more luminous world than the skeletal world of steel and glass which man has invented; a world of fleshy elements such as air, fire, water, and earth; a world which speaks to man, imperiously perhaps and obscurely, but also inspiringly. On the other hand, the level of consciousness by which man has access to the real world is not a pure nothingness which creates its own meanings out of whole cloth. It is rather a level of consciousness which hearkens to the voice of Being and which consents to be “the shepherd of Being.”

This last point is one of the most puzzling and difficult in Heidegger’s system. Heidegger has several times said that he is not an existentialist, that he is interested in Being rather than man. His major work, Being and Time, was to consist of two parts, the first being an analysis of human existence and the second an analysis of Being. Only the first has appeared, and critics almost unanimously declare that the second never will appear. None the less, Heidegger declared already in the preface to the published half of Being and Time that he undertook the analysis of human existence only because it was a necessary preliminary to the analysis of Being. And it is clear from Being and Time no less than from Heidegger’s later writings that he does not believe man invents meaning and truth. Man can invent only pragmatic truths, and these do not deserve the title. Truth itself, the real truth, man can know only to the extent that he agrees to be illuminated by Being.

For Heidegger, Being is neither a particular being nor the whole of all particular beings, not even a particular being or the whole of particular beings revealed to the consciousness which lies beyond the everyday world of instrumental complexes and das Man. Being is rather that which makes or causes the world to be and which at the same time illuminates or makes appear to man the world which it also causes to be. Unfortunately, Heidegger has not given us a sufficiently adequate description of Being or explained in sufficient detail how Being accomplishes the functions attributed to it to warrant further exposition. In fact, Heidegger’s theory up to this point resembles so closely a theory developed by Plato in the Republic that, given Heidegger’s insistence upon his own originality, one cannot even be sure that the exposition so far as it has gone is wholly correct. The chief difference between Plato’s theory in the Republic and Heidegger’s is that what Heidegger calls “Being” Plato called the One. Suffice it to say that for Heidegger the authentic man is ultimately a person who has been illuminated by Being and who has made himself the shepherd of Being.

The qualification “ultimately” in the last sentence is important because the Heideggerian theory of authenticity just presented is drawn largely from later writings. In Being and Time Heidegger tended to define the authentic man exclusively in terms of his attitude toward death, the authentic man being one who escaped from the banality of everyday existence by recognizing his finitude and courageously facing up to the fact of death. This more limited Heideggerian concept of authenticity will be dealt with in the last chapter.


Sartre on Authenticity

The authentic man for Sartre is the person who undergoes a radical conversion through anguish and who assumes his freedom. He recognizes himself, not as a shepherd of Being, but as the cause of there being a world and as the unique source of the world’s values and intelligibility. In the working out of this fundamental conception Sartre is led to distinguish between three forms of inauthenticity. One, which will be discussed in the following chapter, arises from a failure to recognize the duality between our being-for-ourselves and our being-for-others. Another is based upon the confusion between our being-in-the-world and our being-in-the-midst-of-the-world; but this form of inauthenticity is analyzed somewhat differently from the similar form in Heidegger and receives relatively little attention. The third form of inauthenticity arises from a failure to recognize our ambiguous status as a detotalized in-itself-for-itself, or a confusion between our being as in-itself and our being as for-itself. In this chapter attention will be focused largely upon this third form of inauthenticity.

Consider the following two cases:

Mr. A is a liar. He repeatedly tells untruths, sometimes with malicious intent, sometimes for the purpose of dramatizing himself. Although he is perfectly aware of telling these untruths, he none the less ardently proclaims to himself and to others his complete honesty. In doing so it is no part of his intention to deny or to overlook the facts of the case. On the contrary he confesses his misdeeds with an embarrassing frankness. Mr. A’s intention is to explain and to excuse these misdeeds. He says that each of his lies has been required by some accidental or unusual external circumstance, that his true inner self is in no way responsible for them and in no way affected by them. By nature, in his essence, he claims to be absolutely honest.

Mr. B is also a liar, repeatedly telling untruths for much the same reasons as Mr. A. Like Mr. A he does not deny that he tells these untruths; he, too, frankly admits the facts of the case. And like Mr. A he has an excuse. The difference between the two men lies in the character of the excuses they offer. Mr. B does not contrast his true inner self with his outer self. On the contrary, he vigorously denies that he has a true inner self. He claims to be a product of strict causal determinism. He is a liar and that is all there is to it. That is the way God or Nature made him. He claims credit for honestly facing up to the fact that he is a liar and humbly accepting his place in the scheme of things.

In each of these cases not only a general theory of selfhood but a total metaphysics is implicit. Mr. A appeals to the doctrine of substantial souls, the view that man’s true nature is concealed in an inner spirituality only imperfectly manifested or perhaps not manifested at all in his observable behavior. Mr. B, on the other hand, appeals to the doctrine of universal determinism, the view that the individual human personality is a total zero, a kind of mathematical point or infinitesimal quantity at which a series of impersonal causal laws intersect.

For want of more convenient labels, Mr. A will be called a subjectivist; Mr. B, an objectivist. Subjectivism had its origins in the Augustinian theory of predestination and was most elaborately developed by Leibniz. The view was that every individual human personality comes into the world with a god-given soul, a nature or essence which determines its every action and from a knowledge of which its entire life history might be predicted. In the Romantic movement of the nineteenth century subjectivism was considerably transformed, the accent falling not so much on the determinism of psychic events as on the independence of the human psyche from the restraints of external circumstance. In the twentieth century we have offshoots of subjectivism in the theory of man as a bundle of innate drives or instincts and in the Freudian theory of man as largely a plaything of the unconscious. Objectivism, on the other hand, consists in the view that everything in the universe is causally related to everything else in such a way that nothing can be said to have independent existence, or alternatively that a complete understanding of any one event necessarily involves a thorough knowledge of the whole of things. This view had its origins in Stoicism and has been developed most consistently by. Spinoza, Hegel, and certain post-Hegelian idealists. Its greatest popular triumph was nineteenth-century mechanistic determinism.

Consistently with its premises, objectivism allows no place for the human personality. There is no possibility; everything is necessity. Freedom can consist only in a release from finitude, either by overcoming the illusion of selfhood or by somehow identifying the self with the totality of what is. The highest goal of life is a mystical vision of eternal necessity and a merging with the infinite or some other largely aesthetic experience. Our moral responsibility, in so far as we can be said to have one, is to understand the world, not to alter it. The subjectivist, by contrast, immortalizes the individual human personality. Each individual is a live center of spirituality or a substantial, enduring soul. His world is but the face of his soul seen as in a mirror; or, changing the metaphor, but the hollow husk of his inner self, the inner self being the only true reality. For the subjectivist freedom lies in the realization or unfolding of already existing subjective potentialities. And as for the objectivist, our moral responsibility, in so far as we can be said to have one, is to understand and to accept our already existing nature, not to change it.

The existentialists in general have launched a crushing attack upon these two concepts of the human self. According to the existentialists, both Mr. A, the subjectivist, and Mr. B, the objectivist, have failed to understand the true nature of the human personality and its real relationship to the external world. Mr. A has failed to realize that human beings must by their nature live out of doors in the world, that man is wholly what he does. Mr. B has failed to realize that human beings must by their nature transcend their being in the world, that man exists beyond all causal determinism. For the existentialist both objectivism and subjectivism are philosophies of despair. The despair of the objectivist is what Kierkegaard calls the “despair of necessity.” “The loss of possibility,” he writes, “signifies . . . that everything has become necessary to man. . . . The determinist or the fatalist is in despair, and in despair he has lost his self, because for him everything is necessary. . . . The self of the determinist cannot breathe, for it is impossible to breathe necessity alone, which taken pure and simple suffocates the human self.”3 The despair of the subjectivist, however—and here Kierkegaard has especially in mind subjectivism in its romanticized nineteenth-century version—is the despair of possibility. When the self turns too far inward and chases the pale shadows of subjective potentiality, “it runs away from itself, so that it has no necessity whereto it is bound to return. . . . This is the despair of possibility. Possibility then appears to the self ever greater and greater, more and more things become possible, because nothing becomes actual. At last it is as if everything were possible.”4 In other words, man is rooted to the brute necessities of the external world and he must live in that world if he is to attain true spirituality. This is the profound source of Kierkegaard’s, as of all existentialists’, antipathy to romanticism and aestheticism.

The objectivist recognizes that man lives in the external world, but he denies that man transcends it. The subjectivist recognizes that man transcends the world, but denies that he lives in it. Curiously, it is the existentialist whose position is nearest to common sense. It is the existentialist who refuses to deny that there are selves, that there is a world which they inhabit, and that there is an uneasy but inevitable commerce between them. The existentialist will not allow either the universe or the self to be conjured away. For him the self is present to but not literally in the world. It is equally mistaken to isolate the self from the world or to allow it to be absorbed in the world, for in either case true selfhood is lost. The subjectivist is no less guilty than the objectivist. The self cannot breathe pure necessity, but neither can it survive in pure possibility. In the one case it is suffocated; in the other it is vaporized. When everything becomes possible and nothing actual, then once again, to use the words of Kierkegaard, “the abyss has swallowed up the self.”5 The man who loses his capacity to distinguish between image and reality soon loses his anchor in the world. By living in a world of reverie he becomes himself as unreal as a dream.

It was Sartre, however, not Kierkegaard, who most brilliantly and succinctly developed these themes. Consider again Sartre’s definition of man as a being who is not what he is and who is what he is not. This definition is intended to point up the fact that in the act of existing man transcends his past self by making it into an object of his regard. Just as by looking at an external object I posit it as “not-me” and thus in Sartrean language “nihilate” it, so by making my past self an object of scrutiny I posit it as “not-me” and “nihilate” it. However, whereas I am usually content to say simply and without further ado that I am not an inkwell, I am not usually content to say simply and without further ado that I am not my past self. There is some sense in which I still am the man I was ten years ago even though I place myself at a distance from him in the mere act of existing.

Sartre calls the relationship which my present self supports to my past self an “internal relationship” and contrasts it with purely external relationships between physical objects. Two beings are related to one another internally when each affects the other in its being; two things are related externally when neither affects the other in its being. Put somewhat differently two things are related internally when to understand one it is necessary to take the other into account; they are related externally when this is not the case. Now, obviously if I want a full and adequate understanding of either my past or my present self I must take the other into account, whereas to understand the nature of two chairs standing alongside each other I will examine each separately. In still other language, things which are related to one another externally are “not” one another in the full logical sense of the term. But things which are related to one another internally are not one another in a very special sense of the term “not.” It would be plainly self-contradictory to say that the chair is the table. But it would not be self-contradictory to say either that I am my past self or that I am not my past self.

Abstractly considered, the relationship of past self to present self may be a kind of logical puzzle. The concrete awareness of this relationship, however, is one source of anguish. Sartre illustrates by citing the example of a gambler who has “freely and sincerely decided not to gamble any more and who when he approaches the gaming table, suddenly sees all his resolutions melt away. . . .” He then apprehends in anguish


the total inefficacy of the past resolution. It is there doubtless, but fixed, ineffectual, surpassed by the very fact that I am conscious of it. The resolution is still me to the extent that I realize constantly my identity with myself across the temporal flux, but it is no longer me—due to the fact that it has become an object for my consciousness. I am not subject to it, it fails in the mission which I have given it. The resolution is there still, I am it in the mode of not-being. What the gambler apprehends at this instant is . . . the permanent rupture in determinism; it is nothingness which separates him from himself. . . . By the very fact of taking my position in existence as consciousness of being, I make myself not to be the past of good resolutions which I am.6


Sartre’s definition of man also points to the parallel fact that man both is and is not his future, or alternatively, that man is his future in the same peculiar way that he is his past: in the mode of not being it. Just as my past self is powerless to influence my present self without the consent of my present self, so my present self is powerless to influence my future self without the consent of my future self. The anguish which we experience when we stand on a high cliff is taken as an illustration of this fact. In the experience of vertigo we realize that we cannot guarantee to our present self that our future self will not jump. Between our present and our future self there is a gap or a void; and to exist we must give ourselves a rendezvous the other side of that gap. But we have no guarantee of what we shall find or even that we will be there; for “nothing compels me to save my life, nothing prevents me from precipitating myself into the abyss.”7

Thus we both are and are not our past selves; we both are and are not our future selves. Absolutely nothing stands between past and present or between present and future. We should, however, guard against the temptation to push too far the analogy between the relationship of present to past and the relationship of present to future. Our past history is what it is; we cannot alter it. It is there irrevocably. It constitutes a part of what Sartre calls our “facticity” and has, once it has been lived through, the same ontological status as material objects. Our past is a part of our facticity, our being as an in-itself. Our future, however, is absolutely open, absolutely undetermined either by our past self or by the external world. This supposedly follows from the fact that it is only through the for-itself or consciousness that the future comes into being.

It is from this analysis of selfhood that Sartre derives his theory of freedom and authenticity. To be free is to be under the necessity of transcending one’s past. On the other hand authenticity, or, if you prefer, moral responsibility, consists in an unwavering recognition of the necessity one is under to be free. Only the morally responsible or authentic man recognizes his past for what it is, recognizes that it is his past and assumes responsibility for it, while at the same time recognizing that his future is free and that at every moment he is called upon to transcend his past and to make himself anew, for the future, too, is his.

One may accordingly be inauthentic in either of two ways. One may attempt to deny one’s facticity or being as in-itself. This was the mistake of Mr. A who claimed that he was not a liar while admitting that he had repeatedly told lies. Or one may attempt to deny one’s subjectivity, i.e., one’s being as for-itself. This was the mistake of Mr. B who took comfort in insisting that he was a liar and that was the whole of the matter. Although Sartre sometimes uses the term “bad faith” in a wide sense as a synonym for inauthenticity, he also uses it in a narrow sense to indicate the specific form of inauthenticity adopted by Mr. A. In this narrow sense of the term the oppossite of bad faith is what Sartre calls “the project of sincerity.”

Sartre illustrates the two forms of inauthenticity with the examples of a homosexual and his critic. The homosexual, he points out,


frequently has an intolerable feeling of guilt, and his whole existence is determined in relation to this feeling. One will readily see that he is in bad faith. In fact, it frequently happens that this man, while recognizing his homosexual inclination, while avowing each and every particular misdeed which he has committed, refuses with all his strength to consider himself a “homosexual.” His case is always “different,” peculiar; there enters into it something of a game, of chance, of bad luck. . . . The critic asks only one thing . . . : that the guilty one recognize himself as guilty, that the homosexual declare frankly . . . : “I am a homosexual. ” We ask here who is in bad faith. The homosexual or the champion of sincerity?

The homosexual recognizes his faults, but he struggles with all his strength against the crushing view that his weakness constitutes for him a destiny. He has an obscure but strong feeling that a homosexual is not a homosexual as this table is a table or as this red-haired man is red-haired. . . . Does he not recognize in himself the peculiar, irreducible character of human reality? . . . He would be right actually if he understood the phrase “I am not a homosexual” in the sense of “I am not what I am. ” That is, if he declared to himself, “To the extent that a pattern of conduct is defined as the conduct of a homosexual and to the extent that I have adopted this conduct, I am a homosexual. But to the extent that human reality cannot be finally defined by patterns of conduct, I am not one.” But instead of this he slides surreptitiously toward “not being” in the sense of “not-being-in-itself.” He lays claim to “not being a homosexual” in the sense in which this table is not an inkwell. He is in bad faith.


The champion of sincerity, however, makes the opposite mistake.

The critic demands of the guilty one that he constitute himself as a thing. . . . Who cannot see how offensive to the other and how reassuring for me is a statement such as “He’s just a homosexual,” which removes a disturbing freedom from a trait and which aims at henceforth constituting all the acts of the Other as consequences following strictly from his essence. That is actually what the critic is demanding of his victim—that he constitute himself as a thing.8


Although in this particular passage the champion of sincerity is seen exercising his inauthenticity upon another person, it is evident that the project of sincerity is also an attitude one may and frequently does adopt toward oneself. In The Reprieve Sartre has the homosexual Daniel say: “Why can’t I be what I am, be a pederast, villain, coward, a loathsome object. . . . If I had been an insensible stone figure, a fantastic white-eyed statue, devoid of purpose, impervious to pain, I might then have coincided with myself. . . . Just to be. In the dark, at random. To be a homosexual just as the oak is an oak. To extinguish myself. Extinguish the inner eye.”9

Although the project of bad faith and the project of sincerity differ in their structure, they do not differ in their goal. The underlying motive is always the same: namely, to unburden oneself of one’s freedom and moral responsibility by denying the essential ambiguity of human existence. Objectivist and subjectivist alike fail to realize that man both is and exists. The one denies that he must choose his future; the other, that his past is his. They are haunted by the primitive notion of substance. They cannot bear to envision the possibility of genuine freedom. An ens causa sui, whether it be a self sufficient unto itself and isolated from the world or a world sufficient unto itself and without persons, is for them a psychological necessity. A past that is irremediably gone or a future which is of their own making is as frightening to them as the infinite spaces were to Pascal.

Moreover, the two projects do not differ as much in structure as at first sight appears, and they tend constantly to pass into the other. In bad faith one denies one’s facticity. But at the same time one tends to invest one’s subjectivity with the weight of being which belongs only to the in-itself, the soul or nature or essence being regarded as a thing, ultimately not too much unlike an in-itself. In the project of sincerity one denies one’s subjectivity as such; one forgets that one exists and that in the act of existing one necessarily transcends what one is. But in this case there is a strong tendency to invest one’s past or being as in-itself with properties which belong exclusively to the for-itself. The obscure awareness of the duality of our being is too strong to permit us wholly to forget either facticity or subjectivity. The true mark of inauthenticity is less a forgetfulness of one or the other aspect of our being than a confused attempt to disguise the ambiguity of the human situation by positing the existence of entities to which one illogically attributes properties derived from two wholly distinct dimensions of being.


Inauthenticity and Philosophical Error

It is not surprising that Sartre should analyze a large number of philosophical concepts as instances of inauthenticity. Chief among the philosophical concepts so analyzed are passion or emotion, the unconscious, the ego, and sensation. The first three of these Sartre declares to be impossible attempts to invest our subjectivity with properties of material objects and thereby escape consciousness of freedom. The fourth results from a form of inauthenticity similar to that analyzed by Heidegger and based upon a confusion of our being-in-the-world with our being-in-the-midst-of-the-world.

It will be recalled from the previous chapter that one of Sartre’s arguments against the theory of determinism by the passions was that passions have no weight. Weight is strictly a property of physical objects. Sartre maintains that passions or emotions are not entities at all, much less entities inhabiting consciousness and compelling us to act in certain ways. Passions or emotions are merely ways of apprehending the world and modes of conduct in the world. Anger, for instance,is not a psychic force which compels us to punch someone in the nose. Anger is rather the apprehension of someone as deserving to be punched in the nose and the act of hitting him, the cause of this apprehension and this conduct being my own free choice of an ultimate project of being. If human beings find it congenial to interpret passions as things with weights which compel us to act, it is only because they do not want to recognize their freedom. The concept of passion is simply a “deterministic excuse” for freely chosen behavior we do not wish to acknowledge as ours.

Sartre uses a similar argument against the concept of the unconscious. He calls Freud’s division of the human personality into id, ego, and superego a case of “materialistic mythology.” The id, for instance, is conceived primarily as a thing, a something to which I am related only externally, which acts upon me in the way that bodies other than my own might act upon my body. I am compelled by the id and I am not responsible for the behavior it determines. The id is given to me prior to my existence as a free and conscious being.

By the distinction between the “id” and the “ego,” Freud has cut the psychic whole into two. I am the ego but I am not the id. I hold no privileged position in relation to my unconscious psyche. I am my own psychic phenonema in so far as I establish them in their conscious reality. For example, I am the impulse to steal this or that book from this bookstall. I am an integral part of the impulse; I bring it to light and I determine myself hand-in-hand with it to commit the theft. But I am not these psychic facts in so far as I receive them passively and am obliged to resort to hypotheses about their origin and true meaning, just as the scholar makes conjectures about the nature and essence of an external phenomenon. The theft, for example, which I interpret as an immediate impulse determined by the rarity, the interest, or the price of the volume which I am going to steal—it is in truth a process derived from self-punishment, which is attached more or less directly to an Oedipus complex.10


That this concept of the id as an independent external force which acts upon us was formed in bad faith is shown by the fact that Freud cannot consistently hold to it. Freud is finally compelled to recognize that the id and the ego interact not in the way of physical objects but by an internal relationship which affects both ego and id in their very nature. The concept of the unconscious, like the concept of passion or emotion as psychic objects, is a bastard concept in which properties such as spontaneity and consciousness which belong only to human subjectivity are surreptitiously read into an entity conceived in the first instance as having only the properties of physical objects.

Considered more closely the psychoanalytic theory is not as simple as it first appears. It is not accurate to hold that the “id” is presented as a thing in relation to the hypothesis of the psychoanalyst, for a thing is indifferent to the conjectures we make concerning it, while the “id” on the contrary is sensitive to them when we approach the truth. Freud in fact reports resistance when at the end of the first period the doctor is approaching the truth.11


The point, of course, is that two things which are related to one another only externally and have to be studied by the impersonal methods of modern science could not possibly resist one another. In resisting one another they affect one another in their being and cease to be two distinct and independently definable entities. If the id were an entity external to me as a conscious agent, then it would be as indifferent to my conjectures about it as a table or an inkwell. Upon analysis, therefore, the theory of determinism by the unconscious breaks down as completely as the theory of determinism by the passions, and for the same reasons. The only question is why one should be so enamored of it, and the only answer to this question is that one wishes to escape responsibility for one’s being.

What about the concept of the ego? As will be seen in the following chapter, Sartre himself in one sense accepts the concept of the ego, i.e., of an individual essence or nature. But for Sartre the individual’s ego, in so far as he can properly be said to have one, comes into existence only through the mediation of other persons. This contention has to be understood in terms of Leibnizian theory. For Leibniz the individual’s essence or nature was his life history as seen by God. Sartre has secularized this theory. Since God does not exist, the individual essence or life history can exist only as an object for other persons.

When, however, Sartre is attacking the doctrine of the ego and declaring its nonexistence, what he usually has in mind is the concept of the ego as conceived in the theory of determinism by the passions or the theory of determinism by the unconscious. According to Sartre, as a detotalized in-itself-for-itself (abstraction made of his being for others) the individual has no nature, essence, or ego. He is a pure field of consciousness, a point of view upon the world, nothing more. He can try to take a point of view upon himself as a point of view upon the world. But he will never succeed. Just as man is the foundation without foundation of his values, so he is a point of view upon the world without any possible point of view upon himself. The theories of determinism by the passions and determinism by the unconscious are, he says, nothing but impossible attempts to take a view upon the individual by construing him as a thing rather than a pure point of view upon things. And what greater evidence could there be that these theories are formed in bad faith than the fact that they cannot be consistently developed?

The doctrine of determinism by the passions will have it that man is essentially a passionate being and that his apparently free and conscious determinations of himself are wholly illusory. Yet does not that doctrine invariably and almost imperceptibly pass into another according to which a proper understanding of ourselves as an ensemble of passions will permit us to make free and conscious determinations of ourselves? Similarly, the doctrine of determinism by the unconscious declares that man is essentially an ensemble of unconscious drives, but the intent of so construing man is to restore to him his freedom by giving him power over those unconscious drives. In the first instance the passions and the unconscious are conceived as objects. They are to be studied by the impersonal methods of science; they are assigned weights; they are links in some sort of deterministic scheme. But what is left of the notions of passion and the unconscious as psychic entities if properties drawn from the realm of consciousness are wholly excluded from them? Surreptitiously such properties are always restored to them. And in the last analysis they turn out to be hybrid concepts whose only practical function is to permit us to deny man’s radical duality as a detotalized in-itself-for-itself.

In order to understand Sartre’s position with respect to the concept of sensation, it will be necessary to reintroduce the concepts of being-in-the-world and being-in-the-midst-of-the-world. So far, in the discussion of man’s direct presence to the world the accent has fallen upon the fact that man has no inner nature or hard core of selfhood into which he can retreat. It is quite conceivable, however, that a philosopher would be willing to accept the Heideggerian and Sartrean view that man is a pure point of view (a substanceless transcendental field of awareness or activity) and none the less deny that man is directly or immediately present to the world. He might do so by taking the position that consciousness relates to the world through the intermediary of sensations conceived less as parts of human subjectivity or ideas in the human mind than as objects for the knowing consciousness. Man, the pure transcendental field of awareness, would thus be separated from the world because he knows it only through the veil of sensations.

According to Sartre, this position arises only through a confusion between our being-in-the-world or pure presence to the world and the inauthentic mode of existence called being-in-the-midst-of-the-world. By definition the person who exists in the midst of the world is also existing in the domain of das Man and of instrumental complexes. He is an ordinary man, and he will take as his criterion of reality or objectivity either the democratic criterion of how things normally appear to most people or else the specialist’s criterion of how things appear under conditions which permit a maximum number of discriminations. If he is wearing yellow glasses, objects in the world will appear yellow, but he will say that they are not really yellow because this is not the way they appear to most men or even to himself under normal conditions. Similarly, if he first plunges his hand into a bucket of hot water and then into a bucket of warm water, the warm water will appear cold to him; but he will say that the water is really warm, because he knows that a thermometer reading would reveal it to be warm.

Up to a point Sartre regards this as right and proper. In the discussion of sensation he is not concerned to prove the existence of an in-itself behind the world. And he recognizes that if one lives, as all of us must during a good part of our lives, in the realm of das Man, it will be necessary to communicate with others in the appropriate vocabulary. Moreover, so long as one attributes to expressions of the form “A is really B” no meaning other than that “A appears to be B to das Man,” no harm is done. The ordinary man and the philosopher of the ordinary man do not, however, interpret such statements in this harmless way. From the fact that they do not always perceive the “real” color or the “real” temperature of an object, they conclude that what they immediately and directly perceive is an ontological entity to which they give the name “sensation,” and that opposed to the ontological entity called sensation stands an ontological entity to which they give the name “real object.”

According to Sartre, this inference is not only unwarranted but patently illogical. Sartre’s reasoning is that in order to make a meaningful distinction between a thing as it appears to an individual and a thing as it appears to das Man, one must already assume that individuals are immediately present to the world without the intermediary of sensation. If, for instance, we say that a thing is really what it appears to be to most people, this presupposes that the thing appears in person to the majority. It is because most people do not apprehend all objects with a yellow tint that we say the vision of the individual who does is distorted, but in saying this we are assuming that the vision of most people is not distorted, that they are not seeing things through a veil of sensations. If, on the other hand, we say that a thing is really what it appears to be to the expert, this is because we assume that the expert directly perceives it as it really is. It is because we accept the objectivity and reality of the perception which shows a temperature reading of warm that we declare the bucket of water to be really warm.

According to Sartre, all objects of perceptual experience exist on the same ontological plane, and all perceptions are equally objective in the sense that there is no veil of sensation which distorts or disguises them. Moreover, he says that since all of us assume that this is the case in order to make the distinction between sensation and real object, we are not entitled to draw any ontological conclusions from the fact that this distinction is popularly made. All that we are entitled to say is that out of a mass of equally objective and equally real perceptual experiences, certain ones may be chosen as having a greater value. To those which we regard as having the greater value we give the name “objective” or “real.” To those which we regard as possessing lesser value we give the name “subjective” or “illusory.” But these words in this context reveal absolutely nothing except a value decision.

On occasion I have served as a subject for the research work of physiologists or psychologists. If I volunteered for some experiment of this kind I found myself suddenly in a laboratory where I perceived a more or less illuminated screen, or else felt tiny electric shocks, or I was brushed by an object which I could not exactly determine. . . . Not for an instant was I isolated from the world; all these events happened for me in a laboratory in the middle of Paris, in the south building of the Sorbonne. . . . Sometimes an inept experimenter asked me if “my sensation of light was stronger or weaker, more or less intense.” Since I was in the midst of objects and in the process of observing these objects, his phrase would have had no meaning for me if I had not long since learned to use the expression “sensation of light” for objective light as it appeared to me in the world at a given instant. I replied therefore that the sensation of light was, for example, less intense, but I meant by this that the screen was in my opinion less illuminated. Since I actually apprehended the screen as less illuminated, the phrase “in my opinion” corresponded to nothing real except to an attempt not to confuse the objectivity of the world-forme with a stricter objectivity, which is the result of experimental measures and of the agreement of minds with each other. . . . Why indeed should we use the term “subjectivity” for the ensemble of luminous or heavy or odorous objects such as they appeared to me in this laboratory at Paris on a day in February, etc.? And if despite all we are to consider this ensemble as subjective, then why should we recognize objectivity in the system of objects which were revealed simultaneously to the experimenter, in this laboratory, this same day in February. . . . Of course these comparisons can give certain objective results: for example, I can establish that the warm water appears cold to me when I put my hand in it after having first plunged my hand in hot water. But this establishment which we pompously call “the law of relativity of sensations” has nothing to do with sensations. Actually we are dealing with a quality of the object which is revealed to me: the warm water is cold when I submerge my heated hand in it. A comparison of this objective quality of the water to equally objective information which the thermometer gives me simply . . . motivates on my part a free choice of true objectivity. I shall give the name subjectivity to the objectivity which I have not chosen.12


Why, indeed, should we give the name “objectivity” to the perceptual experiences of das Man and the name “subjectivity” to our own individual perceptual experiences? The answer is so obvious to Sartre that he does not even bother to state it explicitly. Either we do this for the purpose of communicating more easily with other human beings, which is perfectly harmless and natural, or else we do so because we wish to reject our individual person as having less value than the nonentity das Man. Our being-in-the-world is an original act by an individual human being, but we are afraid of our individuality. We attempt to submerge it in das Man by converting our being-in-the-world into a being-in-the-midst-of-the-world. And it is not only our own individuality which we fear. We also fear the individuality of the exceptional person. The great artist, for instance, who perceives the world differently from the majority is, we say, incapable of revealing reality. His work has no truth in it; it is merely subjective. The logical error involved in the doctrine of sensations thus has as its foundation a scale of values which diminishes the worth of the individual in favor of the public. The doctrine is therefore a manifestation of inauthenticity.


Criticism

As is often the case, the ideas of the existentialists can be most instructively compared and contrasted with those of the pragmatists. There are several areas of agreement on questions of ontology. The pragmatist accepts the view that consciousness is not a thing. One of William James’ most famous essays was entitled “Does Consciousness Exist?” The answer to the question was an emphatic “No” so long as by consciousness one understands an ontological entity possessing the properties of material objects. Consciousness, said James, is not a thing; it is a function. Man is not a substantial ego, and he has no soul. He is an active agent in immediate contact with the world. At the same time pragmatists share Sartre’s antipathies toward a conception of man as an ensemble of passions or a collection of unconscious drives. And Buchler has developed views with respect to sensation which closely parallel those of Sartre—not by borrowing from Sartre, of course, but simply by tracing the implications of basic pragmatic beliefs.

On moral issues there are also important areas of agreement. The pragmatists regret as much as the existentialists the mass culture of the machine age. Dewey was at least as violent as the existentialists in his attack upon work as mere routine and upon the conformist, anti-individualistic bias of technological society. He was also a severe critic of those who attempt to escape their being-in-the-world by a flight into pure subjectivity. Romanticism and mysticism were for him ugly words, no less ugly than conformism.

None the less, the differences are substantial. The existentialists reject the view of a bloc universe in which man is encased, but they continue to regard the nonhuman world as a bloc. The principal characteristic of Sartre’s in-itself is its solidity or undifferentiatedness; and even the “world” as opposed to the in-itself is considered to be a fissureless unit or totality. The pragmatists, on the other hand, are thoroughgoing pluralists. For the pragmatists the universe is a congeries of loosely integrated and relatively isolable but overlapping causal systems. If, they say, the nonhuman or material world were a bloc, there could be no scientific knowledge. This contention can best be understood if it is recalled that for the objectivist or the person who holds to the view of a bloc universe a full understanding of any one event in the world involves a thorough understanding of the whole of things. To understand any one event nothing may be left out of account, since we are entitled to no judgments of relevance or irrelevance. Everything is equally relevant to everything else. But this strikes the pragmatist as ridiculous. To use an example from the American pragmatist Peirce, many events may be thoroughly understood without our knowing that the mayor of Hong Kong has just had a sneezing fit. Or to use an example which often appears in the literature of the logical positivists, in determining the correct weight of an object one need not necessarily take into account the color of the pans which one uses to weigh it. Since scientific knowledge exists and since it depends upon our being able to declare that some things are irrelevant to other things, the world cannot but be pluralistic.

At the same time the pragmatist differs from the existentialist in regarding the human personality pluralistically. The unity of the human personality is never complete. On this point Sartre and many other existentialists have simply fallen back into subjectivism. The subjectivists make a claim similar to that of the objectivists, except that the subjectivists’ bloc is the self-contained world of each individual human self. But if this view were correct, then, say the pragmatists, there could be no genuine knowledge of the human person. If one person says that the significant causal factor accounting for Mr. A’s telling lies is that he had the measles at age three, if another person says that the significant causal factor is his having been weaned too early, and if still a third person says that it is his having failed early in life to establish habits of rational self-control, there is no way that the issue could be resolved. All three persons would be talking nonsense. The only significant factor would be the total history of the self, and it makes no difference whether that history be the result of a divine decision or of a fundamental choice of oneself.

As for the relationship between man and the world, the differences are also impressive. The pragmatists grant that man is a conscious being, but for them consciousness is simply a natural trait among others—infinitely more interesting and important to us than the distinguishing traits of other beings in the world, but no more miraculous. An ontological dualism between man and the world is no more warranted than an ontological dualism between birds and nonbirds. Man is in the world in so far as he shares traits with inanimate objects or the lower animals and in so far as he causally interacts with them; he is not in the world only in the sense that he has natural traits which do not belong to inanimate objects or the lower animals and in the sense that he can, if he so chooses, remain wholly or partially aloof from many natural complexes. Since man is relatively independent of the external world, our common-sense conviction that some natural events are irrelevant to an understanding of human behavior finds its justification. But since man is only relatively independent of the external world, so does our common-sense conviction that we genuinely interact with the world.

Similarly, since the individual is relatively independent of other human beings, he can exist as a true individual, and to understand his behavior one need not take into account the fact that his mother once painted her apartment beige or that Adam covered himself with a fig leaf. But since the individual is only relatively independent of others, one can also understand why he must often take others into account in order to understand his behavior and why his mother’s having weaned him too early might have an influence upon his adult conduct.

Differences on questions of value follow naturally from these differences in ontology. With respect to the form of inauthenticity which turns on the duality between man’s being-in-the-world and man’s being-in-the-midst-of-the-world, the pragmatist will readily grant that conformist, machine-age culture is deplorable. But he will argue against the existentialists in two ways. First, to the extent that a conformist, machine-age culture is an indispensable condition of securing physical and social well-being for all men, it must be tolerated. The ordinary man’s and the scientist’s concept of reality and truth is purely pragmatic; but in the measure that a person wishes to improve his standard of living or to extend the benefits of science to others it would be foolish to use another. Moreover, so long as an individual takes full cognizance of what he is doing in adopting this concept of truth and reality, he is in no way prejudicing the rights or the dignity of the creative artist and the exceptional person. It is because the pragmatists want material and social well-being for all, not because they are afraid of individuality, that they respect the “objectivity” of the scientist. Second, violently to assert oneself against the historical conditions of the time is no more a solution to the evils of mass culture than withdrawal into an ineffable subjectivity. The only viable solution is the transformation of our natural and social environment through a more persistent and intelligent application of technology. Through automation, to take a single example, the machine-man may eventually be replaced by a real machine and restored to his humanity.

Consider now the form of inauthenticity which turns on the confusion of man’s being as in-itself and his being as for-itself. To be sure, the pragmatist will say, man is and is not his past and his future self—but not at the same time and in the same respects. A past or future act is mine or not mine according as it belongs or fails to belong to the more or less tightly knit and relatively isolable series of acts of which my present consciousness is focus. I am my past and future self in the sense that there is a genuine causal continuity between most of my past and future acts, on the one hand, and my present desires and intentions, on the other. I am not my past or future self only in the sense that the causal connections between some of my past or future acts and my present desires and intentions are either nonexistent or so tenuous that for all practical purposes they may be counted as nonexistent.

A man, for instance, might be much more willing to say that he is not the man he was during a three-year period he spent in the Army than to say that he is not the man he was in the period immediately following or immediately preceding his military service. The reason would be that the activities and projects of the period immediately before and immediately after his military service are far more intimately related causally to his present activities and projects than those of his wartime experiences. In explaining his present attitudes and conduct to himself or others he must make frequent reference to what happened before and after military service, but he rarely needs to make reference to the wartime experiences. It is this fact of causal relevance or causal irrelevance, not the fact of self-transcendence or facticity, which is implicitly recognized in locutions such as “I am the man I was ten years ago” or “I am not the man I was ten years ago.”

This is particularly obvious if you consider the conditions under which such claims are made and the manner in which they are falsified. It is usually when someone contends that we have acted from a disreputable motive and cites earlier behavior as evidence, that we deny identity with our past selves. And it is by piling up evidence for the causal relevance of our past activities to our present misbehavior that our denial of identity is falsified. Exactly the same analysis applies to denials or assertions of identity with our future selves. The man about to be tortured for information begs those whose secrets he may betray to realize that if information is extracted it will not be extracted from him but rather from another man who has been brutalized and deprived of selfhood, meaning thereby that the causally relevant factors in terms of which his behavior is to be understood do not include his present choices and intentions. It would be nonsensical for him either to affirm or to deny his identity with his future self on the grounds that he is by virtue of his humanity an essentially ambiguous for-itself-in-itself whose destiny it is to live in the world without being a part of it. This, being true of everybody, cannot be used as an excuse for him as an individual.

The pragmatist may accordingly accommodate Sartre’s insights with respect to authenticity, but without accepting his definition of man. In concrete and commonsensical terms the requirement of authenticity is that man assume responsibility for his past while simultaneously recognizing his responsibility to surpass it toward a future. It forbids us to be ourselves only in so far as being oneself means a slavish and supine acceptance of one’s past history and the world as presently constituted. It forbids us to refuse to be ourselves only in so far as refusing to be one’s self means a quixotic rejection of one’s past history and the world as one finds it. Nothing, however, could better preserve us against these opposite extremes of bourgeois conformism and romantic idealism than what Dewey calls “natural piety,” i.e., a view of life resting upon a “just sense of nature as the whole of which we are parts, while it also recognizes that we are parts that are marked by intelligence and purpose, having the capacity to strive by their aid to bring conditions into greater consonance with what is humanly possible.”13

It could even be argued that the pragmatic ontology provides a safer berth for the concept of authenticity than the existentialist ontology. From the premise that man is his past and future self, Sartre concludes that man is totally responsible, while from the premise that man is not his past and future self, Sartre concludes that man is totally free. But one could with equal justice draw the opposite conclusions. From the premise that man is his past and future self, one could legitimately infer that he is totally determined, and from the premise that man is not his past and future self, one could conclude that he has no moral responsibility whatsoever. By a turn of the screw the intricate dialectical machine reverses gear: what started out as a doctrine of total responsibility and total freedom becomes a doctrine of total irresponsibility and total slavery.

The pragmatist for his part will have nothing to do with the doctrines of total responsibility and total freedom. As he sees it, no one is totally free or totally responsible. To be free is to be able to do what one chooses to do, and this ability is obviously limited. To act morally is to do what one can to promote the happiness or well-being of oneself and others; and since our ability to promote human happiness is at least as limited as our ability to do what we choose to do, our moral responsibility will be at least as limited as our freedom. We cannot and ought not to drag the dead weight of our past with us throughout all eternity. We cannot and ought not assume responsibility for every cruel blow which a future we have never made may bring. The reformed criminal, if he has truly reformed, has simply ceased to be a criminal. And the man who reveals a secret under the influence of a truth serum is not betraying his comrades; he is simply an unhappy victim of circumstances beyond his control.

But above all, the pragmatist rejects the doctrine of freedom as undetermined choice. Not only the possibility of making undetermined choices but the relevance of such choices to moral responsibility is open to doubt. Freedom as the capacity of implementing choices, however, is an undisputed fact of human experience whose relevance to moral responsibility may be easily demonstrated.

Consider, for instance, Sartre’s example of the gambler. Sartre says that a present decision not to gamble provides no guarantee of one’s future behavior. In this, say the pragmatists, he is right. But Sartre concludes that at every moment man is free of past commitments and must therefore choose himself anew. In this he is wrong. To be sure, no one’s present decision not to gamble commits him irrevocably and no one can predict his future behavior with absolute assurance. But there are degrees of commitment just as there are degrees of moral responsibility and degrees of accuracy in our predictions of the future.

In ordinary life the measure of a man’s freedom and moral responsibility is very nicely equated with the degree of causal relevance which his present decision is believed to have upon his future conduct. The man whose decision not to gamble would have little or no effect upon his future behavior is to that extent neither free nor morally responsible. We may pity him or we may ridicule him; but his capacity for rational self-control is not sufficiently developed that we will praise or blame him. A free and morally responsible agent is primarily one who understands the world in which he lives and who has sufficient mastery over it and over himself to accomplish his chosen goals. What separates a man from his future is not the nothingness of his being but rather ignorance, lack of self-control, or the cruelty of an as yet untamed natural and social environment.

If the existentialist objects that the pragmatic outlook fails to do justice to the tragedy of the human condition, the pragmatist will probably retort that the existentialist has simply not yet learned to distinguish between tragedy and melodrama.





VI. The Other

The Historical Setting

One of the most notable characteristics of twentieth-century man is his growing preoccupation with the problem of human relationships. In the measure that men have abandoned God they have turned to one another. The behavioral sciences are still in their infancy, but they have already assumed a more prominent place in the curriculum of Western educational institutions than theology. A person who considers himself educated may regret being totally ignorant of St. Augustine or St. Thomas, but he is not usually ashamed of it. The person who is totally ignorant of Marx or Freud, however, belongs clearly in the ranks of the illiterate.

Many thinkers long before the twentieth century stressed human relationships. Aristotle, for instance, declared that man is by nature a social animal, and the nineteenth-century humanists said the same thing even more emphatically. But in general, philosophers were less interested in man than in eternal objects; this was true even of Aristotle. Furthermore, they rarely saw a problem of human relationships. Traditional philosophers almost invariably regarded ideal human relationships as harmonious in nature and almost always displayed relatively great faith in the possibility of realizing harmonious interpersonal relationships.

Twentieth-century thinkers, by contrast, either do not conceive of ideal human relationships as harmonious or do not share Aristotle’s and the humanists’ faith in the possibility of realizing them. D. H. Lawrence is fairly typical in this respect. He wrote:


Each soul is alone and the aloneness of each soul is a double barrier to perfect relationships between two beings. Each soul should be alone. And in the end the desire for a “perfect relationship” is just a vicious, unmanly craving. . . . The world ought not to be a harmonious, loving place. It ought to be a place of fierce discord and intermittent harmonies; which it is. Love ought not to be perfect. It ought to have perfect moments, and wildernesses of thorn bushes. Which it has. A “perfect” relationship ought not to be possible. Every relationship should have its absolute limits, its absolute reserves, essential to the singleness of the soul in each person.1


In Civilization and Its Discontents, one of his most influential books, Freud began by pointing out that the individual must face three types of danger: disease of the body, natural calamities from the external physical environment, and the hostility of other persons. Through the advance of medical science and the development of modern technology the first two dangers have lost much of their terror; but danger from the hostility of other persons has not decreased. The question then arises: Has this danger not diminished because men have as yet been unsuccessful in finding a way of reducing it, or because the nature of man is such that the danger cannot conceivably be reduced?

Freud’s answer to this question is qualified, but he strongly tended to regard substantial interpersonal hostility as a permanent and unavoidable fact of life. The aggressive or destructive impulses in the unconscious are so deeply rooted that they cannot be extirpated. Attempts to prevent their passing into overt acts of hostility against their original objects will either result in repression and neurosis or else lead to their being rechanneled against other objects. Carnal impulses, such as the incestuous love of the mother at the root of the Oedipus complex, may be more or less successfully sublimated in artistic, intellectual, or religious activity; but aggressive impulses, such as hostility toward the father, apparently cannot be sublimated. The man who suppresses hatred of his father will have to divert his hatred to other persons or direct it against himself through the superego or conscience.

Not all twentieth-century thinkers are equally pessimistic. William James wrote an essay entitled “The Moral Equivalent of War,” in which he tried to show that the aggressive instincts of mankind could be rechanneled in socially harmless ways through sport and organized efforts to master the external physical environment. Dewey, after James, argued again and again that original human impulses are highly plastic, that there is even now almost an infinity of socially satisfactory outlets for them, and that given proper social and economic conditions many undesirable aggressive impulses as we know them today could be wholly eradicated. The modern temper is, however, more Freudian than pragmatic. And the pragmatists themselves are considerably less optimistic than the humanists. The humanists typically predicted the coming of a day when all men would be united by ties of brotherhood. The pragmatists make no such predictions; many of them foresee a mounting of tension rather than a decrease of tension. They say, not that men will, but that they may achieve relatively harmonious personal relationships—if they use their intelligence. Pragmatism is less an optimism than an appeal.

The existentialists are, of course, not much interested in the economic and social conditions which the pragmatists believe to breed personal hostilities and social tension. Their interest is in discovering techniques by which the individual can salvage from the human condition the values which it presently permits. To this extent there is a difference of emphasis rather than a logical incompatibility between the pragmatic and the existentialist outlook. It has always been a part of the pragmatic position that adjustment has two dimensions: manipulation of the environment and psychological accommodation to the environment. Nothing prevents the individual from looking ahead and trying to better the world while at the same time seeking some means of reconciling himself to the world as it is at the moment. The open conflict between the two positions arises from the fact that existentialists exalt their own values to the point where pragmatic values appear insignificant by comparison and claim that their own values cannot coexist with the latter.

Compassion is not usually an existentialist value. Most existentialists follow Nietzsche, who considered compassion an insult to human dignity. Dostoyevsky and Gabriel Marcel are exceptional in this regard. None the less, the pattern of the existentialist argument can be clearly illustrated by the use of this example. Since compassion is by definition a form of love or sympathy for those who suffer, compassion would be logically impossible in a world without suffering. One cannot, therefore, attempt to eliminate suffering without at the same time attempting to eliminate compassion. Most people would probably say that a world with no suffering and no compassion is better than a world with suffering and compassion, since the disvalue of suffering is greater than the value of compassion. Some persons, however, would prefer a world with suffering and compassion. Marcel and Dostoyevsky are among them. So is the French Catholic playwright Georges Bernanos, who has stated this position in its most extreme form. In common with the Christian existentialists, Bernanos is acutely conscious of the voluntary poverty and suffering of Christ and the Christian saints, and he sees in this the clue to Christian love and compassion. At the same time he finds Christ’s declaration that the poor will always be with us fraught with meaning. There is, he says


a mystery in poverty, and I am not coward enough to pretend to believe that it is merely an economic problem to be resolved by political methods. . . . I am not afraid to say that a society without poor men could not conceivably be Christian. . . . The voluntary victims of poverty . . . maintain among us this smoldering fire beneath the ashes where from generation to generation the high flame of pure love suddenly leaps up. . . . Eliminate a single poor man and you will have a hundred monsters; eliminate one saint, and you will have a hundred thousand.2


To further deepen the disagreement between themselves and the pragmatists, the existentialists argue not only for the incompatibility of existentialist and pragmatic values but also for the necessity of recognizing the total impossibility of achieving pragmatic values. To illustrate again with the example of compassion, if the Christian permitted himself to hope that suffering and poverty could be eliminated at some future date, that fact alone would prevent him from experiencing true Christian compassion. For one thing, to the extent that evils are believed to be eliminable, they cease to be evils. For another, the person who has compassion for the poor and who also believes that poverty can be eradicated becomes a social reformer rather than a saint, and to function effectively as a social reformer he dare not permit himself the exquisite pain-pleasure of compassion. This admirable force of compassion when joined to the hope of eliminating its cause drives a man into revolutionary political activity, and unless he withdraws soon afterwards his compassion dries up. He becomes a ruthless party whip or a bloated bureaucrat. The reader of Dostoyevsky may compare the saintly hero of The Idiot with the diabolical social reformer hero in The Possessed for a literary illustration of this point.

The existentialist, then, agrees with Freud that harmonious interpersonal relationships are impossible because of the very nature of the human condition, but he goes much further than Freud in two respects. First, Freud regretted the impossibility of establishing harmonious personal relationships; for him this was a source of deep distress. The existentialist, on the contrary, almost rejoices in this impossibility since it secures the possibility of realizing other and more important values than harmony. Secondly, Freud himself took no comfort in the “comforting illusions” by which people disguise to themselves the impossibility of achieving interpersonal harmony, and he exposed many of these “illusions” as neurotic or damaging to human well-being. He did not, however, categorically deny that some of these illusions might bring genuine comfort to some people, nor did he positively assert that to take satisfaction in major human values one must reject these illusions. On this point, as on the first, the existentialists have left Freud far behind and widened the gulf between the largely pragmatic Anglo-American world and the increasingly existentialist Continental world.

The nature of the values which interpersonal disharmony promotes and the arguments by which the existentialists support their position will be presented shortly. It will be best, however, to approach these questions obliquely. There can be no doubt that existentialists have greatly emphasized human relationships. Sartre says that our being-for-others is every bit as fundamental as our being-for-ourselves, that the one dimension of our being has “equal dignity” with the other. The concept of being-with (Mitsein) is one of the most crucial in Heidegger’s Being and Time. Jaspers writes: “The individual cannot become human by himself. Self-being is only real in communication with another self-being. Alone, I sink into gloomy isolation—only in communication with others can I be revealed.” 3 It is unnecessary to multiply instances. The existentialists have stressed the fundamental significance of interpersonal relationships for the individual more than the members of any other philosophical movement with the single exception of humanism.

Many critics of existentialism, however, have found this fact puzzling. Why, they ask, should a movement which is intensely individualistic devote so much space to the analysis of human relationships? And is there not an inconsistency in maintaining the importance of other persons in our lives while at the same time vigorously asserting that in the last analysis each of us stands alone and must himself as an individual bear full responsibility for his being?

Actually, there should be no puzzle, and there is no inconsistency. In the first place, individuality does not usually consist in living alone or isolating oneself from others. The individualist has to be defined by the manner in which he relates to others. Socrates and Kierkegaard were both intense individualists in that they had nothing but contempt for herd mentality. Kierkegaard despised the plebs; and Socrates was executed because of his open contempt for “the opinion of the many,” which he believed a true philosopher or lover of wisdom ought totally to ignore. Their dress and behavior was nonconformist to the point of eccentricity; and even their physical appearance set them apart from others. Yet in the range of their social contacts and in the intensity of their personal relationships few men are able to match them. Kierkegaard’s relationship to his father and to his fiancée were crucial factors in his life, and much of his philosophy is hardly more than an attempt to explain these relationships. Socrates was a street philosopher, who made it his business to talk with anybody who would spare the time. Sartre’s much-talked-about café life is as nothing compared to it.

In the second place, even the man who does live in seclusion, as Nietzsche did a good part of his life, is not thereby cut off from others spiritually. Physical isolation does not mean indifference to others. The man who deliberately cuts himself off from others does so, not because he is indifferent, but on the contrary because his consciousness of others is so acute that he cannot bear their physical presence. Physical isolation is simply one way in which men relate to others and thereby define their own being. If there were but one man in the world it would be impossible for him to withdraw or retreat from other human beings. Robinson Crusoe was no recluse. The very concept of a recluse is a social concept; one could not be or be defined as such except in a social world. After the death of Camus, Sartre wrote a tribute to him. In it he mentioned that they had quarreled and ceased to see much of one another. But, Sartre adds, this was of no importance. They were still close in the sense that they read what each other wrote and reacted strongly to it. Even after the quarrel each figured prominently in the life of the other.

In the third place, there is absolutely no logical reason for assuming the impossibility of retaining one’s aloneness in the sense of not allowing others to dictate one’s choices while simultaneously maintaining valuable physical or spiritual contact with others. Persons who feel that there is some sort of logical inconsistency in stressing at one and the same time the uniqueness of the individual and his dependence upon others are merely betraying the fact that they themselves do not share the existentialists’ beliefs about the nature and value of personal relationships. In all likelihood they belong to one of three often related but distinguishable groups whom the existentialists have bitterly attacked.

The first of these groups is comprised of romantic lovers who wish to merge their individual personalities and be as one, of humanists who wish to immerse themselves in the sea of humanity, and of extreme nationalists who desire union through ties of blood with the race. If God is regarded as a person, religious mystics who wish to be as one with God may also be included in this list. All of these persons desire to put an end to conflict and strife by merging with the Other.

The existentialist argument against this group is already familiar. The individual is tied to the here and now; he cannot extend the boundaries of his being either by absorbing others or by being absorbed by them. The desire to merge with others is unwholesome and can never be satisfied. Its satisfaction would mean the end of human existence. It is well known that in the heyday of Romanticism love and death became interlocking themes and the suicide pact a fairly common event. In mystic literature one is told to die to this life—for the existentialists the only humanly possible life—in order to live in God. The extreme humanist or nationalist presumably finds his greatest satisfaction in dying for the group. The explanation is not far to seek. In its essence the appetite for being which is demonstrated by these persons is nothing but a desire to kill oneself as an existing individual.

The second group is best exemplified by the conformist American who always does and says “the right thing” because he never does or says anything without first anticipating the reaction of others and acting in a manner designed to please or at least not to offend them. These persons are trying to escape from the responsibility of individual choice by living according to the dictates of Heidegger’s das Man, the public at large, or some other nameless and impersonal nonentity. The existentialist argument against this group is also familiar to the reader by now. The individual cannot escape individual responsibility since it is he who has decided to entrust himself to das Man. Moreover, the attempt to do so only impoverishes the individual by converting authentic anguish into banal anxiety and petty fear.

The third group is best exemplified by the social engineer, the state planner, the advertising man, and the behavioral scientist. Their fundamental relationship to the other is one in which the other figures almost exclusively as a thing or object to be manipulated. These persons are trying to avoid conflict and tension by depriving the other of his humanity, i.e., his power of independent choice and action. The other is treated as if he were wholly passive.

The first formulation of this inauthentic attitude toward the other was by Kierkegaard in his analysis of the relationship between God and man. God, said Kierkegaard, was a free person, but the philosopher and theologian tried to deprive the relationship between God and man of its dread by pigeonholing God as an element in a system of ideas, by treating Him as if he were an abstraction which would fit neatly into a purely formal scheme of concepts. Martin Buber has developed this Kierkegaardian thesis with the greatest thoroughness and extended it to human relationships in the minor existentialist classic I and Thou. But the fundamental notion will be discovered in the writings of all existentialists.

The argument against this mode of personal relationship is that it cannot succeed, since no matter how hard one tries, the awareness of the other as a free agent cannot be wholly dissipated. Moreover, even if it were successful, it would not bring satisfaction to the individual. In the measure that the individual succeeded in reducing other human beings to mere digits, he would heighten his own sense of insecurity and isolation. It is almost a commonplace that the price of power over other men is insecurity and loneliness for oneself. In one sense, the existentialist argument is as old as Plato, who pointed out that the tyrant has no friends, though he is surrounded by flatterers, and that, though exercising enormous power, he cannot rejoice in it because of an ever-present fear that his subjects will rise against him.

The existentialist criticism of the first group is merely an extension of their contention that the individual is tied to a limited portion of space and time; of the second, an application of their contention that the individual must choose for himself; of the third, an application of their contention that the individual lives in a world of other free agents and that his relationships with others must be reciprocal. These are irreducible and unavoidable facts of the human condition.

What then are the values in human relationships which the human condition permits, and how does an explicit recognition of the facts of the human condition help us to realize these values? One value, of course, is intensity. Since human relationships involve a reciprocity between free human agents, there is an uneliminable element of threat and danger, and the awareness of danger is the source of all intense states of consciousness.

Another value is dignity. Since there is a necessary reciprocity in human relationships, one’s freedom can always be pitted against the freedom of the other. No matter how adverse the circumstances there is always a possibility of triumph, so long as one maintains the consciousness of one’s own freedom. Sartre quotes from Faulkner’s Light in August. The Negro hero has been castrated by a group of whites:


He just lay there, with his eyes open and empty of everything save consciousness. . . . For a long moment he looked up at them with peaceful and unfathomable and unbearable eyes. . . . The man seemed to rise soaring into their memories forever and ever. They are not to lose it, in whatever peaceful valleys, beside whatever placid and reassuring streams of old age, in the mirroring face of whatever children they will contemplate old disasters and newer hopes. It will be there, musing, quiet, steadfast, not fading and not particularly threatful, but of itself alone serene, of itself alone triumphant.4


Finally, according to some existentialists, the human condition permits personal love. For love is not a merging of personalities or a quiet habit. Love is an intense relationship between two persons, i.e., two free human agents. And the mutual recognition of one’s own and of the other’s freedom is not only its necessary but also its sufficient condition. Two people who mutually recognize the irreducible human reality of the other cannot not love one another. They may, of course, quarrel, and they may separate or be separated physically; but each will necessarily remain for the other a live presence and a being of inestimable worth. Mutual recognition of the other’s freedom separates two persons and guarantees their uniqueness, but at the same time it reveals them to one another as individuals and guarantees the possibility of genuine communication or exchange.


The Existence of the Other

Although pessimism about the possibility of establishing harmonious personal relationships is a hallmark of the twentieth century, philosophers long before the twentieth century did raise a problem concerning the Other. The problem was: How do we know that others exist? This problem was first stated by some sophists in Plato’s day, but not until after Descartes did any large number of philosophers pick it up.

Descartes himself did not make much of this problem. He was more interested in proving the existence of the external world. But the kind of thinking which led Descartes to construct a proof for the existence of the external world is very much like that which led subsequent philosophers to construct proofs for the existence of other persons. Descartes’ entire philosophy was based on two fundamental and closely linked premises. One premise was that men may know nothing directly and immediately except their own “ideas,” under which term Descartes also included images, sensations, and feelings. We have sensations of externally existing physical objects, but we do not know directly either what they are really like or even that they exist. In fact, our sensations are highly deceptive. Sensations lead us to believe that external objects have colors, but in fact they are colorless. What man directly and immediately knows must therefore be in his own mind, and if the external world exists, this will have to be proved by inference from what is directly and immediately known. The other premise was that man and the external world constitute two radically different types of being whose inter-relationships cannot be understood by the mathematical or scientific understanding.

Descartes did, of course, believe that he could prove the existence of things outside the mind. He attempted to do so by a priori arguments. The idea of God in his mind became the basis of a proof of God’s existence and benevolence, and this in turn became the basis of a proof of the existence of the external world. Since God existed and wished well to man, Descartes argued, He would not deceive man about the nature or existence of that which he could clearly and distinctly conceive. And since man can clearly and distinctly conceive of an extended substance or external world, the external world must exist and must have the properties we clearly and distinctly conceive it to have.

Almost all subsequent philosophers accepted Descartes’ two premises, but they observed that the difficulty of conceiving a positive relationship between the individual mind and the physical world was matched by a difficulty in conceiving a positive relationship between individual minds. If all that I can know is my own ideas, then I cannot know the ideas of others. Consequently, I cannot know that they exist.

The position according to which nothing exists, neither the things I call other people nor the things I call physical objects, except as ideas in my own mind is known as “solipsism.” And although no one has actually declared himself a solipsist, many philosophers have declared that solipsism is logically irrefutable. The Spanish-American philosopher Santayana said this and argued that our belief in the existence of the external world and of other persons rests purely on “animal faith.”

Many post-Cartesian philosophers, however, tried to argue their way out of the dilemma, either by a priori proofs as did Descartes or by probable arguments based on sense experience. Among empiricists the most popular argument for the existence of other persons is analogical. Let us assume, those who use this argument say, that all I directly know are my own ideas, sensations, feelings, etc. It is none the less clear that I have ideas or sensations or emotions which I call mine in some narrower sense than that used when I say everything immediately present to my mind is “mine.” Anger, jealousy, fear, pride, shame, pain, etc., are examples of entities I call mine in this narrow and restricted sense. It is also clear that I have ideas or sensations of two arms, two legs, a head, a torso, etc., which are also mine in the narrow sense and which correlate in a unique way with “my” ideas or sensations of anger, jealousy, pain and the like. When I feel anger and look in a mirror I see my flushed face. When I smash my finger I feel a pain. And so on. Finally, it is clear that I have sensations of bodies which do not correlate with the sensations constituting me as a psychic being. That is to say, I see flushed faces and smashed fingers without feeling anger or pain. Since, however, there is a unique correlation between “my” psychic sensations and the sensations of “my” body, is it not reasonable to assume that the sensations of other bodies correlate with a series of psychic sensations other than my own? My psychic sensations are private to me. Why should there not be another series of private psychic sensations behind the sensations of other bodies which I experience? Analogy permits and even encourages me to assume that when I have the sensation of another body with a flushed face and other physical signs of anger there is actually another mind or consciousness which is angry and which accounts for my sensations.

The existentialists have reversed the terms of the problem as it has been posed since Descartes. Nobody, they say, has ever really doubted the existence of others; we are as certain of the existence of others as we are of our own existence. The true problem, therefore, is not how, given a certain set of epistemological or ontological premises, the existence of others can be proved, but rather what kind of epistemology or ontology is required in order to explain the fact that we are incapable of doubting the existence of others. Any theory which fails to explain our intuitive, nonreflective certainty of the existence of others is for that very reason inadequate. “My resistance to solipsism,” says Sartre, “. . . proves that I have always known that the Other existed, that I have always had a total though implicit comprehension of his existence, that this preontological comprehension comprises a surer and deeper understanding of the nature of the Other and the relation of his being to my being than all the theories which have been built around it.”5

If, therefore, solipsism is irrefutable by the reflective consciousness, so much the worse for the reflective consciousness. If the empiricist can only explain the existence of the Other as a probable hypothesis, then so much the worse for empiricism. The Other exists and we know with certainty that he exists. These are the facts.

Sartre calls the position according to which the existence of other minds is merely a probable hypothesis introduced to explain the behavior of bodies other than my own,“ realism.” His criticism of realism will be the best introduction to his own theory. At the origin of the realists’ problem, says Sartre:


there is a fundamental presupposition: others are the Other, that is the self which is not myself. Therefore we grasp here a negation as the constitutive structure of the being-of-others. The presupposition . . . is that the constituting negation is an external negation. The Other is the one who is not me and the one who I am not . . . . The realist who believes that he apprehends the Other through his body considers . . . that he is separated from the Other as one body from another body, which means that the ontological meaning of the negation contained in the statement “I am not Paul” is of the same type as that of the negation contained in the judgment “The table is not the chair. ”6


In fact, however, the negation between persons is not an external negation; it is an internal negation. In the same way that I both am and am not my past self, so I both am and am not the Other. The Other constitutes me in my being as surely as my past, but just as in the act of existing I flee my past, so in the act of existing I flee the Other. If the relationship between me and the Other were not an internal negation, my intuitive certainty of the Other’s existence would be totally incomprehensible.

The realist was led to make his mistake by posing the problem of the Other on the level of the reflective consciousness. The manner in which the reflective consciousness leads us to make this mistake can best be seen by examining Descartes’ problem of the existence of the external world, from which the problem of the existence of the Other derives. Descartes, too, made the mistake of posing his problem on the level of the reflective consciousness. Now, one of the peculiarities of the reflective consciousness is that it is incapable of conceiving any but external relationships. Descartes, for instance, had little difficulty conceiving that two material objects in the world of physical space be related to one another. The reason was that the relationships between physical objects are always external relationships. The one is not the other, and neither affects the other in its being. They are discrete and separate existences which can be related to one another by mathematical or logical reasoning. Descartes could not, however, conceive mathematically or scientifically of a positive relationship between a spiritual being or person and physical objects, precisely because the relationship is not external, and for the reflective consciousness external relationships are the only conceivable kind.

According to Sartre, Descartes turned everything upside down. It is not man and the world, but rather physical objects, which are radically separated from one another. Physical objects are separated by space. But there is nothing, not even space, to separate the person as a conscious being from the world. The relationship between man and the world is internal. The individual comes into existence by an act of nihilating withdrawal from the in-itself and by that very act constitutes both himself and the extended world. One may, if one likes, talk about a psychic distance separating consciousness from physical objects. But psychic distance is a peculiar kind of distance. It is a separation which is also a presence. It is a distance which cannot be measured by any yardstick and which is therefore a nothingness. The distance between my body and the moon can be mathematically measured since my body is radically different from the moon. But the distance between the moon and my mental apprehension of the moon is not of the same type as that which separates my body from the moon. It cannot be measured. To think that it could would be as silly as to say that jealousy is ten feet long. Consciousness is directly and immediately present to the moon without distance. And so is one subjectivity to another.

The originality of the existentialist position can best be seen by contrasting it with that of Leibniz, on the one hand, and with that of Spinoza and Hegel, on the other. For Leibniz each individual was a self-contained essence, and his relationship to others was mediated by God, the individual himself having no “doors or windows” by which he could directly relate to others. Against this Heidegger and other existentialists have argued that indeed man has no doors or windows—not, however, because he is a self-contained essence. The reason is that by his nature he is already out of doors, out in the street. We are immediately and directly present to one another. We are not housed in an opaque shell, not even in a translucent but unbreakable shell which permits us at times to peek out at others.

On this point Spinoza and Hegel are in substantial agreement with the existentialists. Hegel especially insisted that the route to individual selfhood is through the other and that each of us is his own other. Jaspers actually states his views on this issue in Hegelian terminology. For Hegel and Spinoza, however, men are simply parts of Nature or the Absolute Spirit, and as such they tend to lose their individuality. The existentialists do not allow this. The individual must be the Other while simultaneously not being the Other and retaining his uniqueness as an individual.

Sartre refers to the Hegelian position as idealism, and he tries to show that the idealists have made mistakes similar to those of the realists. By placing themselves at the level of the reflective consciousness Spinoza and Hegel were obliged to regard individuals as having purely external relationships to one another. The fact that the relationship is that of part to whole rather than of one discrete thing to another is relatively insignificant. For the concept of part and whole is borrowed from the spatial world, just as is the concept of discrete and unrelated entities. A circle may be sliced up into as many parts as one wishes, but each part will be wholly distinct from the others. Either, therefore, the idealist conceives the individual as literally one with the Absolute, which is nonsense; or else he conceives the individual as a distinct part of the Absolute, in which case idealism reverts to realism.

For Hegel . . . truth is truth of the Whole. And he places himself at the vantage point of truth—i.e., of the Whole—to consider the problem of the Other. . . . Actually he does not raise the question of the relation between his own consciousness and that of the Other. By effecting completely the abstraction of his own, he studies purely and simply the relation between the consciousnesses of others—i.e., the relation of consciousnesses which are for him already objects.7

For the idealist as for the realist one conclusion is imposed: due to the fact that the Other is revealed to us in a spatial world, we are separated from the Other by a real or ideal space.8


For Sartre the nonreflective experience which reveals the Other to us and which affects us in our being through an internal negation is the gaze or look of the Other as experienced in pride or shame.

Let us imagine that moved by jealousy, curiosity, or vice I have just glued my ear to the door and looked through a keyhole. I am alone. . . . Behind the door a spectacle is presented as “to be seen,” a conversation “to be heard”. . . . No transcending view comes to confer upon my acts the character of a given on which a judgment can be brought to bear. . . . My attitude . . . is . . . a pure mode of losing myself in the world, of causing myself to be drunk in by things as ink is by a blotter. . . . But all of a sudden I hear footsteps in the hall. Someone is looking at me! What does this mean? It means that I am suddenly affected in my being and that essential modifications appear in my structure. . . . I now exist as myself for my unreflective consciousness.9


That self, of course, is constituted by the look of the Other. For the Other and consequently for myself I am no longer simply a point of view on the world without any possible point of view upon myself. I am now conscious of myself as a spectator of the world before the Other. I now have a nature, a self, an essence, an ego. And although it has been constituted by the Other I experience it myself on the nonreflective level of consciousness. In this case shame is its revelation.

I am that ego; I do not reject it as a strange image, but it is present to me as a self which I am . . .: for I discover it in shame, and in other instances, in pride. . . . I am this being. I do not for an instant think of denying it; my shame is a confession.10


If, however, my being-for-myself is constituted by my being-for-others and if in this sense I am what the Other makes me, how can I simultaneously not be the Other? The answer is simple. Just as I am my past but am not my past because my freedom constantly projects me into the future, so I am what others have made me but am not what others have made me because I must always transcend my being-for-others. It is for me to recognize “the being-for-others which I am and . . . give to it a meaning in the light of the ends which I have chosen.”11 “The important thing is not what one makes of us but what we ourselves make of what one makes of us.”12

My past and my being-for-others, though similar in that both are dimensions of my being which I must assume and yet from which I must perpetually escape, are none the less dissimilar in two important respects. First, my past is part of my facticity and it can be known by the reflective consciousness. My being-for-others, on the other hand, is simultaneous to my being-for-myself and can never be grasped reflectively. I can, of course, on the level of the reflective consciousness gaze or look at the Other and thus know him as a body, but on this level of consciousness I can never know him as a subject. “The Other can exist for us in two forms: If I experience him with self-evidence, I fail to know him; if I know him [reflectively] . . . , I only reach his being-as-object.”13 Similarly, I can experience my own being-for-others nonreflectively in shame or pride, but I cannot know it as I can know my facticity by the impersonal methods of logic and science. Second, my past was founded by my freedom; I chose my past and am responsible for it because I chose it. My being-for-others, however, is not founded by my freedom, and I am responsible for it simply because it is a dimension of my being which I have to accept.

Because of these two important differences we are far more radically alienated from our being-for-others than from our facticity. And this, together with the fact that our being-for-others must be lived on the prereflective level in pride or shame, makes of our being-for-others a far more fearful structure of being than facticity. “My original fall,” says Sartre, “is the existence of the Other. Shame—like pride—is the apprehension of myself as a nature although that very nature escapes me and is unknowable as such.”14 Or again:


It is before the Other that I am guilty. I am guilty first when beneath the Other’s look I experience my alienation and nakedness as a fall from grace which I must assume. This is the meaning of the famous line from Scripture: “They knew they were naked.” Again I am guilty when in turn I look at the Other, because by the very fact of my own self-assertion I constitute him as an object which he must assume. Thus original sin is my upsurge in a world where there are others; and whatever may be my further relations with others, these relations will be only variations on the original theme of guilt. But this guilt is accompanied by helplessness without this helplessness ever succeeding in cleansing me of my guilt.15



Authenticity and the Other

The duality of my being-for-myself and my being-for-others permits the same possibilities of inauthenticity as does the duality of facticity and freedom. Like the inauthenticity which results from obscuring the duality of in-itself and for-itself, the inauthenticity which results from obscuring the duality of being-for-oneself and being-for-others has two poles. One of these corresponds to the project of sincerity, the attempt to read transcendence into facticity, to merge our subjectivity with our past, and to be wholly what we are. Daniel, the homosexual in The Reprieve, wished to be a homosexual as an oak is an oak. At the same time he attempted to rid himself of his being-for-himself by reducing it to a pure being-for-others. In a letter to the philosopher Mathieu he writes:


You must have experienced, in the subway, in the foyer of a theater, or in a train, the sudden and irksome sense that you were being looked at from behind. . . . Well, that is what I felt for the first time, on September 26, at three o’clock in the afternoon, in the hotel garden. I became more compact and concentrated. . . . I existed in the presence of a look. . . . What anguish to discover that look as a universal medium from which I can’t escape! But what a relief as well! I know at last what I am. I adapt for my own use . . . your prophet’s foolish, wicked words: “I think, therefore I am.” . . . I say, “I am seen, therefore I am.” I need no longer bear the responsibility of my turbid and disintegrating self: he who sees me, causes me to be: I am as he sees me. . . . For one instant you were the heaven-sent mediator between me and myself, you perceived that compact and solid entity which I was and wanted to be.16


This fundamental pole of the inauthentic attitude in personal relationships has its extreme manifestation in masochism. It is the desire to be an object for the other, to be manipulated, looked at, and humiliated in order to experience the weight and solidity of being of which freedom necessarily robs us.

The other pole is sadism: the desire to look at others, to reduce them to objects, to manipulate and humiliate them. It is comparable to bad faith, the attempt to read facticity into transcendence, to treat our subjective desires or free projects into the future as if they were in-itselfs with the full weight and solidity of being belonging to the past—except that in interpersonal relations it is not our personal subjectivity but rather the subjectivity of the Other which we are trying to capture, to nail down, to invest with the weight of an in-itself. All of the existentialists recognize this form of inauthenticity in human relationships, but Sartre is alone in having seen that it has an opposite pole which is equally unwholesome and equally common.

Masochism and sadism are, of course, both impossible attempts to escape the duality of our being. There is an inescapable, implicit comprehension of the Other as a free subjectivity; no one can fool himself into believing that another human being exists only as a thing. One look from his victim and the sadist’s project is foiled. Moreover, since the sadist wants to capture the other’s freedom, it is necessary that the victim voluntarily and of his own free will determine the moment of humiliation at which he will break down and beg for mercy. An animal who has no freedom to surrender would never be a suitable victim for a sadist. At the same time, however, the sadist wishes to be himself responsible for the moment of humiliation; he wants to achieve his goal by a personal manipulation of instruments since otherwise there would be no victory. His goal is thus “ambiguous, contradictory, without equilibrium since it is both the strict consequence of a technical utilization of determinism and the manifestation of an unconditioned freedom.”17 The masochist’s project is impossible of achievement for similar reasons. In the case of the masochist it is not the Other’s subjectivity but his own which he considers the obstacle to the realization of his goal; but the masochist can no more suppress awareness of his own subjectivity than the sadist can suppress awareness of the Other’s subjectivity. “Even the masochist who pays a woman to whip him is treating her as an instrument and by this very fact posits himself in transcendence in relation to her.”18 Moreover, the masochist’s goal is not simply to be an object for the Other any more than the goal of the sadist is to relate to the Other as a mere object. The sadist wished to appropriate the freedom of the other and make of it a personal possession. Similarly, the masochist wishes to appropriate the subjectivity of the sadist. Only so can he experience himself as a thing. But this is totally impossible. “It is useless for the masochist to get down on his knees, to show himself in ridiculous positions, to cause himself to be used as a simple lifeless instrument. It is for the Other that he will be obscene or simply passive, for the Other that he will undergo these postures; for himself he is forever condemned to give them to himself.”19 It is only by capturing the Other’s subjectivity that the masochist could experience himself as object, but this is on principle out of the question.

Sartre’s analyses of various other human attitudes such as physical desire, indifference, and love are always subtle and interesting, but all these attitudes reduce in one way or another to some form of sadism or masochism and all are doomed for essentially the same reasons. The exposition, therefore, will be limited to only one further example. To want to be loved is to attempt the assimilation of another’s freedom by subjecting it to one’s own. “To want to be loved is to want to be placed beyond the whole system of values posited by the Other and to be the condition of all valorization and the objective foundation of all values. . . . The woman in love demands that the beloved in his acts should sacrifice traditional morality for her and is anxious to know whether the beloved would betray his friends for her, ‘would steal for her,’ ‘would kill for her,’ etc.” To achieve her goal she tries to excite the other’s passion; for “who would be content with a love given as pure loyalty to a sworn oath? Who would be satisfied with the words ‘I love you because I have freely engaged myself to love you and because I do not want to go back on my word.’” At the same time, however, she does not “want to possess an automaton. . . . If Tristan and Isolde fall madly in love because of a love potion, they are less interesting. . . . Thus the lover . . . wants to possess a freedom as freedom. . . . Thus the lover demands a pledge, yet is irritated by a pledge. He wants to be loved by a freedom but demands that this freedom as freedom should no longer be free. . . . In love it is not a determinism of the passions which we desire in the Other nor a freedom beyond reach; it is a freedom which plays the role of a determinism by the passions and which is caught in its own role.”20

The desire to be loved is thus doomed to perpetual insecurity because of the bad faith required to believe that the Other’s valorization of oneself is both free and determined. But there is still another important reason for the failure of this project. The only possible motive the Other might have for accepting the conditions of the woman who wishes to be loved is that he actually love her. But if he does actually love her, then he will wish for her love and will want to assimilate her freedom. At this point a vicious circle begins. Love is “in essence, a deception and a reference to infinity since to love is to wish to be loved.”21

There is a widespread misunderstanding to the effect that Sartre does not believe in the possibility of authentic human relationships, that according to him all men are compelled by their nature to assume some form of the inauthentic attitudes just described. To some extent this is a simple misunderstanding. In Being and Nothingness Sartre explicitly declared his belief in the possibility of authentic human relationships, and he has reaffirmed that belief in the introduction to a book on his philosophy by Francis Jeanson. Moreover, it is quite clear both that Sartre believes in radical conversions and that the concrete attitudes toward the Other described in Being and Nothingness are impossible for the person who has undergone the radical conversion. The radical conversion consists in an uncompromising assumption of one’s own personal freedom; but even sadism, or the attempt to appropriate the freedom of the Other, involves a surrender of one’s own freedom. The sadist cannot achieve his goal without allowing the victim to choose the moment at which the torture stops and thereby renouncing his own right to decide.

There are, however, two things which help to explain how this misunderstanding arose. First, it is clear that authentic human relationships must be based upon mutual respect for one another’s freedom. But critics of Sartre point to a passage in which Sartre declares that “respect for the Other’s freedom is an empty word.” Taken out of context this passage does seem to support the unfriendly critic. In context, however, it does not. In this passage Sartre is clearly using the phrase “respect for another’s freedom” in the meaning that it has for the liberal democrat, and there is no reason to believe that Sartre could not, if he so chooses, find some other meaning of the phrase suitable to a theory of authentic human relationships as he conceives them. The paragraph from which the passage in question is taken begins with a reference to “an ethics of ‘laisser-faire’ and tolerance.” It continues further down as follows:


To realize tolerance with respect to the Other is to cause the Other to be thrown forcefully into a tolerant world. It is to remove from him on principle those free possibilities of courageous resistance, of perseverance, of self-assertion which he would have had the opportunity to develop in a world of intolerance. This fact is made still more manifest if we consider the problem of education: a severe education treats the child as an instrument since it tries to bend him by force to values which he has not admitted, but a liberal education in order to make use of other methods nevertheless chooses a priori principles and values in the name of which the child will be trained. To train the child by persuasion and gentleness is no less to compel him. Thus respect for the Other’s freedom is an empty word; even if we could assume the project of respecting this freedom, each attitude which we adopted with respect to the Other would be a violation of that freedom which we claimed to respect.22


Second, there is no reason at all for believing that authentic human attitudes as Sartre might conceive them would involve an absence of conflict. On the contrary, in view of the general existentialist value orientation it would be most surprising indeed if conflict were not regarded as an essential element in any authentic human relationship. Conformist Americans may want “to get along with one another” and may consider this to be the supreme value in human relationships, but the existentialists clearly do not. None the less, many critics of Sartre cannot conceive anyone’s using the term “authenticity” for a relationship which involves conflict, and Sartre more than any other existentialist insists upon the inevitability of conflict in personal relations. Sartre himself criticizes Heidegger for not having fully realized the inevitability of conflict; and Gabriel Marcel criticizes Sartre for having too much insisted upon its inevitability.

The distinctiveness of Sartre’s position is that he regards conflict, not merely as a necessary element in human relations, but as the very foundation of human relations. Heidegger had regarded “being-with” as an original structure of the Dasein along with others. Sartre contends that the “essence of the relations between consciousnesses is not the Mitsein; it is conflict.”23

Sartre calls the consciousness of being a member of a group “we-consciousness,” and argues that the we-consciousness can only arise on the ground of the “us-consciousness.” “Being-for-others precedes and founds being-with-others.” In the same way that I can become conscious of myself only to the extent that the Other intervenes to look at me, so I can adopt the we-consciousness only to the extent that I simultaneously experience an us-consciousness. Whenever there is a we-consciousness there is also consciousness of what Sartre calls a Third, or spectator for whom we exist as an “us.”

One form which the Third may take is that of Heidegger’s das Man or the impersonal public. Consider, for instance, that you are in the subway. You may have a sense of being a part of the crowd pushing toward an exit; but according to Sartre this is possible only because you are obscurely aware of all those anonymous persons who constructed the subway and put up signs marked “Entrance,” “Exit,” and so forth. “The ‘Exit’—considered as pure opening out onto the street—is strictly equivalent to the ‘Entrance’; neither its coefficient of adversity nor its visible utility designates it as an exit. I do not submit to the object itself when I use it as an ‘Exit’; I adapt myself to the human order. By my very act I recognize the Other’s existence.”24 And it should be added: I recognize the Other’s existence as a being to whom I submit and who therefore exists as a Third. The we-consciousness, the sense of being part of a group pushing toward an exit, exists only to the extent that we are also conscious of being an object for a Third.

The Third may also be an individual or well-defined human group whom we regard as a free subject and for whom we exist as objects: the teacher to school children, the army officer to enlisted men, the bourgeois to the proletariat, and so on.

Sartre’s quarrel with Heidegger derives partly from the fact that Heidegger did not explicitly recognize das Man or the Anonymous They as a Third. Heidegger conceived of human groups being united by a common task which they executed in a common world defined by certain instrumental complexes. Workers in a factory, for instance, have a group feeling based on a sense of work to be jointly accomplished in a common human milieu. This implies, of course, an awareness of das Man as the creator of the artificial world, but since Heidegger did not apparently hold that das Man constituted a Third for which the workers would be a kind of object, he took the group feeling to be a basic fact.

The other, and more important, source of disagreement between Sartre and Heidegger consists in Sartre’s insistence that every group define itself by reference to some specific Other. A group becomes conscious of itself only by reference to another person or group for whom it exists as an object. The workers in the factory are not only united by the necessity they are under to cooperate in producing a certain item of manufacture and by their submission to das Man; they are also united by a sense of common opposition to their employers. If through some odd circumstances the employers and workers shared common ends, either the consciousness of solidarity among the workers would be considerably weakened or else their we-consciousness would be broadened to include the employers. But even in the latter case, conflict would continue; for if employees and employers were to develop a sense of solidarity, their we-consciousness would still require an us-consciousness with respect to another group to sustain itself. The other group might be the consumer, a rival producer of the same product, or possibly the government. But another group for whom they existed as an object would have to emerge and the conflict would continue with a new grouping of forces. For a dramatic treatment of this theme the plays of Jean Genet, especially The Maids and The Blacks, are unsurpassed.

The way in which Sartre uses these themes to attack humanism is of special interest. The humanist, he says, must make some surreptitious appeal to God, i.e., an Absolute Third, a “being-who-looks-at and who can never be looked-at.”

Thus the humanistic “Us”—the Us-object—is proposed to each individual consciousness as an ideal impossible to attain although everyone keeps the illusion of being able to succeed by progressively enlarging the circle of communities to which he does belong. This humanistic “Us” remains an empty concept, a pure indication of a possible extension of the ordinary usage of the “Us.” Each time that we use the “Us” in this sense (to designate suffering humanity, sinful humanity, to determine an objective historical meaning by considering man as an object which is developing its potentialities) we limit ourselves to indicating a certain concrete experience to be undergone in the presence of the Absolute Third; that is, of God. Thus the limiting-concept of humanity (as the totality of the Us-object) and the limiting-concept of God imply one another and are correlative.25



Criticism

Whether the existentialist regards conflict as one ineluctable and valuable feature of human relationships among others or whether he regards it as the very foundation of all human relationships is a matter of relatively little importance. No existentialist much believes in the value of group feeling based on a harmony of interests, and none accords any great value to the “spirit of cooperativeness.” The core of the existentialist position is that harmony and security in human relationships are impossible of achievement and that the only humanly satisfactory attitude towards others will be based upon an explicit recognition of the fact. Even if man could choose between security and freedom or harmony and conflict, he ought to choose freedom and conflict. The correct choice would mean the difference between boredom and intensity, abjectness and dignity, herd mentality and individualism, routine and creativeness, the Other as object and the Other as subject, oneself as object and oneself as subject, sadism or masochism and authenticity.

What kind of criticism would the pragmatic-oriented Anglo-American offer of this view? There can be no question that the pragmatists tend strongly toward the traditional view that men aspire toward happiness or well-being conceived in terms of harmony and security and that happiness so conceived is an ideal toward which men may make substantial progress. The pages of Dewey and James are full of references to equilibrium, balance, unimpeded activity, adjustment, etc., as the end toward which men strive; and Dewey is without doubt the most influential twentieth-century philosophical heir to Enlightenment attitudes about social progress.

It would, therefore, be tempting to contrast sharply the existentialist and the pragmatist, representing the latter as flatly opposed to the former, point by point. The result would be a picture of the pragmatist as a dull, plodding, naïve, unimaginative ordinary man. To succumb to this temptation, however, would be to misrepresent the pragmatist. The technique of sharply opposing highly abstract concepts such as security and freedom or harmony and conflict, not to mention the in-itself and the for-itself or being-as-object and being-as-subject, is an existentialist device. The pragmatists would regard these concepts as much too abstract and too rigid to serve any useful purpose.

The major pragmatic criticism, therefore, would be that the existentialists have wrongly posed the problem. The pragmatist, for instance, would not for a moment think of denying the existentialist claim that conflict is a necessary feature of the human reality. But neither would he think of denying that conflict is avoidable. The fact is that there are many different types of conflict, some avoidable and some not. Until the types of conflict in question are specified, statements such as that conflict is a necessary feature of the human reality merit neither affirmation nor denial. And until the various forms of concrete conflict have been classified in a sufficiently detailed manner, one cannot even know what conflict means in the generic sense—or, for that matter, whether there is a generic meaning of the term “conflict.” It may be that the term “conflict,” like the term “freedom,” has no single generic meaning.

Clearly, Sartre’s “the look” is not a basic ontological fact from which all conflict is derived and in terms of which conflict must be defined. A moment’s reflection will reveal that we do not enter into conflict with one another because we look at one another. On the contrary, it is because we conflict with one another that we look. We rarely look at passing strangers on the street, but we do look closely at the man who is competing for a job we want ourselves. Contrariwise, we are not conscious of being looked at by strangers in the street, but we are acutely conscious of being observed by a rival. “The look” is not even a wholly apt metaphor or symbol for conflict. There is nothing particularly upsetting or conflict-generating in, say, the look of an adoring mother or the look of an admiring crowd.

For similar reasons the pragmatist would neither affirm nor deny that conflict is a desirable feature of the human reality. Some forms of conflict are desirable, some not. Friendly rivalry in sport is a desirable form of conflict, and so is the less friendly rivalry between members of opposing philosophical schools in so far as it obliges the interested parties to correct and sharpen their thinking. Atomic warfare, on the other hand, is an undesirable form of conflict. The proper question is not, therefore, whether one ought to prefer security to freedom or harmony to conflict, but rather what kinds and what degree of security or harmony, freedom or conflict, any given group in any given historical situation wants.

Up to a certain point and for certain purposes it is legitimate to classify or to group diverse human needs or desires under a general rubric such as the desire of security or the desire of freedom. But the concrete reality is not a desire of security or a desire of freedom. The concrete reality is rather a multitude of little desires for particular things and specific states of affairs. It is only because certain individuals in certain concrete historical situations have been threatened with arbitrary arrest or lived in fear of war or known physical want that it makes any sense to say that man wants security. It is only because certain individuals in certain other concrete historical situations have been threatened with boredom or have lost all hope of achieving security that it makes sense to say that man wants intensity. Men do not come into the world with only two basic aspirations, and these for such vague and generalized goals as freedom and security. Men’s original desires are many, and they are invariably desires of particular things and specific states of affairs. Moreover, most human desires are shaped primarily by the social and economic conditions under which they thrive.

There are no overarching, generalized desires which spawn groups of more specific desires. The multitude of specific desires appears first, and what passes by the name of an a priori insight into original and fundamental structures of the human reality is only an abstract and man-made classification of concrete desires made after one has observed these many specific desires emerge in the world. To take the abstract classification for the reality and to pretend that it is the original reality of which specific concrete desires are exemplifications is to mistake a highly artificial logical order of classification for an original, ontological fact.

One of the peculiarities of the reflective consciousness, Sartre and the pragmatists agree, is that the concepts which it generates are mutually exclusive. The reflective consciousness knows only external relations. What has been separated and made distinct by a process of abstract thinking can never be joined together. Is there not, then, a reasonable presumption that the for-itself and the in-itself, whose relationship to one another is by Sartre’s own admission abstractly inconceivable, are merely abstract concepts? There is no massive and solid bloc of Being lying behind the world. The in-itself is but an abstract, simplified, and falsifying concept of the concrete world. There is no pure act of transcendence, no nothingness. The for-itself is merely an abstract, simplified, and falsifying concept of certain concrete functions of human consciousness. And since the in-itself and the for-itself are Sartre’s principal symbols for security and freedom respectively, is there not also a reasonable presumption that similar remarks are in order with regard to security and freedom? Man does not desire security in the abstract or freedom in the abstract. There is no such thing. What man desires is the kind and degree of security and freedom which it is humanly possible to achieve in a given historical epoch.

It follows, of course, that man need make no radical choice between freedom and security. The concrete realities for which the in-itself and the for-itself stand as impoverished symbols are not antithetical. Body and mind are given together in experience. There is no problem about how they coexist. The problem could only arise in so far as one starts from false ontological premises. Similarly, as concrete realities, security and freedom are not antithetical; it is only the existentialists’ empty concepts of security and freedom which cannot be joined together.

Of course, many specific desires are incompatible in the sense that they cannot all be simultaneously realized under existing historical conditions. This, however, is not news. And it is utterly ridiculous to dress up this simple fact, which every child learns before the age of two, in an elaborate philosophical terminology and to present it as the philosophy of our times. The dilemmas of our day are more serious and more numerous than in previous ages; but they cannot be deduced, much less resolved, by using a pair of concepts like the for-itself and the in-itself.

There is one other major point with respect to human relationships on which the pragmatists would disagree with Sartre. Sartre says that the concept of mankind has as its necessary correlate the concept of God or the Absolute Third, i.e., a being who can look at us but who cannot be looked at himself. Since, however, the concept of God is a self-contradictory limiting concept, there can be no true sense of human solidarity. Now, it may be the case that Marxists and others who conceive of mankind as an integral part of Nature have to introduce surreptitiously into their thinking some notion of God and that their concept of human solidarity is as empty or impossible as the correlative notion of God. But the pragmatists, who reject the idea of a bloc universe, are in a totally different position. Conflict between man and nature is a fundamental fact of life and it is quite sufficient to give humankind a vivid sense of solidarity—a sense of solidarity, moreover, which not only does not derive from any form of intra-human or divine-human conflict, but which actually tends to minimize or alleviate intra-human conflict.

It is significant that Anglo-American intellectuals who are religious by temperament but atheist by conviction generally adopt a perspective like that presented in Bertrand Russell’s essay “A Free Man’s Worship,” where Man is pictured as pitted against Nature in a life-and-death struggle. To be sure, as a concrete person tied to the here and now, one will be identified with particular groups or persons and define oneself in terms of these groups or persons. At the same time it will be conceded that individuals or limited groups tend often to excite the imagination more powerfully than so large and indefinite a body as mankind in general. Nevertheless, there is no logical limit to enlarging group consciousness to the point where mankind stands alone against the nonhuman, nor is there any a priori limit upon the powers of the human imagination making it impossible to adopt and to sustain a vision of mankind versus nature with intensity over a relatively long period of time.

The existentialist charge that humanism betrays an atrophy of the imaginative faculty could be turned against the existentialist. It may be that the existentialist has arbitrarily imposed limits upon the imagination. If we are trying to analyze human conflict and to understand its origins, metaphor and symbol are out of place. But if we are trying to sustain an essentially religious view of life and to enlarge the powers of the imagination, poetic metaphor is almost the only means we have. And the force of a metaphor has little to do with the size of that for which it stands. Poetic metaphors for mankind can in principle at least be quite as inspiring as poetic metaphors for a person, a family or a nation.





VII. Death

Death and the Intense Life

Death is a theme upon which all of the existentialists have written extensively. According to Jaspers, “philosophizing means learning to die.” According to Camus in his most existentialist book, The Myth of Sisyphus, suicide is the only genuine philosophical issue. Unamuno seemed to be constitutionally incapable of writing a single page without mentioning the word “death” at least once. Not even those traditional philosophers such as St. Augustine and Pascal who are most akin to the existentialists gave this theme the prominence which it has assumed in existentialist literature.

The reason is immediately apparent once the traditional position with respect to death is contrasted with that of the existentialists. On this issue the mainstream of traditional thinking is best exemplified by the Stoics and Spinoza. For the Stoics death is nothing to us. Either, they argue, we are alive or dead; if alive, we need not fear death since life is still our treasured possession; if dead, we cannot fear death since fear is the manifestation of a living consciousness. The disingenuousness of this argument is not likely to escape detection in the twentieth century. But the attitude toward death which inspired the argument is by no means without its supporters. One still encounters approving quotations of Spinoza’s famous dictum: “A free man thinks of nothing less than of death, and his wisdom is not a meditation upon death but upon life.”

Plato had said in a well-known passage of which Jasper’s quoted remark seems but a variation that the study of philosophy is a preparation for death. The apparent similarity of the two remarks is, however, wholly illusory. Despite the pathos and strange beauty of Socrates’ death scene in the Phaedo it is clear that the attitude in the face of death which Plato approved is that of Stoic calm, bordering on indifference. The lamentations of Socrates’ wife Xantippe are represented as undignified and she is rudely expelled from the execution room that Socrates may use his last minutes to discuss philosophy. If he does not survive death, says Socrates, death will be a blessing since it means the end of pain. If there is an afterlife, death will still be a blessing since he will then be able to expound his ideas without fear of exile or execution.

Even Christian attitudes toward death bear the impress of Stoic ideas. The Consolation of Philosophy by the Stoic Boethius has long been claimed as a Christian document and has influenced almost all unquestionably Christian literature of consolation, including the Imitation of Christ. Even St. Augustine, whom the existentialists fondly quote and who himself mercilessly ridiculed Stoic indifference to death, was so deeply influenced by the Stoics that he condemned as sinful his tears and grief upon the death of his mother. That Augustine should ground his ideal of serenity and noble calm in the face of death upon faith in the mercifulness of God rather than, as the Stoics, upon a proud confidence in the resources of the individual human will is a difference too obvious to be ignored. But the similarity between his and the Stoic’s ideal takes on a remarkable significance when one is reminded, as Christian existentialists never weary of reminding us, that Christ’s death upon the cross was preceded by a lapse of faith and a tortured cry of despair: “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” Most traditional Christians either ignored this text or explained it away with arguments which make the Stoic argument about death shine with an aura of sincerity.

In a certain sense the traditional philosopher’s view about the proper attitude toward death is very similar to that of the ordinary man. Both agree that a preoccupation with death smacks of morbidity. Both agree that the wholesome man will divert his attention from the fact of death, especially in its uglier aspects, whenever this fact protrudes itself upon his consciousness. Whereas, however, the ordinary man will attempt to divert himself from the thought of death by intensifying his pursuit of worldly goods such as pleasure, wealth, and prestige, the traditional philosopher recommends that the thought of death serve as a pretext for meditation upon other, presumably higher and spiritual, values. For the Stoics death is an occasion for glorying in a demonstration of man’s invincible will, suicide itself being an act of noble triumph over adversity. For the traditional Christian philosopher, including Augustine and Pascal, the theme of death has value only in so far as it draws our attention to God and reminds us of our dependence upon his grace or renews our determination to Win his favor through obedient service. Spinoza and Hegel would tame the fear of death by having us contemplate our union with Nature or the Absolute Spirit; Plato and Aristotle, by having us contemplate the eternal Ideas or the permanence of the species; humanists and Marxists, by focusing our attention upon the ties which bind the individual to his race or to his class.

Important as these differences between the ordinary man and the traditional philosopher are, they pale into insignificance when seen from the perspective of the existentialists. Man neither can nor should, say the existentialists, shut out the consciousness of death or refuse the anguish and despair which the consciousness of death entails.

The divertissement, as Pascal called it, of the ordinary man in the everyday activities and pleasures of the world is but a desperate and inevitably unsuccessful effort to conceal from himself the anguish which stirs in the depths of his being. But, add the existentialists, the philosopher’s attempt to immerse himself in his “higher values” is of precisely the same character. It is not necessary at this stage to elaborate upon this view in so far as it pertains to the position of the atheistic existentialists. The case of the Christian existentialists, however, would appear at first sight to belie this generalization. Although the Christian existentialists share with the atheistic existentialists an impatience with the other “comforting illusions” of traditional philosophy, they have clearly not abandoned faith in an afterlife. It is necessary, however, to recall that the faith of the Christian existentialist is a tortured faith in which the will to believe is constantly undermined by doubt and disbelief. Where what passes for a serene and confident faith is not a mere habitual babbling of empty verbal formulae, it is the will to believe, the energy of unremitting concern about one’s personal fate, mistakenly interpreted as steadfast adherence to doctrine. What attracts the existentialists, be they atheist or Christian, to Augustine and Pascal is the vitality of their religious concern, not their doctrinal orthodoxy.

“Faith is in its essence,” says Unamuno, “simply a matter of will . . . , to believe is to wish to believe, and to believe in God is, before and above all, to wish that there may be a God.”1 Even the militant atheist who vigorously denies God fares better at the hands of the Christian existentialists than the “serene believer”; for the energy of his despair is more akin to faith than the calm of the man who recites a creed by rote, and he is more honest than the fanatic who has allowed the energy of his hope to blind him to the tragic contradictions of the human condition. In sum, the Christian existentialist does not regard faith in the afterlife as a comforting illusion born of bad faith, but he does regard as illusory and morally valueless a faith which is not perpetually sharpened and daily recreated in and through despair.

Whether one can or cannot in fact escape the consciousness of death is an issue which will be decided according to one’s belief or disbelief in levels of consciousness and the reliability which one attributes to the methods by which the consciousness of death has allegedly been revealed as a permanent feature of some deeper level of consciousness. In the present discussion, however, this issue will be left in the background. The most important and interesting things which the existentialists say about death bear upon the moral claim that man ought deliberately to cultivate an intense and persistent surface consciousness of death. The ordinary man and the traditional philosopher interpret an injunction of this kind as a sign of morbidity. The existentialist retorts by interpreting the attitude of the ordinary man and the traditional philosopher as an instance of cowardly flight.

Behind this tiresome exchange of insulting epithets lies the existentialist conviction that the affirmation of life is impossible unless we hold steadfastly to the consciousness of death. Life has verve and meaning only for the person who lives in the shadow of death and resolutely faces the fact that each of us is condemned to die. Danger, conflict, moral decision, the act of faith—every form of human experience which arouses the individual to action and engages his energies—is heightened and rendered most acute when it carries with it the consciousness of death as a personal possibility. To shut out the consciousness of death is to rob life of its supreme value: in a word, intensity.

The obvious objection to the existentialist line of argument is that the fear of death, far from intensifying consciousness and releasing human energies, drugs and paralyzes. Common experiences referred to in ordinary English locutions such as “being petrified with fright” or “swooning from fright” tend to give weight to this objection. The answer of the existentialists is that the consciousness of death releases human energies only by revealing the insignificance of ordinary pursuits, thus breaking through the crust of convention, routine, and habit of which we are normally victims. If, therefore, the ordinary man reacts to the thought of death with numbing fright, it is not because the consciousness of death is intrinsically paralyzing, but because the ordinary man resists the consciousness of death, flees from it, in order to protect the mundane values which he has not the courage to abandon even though the consciousness of death has revealed their pettiness to him. The courageous man, on the contrary, will embrace the consciousness of death as an agent of liberation. He will not flee from it nor from the anguish which accompanies it, because he knows that it is absurd for a finite being to expect fulfillment and well-being as traditionally conceived and because he is aware of the values which the consciousness of death carries with it.

Up to this point the major existentialist thinkers are in complete agreement. Beyond this point they divide into two opposing camps, of which Heidegger and Sartre are fairly typical examples. Before attempting to elucidate the issues with respect to death on which the existentialists themselves part company, it should be pointed out that the existentialists are not alone among modern thinkers in their basic attitude toward death. William James paid his respects to the consciousness of death by saying that no man is truly educated unless he has toyed with the idea of suicide. Literary critics in their interpretation of tragedy have increasingly made use of themes similar to those of the existentialists. And a man as unlike the existentialists temperamentally as Freud has stated their central thesis with unmatched clarity and simplicity. Speaking of the days before World War I, he says:

. . . . we were of course prepared to maintain that death was the necessary outcome of life, that everyone owes nature a debt and must expect to pay the debt—in short, that death was natural, undeniable and unavoidable. In reality, however, we were accustomed to behave as if it were otherwise. We showed an unmistakable tendency to put death on one side, to eliminate it from life. We tried to hush it up. . . . But this attitude of ours toward death has a powerful effect on our lives. Life is impoverished, it loses in interest, when the highest stake in the game of living, life itself, may not be risked. It becomes as shallow and empty as, let us say, an American flirtation, in which it is understood from the first that nothing is to happen, as contrasted with a Continental love-affair in which both partners must constantly bear its serious consequences in mind.2



Heidegger on Death

The debate between Heidegger and Sartre revolves around two distinct theses propounded by Heidegger in Being and Time, although neither Heidegger nor Sartre clearly distinguished between them. One of these is to the effect that the consciousness of death not only vivifies the felt quality of experience but also acts as the crucial factor in producing individuality. Death, says Heidegger, is the one thing nobody can do for me; only the person who realizes that he must face death alone truly experiences the sense of his own individuality.

The importance which Heidegger attributes to this particular function of the consciousness of death is reflected obliquely in the stress he lays upon a particular technique of the inauthentic man to allay the fear of death. In fact, Heidegger stresses this technique to the exclusion of all others; and from a reading of Heidegger alone one would suppose that the inauthentic flight from death had no other manifestations. Essentially this technique consists in depersonalizing death by reducing it to an abstract and universal category for a purely biological or social phenomenon, refusing to recognize that it is a concrete experience of a spiritual order which all human beings and especially oneself must individually undergo. In the shorter but more specialized vocabulary of Heidegger it consists in saying to oneself, not “I shall die,” but rather “One dies.” For a literary representation of this technique Heidegger refers the reader to Tolstoy’s story “The Death of Ivan Ilych.” The lawyer and public prosecutor Ivan Ilych develops certain physical symptoms, which at first he ignores. Later, having begun to worry about these symptoms, he visits a doctor:


To Ivan Ilych only one question was important: was his case serious or not? But the doctor ignored that inappropriate question. From his point of view it was not the one under consideration, the real question was to decide between a floating kidney, chronic catarrh, or appendicitis. It was not a question of Ivan Ilych’s life or death, but one between a floating kidney and appendicitis. And that question the doctor solved brilliantly, as it seemed to Ivan Ilych, in favor of the appendix, with the reservation that should an examination of the urine give fresh indications the matter would be reconsidered. All this was just what Ivan Ilych had himself brilliantly accomplished a thousand times in dealing with men on trial. The doctor summed up just as brilliantly, looking over his spectacles triumphantly and even gaily at the accused. From the doctor’s summing up Ivan Ilych concluded that things were bad, but that for the doctor, and perhaps for everybody else, it was a matter of indifference, though for him it was bad. And this conclusion struck him painfully, arousing in him a great feeling of pity for himself and of bitterness toward the doctor’s indifference to a matter of such importance.

He said nothing of this, but rose, placed the doctor’s fee on the table, and remarked with a sigh: “We sick people probably often put inappropriate questions. But tell me, in general, is this complaint dangerous or not? . . .”

The doctor looked at him sternly over his spectacles with one eye, as if to say: “Prisoner, if you will not keep to the questions put to you, I shall be obliged to have you removed from the court.”

“I have already told you what I consider necessary and proper. The analysis may show something more.” And the doctor bowed.3


In all likelihood Tolstoy’s primary intention in writing “The Death of Ivan Ilych” was to illustrate the ills of man’s indifference to man. For Heidegger, however, the story has interest as an illustration of “the shattering and the collapse of the ‘One dies.’” Prior to his illness Ivan Ilych’s attitude toward death was no different from that of the doctor. He knew, of course, that he would die, but death to him was a biological or social category. He was neither more nor less mortal than a dog. He was someone who would die in the same way that he was a lawyer and a family man. The category of death, indeed, had even less significance for him than that of lawyer or married man. His illness changed all this. The insignificance of his social functions as lawyer, husband, and father was impressed upon him forcefully; and it may well have occurred to him for the first time that men alone among the animals know that they are going to die. The shopworn word “death,” which had been previously no more than a coin used in the business of social intercourse, began to take on a unique meaning—a meaning for him as an individual human being. At last he was obliged to face the truth which he had for so long and with such art concealed from himself.

As Pascal puts it: “It pleases us to seek repose in the society of our fellowmen. But, since they are as miserable and as powerless as we are, they will not help us. We will die alone, and we ought therefore to act as if we were alone.”

The second Heideggerian thesis which has become a bone of contention is even more distinctively Heideggerian than the first. The view that consciousness of death shatters the banality of everyday existence and liberates us from the petty mentality of the ordinary man is, as we have seen, common to all existentialists. The view which we have just presented according to which the consciousness of death heightens and intensifies individual self-awareness is one which Heidegger shares with many existentialists, especially the Christian existentialists Kierkegaard, Unamuno, and Shestov. The view which we are about to develop, however, is limited almost exclusively to Heidegger and his followers, although one aspect of it was clearly anticipated by Nietzsche.

In order adequately to understand this second thesis it will be necessary to bear in mind that for Heidegger, as for traditional philosophers and for most Christian existentialists, death is the prime expression of human finitude. Unlike traditional philosophers and Christian existentialists, however, Heidegger regards death as an ultimate and radical fact which cannot in any way be overcome. He refuses to tolerate even an anguished hope of personal survival. In part this refusal to entertain even the possibility of personal survival after death is based upon a disdain for subterfuge and a belief that death is an ontological necessity. There is, however, another reason which in all probability weighed more heavily with Heidegger and which is more pertinent in the present context.

According to the existentialists the pain and fright which accompanies the consciousness of death is the price we must pay for the values which consciousness of death brings with it. Most of the existentialists nevertheless agree that the price may be reduced, that is to say, that the uglier aspects of this complex experience called the anguish of death may be mitigated. The Christian existentialists’ will to believe is obviously an effort to reduce the price or to alleviate the pain. Heidegger, for his part, believes that he has discovered a device which serves this purpose even better. That device consists in going beyond a mere recognition of human finitude and actually willing it.

Originally death appears to us as something which comes from the outside and strikes us down, something over which we have no control; and it is precisely this feature of our original reaction to death which produces the greatest terror and drives us most surely into an attitude of inauthenticity. If, however, in a resolute decision we embrace our finitude and actively assume our Being-for-Death (Sein-zum-Tode), we can allay this terror far more effectively than by willing personal immortality. This idea was clearly inspired by Nietzsche. In a chapter of Thus Spake Zarathustra entitled “On Free Death” it is stated unambiguously: “My death, I praise to you, the free death, which comes to me because I want it. . . .” Also in Twilight of the Idols: “Out of love for life we should want a different death: free, conscious, without hazard, without ambush.”

Heidegger, however, has wedded this theme to his own system of ideas. For him the resolute decision to assume finitude not only allays the original terror which the thought of death inspires; it also serves to round off our life and to make of it some kind of totality, thus modifying that deep rent in our being caused by the ontological necessity of perpetual self-transcendence. By assuming death we interiorize it as our ultimate possibility, as the final term of all acts of self-transcendence. At death we are the totality we cannot be while we are alive, but even while in life we can in a sense run ahead of ourselves toward death and by thus assuming death adopt a point of view upon ourselves as totalities. To gauge the importance of this theme in Heidegger’s analysis of death a glance at the title of the chapter in which the analysis occurs will suffice. It reads: “The possible Being-whole of Dasein and Being-toward-Death.”


Sartre on Death

In Being and Nothingness Sartre informs us that for some time he was much attracted by Heidegger’s views on death, especially what was called above Heidegger’s second thesis. By humanizing and interiorizing death, man can apparently deprive death of its character as a restriction upon our freedom. The Heideggerian doctrine thus presented itself to Sartre as a way of safeguarding his theory of total freedom. “This apparent limit of our freedom,” Sartre writes, “by being interiorized is recovered by freedom.” Later, Sartre had second thoughts about this doctrine, which he also believed to be that of Rilke and Malraux. “Neither,” he says, “the advantage of these views nor the undeniable portion of truth which they include should mislead us. It is necessary to take the question up from the beginning.”4

In criticizing Heidegger’s first thesis, viz., that the consciousness of death heightens self-awareness and confers upon us the status of individuality, Sartre concentrates upon Heidegger’s statement that death is the only thing which nobody can do for me. It is, Sartre argues,


perfectly gratuitous to say that “to die is the only thing which nobody can do for me.” . . . If one considers death as the ultimate subjective possibility, the event which concerns only the for-itself, then it is evident that nobody can die for me. But then it also follows that none of my possibilities taken from this point of view . . . can be projected by anyone other than me. Nobody can love for me—if we mean by that to take vows which are my vows, to experience the emotions . . . which are my emotions. . . . On the other hand, if my acts in the world are considered from the point of view of their function, their efficacy, and their result, it is certain that the Other can always do what I do. If it is a question of making this woman happy, of safeguarding her life or her freedom, of giving her the means of finding her salvation, or simply of realizing a home with her, of “giving her” children, if that is what we call loving, then another will be able to love in my place, he will be able to love for me. . . . And so it is with all my conduct. . . . My death will also fall into this category. If to die is to die in order to inspire, to bear witness, for the country, etc., then anybody at all can die in my place.5


Moreover, according to Sartre, Heidegger involves himself in a vicious circle in order to establish that death has the power of conferring individuality upon the human reality or Dasein. It is only, says Sartre, because Heidegger had already insisted that the Dasein is always individual by ontological necessity that he can establish the claim that death is an individual phenomenon. By what right, then, can he assert that it is death which confers individuality upon the Dasein? Has he not antecedently assumed the individuality of the Dasein in order to prove that death confers individuality? “This incomparable individuality which he has conferred upon death in terms of the Dasein, he uses to individualize the Dasein itself. . . . But there is a circle here.”6

As criticisms of Heidegger’s statement “Death is the only thing nobody can do for me,” Sartre’s comments are unassailable. It is clear, however, that this statement does not adequately characterize Heidegger’s position. No matter how badly Heidegger may have expressed himself, his intent was, not to assert that death as such individualizes, but rather that the consciousness of death individualizes. And when Heidegger speaks of individuality in this connection it is not the individuality which belongs to all of us by virtue of ontological necessity but the individuality of the man who has through the consciousness of death wrenched himself away from everyday banality, escaped from the domain of das Man into the domain of self-consciousness and authenticity.

One must not conclude, however, that Sartre and Heidegger are separated on this point by a simple misunderstanding. A more adequate understanding of Heidegger on Sartre’s part would no doubt tend to diminish the distance between them, but it would also bring into clearer focus a very real issue on which they are genuinely divided. For Heidegger the consciousness of death produces individuality directly by detaching us from the banality of everyday life and by preparing us to assume our Sein-zum-Tode. For Sartre, on the other hand, the relationship between the consciousness of death and individuality is more devious and indirect. According to Sartre authentic moral choice or decision is the direct cause of individuality; the consciousness of death heightens our individuality only in so far as it determines us to choose without regard for inauthentic or conventional values. The syntax of the following sentence, already quoted in another context, is such as to accent Sartre’s debt to Heidegger, but it none the less illustrates the essential difference between the two authors: “The choice that each of us made of his life was an authentic choice because it was made face to face with death.”

This crucial difference will emerge even more clearly at the end of our analysis of Sartre’s arguments against Heidegger’s second thesis, viz., that by running ahead of ourselves toward death and willing our death we can restore a measure of totality to our lives. Sartre will have none of this. For him death is never a personal possibility, much less a personal possibility which we can freely resolve to assume and which will give an ultimate meaning to the series of acts which constitute our individual lives. As Sartre sees it, death is merely an external limit or a “wall” which we may encounter at any time in pursuing our personal projects, but which we can never personally or freely project as an end to be pursued. More technically, death is “an always possible nihilation of my possibles which is outside my possibilities.”7

The root of the difference turns on conflicting interpretations of finitude, but it will be easier to grasp the import of these conflicting interpretations if Sartre’s case against Heidegger’s doctrine of Sein-zum-Tode is first stated more or less informally.

Death may come to a man in any one of three ways. First, there is the death of the suicide or martyr. Here, indeed, it would seem that we are projecting ourselves toward death as an ultimate possibility. Closer examination, however, reveals that this is not so. What the hero or martyr is projecting as an ultimate possibility is the cause for which he dies. It is the triumph of Christianity or the triumph of Communism which is willed. Death is only a means to an end. Similarly, the woman who commits suicide because of disappointment in love is not projecting her death; she is projecting revenge upon her lover or merely liberation from her torment. There are also, of course, impulsive suicides, but by definition an impulsive suicide is one which has not been willed.

Second, there is the case in which death occurs at an appointed time: the death of a man who has been condemned by a tribunal, of a man who knows that he is dying of a fatal disease, or of a man who is reaching the natural term of his life. Can we in this case will our death and by so doing make of our lives meaningful totalities? Sartre’s answer is “No.” It is obvious, says Sartre, that “my death is not fixed by me; the sequences of the universe determine it.”8 How, then, can I claim to have willed it? Since death in these cases is determined by external circumstances, since it “does not appear on the foundation of our freedom,” it cannot give meaning to our lives: “it can only remove all meaning from life.”9 If I know I shall die shortly, then the dimension of futurity is removed from my life and with it all possibility for the projection of possibles.

Sartre has illustrated this theme in the story The Wall and also in the play The Victors. In the latter work the heroine Lucy has been condemned to death for resistance activities. John, her ex-lover and fellow resistant, escapes her fate, but finds the means of visiting her in prison. This is a part of their dialogue:


JOHN: Let me stay with you; I shall be silent, if you want, but I shall be here and you will not feel lonely.

LUCY: Not lonely? With you? Oh, John, have you not understood yet? We no longer have anything in common.

JOHN: Have you forgotten that I love you?

LUCY: It was another woman that you loved. . . .

JOHN: It is you.

LUCY: I am another woman. I no longer recognize myself. . . . Well, you love me. And then? Our love is far behind us, why do you speak of it? It had really no importance.

JOHN: You are lying! It was our life. . . .

LUCY: Our life? Yes. Our future, I lived in expectation. I waited for the end of the war. I waited for the day when we could get married. . . . I waited for every evening. . . . Now, I no longer have a future, I expect nothing but my death, and I shall die alone.10


Finally, there is the case in which death comes suddenly and unpredictably. Sartre regards this type of death as most typical.

It has often been said that we are in the situation of a condemned man among other condemned men who is ignorant of the date of his execution but who sees each day that his fellow prisoners are being executed. This is not wholly exact. We ought rather to compare ourselves to a man condemned to death who is bravely preparing himself for the ultimate penalty, who is doing everything possible to make a good showing on the scaffold, and who meanwhile is carried off by a flu epidemic.11


Since it is Sartre’s habit to think of death as fortuitous or accidental, it is by examining his reflections on this type of death that we come closest to the source of his disagreement with Heidegger.

For Heidegger the whole series of our projects is suspended from death. Death is the final term of our projects, and if we could see ourselves from the standpoint of this final term the meaning of each of our projects would become clear. If Heidegger is right, says Sartre, by assuming our death


we should know once and for all whether a particular youthful experience had been fruitful or ill-starred, whether a particular crisis of puberty was a caprice or a real preformation of my later engagements; the curve of our life would be fixed forever. In short, the account would be closed. The Reverend Father Boisselot in a private conversation with me gave me to understand that the “Last Judgment” was precisely this closing of the account which renders one unable any longer to recover his stroke and which makes one finally be what one has been—irremediably.12


But if, as both Heidegger and Sartre agree, man is always free and if, as both men also agree, death is in the first instance something which may strike us down from the outside at any moment, then it will be impossible for us to view our lives from the standpoint of the last term with sufficient fullness and concreteness to make of our lives a meaningful totality. Since we are free, we may in the interval between now and our death adopt projects the nature of which cannot now be foreseen and which in any present effort to sum up our lives we will necessarily fail to take into account. Moreover, even if we now engaged ourselves not to undertake new projects, we could still not take a point of view upon ourselves as a totality. The reason is that the meaning even of our present projects depends upon future developments. Suppose, says Sartre,


that Balzac had died before Les Chouans: he would remain the author of some execrable novels of intrigue. But suddenly the very expectation which this young man was, this expectation of being a great man, loses any kind of meaning; it is neither an obstinate and egotistical blindness nor the true sense of his own values since nothing will ever decide!13


To put the whole matter in a different light. Suppose that it is possible for us now to review our lives from the standpoint of death and to close accounts. What then becomes of our freedom? Unless we ourselves choose the moment of death, our freedom is totally lost.

There is an error here analogous to that which we pointed out earlier in connection with Leibniz although it is put at the other end of existence. For Leibniz we are free since our acts derive from our essence. Yet the single fact that our essence has not been chosen by us shows that all this freedom in particulars covers over a total slavery. God chose Adam’s essence. Conversely, if it is the closing of the account which gives our life its meaning and its value, then it is of little importance that all the acts of which the web of our life is made have been free; the very meaning of them escapes us if we do not ourselves choose the moment at which the account will be closed.14


Sartre’s illustration of this point is a story borrowed from Diderot:


Two brothers appeared at the divine tribunal on the Day of Judgment. The first said to God, “Why did you make me die so young?” And God said, “In order to save you. If you had lived longer, you would have committed a crime as your brother did.” Then the brother in turn asked, “Why did you make me die so old?”15


In sum, then, no matter what our situation with respect to death is, death is never one of our personal projects, and even less a personal project which might give meaning to our lives as totalities. If we choose death through suicide or martyrdom, death is merely an instrument which we use to realize our projects. It is not an ultimate possibility. If we are waiting for a death the moment of which has been determined from the outside, as in the case of the man condemned to death by a tribunal, death is not one of our projects in any sense, since we have not chosen it. And even if it had been chosen, it would not confer meaning on our lives; in fact, by depriving us of the dimension of the future it would deprive even our past and present of all meaning. If, finally, death comes upon us unawares, once again it is an external event rather than one of our projects, and since we do not know in advance when it will come we cannot run ahead of ourselves to assume it as a final term. “Death is never that which gives life its meaning; it is, on the contrary, that which on principle removes all meaning from life.”16


Heidegger and Sartre Contrasted

Persuasive as all of Sartre’s arguments are, they are not all equally pertinent or equally valid. He is at his best in pointing out that so long as we are unable to predict the moment of our death, so long as death comes upon us unawares, we cannot form a sufficiently full and concrete picture of our lives to give them meaning as totalities. He is less successful in dealing with the other two types of death. In fact, if it is true that the man who is waiting an imminent death at an appointed time no longer has a future and can no longer project plans, then there appears to be nothing which forbids him from taking a point of view with respect to his life as totality. His life is, so to speak, finished; there will be no free choices in the future which would have to be taken into account, and the meaning of his past projects will be wholly transparent. Face to face with death, he will know “whether a particular youthful experience had been fruitful or ill-starred, whether a particular crisis of puberty was a caprice or a real preformation of later engagements.” Sartre has overlooked this only because he failed to distinguish between the meaning of an event for a passive spectator, i.e., its place as an element in a whole, and the meaning of an event for an actor, i.e., as a factor which has to be taken into account in order to realize a projected goal. Because face to face with death a man’s past projects lack meaning for him in the second sense, they do not necessarily lack meaning for him in the first sense.

Moreover, Sartre is guilty of gross inconsistency when he argues that the knowledge of imminent death robs our life of future reference. Only the physical fact of death which puts an end to consciousness can do this. Of course, knowledge of imminent death will put an end to those projects whose realization depends upon a long life, such as Lucy’s project of marriage to John. But it cannot put an end to the power of decision itself. Consciousness is in its essence that power or faculty, and so long as there is a breath of life in us we still possess it. Indeed, why did Sartre argue that voluntary death through suicide or martyrdom inevitably involves a project beyond death, if not because of his conviction that the human reality is in its essence and up to the very last minute a temporal existence, a projecting toward the future?

Finally, Sartre sometimes writes as if Heidegger were not aware that external circumstances determine in large measure both the nature and the moment of our death. In fact, however, it was an acute realization of this fact which inspired Heidegger to frame his own theory. The meaninglessness and absurdity of a death by accidental causes which strikes us down independently of our will was what he hoped to overcome. And in the first instance he hoped to overcome it not so much by denying its meaninglessness and absurdity as by willing death with its meaninglessness and absurdity. Heidegger’s doctrine is quite clearly a variation on the Nietzschean theme of amor fati. Just as Nietzsche would have us affirm or say yes to a universe indifferent to human aspirations, so Heidegger would have us affirm or say yes to an absurd and meaningless death.

Much of the confusion here springs from the fact that neither Heidegger nor Sartre distinguished with sufficient clarity between the two aspects of the resolute decision to assume death. On the one hand, Heidegger designed his theory in order to mitigate the anguish of death. We project ourselves toward death by adopting an affirmative attitude toward it. This is the aspect of the doctrine which he owes to Nietzsche. On the other hand, Heidegger hoped that by assuming an affirmative attitude toward death one could overcome the rent in the Dasein caused by self-transcendence and make of one’s life a totality. This aspect of the doctrine is original with him.

Now, when Sartre argues that face to face with death we can form no projects at all because we have no future, he is striking at the first aspect of Heidegger’s doctrine. And his argument is insufficient. He himself has repeatedly affirmed that no matter how adverse the circumstances of one’s life may be, one can always project either revolt or acceptance. Sartre obviously prefers an attitude of revolt to an attitude of acceptance. But there is, according to his own principles, no ontological barrier to the adoption of either posture.

When, however, Sartre argues that in so far as death is accidental and unpredictable, our life cannot be for us a meaningful totality, he is striking at the second aspect of Heidegger’s doctrine. And here he is on much firmer ground. The arguments summarized above fail to establish his point with respect to voluntary death through suicide or martyrdom and with respect to death in the near and foreseeable future. But they do have considerable weight in the other and most common instance: death the moment of which cannot be predicted.

Even here, however, Sartre’s arguments are not altogether conclusive. It is undoubtedly true that the meaning of each project in that series of projects which constitutes our lives cannot be fully and finally established before death. So long as we are alive the meaning of each of our projects is more or less in suspense. We do not claim to know the full meaning of a particular battle until the war is over and we can see it in perspective. Similarly, we cannot claim to know the full meaning of our individual projects so long as life is in progress. But it does not follow from this that we cannot have some more or less adequate sense of our lives as a totality prior to death, any more than it follows that the actual participant in a war cannot have some more or less adequate picture of the war as a totality prior to its actual end. So long as we do not insist too much upon its concreteness or its accuracy, we can have a meaningful picture of our life as a totality prior to the moment of death. It is doubtful, however, that Heidegger would care to answer Sartre in this way. An unreliable and schematic picture of our life as a totality is too frail a thing to do the job which Heidegger wants done.

Curiously, the most persuasive argument against the second aspect of Heidegger’s doctrine was never explicitly used by Sartre in this connection. Once again, according to Heidegger, the assumption of a point of view upon our life as a totality is valuable as a means of overcoming the rent in our being produced by the perpetual act of self-transcendence. But must not the life-as-totality be an object for us as viewers in order that this value may be realized? And where in the totality could we as viewers be placed? In the story The Wall Sartre makes this point most effectively. A condemned man is trying to contemplate his death. “I tell myself: afterwards, there will be nothing. But I do not understand what this means. . . . I see my corpse: that is not difficult, but it is I who see it, with my eyes.”17 Freud also made this point. “It is indeed impossible,” he says, “to imagine our own death; and whenever we attempt to do so we can perceive that we are in fact still present as spectators.”18 The rent in our being caused by self-transcendence cannot be overcome in the manner suggested by Heidegger without denying that self-transcendence is an ontological necessity. The only possible object of human regard is the in-itself; the complete human reality in its duality as in-itself and for-itself can never be an object of regard.

This brings us to the very core of the difference between Sartre and Heidegger. For Sartre the most important feature of the human reality is the fact of self-transcendence, the ontological necessity we are under to exist in and through choice. All the anguish and tragedy of human existence can be traced to this source. And it is this feature of the human reality, this feature alone, which constitutes our finitude. For Heidegger, on the other hand, death is the greatest source of anguish and the prime symbol of human finitude. He does not, of course, deny self-transcendence. Sartre’s views on this subject were drawn largely from him. Neither does he ignore the anguish involved in authentic decision making; nor does he deny anyone the right to regard this aspect of the Dasein as part of our finitude. None the less, death—not self-transcendence—holds the centre of his interest.

Sartre writes:


It will be well to separate radically the two usually combined ideas of death and finitude. Ordinarily the belief seems to be that it is death which constitutes our finitude and which reveals it to us. . . . Heidegger in particular seems to have based his whole theory of Sein-zum-Tode on the strict identification of death and finitude. In the same way Malraux, when he tells us that death reveals to us the uniqueness of life, seems to hold that it is just because we die that we are powerless to recover our stroke and are therefore finite. But if we consider the matter a little more closely, we detect the error: death is a contingent fact which belongs to facticity; finitude is an ontological structure of the for-itself which determines freedom and exists only in and through the free project of the end which makes my being known to me. In other words human reality would remain finite even if it were immortal, because it makes itself finite by choosing itself as human. To be finite, in fact, is to choose oneself—that is, to make known to oneself what one is by projecting oneself toward one possible to the exclusion of others. The very act of freedom is therefore the assumption and creation of finitude. If I make myself, I make myself finite and hence my life is unique. Consequently even if I were immortal, it would be forbidden me to “recover my stroke”; it is the irreversibility of temporality which forbids me, and this irreversibility is nothing but the peculiar character of a freedom which temporalizes itself. . . . Death has nothing to do with this.19


The problem of distinguishing between so-called “ontological necessities” and universal though nonnecessary or contingent facts of human nature was discussed in an earlier chapter. For present purposes it is enough to point out that, whatever else may be involved, the elevation of a universal fact of human nature to the dignity of ontological necessity clearly reflects the cares and concerns of the philosopher. Sartre is more concerned about the problem of moral responsibility than about the problem of death; he is more afraid of making a choice which he will later regret than of no longer being present to the world. In Heidegger’s case the reverse is probably true.

The remarkable fact is that Sartre’s preoccupation with moral decision is at the root, not only of his disagreement with Heidegger’s doctrine of Sein-zum-Tode, but also, as was seen earlier, of Heidegger’s contention that the consciousness of death individualizes. For Heidegger, the “individual” in the honorific sense of that term is the man who has “the courage to allow the anguish of death to arise.” For Sartre, the “individual” is the man who has the courage to make authentic decisions. The awareness of death has value only in so far as it obliges us or helps us to make authentic decisions.

Whereas, however, the awareness of death helps us, even if indirectly, to achieve authenticity, the attempt to view one’s life as a totality is a barrier to authenticity. It necessarily involves a renunciation of the right to choose. It is, in fact, nothing other than an impossible attempt to be for oneself the essence or nature which one can only be for another.

Death, in so far as it can be revealed to me, is not only the always possible nihilation of my possibles. . . . It is also the triumph of the point of view of the Other. . . . The unique characteristic of a dead life is that it is a life of which the Other makes himself the guardian. . . . To be dead is to be a prey for the living. This means therefore that the one who tries to grasp the meaning of his future death must discover himself as the future prey of others. We have here therefore a case of alienation.20


It remains at this point only to say a few words about Heidegger’s and Sartre’s respective theories of salvation. Although Heidegger is trying to save us from the terror of death and Sartre from the terror of perpetual division and self-transcendence, the technique they recommend is essentially the same. Sartre will have us will or freely assume perpetual self-transcendence and division, whereas Heidegger will have us will or freely assume death. Sartre says it is impossible for us to escape the ambiguity of our being, but it is possible for us to will that ambiguity. Heidegger says it is impossible for us to escape death, but it is possible for us to will death. Neither Heidegger nor Sartre is willing to blink the fact that man is finite; but both hope somehow to conquer or master this finitude by assuming it. Heidegger says that by contemplating our death as our unique personal possibility we become a totality—a finite totality, to be sure, but still a totality. Sartre claims that by assuming our freedom we do finally coincide with ourselves—but, of course, the self with which we coincide is still the finite self.

Both theories are addressed to men who can no longer accept traditional representations of the human situation and who have lost faith in traditional answers to the perennial human problems. Both theories reveal a kind of honesty and courage on the part of the authors which cannot but command respect. The man whom contemporary life has reduced to despair will appreciate their sublimity and will receive them as monuments to the heroism of the human spirit. But may the hand of fate spare us from a despair so deep that we cannot dispense with them.
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THE ART OF WORLDLY WISDOM, Baltasar Gracian. “Think with the few and speak with the many,” “Friends are a second existence,” and “Be able to forget” are among this 1637 volume’s 300 pithy maxims. A perfect source of mental and spiritual refreshment, it can be opened at random and appreciated either in brief or at length. 128pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-44034-6

 


JOHNSON’S DICTIONARY: A Modern Selection, Samuel Johnson (E. L. McAdam and George Milne, eds.). This modern version reduces the original 1755 edition’s 2,300 pages of definitions and literary examples to a more manageable length, retaining the verbal pleasure and historical curiosity of the original. 480pp. [image: e9780486119281_i0003.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-44089-3

 


ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN, Mark Twain, Illustrated by E. W. Kemble. A work of eternal richness and complexity, a source of ongoing critical debate, and a literary landmark, Twain’s 1885 masterpiece about a barefoot boy’s journey of self-discovery has enthralled readers around the world. This handsome clothbound reproduction of the first edition features all 174 of the original black-and-white illustrations. 368pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-44322-1

 


STICKLEY CRAFTSMAN FURNITURE CATALOGS, Gustav Stickley and L. & J. G. Stickley. Beautiful, functional furniture in two authentic catalogs from 1910. 594 illustrations, including 277 photos, show settles, rockers, armchairs, reclining chairs, bookcases, desks, tables. 183pp. 6½ x 9¼.

0-486-23838-5

 


AMERICAN LOCOMOTIVES IN HISTORIC PHOTOGRAPHS: 1858 to 1949, Ron Ziel (ed.). A rare collection of 126 meticulously detailed official photographs, called “builder portraits,” of American locomotives that majestically chronicle the rise of steam locomotive power in America. Introduction. Detailed captions. xi+ 129pp. 9 x 12.

0-486-27393-8

 


AMERICA’S LIGHTHOUSES: An Illustrated History, Francis Ross Holland, Jr. Delightfully written, profusely illustrated fact-filled survey of over 200 American lighthouses since 1716. History, anecdotes, technological advances, more. 240pp. 8 x 10¾.

0-486-25576-X

 


TOWARDS A NEW ARCHITECTURE, Le Corbusier. Pioneering manifesto by founder of “International School.” Technical and aesthetic theories, views of industry, economics, relation of form to function, “mass-production split” and much more. Profusely illustrated. 320pp. 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 9¼. (Available in U.S. only.)

0-486-25023-7

 


HOW THE OTHER HALF LIVES, Jacob Riis. Famous journalistic record, exposing poverty and degradation of New York slums around 1900, by major social reformer. 100 striking and influential photographs. 233pp. 10 x 7[image: e9780486119281_img_8542.gif].

0-486-22012-5

 


FRUIT KEY AND TWIG KEY TO TREES AND SHRUBS, William M. Harlow. One of the handiest and most widely used identification aids. Fruit key covers 120 deciduous and evergreen species; twig key 160 deciduous species. Easily used. Over 300 photographs. 126pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-20511-8

 


COMMON BIRD SONGS, Dr. Donald J. Borror. Songs of 60 most common U.S. birds: robins, sparrows, cardinals, bluejays, finches, more–arranged in order of increasing complexity. Up to 9 variations of songs of each species.

Cassette and manual 0-486-99911-4

 


ORCHIDS AS HOUSE PLANTS, Rebecca Tyson Northen. Grow cattleyas and many other kinds of orchids–in a window, in a case, or under artificial light. 63 illustrations. 148pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-23261-1

 


MONSTER MAZES, Dave Phillips. Masterful mazes at four levels of difficulty. Avoid deadly perils and evil creatures to find magical treasures. Solutions for all 32 exciting illustrated puzzles. 48pp. 8¼ x 11.

0-486-26005-4

 


MOZART’S DON GIOVANNI (DOVER OPERA LIBRETTO SERIES), Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Introduced and translated by Ellen H. Bleiler. Standard Italian libretto, with complete English translation. Convenient and thoroughly portable–an ideal companion for reading along with a recording or the performance itself. Introduction. List of characters. Plot summary. 121pp. 5¼ x 8½.

0-486-24944-1

 


FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT’S DANA HOUSE, Donald Hoffmann. Pictorial essay of residential masterpiece with over 160 interior and exterior photos, plans, elevations, sketches and studies. 128pp. 9¼ x 10¾.

0-486-29120-0

 


THE CLARINET AND CLARINET PLAYING, David Pino. Lively, comprehensive work features suggestions about technique, musicianship, and musical interpretation, as well as guidelines for teaching, making your own reeds, and preparing for public performance. Includes an intriguing look at clarinet history. “A godsend,” The Clarinet, Journal of the International Clarinet Society. Appendixes. 7 illus. 320pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-40270-3

 


HOLLYWOOD GLAMOR PORTRAITS, John Kobal (ed.). 145 photos from 1926-49. Harlow, Gable, Bogart, Bacall; 94 stars in all. Full background on photographers, technical aspects. 160pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 11¼.

0-486-23352-9

 


THE RAVEN AND OTHER FAVORITE POEMS, Edgar Allan Poe. Over 40 of the author’s most memorable poems: “The Bells,” “Ulalume,” “Israfel,” “To Helen,” “The Conqueror Worm,” “Eldorado,” “Annabel Lee,” many more. Alphabetic lists of titles and first lines. 64pp. [image: e9780486119281_i0004.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-26685-0

 


PERSONAL MEMOIRS OF U. S. GRANT, Ulysses Simpson Grant. Intelligent, deeply moving firsthand account of Civil War campaigns, considered by many the finest military memoirs ever written. Includes letters, historic photographs, maps and more. 528pp. 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 9¼.

0-486-28587-1

 


POE ILLUSTRATED: Art by Doré, Dulac, Rackham and Others, selected and edited by Jeff A. Menges. More than 100 compelling illustrations, in brilliant color and crisp black-and-white, include scenes from “The Raven,” “The Pit and the Pendulum,” “The Gold-Bug,” and other stories and poems. 96pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 11.

0-486-45746-X

 


RUSSIAN STORIES/RUSSKIE RASSKAZY: A Dual-Language Book, edited by Gleb Struve. Twelve tales by such masters as Chekhov, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Pushkin, others. Excellent word-for-word English translations on facing pages, plus teaching and study aids, Russian/English vocabulary, biographical/critical introductions, more. 416pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-26244-8

 


PHILADELPHIA THEN AND NOW: 60 Sites Photographed in the Past and Present, Kenneth Finkel and Susan Oyama. Rare photographs of City Hall, Logan Square, Independence Hall, Betsy Ross House, other landmarks juxtaposed with contemporary views. Captures changing face of historic city. Introduction. Captions. 128pp. 8¼ x 11.

0-486-25790-8

 


NORTH AMERICAN INDIAN LIFE: Customs and Traditions of 23 Tribes, Elsie Clews Parsons (ed.). 27 fictionalized essays by noted anthropologists examine religion, customs, government, additional facets of life among the Winnebago, Crow, Zuni, Eskimo, other tribes. 480pp. 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 9¼.

0-486-27377-6

 


TECHNICAL MANUAL AND DICTIONARY OF CLASSICAL BALLET, Gail Grant. Defines, explains, comments on steps, movements, poses and concepts. 15-page pictorial section. Basic book for student, viewer. 127pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-21843-0

 


THE MALE AND FEMALE FIGURE IN MOTION: 60 Classic Photographic Sequences, Eadweard Muybridge. 60 true-action photographs of men and women walking, running, climbing, bending, turning, etc., reproduced from a rare 19th-century masterpiece. vi + 121pp. 9 x 12.

0-486-24745-7

 


ANIMALS: 1,419 Copyright-Free Illustrations of Mammals, Birds, Fish, Insects, etc., Jim Harter (ed.). Clear wood engravings present, in extremely lifelike poses, over 1,000 species of animals. One of the most extensive pictorial sourcebooks of its kind. Captions. Index. 284pp. 9 x 12.

0-486-23766-4

 


1001 QUESTIONS ANSWERED ABOUT THE SEASHORE, N. J. Berrill and Jacquelyn Berrill. Queries answered about dolphins, sea snails, sponges, starfish, fishes, shore birds, many others. Covers appearance, breeding, growth, feeding, much more. 305pp. 5¼ x 8¼.

0-486-23366-9

 


ATTRACTING BIRDS TO YOUR YARD, William J. Weber. Easy-to-follow guide offers advice on how to attract the greatest diversity of birds: birdhouses, feeders, water and waterers, much more. 96pp. [image: e9780486119281_i0005.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-28927-3

 


MEDICINAL AND OTHER USES OF NORTH AMERICAN PLANTS: A Historical Survey with Special Reference to the Eastern Indian Tribes, Charlotte Erichsen-Brown. Chronological historical citations document 500 years of usage of plants, trees, shrubs native to eastern Canada, northeastern U.S. Also complete identifying information. 343 illustrations. 544pp. 6½ x 9¼.

0-486-25951-X

 


STORYBOOK MAZES, Dave Phillips. 23 stories and mazes on two-page spreads: Wizard of Oz, Treasure Island, Robin Hood, etc. Solutions. 64pp. 8¼ x 11.

0-486-23628-5

 


AMERICAN NEGRO SONGS: 230 Folk Songs and Spirituals, Religious and Secular, John W. Work. This authoritative study traces the African influences of songs sung and played by black Americans at work, in church, and as entertainment. The author discusses the lyric significance of such songs as “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” “John Henry,” and others and offers the words and music for 230 songs. Bibliography. Index of Song Titles. 272pp. 6½ x 9¼.

0-486-40271-1

 


MOVIE-STAR PORTRAITS OF THE FORTIES, John Kobal (ed.). 163 glamor, studio photos of 106 stars of the 1940s: Rita Hayworth, Ava Gardner, Marlon Brando, Clark Gable, many more. 176pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 11[image: e9780486119281_img_8531.gif].

0-486-23546-7

 


YEKL and THE IMPORTED BRIDEGROOM AND OTHER STORIES OF YIDDISH NEW YORK, Abraham Cahan. Film Hester Street based on Yekl (1896). Novel, other stories among first about Jewish immigrants on N.Y.’s East Side. 240pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-22427-9

 


SELECTED POEMS, Walt Whitman. Generous sampling from Leaves of Grass. Twenty-four poems include “I Hear America Singing,” “Song of the Open Road,” “I Sing the Body Electric,” “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d,” “O Captain! My Captain!”–all reprinted from an authoritative edition. Lists of titles and first lines. 128pp. [image: e9780486119281_i0006.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-26878-0

 


SONGS OF EXPERIENCE: Facsimile Reproduction with 26 Plates in Full Color, William Blake. 26 full-color plates from a rare 1826 edition. Includes “The Tyger,” “London,” “Holy Thursday,” and other poems. Printed text of poems. 48pp. 5¼ x 7.

0-486-24636-1

 


THE BEST TALES OF HOFFMANN, E. T. A. Hoffmann. 10 of Hoffmann’s most important stories: “Nutcracker and the King of Mice,” “The Golden Flowerpot,” etc. 458pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-21793-0

 


THE BOOK OF TEA, Kakuzo Okakura. Minor classic of the Orient: entertaining, charming explanation, interpretation of traditional Japanese culture in terms of tea ceremony. 94pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-20070-1

 


FRENCH STORIES/CONTES FRANÇAIS: A Dual-Language Book, Wallace Fowlie. Ten stories by French masters, Voltaire to Camus: “Micromegas” by Voltaire; “The Atheist’s Mass” by Balzac; “Minuet” by de Maupassant; “The Guest” by Camus, six more. Excellent English translations on facing pages. Also French-English vocabulary list, exercises, more. 352pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-26443-2

 


CHICAGO AT THE TURN OF THE CENTURY IN PHOTOGRAPHS: 122 Historic Views from the Collections of the Chicago Historical Society, Larry A. Viskochil. Rare large-format prints offer detailed views of City Hall, State Street, the Loop, Hull House, Union Station, many other landmarks, circa 1904-1913. Introduction. Captions. Maps. 144pp. 9[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 12¼.

0-486-24656-6

 


OLD BROOKLYN IN EARLY PHOTOGRAPHS, 1865–1929, William Lee Younger. Luna Park, Gravesend race track, construction of Grand Army Plaza, moving of Hotel Brighton, etc. 157 previously unpublished photographs. 165pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8542.gif] x 11¾.

0-486-23587-4

 


THE MYTHS OF THE NORTH AMERICAN INDIANS, Lewis Spence. Rich anthology of the myths and legends of the Algonquins, Iroquois, Pawnees and Sioux, prefaced by an extensive historical and ethnological commentary. 36 illustrations. 480pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-25967-6

 


AN ENCYCLOPEDIA OF BATTLES: Accounts of Over 1,560 Battles from 1479 B.C. to the Present, David Eggenberger. Essential details of every major battle in recorded history from the first battle of Megiddo in 1479 B.C. to Grenada in 1984. List of Battle Maps. New Appendix covering the years 1967–1984. Index. 99 illustrations. 544pp. 6½ × 9¼.

0-486-24913-1

 


SAILING ALONE AROUND THE WORLD, Captain Joshua Slocum. First man to sail around the world, alone, in small boat. One of the great feats of seamanship told in delightful manner. 67 illustrations. 294pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-20326-3

 


ANARCHISM AND OTHER ESSAYS, Emma Goldman. Powerful, penetrating, prophetic essays on direct action, role of minorities, prison reform, puritan hypocrisy, violence, etc. 271pp. 5% x 8½.

0-486-22484-8

 


MYTHS OF THE HINDUS AND BUDDHISTS, Ananda K. Coomaraswamy and Sister Nivedita. Great stories of the epics; deeds of Krishna, Shiva, taken from puranas, Vedas, folk tales; etc. 32 illustrations. 400pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-21759-0

 


MY BONDAGE AND MY FREEDOM, Frederick Douglass. Born a slave, Douglass became outspoken force in antislavery movement. The best of Douglass’ autobiographies. Graphic description of slave life. 464pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-22457-0

 


FOLLOWING THE EQUATOR: A Journey Around the World, Mark Twain. Fascinating humorous account of 1897 voyage to Hawaii, Australia, India, New Zealand, etc. Ironic, bemused reports on peoples, customs, climate, flora and fauna, politics, much more. 197 illustrations. 720pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-26113-1

 


GREAT SPEECHES BY AMERICAN WOMEN, edited by James Daley. Here are 21 legendary speeches from the country’s most inspirational female voices, including Sojourner Truth, Susan B. Anthony, Eleanor Roosevelt, Hillary Rodham Clinton, Nancy Pelosi, and many others. 192pp. [image: e9780486119281_i0007.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-46141-6

 


THE MYTHS OF GREECE AND ROME, H. A. Guerber. A classic of mythology, generously illustrated, long prized for its simple, graphic, accurate retelling of the principal myths of Greece and Rome, and for its commentary on their origins and significance. With 64 illustrations by Michelangelo, Raphael, Titian, Rubens Canova, Bernini and others. 480pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-27584-1

 


PSYCHOLOGY OF MUSIC, Carl E. Seashore. Classic work discusses music as a medium from psychological viewpoint. Clear treatment of physical acoustics, auditory apparatus, sound perception, development of musical skills, nature of musical feeling, host of other topics. 88 figures. 408pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-21851-1

 


LIFE IN ANCIENT EGYPT, Adolf Erman. Fullest, most thorough, detailed older account with much not in more recent books, domestic life, religion, magic, medicine, commerce, much more. Many illustrations reproduce tomb paintings, carvings, hieroglyphs, etc. 597pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-22632-8

 


SUNDIALS, Their Theory and Construction, Albert Waugh. Far and away the best, most thorough coverage of ideas, mathematics concerned, types, construction, adjusting anywhere. Simple, nontechnical treatment allows even children to build several of these dials. Over 100 illustrations. 230pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-22947-5

 


GREAT SPEECHES BY AFRICAN AMERICANS: Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Barack Obama, and Others, edited by James Daley. Tracing the struggle for freedom and civil rights across two centuries, this anthology comprises speeches by Martin Luther King, Jr., Marcus Garvey, Malcolm X, Barack Obama, and many other influential figures. 160pp. [image: e9780486119281_i0008.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-44761-8

 


OLD-TIME VIGNETTES IN FULL COLOR, Carol Belanger Grafton (ed.). Over 390 charming, often sentimental illustrations, selected from archives of Victorian graphics–pretty women posing, children playing, food, flowers, kittens and puppies, smiling cherubs, birds and butterflies, much more. All copyright-free. 48pp. 9¼ x 12¼.

0-486-27269-9

 


PERSPECTIVE FOR ARTISTS, Rex Vicat Cole. Depth, perspective of sky and sea, shadows, much more, not usually covered. 391 diagrams, 81 reproductions of drawings and paintings. 279pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-22487-2

 


DRAWING THE LIVING FIGURE, Joseph Sheppard. Innovative approach to artistic anatomy focuses on specifics of surface anatomy, rather than muscles and bones. Over 170 drawings of live models in front, back and side views, and in widely varying poses. Accompanying diagrams. 177 illustrations. Introduction. Index. 144pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] × 11¼.

0-486-26723-7

 


GOTHIC AND OLD ENGLISH ALPHABETS: 100 Complete Fonts, Dan X. Solo. Add power, elegance to posters, signs, other graphics with 100 stunning copyright-free alphabets: Blackstone, Dolbey, Germania, 97 more–including many lower-case, numerals, punctuation marks. 104pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 11.

0-486-24695-7

 


THE BOOK OF WOOD CARVING, Charles Marshall Sayers. Finest book for beginners discusses fundamentals and offers 34 designs. “Absolutely first rate . . . well thought out and well executed.”–E.J. Tangerman. 118pp. 7¾ x 10[image: e9780486119281_img_8541.gif].

0-486-23654-4

 


ILLUSTRATED CATALOG OF CIVIL WAR MILITARY GOODS: Union Army Weapons, Insignia, Uniform Accessories, and Other Equipment, Schuyler, Hartley, and Graham. Rare, profusely illustrated 1846 catalog includes Union Army uniform and dress regulations, arms and ammunition, coats, insignia, flags, swords, rifles, etc. 226 illustrations. 160pp. 9 × 12.

0-486-24939-5

 


WOMEN’S FASHIONS OF THE EARLY 1900s: An Unabridged Republication of “New York Fashions, 1909,” National Cloak & Suit Co. Rare catalog of mail-order fashions documents women’s and children’s clothing styles shortly after the turn of the century. Captions offer full descriptions, prices. Invaluable resource for fashion, costume historians. Approximately 725 illustrations. 128pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 11¼.

0-486-27276-1

 


HOW TO DO BEADWORK, Mary White. Fundamental book on craft from simple projects to five-bead chains and woven works. 106 illustrations. 142pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8.

0-486-20697-1

 


THE 1912 AND 1915 GUSTAV STICKLEY FURNITURE CATALOGS, Gustav Stickley. With over 200 detailed illustrations and descriptions, these two catalogs are essential reading and reference materials and identification guides for Stickley furniture. Captions cite materials, dimensions and prices. 112pp. 6½ x 9¼.

0-486-26676-1

 


SIX GREAT DIALOGUES: Apology, Crito, Phaedo, Phaedrus, Symposium, The Republic, Plato, translated by Benjamin Jowett. Plato’s Dialogues rank among Western civilization’s most important and influential philosophical works. These 6 selections of his major works explore a broad range of enduringly relevant issues. Authoritative Jowett translations. 480pp. [image: e9780486119281_i0009.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-45465-7

 


DEMONOLATRY: An Account of the Historical Practice of Witchcraft, Nicolas Remy, edited with an Introduction and Notes by Montague Summers, translated by E. A. Ashwin. This extremely influential 1595 study was frequently cited at witchcraft trials. In addition to lurid details of satanic pacts and sexual perversity, it presents the particulars of numerous court cases. 240pp. 6½ x 9¼.

0-486-46137-8

 


VICTORIAN FASHIONS AND COSTUMES FROM HARPER’S BAZAAR, 1867–1898, Stella Blum (ed.). Day costumes, evening wear, sports clothes, shoes, hats, other accessories in over 1,000 detailed engravings. 320pp. 9[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 12¼.

0-486-22990-4

 


THE LONG ISLAND RAIL ROAD IN EARLY PHOTOGRAPHS, Ron Ziel. Over 220 rare photos, informative text document origin (1844) and development of rail service on Long Island. Vintage views of early trains, locomotives, stations, passengers, crews, much more. Captions. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8542.gif] x 11¾.

0-486-26301-0

 


VOYAGE OF THE LIBERDADE, Joshua Slocum. Great 19th-century mariner’s thrilling, first-hand account of the wreck of his ship off South America, the 35-foot boat he built from the wreckage, and its remarkable voyage home. 128pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-40022-0

 


TEN BOOKS ON ARCHITECTURE, Vitruvius. The most important book ever written on architecture. Early Roman aesthetics, technology, classical orders, site selection, all other aspects. Morgan translation. 331pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-20645-9

 


THE HUMAN FIGURE IN MOTION, Eadweard Muybridge. More than 4,500 stopped-action photos, in action series, showing undraped men, women, children jumping, lying down, throwing, sitting, wrestling, carrying, etc. 390pp. 7[image: e9780486119281_img_8542.gif] x 10[image: e9780486119281_img_8541.gif].

0-486-20204-6 Clothbd.

 


TREES OF THE EASTERN AND CENTRAL UNITED STATES AND CANADA, William M. Harlow. Best one-volume guide to 140 trees. Full descriptions, woodlore, range, etc. Over 600 illustrations. Handy size. 288pp. 4½ x 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif].

0-486-20395-6

 


MY FIRST BOOK OF TCHAIKOVSKY: Favorite Pieces in Easy Piano Arrangements, edited by David Dutkanicz. These special arrangements of favorite Tchaikovsky themes are ideal for beginner pianists, child or adult. Contents include themes from “The Nutcracker,” “March Slav,” Symphonies Nos. 5 and 6, “Swan Lake,” “Sleeping Beauty,” and more. 48pp. 8¼ x 11.

0-486-46416-4

 


BIG BOOK OF MAZES AND LABYRINTHS, Walter Shepherd. 50 mazes and labyrinths in all–classical, solid, ripple, and more–in one great volume. Perfect inexpensive puzzler for clever youngsters. Full solutions. 112pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 11.

0-486-22951-3

 


PIANO TUNING, J. Cree Fischer. Clearest, best book for beginner, amateur. Simple repairs, raising dropped notes, tuning by easy method of flattened fifths. No previous skills needed. 4 illustrations. 201pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-23267-0

 


HINTS TO SINGERS, Lillian Nordica. Selecting the right teacher, developing confidence, overcoming stage fright, and many other important skills receive thoughtful discussion in this indispensible guide, written by a world-famous diva of four decades’ experience. 96pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-40094-8

 


THE COMPLETE NONSENSE OF EDWARD LEAR, Edward Lear. All nonsense limericks, zany alphabets, Owl and Pussycat, songs, nonsense botany, etc., illustrated by Lear. Total of 320pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½. (Available in U.S. only.)

0-486-20167-8

 


VICTORIAN PARLOUR POETRY: An Annotated Anthology, Michael R. Turner. 117 gems by Longfellow, Tennyson, Browning, many lesser-known poets. “The Village Blacksmith,” “Curfew Must Not Ring Tonight,” “Only a Baby Small,” dozens more, often difficult to find elsewhere. Index of poets, titles, first lines. xxiii + 325pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8¼.

0-486-27044-0

 


DUBLINERS, James Joyce. Fifteen stories offer vivid, tightly focused observations of the lives of Dublin’s poorer classes. At least one, “The Dead,” is considered a masterpiece. Reprinted complete and unabridged from standard edition. 160pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_i0010.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-26870-5

 


THE LITTLE RED SCHOOLHOUSE, Eric Sloane. Harkening back to a time when the three Rs stood for reading, ’riting, and religion, Sloane’s sketchbook explores the history of early American schools. Includes marvelous illustrations of one-room New England schoolhouses, desks, and benches. 48pp. 8¼ x 11.

0-486-45604-8

 


THE BOOK OF THE SACRED MAGIC OF ABRAMELIN THE MAGE, translated by S. MacGregor Mathers. Medieval manuscript of ceremonial magic. Basic document in Aleister Crowley, Golden Dawn groups. 268pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-23211-5

 


THE BATTLES THAT CHANGED HISTORY, Fletcher Pratt. Eminent historian profiles 16 crucial conflicts, ancient to modern, that changed the course of civilization. 352pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-41129-X

 


NEW RUSSIAN ENGLISH AND ENGLISH-RUSSIAN DICTIONARY, M. A. O’Brien. This is a remarkably handy Russian dictionary, containing a surprising amount of information, including over 70,000 entries. 366pp. 4½ x 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif].

0-486-20208-9

 


NEW YORK IN THE FORTIES, Andreas Feininger. 162 brilliant photographs by the well-known photographer, formerly with Life magazine. Commuters, shoppers, Times Square at night, much else from city at its peak. Captions by John von Hartz. 181pp. 9¼ x 10¾.

0-486-23585-8

 


INDIAN SIGN LANGUAGE, William Tomkins. Over 525 signs developed by Sioux and other tribes. Written instructions and diagrams. Also 290 pictographs. 111pp. 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 9¼.

0-486-22029-X

 


ANATOMY: A Complete Guide for Artists, Joseph Sheppard. A master of figure drawing shows artists how to render human anatomy convincingly. Over 460 illustrations. 224pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 11¼.

0-486-27279-6

 


MEDIEVAL CALLIGRAPHY: Its History and Technique, Marc Drogin. Spirited history, comprehensive instruction manual covers 13 styles (ca. 4th century through 15th). Excellent photographs; directions for duplicating medieval techniques with modern tools. 224pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 11¼.

0-486-26142-5

 


DRIED FLOWERS: How to Prepare Them, Sarah Whitlock and Martha Rankin. Complete instructions on how to use silica gel, meal and borax, perlite aggregate, sand and borax, glycerine and water to create attractive permanent flower arrangements. 12 illustrations. 32pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-21802-3

 


EASY-TO-MAKE BIRD FEEDERS FOR WOODWORKERS, Scott D. Campbell. Detailed, simple-to-use guide for designing, constructing, caring for and using feeders. Text, illustrations for 12 classic and contemporary designs. 96pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-25847-5

 


THE COMPLETE BOOK OF BIRDHOUSE CONSTRUCTION FOR WOODWORKERS, Scott D. Campbell. Detailed instructions, illustrations, tables. Also data on bird habitat and instinct patterns. Bibliography. 3 tables. 63 illustrations in 15 figures. 48pp. 5¼ x 8½.

0-486-24407-5

 


SCOTTISH WONDER TALES FROM MYTH AND LEGEND, Donald A. Mackenzie. 16 lively tales tell of giants rumbling down mountainsides, of a magic wand that turns stone pillars into warriors, of gods and goddesses, evil hags, powerful forces and more. 240pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-29677-6

 


THE HISTORY OF UNDERCLOTHES, C. Willett Cunnington and Phyllis Cunnington. Fascinating, well-documented survey covering six centuries of English undergarments, enhanced with over 100 illustrations: 12th-century laced-up bodice, footed long drawers (1795), 19th-century bustles, 19th-century corsets for men, Victorian “bust improvers,” much more. 272pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8541.gif] x 8¼.

0-486-27124-2

 


FIRST FRENCH READER: A Beginner’s Dual-Language Book, edited and translated by Stanley Appelbaum. This anthology introduces fifty legendary writers-Voltaire, Balzac, Baudelaire, Proust, more–through passages from The Red and the Black, Les Misérables, Madame Bovary, and other classics. Original French text plus English translation on facing pages. 240pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-46178-5

 


WILBUR AND ORVILLE: A Biography of the Wright Brothers, Fred Howard. Definitive, crisply written study tells the full story of the brothers’ lives and work. A vividly written biography, unparalleled in scope and color, that also captures the spirit of an extraordinary era. 560pp. 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 9¼.

0-486-40297-5

 


THE ARTS OF THE SAILOR: Knotting, Splicing and Ropework, Hervey Garrett Smith. Indispensable shipboard reference covers tools, basic knots and useful hitches; handsewing and canvas work, more. Over 100 illustrations. Delightful reading for sea lovers. 256pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-26440-8

 


FRANK LLOYD WRIGHT’S FALLINGWATER: The House and Its History, Second, Revised Edition, Donald Hoffmann. A total revision–both in text and illustrations–of the standard document on Fallingwater, the boldest, most personal architectural statement of Wright’s mature years, updated with valuable new material from the recently opened Frank Lloyd Wright Archives. “Fascinating”–The New York Times. 116 illustrations. 128pp. 9¼ x 10¾.

0-486-274430-6

 


PHOTOGRAPHIC SKETCHBOOK OF THE CIVIL WAR, Alexander Gardner. 100 photos taken on field during the Civil War. Famous shots of Manassas Harper’s Ferry, Lincoln, Richmond, slave pens, etc. 244pp. 10[image: e9780486119281_img_8541.gif] x 8¼.

0-486-22731-6

 


FIVE ACRES AND INDEPENDENCE, Maurice G. Kains. Great back-to-the-land classic explains basics of self-sufficient farming. The one book to get. 95 illustrations. 397pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-20974-1

 


A MODERN HERBAL, Margaret Grieve. Much the fullest, most exact, most useful compilation of herbal material. Gigantic alphabetical encyclopedia, from aconite to zedoary, gives botanical information, medical properties, folklore, economic uses, much else. Indispensable to serious reader. 161 illustrations. 888pp. 6½ x 9¼. 2-vol. set. (Available in U.S. only.)

Vol. I: 0-486-22798-7 Vol. II: 0-486-22799-5

 


HIDDEN TREASURE MAZE BOOK, Dave Phillips. Solve 34 challenging mazes accompanied by heroic tales of adventure. Evil dragons, people-eating plants, bloodthirsty giants, many more dangerous adversaries lurk at every twist and turn. 34 mazes, stories, solutions. 48pp. 8¼ x 11.

0-486-24566-7

 


LETTERS OF W. A. MOZART, Wolfgang A. Mozart. Remarkable letters show bawdy wit, humor, imagination, musical insights, contemporary musical world; includes some letters from Leopold Mozart. 276pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-22859-2

 


BASIC PRINCIPLES OF CLASSICAL BALLET, Agrippina Vaganova. Great Russian theoretician, teacher explains methods for teaching classical ballet. 118 illustrations. 175pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-22036-2

 


THE JUMPING FROG, Mark Twain. Revenge edition. The original story of The Celebrated Jumping Frog of Calaveras County, a hapless French translation, and Twain’s hilarious “retranslation” from the French. 12 illustrations. 66pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-22686-7

 


BEST REMEMBERED POEMS, Martin Gardner (ed.). The 126 poems in this superb collection of l9th- and 20th-century British and American verse range from Shelley’s “To a Skylark” to the impassioned “Renascence” of Edna St. Vincent Millay and to Edward Lear’s whimsical “The Owl and the Pussycat.” 224pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-27165-X

 


COMPLETE SONNETS, William Shakespeare. Over 150 exquisite poems deal with love, friendship, the tyranny of time, beauty’s evanescence, death and other themes in language of remarkable power, precision and beauty. Glossary of archaic terms. 80pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_i0011.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-26686-9

 


HISTORIC HOMES OF THE AMERICAN PRESIDENTS, Second, Revised Edition, Irvin Haas. A traveler’s guide to American Presidential homes, most open to the public, depicting and describing homes occupied by every American President from George Washington to George Bush. With visiting hours, admission charges, travel routes. 175 photographs. Index. 160pp. 8¼ x 11.

0-486-26751-2

 


THE WIT AND HUMOR OF OSCAR WILDE, Alvin Redman (ed.). More than 1,000 ripostes, paradoxes, wisecracks: Work is the curse of the drinking classes; I can resist everything except temptation; etc. 258pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-20602-5

 


SHAKESPEARE LEXICON AND QUOTATION DICTIONARY, Alexander Schmidt. Full definitions, locations, shades of meaning in every word in plays and poems. More than 50,000 exact quotations. 1,485pp. 6½ x 9¼. 2-vol. set.

Vol. 1: 0-486-22726-X Vol. 2: 0-486-22727-8

 


SELECTED POEMS, Emily Dickinson. Over 100 best-known, best-loved poems by one of America’s foremost poets, reprinted from authoritative early editions. No comparable edition at this price. Index of first lines. 64pp. [image: e9780486119281_i0012.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-26466-1

 


THE INSIDIOUS DR. FU-MANCHU, Sax Rohmer. The first of the popular mystery series introduces a pair of English detectives to their archnemesis, the diabolical Dr. Fu-Manchu. Flavorful atmosphere, fast-paced action, and colorful characters enliven this classic of the genre. 208pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_i0013.jpg] x 8¼.

0-486-29898-1

 


THE MALLEUS MALEFICARUM OF KRAMER AND SPRENGER, translated by Montague Summers. Full text of most important witchhunter’s “bible,” used by both Catholics and Protestants. 278pp. 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8541.gif] x 10.

0-486-22802-9

 


SPANISH STORIES/CUENTOS ESPANOLES: A Dual-Language Book, Angel Flores (ed.). Unique format offers 13 great stories in Spanish by Cervantes, Borges, others. Faithful English translations on facing pages. 352pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-25399-6

 


GARDEN CITY, LONG ISLAND, IN EARLY PHOTOGRAPHS, 1869-1919, Mildred H. Smith. Handsome treasury of 118 vintage pictures, accompanied by carefully researched captions, document the Garden City Hotel fire (1899), the Vanderbilt Cup Race (1908), the first airmail flight departing from the Nassau Boulevard Aerodrome (1911), and much more. 96pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8542.gif] x 11¾.

0-486-40669-5

 


OLD QUEENS, N.Y., IN EARLY PHOTOGRAPHS, Vincent F. Seyfried and William Asadorian. Over 160 rare photographs of Maspeth, Jamaica, Jackson Heights, and other areas. Vintage views of DeWitt Clinton mansion, 1939 World’s Fair and more. Captions. 192pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8542.gif] x 11.

0-486-26358-4

 


CAPTURED BY THE INDIANS: 15 Firsthand Accounts, 1750-1870, Frederick Drimmer. Astounding true historical accounts of grisly torture, bloody conflicts, relentless pursuits, miraculous escapes and more, by people who lived to tell the tale. 384pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-24901-8

 


THE WORLD’S GREAT SPEECHES (Fourth Enlarged Edition), Lewis Copeland, Lawrence W. Lamm, and Stephen J. McKenna. Nearly 300 speeches provide public speakers with a wealth of updated quotes and inspiration–from Pericles’ funeral oration and William Jennings Bryan’s “Cross of Gold Speech” to Malcolm X’s powerful words on the Black Revolution and Earl of Spenser’s tribute to his sister, Diana, Princess of Wales. 944pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif].

0-486-40903-1

 


THE BOOK OF THE SWORD, Sir Richard F. Burton. Great Victorian scholar/adventurer’s eloquent, erudite history of the “queen of weapons”–from prehistory to early Roman Empire. Evolution and development of early swords, variations (sabre, broadsword, cutlass, scimitar, etc.), much more. 336pp. 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 9¼.

0-486-25434-8

 


AUTOBIOGRAPHY: The Story of My Experiments with Truth, Mohandas K. Gandhi. Boyhood, legal studies, purification, the growth of the Satyagraha (nonviolent protest) movement. Critical, inspiring work of the man responsible for the freedom of India. 480pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½. (Available in U.S. only.)

0-486-24593-4

 


CELTIC MYTHS AND LEGENDS, T. W. Rolleston. Masterful retelling of Irish and Welsh stories and tales. Cuchulain, King Arthur, Deirdre, the Grail, many more. First paperback edition. 58 full-page illustrations 512pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-26507-2

 


THE PRINCIPLES OF PSYCHOLOGY, William James. Famous long course complete, unabridged. Stream of thought, time perception, memory, experimental methods; great work decades ahead of its time. 94 figures. 1,391pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½. 2-vol. set.

Vol. I: 0-486-20381-6 Vol. II: 0-486-20382-4

 


THE WORLD AS WILL AND REPRESENTATION, Arthur Schopenhauer. Definitive English translation of Schopenhauer’s life work, correcting more than 1,000 errors, omissions in earlier translations. Translated by E. F. J. Payne. Total of 1,269pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½. 2-vol. set.

Vol. 1: 0-486-21761-2 Vol. 2: 0-486-21762-0

 


MAGIC AND MYSTERY IN TIBET, Madame Alexandra David-Neel. Experiences among lamas, magicians, sages, sorcerers, Bonpa wizards. A true psychic discovery. 32 illustrations. 321pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½. (Available in U.S. only.)

0-486-22682-4

 


THE EGYPTIAN BOOK OF THE DEAD, E. A. Wallis Budge. Complete reproduction of Ani’s papyrus, finest ever found. Full hieroglyphic text, interlinear transliteration, word-for-word translation, smooth translation. 533pp. 6½ x 9¼.

0-486-21866-X

 


HISTORIC COSTUME IN PICTURES, Braun & Schneider. Over 1,450 costumed figures in clearly detailed engravings–from dawn of civilization to end of 19th century. Captions. Many folk costumes. 256pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 11¾.

0-486-23150-X

 


MATHEMATICS FOR THE NONMATHEMATICIAN, Morris Kline. Detailed, college-level treatment of mathematics in cultural and historical context, with numerous exercises. Recommended Reading Lists. Tables. Numerous figures. 641pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-24823-2

 


PROBABILISTIC METHODS IN THE THEORY OF STRUCTURES, Isaac Elishakoff. Well-written introduction covers the elements of the theory of probability from two or more random variables, the reliability of such multivariable structures, the theory of random function, Monte Carlo methods of treating problems incapable of exact solution, and more. Examples. 502pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-40691-1

 


THE RIME OF THE ANCIENT MARINER, Gustave Doré, S. T. Coleridge. Doré’s finest work; 34 plates capture moods, subtleties of poem. Flawless full-size reproductions printed on facing pages with authoritative text of poem. “Beautiful. Simply beautiful.”–Publisher’s Weekly. 77pp. 9¼ x 12.

0-486-22305-1

 


SCULPTURE: Principles and Practice, Louis Slobodkin. Step-by-step approach to clay, plaster, metals, stone; classical and modern. 253 drawings, photos. 255pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 11.

0-486-22960-2

 


THE INFLUENCE OF SEA POWER UPON HISTORY, 1660-1783, A. T. Mahan. Influential classic of naval history and tactics still used as text in war colleges. First paperback edition. 4 maps. 24 battle plans. 640pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-25509-3

 


THE STORY OF THE TITANIC AS TOLD BY ITS SURVIVORS,Jack Winocour (ed.). What it was really like. Panic, despair, shocking inefficiency, and a little heroism. More thrilling than any fictional account. 26 illustrations. 320pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-20610-6

 


ONE TWO THREE . . . INFINITY: Facts and Speculations of Science, George Gamow. Great physicist’s fascinating, readable overview of contemporary science: number theory, relativity, fourth dimension, entropy, genes, atomic structure, much more. 128 illustrations. Index. 352pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-25664-2

 


DALÍ ON MODERN ART: The Cuckolds of Antiquated Modern Art, Salvador Dali. Influential painter skewers modern art and its practitioners. Outrageous evaluations of Picasso, Cézanne, Turner, more. 15 renderings of paintings discussed. 44 calligraphic decorations by Dali. 96pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½. (Available in U.S. only.)

0-486-29220-7

 


ANTIQUE PLAYING CARDS: A Pictorial History, Henry René D’Allemagne. Over 900 elaborate, decorative images from rare playing cards (14th-20th centuries): Bacchus, death, dancing dogs, hunting scenes, royal coats of arms, players cheating, much more. 96pp. 9¼ x 12¼.

0-486-29265-7

 


MAKING FURNITURE MASTERPIECES: 30 Projects with Measured Drawings, Franklin H. Gottshall. Step-by-step instructions, illustrations for constructing handsome, useful pieces, among them a Sheraton desk, Chippendale chair, Spanish desk, Queen Anne table and a William and Mary dressing mirror. 224pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 11¼.

0-486-29338-6

 


NORTH AMERICAN INDIAN DESIGNS FOR ARTISTS AND CRAFTSPEOPLE, Eva Wilson. Over 360 authentic copyright-free designs adapted from Navajo blankets, Hopi pottery, Sioux buffalo hides, more. Geometries, symbolic figures, plant and animal motifs, etc. 128pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif] x 11. (Not for sale in the United Kingdom.)

0-486-25341-4

 


THE FOSSIL BOOK: A Record of Prehistoric Life, Patricia V. Rich et al. Profusely illustrated definitive guide covers everything from single-celled organisms and dinosaurs to birds and mammals and the interplay between climate and man. Over 1,500 illustrations. 760pp. 7½ x 10[image: e9780486119281_img_8539.gif].

0-486-29371-8

 


VICTORIAN ARCHITECTURAL DETAILS: Designs for Over 700 Stairs, Mantels, Doors, Windows, Cornices, Porches, and Other Decorative Elements, A. J. Bicknell & Company. Everything from dormer windows and piazzas to balconies and gable ornaments. Also includes elevations and floor plans for handsome, private residences and commercial structures. 80pp. 9[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 12¼.

0-486-44015-X

 


WESTERN ISLAMIC ARCHITECTURE: A Concise Introduction, John D. Hoag. Profusely illustrated critical appraisal compares and contrasts Islamic mosques and palaces–from Spain and Egypt to other areas in the Middle East. 139 illustrations. 128pp. 6 x 9.

0-486-43760-4

 


CHINESE ARCHITECTURE: A Pictorial History, Liang Ssu-ch’eng. More than 240 rare photographs and drawings depict temples, pagodas, tombs, bridges, and imperial palaces comprising much of China’s architectural heritage. 152 halftones, 94 diagrams. 232pp. 10¾ x 9[image: e9780486119281_img_8542.gif].

0-486-43999-2

 


THE RENAISSANCE: Studies in Art and Poetry, Walter Pater. One of the most talked-about books of the 19th century, The Renaissance combines scholarship and philosophy in an innovative work of cultural criticism that examines the achievements of Botticelli, Leonardo, Michelangelo, and other artists. “The holy writ of beauty.”–Oscar Wilde. 160pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-44025-7

 


A TREATISE ON PAINTING, Leonardo da Vinci. The great Renaissance artist’s practical advice on drawing and painting techniques covers anatomy, perspective, composition, light and shadow, and color. A classic of art instruction, it features 48 drawings by Nicholas Poussin and Leon Battista Alberti. 192pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-44155-5

 


THE ESSENTIAL JEFFERSON, Thomas Jefferson, edited by John Dewey. This extraordinary primer offers a superb survey of Jeffersonian thought. It features writings on political and economic philosophy, morals and religion, intellectual freedom and progress, education, secession, slavery, and more. 176pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-46599-3

 


WASHINGTON IRVING’S RIP VAN WINKLE, Illustrated by Arthur Rackham. Lovely prints that established artist as a leading illustrator of the time and forever etched into the popular imagination a classic of Catskill lore. 51 full-color plates. 80pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 11.

0-486-44242-X

 


HENSCHE ON PAINTING, John W. Robichaux. Basic painting philosophy and methodology of a great teacher, as expounded in his famous classes and workshops on Cape Cod. 7 illustrations in color on covers. 80pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-43728-0

 


LIGHT AND SHADE: A Classic Approach to Three-Dimensional Drawing, Mrs. Mary P. Merrifield. Handy reference clearly demonstrates principles of light and shade by revealing effects of common daylight, sunshine, and candle or artificial light on geometrical solids. 13 plates. 64pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-44143-1

 


ASTROLOGY AND ASTRONOMY: A Pictorial Archive of Signs and Symbols, Ernst and Johanna Lehner. Treasure trove of stories, lore, and myth, accompanied by more than 300 rare illustrations of planets, the Milky Way, signs of the zodiac, comets, meteors, and other astronomical phenomena. 192pp. 8[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 11.

0 486-43981-X

 


JEWELRY MAKING: Techniques for Metal, Tim McCreight. Easy-to-follow instructions and carefully executed illustrations describe tools and techniques, use of gems and enamels, wire inlay, casting, and other topics. 72 line illustrations and diagrams. 176pp. 8¼ x 10[image: e9780486119281_img_8542.gif].

0-486-44043-5

 


MAKING BIRDHOUSES: Easy and Advanced Projects, Gladstone Califf. Easy-to-follow instructions include diagrams for everything from a one-room house for bluebirds to a forty-two-room structure for purple martins. 56 plates; 4 figures. 80pp. 8¾ x 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif].

0-486-44183-0

 


LITTLE BOOK OF LOG CABINS: How to Build and Furnish Them, William S. Wicks. Handy how-to manual, with instructions and illustrations for building cabins in the Adirondack style, fireplaces, stairways, furniture, beamed ceilings, and more. 102 line drawings. 96pp. 8¾ x 6[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif]

0-486-44259-4

 


THE SEASONS OF AMERICA PAST, Eric Sloane. From “sugaring time” and strawberry picking to Indian summer and fall harvest, a whole year’s activities described in charming prose and enhanced with 79 of the author’s own illustrations. 160pp. 8¼ x 11.

0-486-44220-9

 


THE METROPOLIS OF TOMORROW, Hugh Ferriss. Generous, prophetic vision of the metropolis of the future, as perceived in 1929. Powerful illustrations of towering structures, wide avenues, and rooftop parks–all features in many of today’s modern cities. 59 illustrations. 144pp. 8¼ x 11.

0-486-43727-2

 


THE PATH TO ROME, Hilaire Belloc. This 1902 memoir abounds in lively vignettes from a vanished time, recounting a pilgrimage on foot across the Alps and Apennines in order to “see all Europe which the Christian Faith has saved.” 77 of the author’s original line drawings complement his sparkling prose. 272pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-44001-X

 


THE HISTORY OF RASSELAS: Prince of Abissinia, Samuel Johnson. Distinguished English writer attacks eighteenth-century optimism and man’s unrealistic estimates of what life has to offer. 112pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-44094-X

 


A VOYAGE TO ARCTURUS, David Lindsay. A brilliant flight of pure fancy, where wild creatures crowd the fantastic landscape and demented torturers dominate victims with their bizarre mental powers. 272pp. 5[image: e9780486119281_img_8540.gif] x 8½.

0-486-44198-9

 


Paperbound unless otherwise indicated. Available at your book dealer, online at www.doverpublications.com, or by writing to Dept. GI, Dover Publications, Inc., 31 East 2nd Street, Mincola, NY 11501. For current price information or for free catalogs (please indicate field of interest), write to Dover Publications or log on to www.doverpublications.com and see every Dover book in print. Dover publishes more than 400 books cach year on science, elementary and advanced mathematics, biology, music, art, literary history, social sciences, and other areas.
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