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Towards an Existential Ethics 

Abstract 

Most people live under some class of legal system. The laws flowing from these systems shape 

not just society, but individuals’ lives and behaviour. While some people do break the law, 

most people, most of the time, comply. There are various explanations of legal compliance; 

fear of punishment, fairness, and the common good, to name a few. However, this dissertation 

suggests that most people comply in order to escape the overwhelming freedom and 

responsibility of the individual’s existential condition. 

 

Adopting Sartre’s ontology of the individual as For-Itself, I suggest that most individuals live 

in bad faith as what I refer to as the Law-Abiding Citizen. The Law-Abiding Citizen attempts 

to hide from their existential freedom and responsibility in what I refer to as the Everyday 

World. However, freedom is inescapable. Bad Faith will always fail. If freedom is inescapable, 

perhaps the individual ought to embrace it and attempt to live authentically. 

 

An authentic individual, within the Everyday World, will likely be labelled as an Outlaw, as a 

threat to the system. From within the Everyday World, an authentic community, which would 

result if each individual were to act authentically, does not sound like an appealing place to 

live. However, if we understand that the authentic individual is labelled as Outlaw through the 

lens of bad faith, and we show that the individual is not as radically free as Sartre sometimes 

suggests, we can move towards an existential ethics that supports an authentic community. 

 

This dissertation weaves together the work of Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, 

primarily their respective Being and Nothingness and The Ethics of Ambiguity. The core of the 

work will focus on Sartre’s concepts of the For-Itself, bad faith, and authenticity. Sartre and 



CÓM  10303731 

 
 

- 2 - 

Beauvoir heavily influenced each other. However, reading their work separately can leave the 

reader feeling at a loose end. Sartre appears far too radical in certain respects and Beauvoir 

appears to have built an ethics on a foundation which she never fully explains. Read together, 

they balance each other out, forging a plausible path towards an existential ethics.  
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Introduction 

Most individuals live under some class of legal system that governs their lives. It not only 

shapes their society; it also influences the direction of their lives and their behaviour too. While 

some individuals do break the law, most of us, most of the time, comply. There are various 

explanations for legal compliance, the most common of which will be briefly discussed in a 

later chapter. However, this dissertation suggests that individuals comply with the law in order 

to escape the overwhelming freedom and responsibility of their existential condition. 

 

These Law-Abiding Citizens are living in what I, using Sartre’s term, refer to as bad faith, a 

sort of self-deception whereby the individual attempts to deny the condition of their existence, 

to escape their freedom and responsibility. Unfortunately, the individual cannot avoid their 

freedom, and bad faith will always fail. As such, it seems to be in the individual’s interest to 

embrace their freedom, to try and live authentically. While such individuals, potentially 

labelled as Outlaws by the Law-Abiding Citizens, may at first appear to be a threat to society, 

a slippery slope towards anarchism, I argue that an authentic community, supported by an 

existential ethics, is possible. 

 

Before discussing the key concepts of this dissertation, it will help to set out the context in 

which they are to be found. What is most important is to provide a clear definition of 

existentialism itself, one that will guide the rest of this dissertation. In order to do this, this 

introduction will consider existentialism itself, why I have chosen to focus primarily on the 

work of Sartre and Beauvoir, some of the criticisms that I hope to address, and why I have 

chosen to rebel against ‘law’. 
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So, what is existentialism? There appears to be considerable confusion surrounding the term 

‘existentialism’. While many have heard the term, far fewer have any definite grasp what it 

means. ‘Existentialist’ has regularly been applied to writers who have little to do with 

existentialism, and it was previously thought of as an ideology of Parisian bohemians, 

associated with jazz, café culture, and ponytails1, a sentiment carried on by Baert who described 

existentialism as arising within the small intellectual elite2. Among philosophers, 

existentialism has been dismissed as a fad and even used as a term to denigrate non-traditional 

philosophers3. On the other hand, according to Webber, universities and schools, jumping on 

the perceived popularity of the term ‘existentialism’, lumped together diverse thinkers and 

writers in ‘existentialism’ classes in order that these works would be studied4. Undoubtedly, 

this has all contributed to the confusion surrounding existentialism. While the various 

anthologies attempting to explain existentialism, such as those of MacQuarrie and Roubiczek, 

have arguably added to this confusion, briefly considering these explanations can not only help 

us understand the origin of the confusion but also allows us to bypass it and arrive at a useful 

definition of existentialism itself. 

 

According to MacQuarrie, the core of existentialism is a refusal to be categorised5. As a 

philosophy, if it can be so called, existentialism appears to be focused on the individual, 

concerned with subjective, lived experience. There will always be loose ends when dealing 

with subjective, lived experience because it seems impossible for there to be a set of objective 

rules to structure and guide such experience. As such, a neat definition of existentialism, with 

 
1 Greene, Norman. Jean-Paul Sartre The Existentialist Ethic (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 
1960.), p. 3. 
2 Baert, Patrick. Jean-Paul Sartre’s Positioning in Anti-Semite and Jew (Journal of Classical Sociology, 11 (4), 
2011, pp. 378-397) p. 383. 
3 MacQuarrie, John. Existentialism (New York: Pelican Books, 1973.), p. 1. 
4 Webber, Jonathan. Rethinking Existentialism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018.), p. 15. 
5 MacQuarrie, p. 1. 
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which everyone would agree, is likely impossible. However, as MacQuarrie appears to believe, 

by tracing the development of existentialism – as he sees it – we may be able to perceive a 

shadowy outline of the concept. 

 

While Kierkegaard is widely regarded as the father of modern existentialism, it is, as 

MacQuarrie claims, arguably much older. In fact, Socrates could be thought of as a precursor 

of existentialism. Socrates played a key role in the development of philosophy by shifting the 

focus of philosophy from nature to the individual subject6. Remember, existentialism is 

concerned with subjective lived experience, so a focus on the individual is crucial. However, 

Socrates’ role in the development of existentialism is questionable. While he did shift the focus 

of philosophy to the individual subject, he was also searching for objective principles, such as 

justice and piety, that could be applied to each individual in every situation. Such principles 

seem at odds with the individual subjective nature of existentialism.  

 

Much later, the scientific advancements of the Renaissance further developed our 

understanding of humanity and can be seen to have provided a background from which 

existentialism could stand out. While science and rationalism were creating a clearer 

understanding of human existence, these objective schools were ignoring a large part of the 

human experience; subjective emotion. While nothing during this time could be directly 

labelled existential, it is this so-called Age of Reason, the dominance of reason over lived 

experience, that arguably sparked existentialism into life, according to Roubiczek7. 

 

 
6 MacQuarrie, p. 24-25. 
7 Roubiczek, Paul. Existentialism: For and Against (London & New York: Cambridge University Press, 1966.), 
p. 1. 
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The 20th century is the time when existentialism really came into its own. The two world wars 

provided a rich breeding ground for existentialism in both Germany and France. It was around 

the years of World War II that the writings of Sartre, Beauvoir, and Camus began to emerge. 

These writers, some of the most historically significant figures of French existentialism, 

according to MacQuarrie, were heavily marked by their experience of the war. As a rebellion 

against the totalitarian thinking that fuelled the war, their existentialism focused on themes 

such as individual freedom and responsibility8. 

 

So, according to MacQuarrie, from the early sparks with Kierkegaard, and possibly as far back 

as Socrates, although this is doubtful, existentialism grew in the 20th century into a major form 

of philosophy9. From this brief tracing of the emergence of existentialism, MacQuarrie and 

Roubiczek suggest that the individual appears to be the focus, in particular individual freedom 

and responsibility. However, we still lack a neat definition of existentialism. This problem, 

unfortunately, is not solved by considering the existentialists themselves. The philosophers 

Jaspers, Heidegger, and Sartre, each appearing on most lists of existentialists, all disagreed on 

key concepts. The same can be said of Nietzsche, Camus, Beauvoir, and Kierkegaard. Perhaps 

there can be no clear, succinct definition of existentialism. Or, perhaps those writers like 

MacQuarrie and Roubiczek, in compiling their anthologies of existentialism, made any such 

definition impossible by casting too wide a net. How can there be a clear, concise definition 

that covers thinkers ranging from Socrates to Sartre advocating the importance of the individual 

against the dominance of science and rationality? 

 

 
8 MacQuarrie, p. 4. 
9 Ibid, p. 39-40. 
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In order to arrive at a clear definition, we must rethink existentialism. This is exactly what 

Jonathan Webber has done. Webber does not deny that figures like Kierkegaard and Heidegger 

significantly impacted existentialism10, however, he does state that the term ‘existential 

thinker’ has been used too loosely, stretching to include anyone who has analysed some 

dimension of human being11. Webber argues that by narrowing our understanding of the term, 

‘existential thinker’, we can count only Sartre, Beauvoir, and Frantz Fanon as existentialists12. 

According to Webber, these three are existentialists because they alone attempted to ‘produce 

systematic philosophical understandings of human existence’13. 

 

Based on this narrow list, a definition of existentialism, for Webber, appears much simpler to 

arrive at. As originally defined by Sartre and Beauvoir, according to Webber, ‘existentialism 

is the ethical theory that we ought to treat the freedom at the core of human existence as 

intrinsically valuable and the foundation of all other values’14. As Webber notes15, Sartre 

summed up this definition with the slogan ‘existence precedes essence’16. 

 

Webber’s approach to existentialism is considerably more focused than those of writers such 

as MacQuarrie and Roubiczek. By narrowing our understanding of ‘existential thinker’, we are 

able to exclude many thinkers and writers that were previously included in the debate 

surrounding existentialism. While Webber is not denying the impact and influence of these 

thinkers, he has removed much of the confusion surrounding existentialism, allowing us to 

 
10 Webber, p. 16. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid, p. 14. 
13 Ibid, p. 16. 
14 Ibid, p. 1-2. 
15 Ibid, p. 2. 
16 Sartre, Jean-Paul. Existentialism and Humanism, Trans. Mairet, Philip. (Great Britain: Methuen, 2013.), p. 27. 
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arrive at a definition. Webber’s definition is significantly clearer than anything we can glean 

from other anthologies of existentialism. However, I do believe that it can be made clearer still.  

 

Therefore, the definition that I am proposing is as follows: existentialism is an ethical theory 

that requires the individual to be acutely aware of the conditions of their existence, to embrace 

their freedom and act in direct response to those conditions. Admittedly, this definition is vague 

in the sense that it is not capable of instructing an individual precisely how to act. However, as 

will become clear throughout this dissertation, any definition of existentialism must leave room 

for individual choice and responsibility. That being said, I believe my definition does bring 

together the key qualities of the prominent existentialists and allows for an understanding of 

the project of existentialism. 

 

Based on the above definition, existentialism appears as a practical philosophy, one that might 

seem to reject or question more traditional, abstract philosophy. Traditional philosophy is often 

seen as a field of academic study that presents the history of philosophical doctrines and 

problems. While no doubt important, this approach is lacking in one sense. It is abstract at the 

expense of individual lived experience. I have known students who quickly became 

disillusioned when they began to study philosophy. They had expected to tackle real life 

questions, applicable in their daily lives. Instead, they found only abstract concepts. The 

students would likely agree with Wilson’s explanation of philosophy: ‘The first question of 

philosophy is not ‘what is the universe all about?’ but ‘what should we do with our lives?’; i.e. 

its aim is not a system that shall be intellectually consistent, but the salvation of the 

individual’17. Murdoch echoes this by reminding her reader that the point of philosophy – as 

 
17 Wilson, Colin. The Outsider (Great Britain: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1997.), p. 277. 
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she sees it – is to change the world, not just think about it18. While Murdoch has set a high 

standard for philosophy, one by which much of philosophy has, in fact, failed, if we were to 

consider philosophy as merely an intellectual exercise never intended to impact the world, it 

might appear to be rather pointless. Returning to my definition of existentialism, it seems that 

existentialism is at least willing to try to change the world through individual action. 

 

Why have I chosen to focus on the work of Sartre and Beauvoir? In agreeing with Webber’s 

narrower list of existentialists, both Sartre and Beauvoir appear as the core proponents of 

existentialism. As such, they are the natural focus on any work on existentialism. As Webber 

notes, Sartre and Beauvoir alone are responsible for the ‘existentialist offensive’, a series of 

public talks, interviews, and articles designed to promote existentialism which they began in 

194519. In particular, it is his focus on individual lived experience and its practical nature that 

has continually drawn me to Sartre’s work. Sartre uses his own lived experience to illustrate 

his writing, to make it accessible to the reader. At times, his language can seem desperately 

abstract. However, if considered seriously it can be made comprehensible and, I argue, his use 

of shared experience lends his work a relatability that I believe is lacking in some other 

philosophies. It is difficult to read Sartre’s account of the voyeur peering through the keyhole 

and not instantly recognise the experience of being caught in the act, or the feeling of being 

seen in such a way that our experience instantly changes from privacy to humiliation. We can 

question whether the relatability of a philosopher’s work is philosophically important. A 

detailed description of individual human existence may be accurate without being relatable. 

However, for Sartre’s work, and existentialism generally, especially under the definition I am 

 
18 Murdoch, Iris. Sartre, Romantic Rationalist (London: Penguin Books, 1987.), p. 29. 
19 Webber, p. 2. 
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proposing, the reader is called to action. There is a far greater chance of the reader taking action 

if they have been able to relate to the concepts discussed in the work. 

 

Despite being the most well-known existentialist, according to Gardner,20 and having brought 

existentialism to an international audience, Sartre is often dismissed as a philosopher. When 

reading Sartre’s existentialism, particularly Existentialism and Humanism, it can appear that 

Sartre has created an account of human existence that is far too individualistic and one that 

places enormous freedom and responsibility on each individuals’ shoulders. These criticisms 

cannot be summarily dismissed. Acknowledging these criticisms and responding with 

constructive revisions can create a stronger position than that proposed by Sartre himself. In 

responding to these criticisms, I have interwoven Sartre’s work with that of Simone de 

Beauvoir, primarily The Ethics of Ambiguity. Sartre and Beauvoir were close friends and there 

are clearly visible parallels in their work. While Beauvoir appears to accept Sartre’s description 

of the For-Itself in the opening pages of The Ethics of Ambiguity, she has a more nuanced 

understanding of freedom, one that seems to avoid the criticisms levelled at Sartre’s work. 

 

As part of its practical nature, existentialism is a philosophy of rebellion, rebelling against 

systems that strip the individual of their individuality. In this dissertation, I argue that ‘law’ is 

one such system. The ‘law’ is commonly understood to be the fabric of society. It is the 

mechanism that regulates society and human interaction, prevents, as much as possible, 

harmful actions, and punishes those who intentionally harm others. While few are entirely 

happy with the law, the majority would agree that law is necessary. As the fabric of society, or 

the Everyday World as I refer to it, law determines how individuals act. It hides them from 

 
20 Gardner, Sebastian. Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (London & New York: Continuum International 
Publishing Group, 2009.), p. 6. 
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their freedom and responsibility. Sartre, Beauvoir, and Camus have previously explained how 

individuals attempt to hide from their freedom and responsibility. I argue that these ideas, like 

Camus’ habitual life, can be better understood by viewing law as the fabric of these worlds. 

Supported by law, this world appears to individuals as a promising sanctuary from their 

freedom and responsibility. Only by rebelling against the Everyday World, structured by law, 

can the individual act authentically and reclaim a level of control over their own life. If 

individuals were to rebel against bad faith, which is explained in detail in later chapters, and 

act authentically, the resulting authentic community would require an ethical code. I believe it 

is possible to arrive at a suitable existential ethics by combining the work of Sartre and 

Beauvoir. 

 

The aim of this dissertation is to suggest that individuals are living in bad faith as the Law-

Abiding Citizen in the Everyday World and that if those individuals were to leave bad faith 

and act authentically, an authentic community is possible. In such a community, individuals 

could live together without surrendering their freedom to a supposed absolute external value 

system. In order to support this claim, this dissertation begins by outlining Sartre’s ontology, 

confronting criticisms of that work in order to arrive at a plausible description of individual 

existence, and highlight the anguish the individual is likely to experience. Once I have 

established the individual as For-Itself, I then outline my conception of the Everyday World. I 

argue that individuals act as the Law-Abiding Citizen in the Everyday World, which is 

structured by law, in order to escape their anguish and freedom. With the individual For-Itself 

firmly positioned in the Everyday World, I suggest that the project of hiding in the Everyday 

World is in bad faith and will not succeed. I then outline Sartre’s concept of authenticity, a 

possible escape route from bad faith, before suggesting that the authentic individual is likely 

to be labelled as Outlaw by the Law-Abiding Citizen. Finally, I suggest that an authentic 
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community is possible, and not as dangerous as it might initially sound. This community will 

be guided by the existential ethics outlined by Beauvoir in The Ethics of Ambiguity. 
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Chapter 1 

The Individual as For-Itself 

Existentialism is an ethical theory that requires the individual to be acutely aware of the 

conditions of their existence, to embrace their freedom and act in direct response to those 

conditions. This is my definition of existentialism, one that builds on the definition provided 

by Webber. It is clear that if the individual is to engage with existentialism, under this 

definition, they must have a detailed awareness of the conditions of their existence. Therefore, 

adopting Sartre’s ontology of being, I must describe the individual as For-Itself. If Sartre’s 

description of the individual as For-Itself appears implausible then the claims I make 

concerning the individual in the Everyday World will appear unfounded, and the individual 

will be incapable of engaging with existentialism as I have defined it. 

 

The aim of this chapter is to outline Sartre’s ontology and present Sartre’s individual For-Itself 

as a plausible description of human existence. Sartre can be criticised for appearing to imbue 

the For-Itself with a radical freedom, one that seems at odds with human experience and cuts 

the individual off from those around them. This, in turn, has led to Sartre’s work being criticised 

as overly individualistic. I will, therefore, attempt to temper this radical freedom, presenting 

the For-Itself as having a level of freedom more in line with individual experience and, as a 

result, less individualistic. 

 

Before getting into the substance of Sartre’s ontology, it is worth making a few notes about 

some of Sartre’s works that I will be focusing on and the method he utilised in those works. 

All great works, when condensed for public consumption, run the risk of being reduced to a 

handful of sharp images and memorable slogans21. Being and Nothingness is no different and, 

 
21 Gardner, p. 36. 
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in fact, has arguably been oversimplified to the point where it is being misunderstood rather 

than not understood at all. Sartre himself bears some responsibility for this. His lecture, 

Existentialism and Humanism, a summary of his existentialism for a non-academic audience, 

can leave readers with the impression that an understanding of Sartre’s existentialism can be 

obtained without tackling the challenging prose found in Being and Nothingness. According to 

Webber, Sartre delivered this lecture ‘off the cuff in a chaotic situation’22, which might explain 

why he appears to confuse some of the key points of his existentialism. As such, I have used 

Being and Nothingness as my primary source. Existentialism and Humanism does appear as an 

easy path into Sartre’s existentialism. However, we must remember that it is a popularised 

introduction to existentialism in general23. Some of the ideas Sartre presented in Existentialism 

and Humanism are quite superficial when compared to the same idea in Being and Nothingness. 

Therefore, while I do rely on Existentialism and Humanism, as a supplement to Being and 

Nothingness, I have attempted to work with the complexity of Sartre’s ideas rather than 

stripping it away as he himself can be accused of doing in Existentialism and Humanism. 

 

In addition to the complexity of Sartre’s work, he appears to have adopted a very particular 

approach to describing his ideas in Being and Nothingness. His writing is repetitive in places, 

rehearsing the same idea multiple times with only slight variations in the explanation. At times, 

these various explanations can appear contradictory. However, according to Warnock, Sartre 

does not intend to be precise or exactly right24. Immediately this raises a red flag. Why should 

anyone attempt to understand a book where the author has intentionally used contradiction and 

repetition, and avoided precision? However, Sartre’s approach speaks to his support for 

existentialism’s commitment to personal lived experience25. Sartre wants his reader to 

 
22 Webber, p. 2. 
23 Greene, p. 13. 
24 Warnock, The Philosophy of Sartre (London: Hutchinson & Co Ltd., 1966.), p. 10. 
25 Gardner, p. 73. 
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experience the ideas he is presenting. They are not intended to be mere abstract thoughts, 

engaged with on a purely intellectual level. As Lafarge explains, Sartre belongs to a tradition 

that shunned the abstract and tried to remain glued to the real26. Sartre did not want to compile 

an abstract system but ‘rather to unveil the most intimate and most mysterious aspects of 

existence’27. 

 

This reliance on personal experience and anecdote seems to raise a further problem; is Sartre’s 

method genuinely philosophical at all? Philosophy ought to be universalisable, some claim, but 

that seems difficult to achieve with a philosophy so extensively based on personal experience. 

However, Sartre’s philosophy may be more universally accessible than most. Sartre chose a 

descriptive approach in an attempt to make his reader feel what he is talking about. He wants 

the reader to recognise these ideas, such as the voyeur caught in the act, as lived experiences. 

If we do recognise a familiarity between Sartre’s ideas and our lived experience, that suggests 

there is, at the least, an element of truth in what Sartre is suggesting28. As Gardner explains, if 

Sartre is able to create a unified view of human life ‘in which phenomena as miscellaneous as 

self-consciousness, temporality, knowledge of other minds…are all intelligibly related…then 

its claim on our attention will be as strong as possible’29. Any familiarity between Sartre’s work 

and the reader’s experience will make Sartre’s philosophy significantly more accessible and 

applicable, and it also lends plausibility to Sartre’s concept of the For-Itself as a description of 

individual human existence. So, while Sartre has relied on individual experience, he has done 

so in order that his work might be more universally accessible for each individual. He has 

attempted to use individual experience to unlock a universal shared experience. Philosophers 

 
26 Lafarge, René. Jean-Paul Sartre: His Philosophy, Trans. Smyth-Kok, Marina (Indiana: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1970.) p. 2. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Sartre, Jean-Paul. Being and Nothingness. Trans. Barnes, Hazel. (London & New York: Routledge Classics, 
2003.), p. xiii. 
29 Gardner, p. 28. 
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always endeavour to persuade the reader to accept some truth or other. Logic and dialectic are 

common methods. However, Sartre also wants the reader to find something persuasive in 

experiences that we can recognise. 

 

Returning to the present work, Sartre’s ontology of being is composed of the For-Itself and the 

In-Itself. The For-Itself, the human individual, is free to choose their own ends. The In-Itself, 

which in non-conscious, is the structure and content of the individual’s situation. In order to 

understand For-Itself as a plausible description of human existence, we must situate it within 

Sartre’s broader ontology. This requires an outline of the In-Itself. 

 

The In-Itself 

For Sartre, the In-Itself is non-conscious. It makes up everything in the world that is not human 

consciousness. Each of the objects that populate my world, and your world, are an In-Itself. 

The In-Itself, therefore, is an important part of Sartre’s ontology and it is against this 

background of the In-Itself that the For-Itself stands out. 

 

In Being and Nothingness, Sartre states that an In-Itself ‘is what it is’30. This initially appears 

to be a meaningless tautology. Obviously, everything is what it is. However, what Sartre meant 

by this statement is that the essence of the In-Itself is set, or defined, by something other than 

the In-Itself. An In-Itself simply is what it is, it has no choice in the matter. Sartre also expresses 

this idea by stating that an In-Itself can be described as a fullness, ‘no more plenitude can be 

imagined, no more perfect equivalence of content and container’31. Whereas, he described the 

 
30 Sartre, Being and Nothingness. p. 98. 
31 Ibid. 
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For-Itself as a lack. This talk of fullness and lack will become clearer when we consider the 

For-Itself in detail. 

 

For the time being, I will use an explanation based on one provided by Sartre in Existentialism 

and Humanism, to illuminate the idea that the In-Itself simply is what it is. Sartre’s example 

considers a paperknife32. For the sake of variety, I will consider a guitar. Imagine a Fender 

acoustic guitar. Whether it was handcrafted, or mass produced on a factory assembly line, the 

design of the guitar was set before the work began. The craftsman knew the shape the guitar 

would need to be in order to fulfil its purpose. The design, shape, and likely uses are what 

Sartre would refer to as the essence of the guitar. The essence is ‘the sum of the formulae and 

the qualities which made its production and its definition possible’33. In this sense, we can say 

that the guitar was created after the guitar’s essence. This is the key distinguishing feature 

between a For-Itself and In-Itself. The In-Itself has a set essence, whereas the For-Itself has no 

essence other than what the individual makes for him or herself. Returning to Sartre’s 

description of the In-Itself as a fullness, Sartre simply means that the In-Itself is fully identified 

with the essence it has been given. There is no space, no lack, within the In-Itself to separate 

itself from this essence, ‘not the tiniest crack through which nothingness might slip in’34. 

 

Some have dismissed Sartre’s ontology, and his concept of the In-Itself as lacking support35. 

The example above, while reasonably clear, does raise some puzzles. For example, while the 

craftsman may have produced the guitar with its essence in mind, it is possible to imagine that 

the guitar will not be used as the craftsman intended. Rather than using it as a guitar, I might 

use it as a flowerpot. This would not match the essence that the craftsman used to create the 

 
32 Sartre, Existentialism and Humanism. p. 27. 
33 Ibid, p. 28. 
34 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 98. 
35 Gardner, p. 72. 
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guitar and suggests that an In-Itself can have more than one essence. This appears to be a 

problem for Sartre’s concept. However, in realising that an In-Itself can have more than one 

essence we can, in fact, clarify the concept of In-Itself. The guitar, and any In-Itself, can be 

used in numerous ways. However, it is never the In-Itself that chooses how it will be used. As 

the owner of the guitar, I can use it for many different things, and I can define the guitar in 

many different ways. In spite of these different uses and definitions, the guitar itself remains 

the same. Similarly, we might wonder whether the guitar is lacking something if I cannot, or 

do not want, to play it. However, it should be immediately obvious that what is lacking in that 

situation is a desire or skill set on my part. Nothing is lacking from the guitar. The guitar itself 

has no possibility of being other than it is. It simply is what it is. For Sartre, the same is true of 

every object that fills my world. Perhaps, rather than thinking of the In-Itself as created after 

its essence, we ought to think of the In-Itself as something that is incapable of choosing for 

itself, something that just is. 

 

For-Itself 

Now that we have a grasp of the In-Itself, the objects which populate my world, we can turn to 

Sartre’s For-Itself. The For-Itself is human consciousness. The individual For-Itself, in contrast 

to the In-Itself, exists without a set essence. The For-Itself is free to choose and re-choose their 

essence, is free to define themselves. As Beauvoir puts it, the individual For-Itself has the 

capacity to separate themselves from their existence and think about it36. To be clear, the ability 

to think about myself is not the same thing as re-defining myself. However, without the ability 

to think about myself, to know what I was in any given moment, I would not be able to 

 
36 Beauvoir, Simone de. The Ethics of Ambiguity. Trans. Frechtman, B. (New York: Open Road Integrated 
Media, 2018.), p. 5. 
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differentiate myself from what I was and re-define myself. So, while these two abilities are not 

identical, they are closely related. 

 

Sartre goes into considerable detail when describing the For-Itself, discussing consciousness, 

lack, nothingness, temporality, freedom, and anguish. I will consider these different elements 

as Sartre outlines them. It seems that they are all different means of explaining the key aspect 

of the For-Itself, what Sartre sees as the gap within individual consciousness, the lack of the 

For-Itself in contrast to the fullness of the In-Itself. In what follows, we will see Sartre’s 

repetitive method in practice. His description of consciousness, lack, nothingness, temporality, 

freedom, and anguish all point towards the gap within consciousness. While I will consider 

each of these aspects of the For-Itself, in order to present a complete description of Sartre’s 

For-Itself, I will give more focus to the idea of freedom, as this is arguably the aspect of the 

For-Itself that has been subjected to the most criticism and the aspect most pertinent to my own 

project. 

 

Sartre begins his description of the For-Itself by considering consciousness. For Sartre, all 

consciousness is positional or intentional. This means that consciousness is always concerned 

with something external to it, ‘it transcends itself in order to reach an object’37. Perhaps rather 

than ‘external’, we ought to say that consciousness is always concerned with something other 

than itself. For example, I can direct my consciousness towards my own thoughts, which do 

not appear to be external. However, my own thoughts also do not appear to be my 

consciousness. They seem to be something other. When Sartre states that consciousness is 

intentional, he is using ‘intentional’ in the sense of the original Latin root, ‘intentio’, which 

meant a stretching towards or into something. If consciousness is always stretching towards or 

 
37 Sartre, Being and Nothingness. p. 7. 
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into something external, or other, then, for Sartre, consciousness itself is empty. One way to 

understand this idea of intentional consciousness is to think of consciousness as if it were an 

empty hand reaching towards an object other than itself. We might even go further to state that 

it has always, in some sense, grasped an object, otherwise it would be empty. The empty hand 

reaches out for the object, capable of picking it up and placing it down again. Similarly, 

intentional consciousness is always focused on objects other than itself, considering one while 

always capable of dropping it to consider another. 

 

As Schroeder notes, for Sartre, human consciousness only exists because it is conscious of 

something other than itself38 and, again, this does not imply that the something other is always 

external. This statement seems to match up with our experience of consciousness. Our 

consciousness is always about something; something we love or hate, believe or reject. Even 

when we dream, consciousness is focused on what we dream about39. The intentionality of 

consciousness, as Sartre describes it, becomes clearer when we try to sit for five minutes 

without thinking about anything specific. Consciousness seems to rush around the room, 

searching for something to reach for: the pinch of your shoe; a dripping tap; the whirr of the 

neighbour’s lawnmower. While human consciousness reaches out in all directions, when we 

try to focus on consciousness itself, we find it empty. Consciousness, for Sartre, is empty and 

must always be other than that on which it focuses, just like the empty hand is always other 

than that for which it reaches. 

 

Sartre also refers to intentional consciousness as non-positional consciousness, meaning that 

consciousness itself is not the object of itself40. It is important to understand, however, that this 

 
38 Schroeder, William Ralph. Sartre and his Predecessors: The Self and the Other (London & Boston: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984.), p. 174. 
39 Bakewell, Sarah. At The Existentialist Café (London: Penguin Random House UK, 2017.), p. 45. 
40 Caws, Peter. Sartre (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1979.), p. 54. 
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does not mean that Sartre thinks consciousness is unaware of itself, only that in the first instance 

it is not reflexive41. Instead, for Sartre, consciousness is always aware of itself but, to begin 

with, it is a pre-reflective self-consciousness42. It seems necessary for consciousness to be self-

aware. In order for my consciousness to be knowledge of some external object it must 

simultaneously ‘be consciousness of itself as being that knowledge’43. Without self-awareness, 

my consciousness of the reflection in the mirror would not realise that the reflection is me. This 

self-awareness is made possible, for Sartre, by pre-reflective self-consciousness. This pre-

reflective consciousness can be understood by thinking about consciousness as explicit and 

implicit. For example, when I am watching a film, I am explicitly conscious of watching the 

film, and implicitly conscious of myself as watching the film. I am watching a film, but I am 

also aware that I am watching a film. 

 

My consciousness of my consciousness of watching a film presents my consciousness of 

watching the film as an object on which I can reflect44. The For-Itself’s capacity to reflect on 

itself is central to understanding the For-Itself, its inherent freedom and responsibility, and the 

gap within consciousness. As such, it is important to fully grasp the idea of consciousness 

reflecting on itself. So, my explicit consciousness of watching the film is incapable of reflecting 

on itself. My immediate, explicit consciousness is focused solely on watching the film and 

cannot reflect back upon itself45. In that moment, I am lost in the film. However, 

simultaneously, I am also conscious of myself and of my intention to watch the film. This 

implicit consciousness of myself as watching the film enables me to reflect on myself and my 

 
41 Caws, p. 54. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 8. 
44 Ibid, p. 9. 
45 Ibid. 
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actions, but I am not currently reflecting. This implicit consciousness, in the moment, is a pre-

reflective consciousness. It is always there but may not be my explicit focus. 

 

While this idea of pre-reflective consciousness is crucial to understanding the For-Itself, it is 

confusing, and we could question whether Sartre has complicated his description of 

consciousness by introducing it. However, Gardner explains that Sartre had to introduce the 

pre-reflective consciousness in order to avoid an infinite regress within the concept of 

reflection46. While defending his project from an infinite regress was important for Sartre, a 

description of that defence is not pertinently relevant for my project. As such, I have chosen to 

leave out a discussion of this aspect of Sartre’s pre-reflective consciousness and, instead, delve 

deeper into the discussion of the For-Itself’s freedom, a concept that is central to Sartre’s 

existentialism. 

 

Sartre’s pre-reflective consciousness serves to unify an individual’s experiences and it also 

enables the individual to reflect on their actions, to detach from and reflect on their experience. 

This ability to reflect creates the lack, or gap, within consciousness that Sartre views as 

fundamental to the For-Itself47 and, therefore, to individual human existence. This lack, or gap, 

within consciousness, is found between the explicit and implicit consciousness just discussed. 

The lack Sartre speaks of is the lack of identity between explicit and implicit consciousness. 

While they are unified, they are not identical. This gap between my explicit and implicit 

consciousness is what allows me, according to Sartre, to reflect on and value my actions and 

experiences48. As Gardner explains it, the lack of the For-Itself is created by the For-Itself 

perpetually distinguishing itself from the In-Itself, perpetually saying ‘I am not that’49. 

 
46 Gardner, p. 46-47. 
47 Warnock, p. 43. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Gardner, p. 102. 
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From here, we can turn to Sartre’s statement that the For-Itself is a being such that ‘its being is 

in question for itself’. What Sartre means is that consciousness does not coincide, or identify, 

with itself in the same way that an In-Itself does. My consciousness is always of something, 

but it is never identical with itself. This becomes clearer through example. It seems reasonable 

to say that the table at which I am sitting is simply a table, an In-Itself. However, my 

consciousness of the table is not simply a consciousness of the table, it is also a consciousness 

of consciousness about the table50. Similarly, my consciousness of reading is not identical with 

my consciousness of myself as reading. There is a gap, or lack of identity, within my 

consciousness. This is tricky. Earlier we discussed how the pre-reflective consciousness unifies 

my explicit and implicit consciousness. While this is true, there is no identity in the sense that 

my explicit and implicit consciousnesses are not identical51. So, the lack within consciousness 

is perhaps better understood as a gap between my consciousness of some external thing and 

my consciousness of myself as conscious of that external thing. That these two consciousnesses 

are separated by a gap implies that they are not identical. 

 

The gap within consciousness allows us, as For-Itself, to constantly differentiate ourselves from 

In-Itself52. An In-Itself simply is what it is, a fullness identified with itself. A For-Itself is able 

to separate itself from its actions, thoughts, and experiences, to view them across the gap within 

consciousness and think ‘that is not who or what I am’. It is in this sense that Sartre describes 

the For-Itself as a lack of being; it is not what it is. ‘The For-Itself is the being which determines 

itself to exist inasmuch as it cannot coincide with itself’53. My consciousness can be aware of 

a belief only by separating itself from that belief, holding it up to examine it. 

 
50 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 98. 
51 Ibid, p. 99. 
52 Ibid, p. 102. 
53 Ibid. 
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Sartre also describes this lack or gap as the nothingness within the For-Itself, the nothingness 

that separates the For-Itself from itself54. Lafarge explains that as humans are the beings who 

ask themselves questions, humans are the beings to whom nothingness reveals itself55. Here 

we can begin to see Sartre’s repetitive method. Nothingness, for Sartre, is the consciousness of 

the For-Itself56. Sartre does not mean that consciousness is non-existent, rather he means that 

consciousness is a nihilating activity57. It is my consciousness that gives rise to ‘nothingness’ 

in the world. For example, it is only because I expect to find my friend in the cinema that I 

realise she is not there. This possibility of not-being can only arise, according to Sartre, through 

the consciousness of the For-Itself. Only by detaching itself from a situation, by examining that 

situation, can the For-Itself ask questions that introduce a negative element into the world. On 

the other hand, an In-Itself, fully identified with itself, can never detach from its situation to 

ask such questions. This nothingness is simply another way of explaining the gap within human 

consciousness. 

 

A further explanation of this gap, or lack, or nothingness is Sartre’s account of the temporality 

of the For-Itself. To begin with, the temporality of the For-Itself is separated into past, present, 

and future. As an individual For-Itself, my past is mine and there is no possibility of escaping 

it; it will always be my past58. However, while my past will always be mine, I am not my past. 

Rather, I was my past59. Whatever can be said of me, that I am a student, that I am quick-

tempered, is always my past60. These descriptions of me will always be a part of me, as my 

 
54 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 101. 
55 Lafarge, p. 38. 
56 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 103. 
57 Greene, p. 16. 
58 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 139. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid, p. 141. 
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past but I am not necessarily defined by those descriptions. Here again we find the gap within 

consciousness. While my past actions and experiences will always be there to haunt me as my 

past, I can also always separate myself from that past decision, whatever it was, and choose to 

be something different. I can hold up my past, consider it across the gap in consciousness, and 

choose to be something else. This very act of considering my past is sufficient to suggest that 

I am not identical with it. While I am not identical with it, it is still my past because I was my 

past. I cannot deny my past, even if I can now separate myself from it and move beyond it. 

 

This leads into Sartre’s description of the present of the For-Itself. Any analysis of the present 

seems to suggest that it is nothing more than an instant between past and future. There appears 

to be little we can say about the present as an instant. However, for Sartre, the present for the 

For-Itself is a presence to something; ‘the meaning of present is presence to’61. This idea of 

presence to something implies a negative relation. I can only recognise myself as present to 

something else if I can separate myself from that to which I am present; if I can consider it 

from across the gap within consciousness and state ‘that is not me’. Thus, for Sartre, the For-

Itself is the only existent capable of being present. Here Sartre introduces a complex sounding 

summary of the For-Itself; the For-Itself ‘at present it is not what it is and it is what it is not’62. 

This is a description of the temporality of the For-Itself, one that highlights the gap within 

consciousness. The first half refers to the past; the For-Itself is not what it is because, although 

it has a past, it can separate itself from that past and move beyond it. The second half refers to 

the future; the For-Itself is what it is not because it can choose between possible futures. 

 

 
61 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 144. 
62 Ibid, p. 146. 
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The future of the For-Itself is nothing more than the possible outcomes of the For-Itself’s past 

and present. ‘The future is revealed to the For-Itself as that which the For-Itself is not yet’63. 

Just as my past is connected to me, but does not define me, my possible futures are also 

connected to me, but do not define me. For example, it is possible that I will go for a swim this 

afternoon and it is also possible that I will go for a run instead. These possible futures, along 

with numerous others, as my possible futures, are connected to me. However, as they have not 

yet happened, I both am and am not these possible futures. 

 

I believe that Sartre’s inclusion of the For-Itself’s temporality risks confusing the key point 

Sartre was attempting to make in describing the For-Itself. The key point is the gap within 

consciousness and, while this discussion of temporality does point towards that gap, I think 

Sartre runs the risk of confusing the issue and taking focus away from the gap within 

consciousness by introducing temporality. The discussions of lack and nothingness, while not 

simple by any means, do a better job of conveying the sense of a gap within consciousness. 

This gap is fundamental to our understanding of the For-Itself because it is this gap that gives 

rise to the freedom of the For-Itself. 

 

As the For-Itself is perpetually beyond themselves, in the sense that they can always separate 

themselves from their situation, and view it across the gap in consciousness, the individual For-

Itself does not have a set essence. Whatever the individual has done or experienced, they can 

always reflect on their actions or experiences and state ‘that is not me’. For this reason, Sartre 

states that ‘I am condemned to be free’64. What Sartre means is that the individual, not bound 

by any essence or definition, is free to choose and re-choose who or what they want to be in 

 
63 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 149. 
64 Ibid, p. 462. 
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any given moment. For Sartre, the consciousness of the For-Itself is freedom. Everything we 

have just discussed, consciousness, lack, nothingness, temporality, all amount to the same 

thing65, and that is freedom. Not only am I free to choose and re-choose who or what I want to 

be, I am ‘not free to cease being free’66. I cannot escape my freedom. In contrast to the guitar 

we discussed earlier, the In-Itself that is incapable of choosing itself, the individual as For-

Itself has to choose themselves and can even re-choose themselves. 

 

Sartre himself attempts to address an emerging problem with his concept of freedom. Sartre 

accepts that every action has a cause. Returning to the For-Itself’s temporality, the future is 

nothing more than the combination of the past and present. It is caused. This is beginning to 

sound deterministic, and at odds with individual freedom. However, to avoid this difficulty, 

Sartre considers what constitutes a cause as a cause. He argues that in order for a cause to 

appear as a cause, I must experience it as a cause in light of my chosen ends. The For-Itself, 

with an understanding of their possible futures, places the label of cause or motive on external 

things67. An individual accepting minimum wage does so out of fear. However, fear plain and 

simple is not a sufficient cause for action. The fear must relate to some possible future, and it 

is this relation that presents the fear as a cause. ‘This fear is understood in turn only in relation 

to the value which I implicitly give to this life’68. In this example, the individual fears starvation 

as one of their possible futures, and it is this that paints their fear as a cause motivating them 

to accept minimum wage. So, according to Sartre, the For-Itself only recognises a cause as a 

cause in light of the end freely chosen by the For-Itself69. In this case, the end chosen is the 

preservation of the individual’s life. 

 
65 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 487. 
66 Ibid, p. 462. 
67 Ibid, p. 459. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid, p. 470. 
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Here Sartre introduces his idea of the original project of the For-Itself. ‘Each one of my acts, 

even the most trivial, is entirely free…but this does not mean that my act can be anything 

whatsoever or even that it is unforeseeable’70. For the most part, my choices and actions derive 

from my original project. This original choice, or project, sets out all my future actions and 

choices, although not in a necessarily determinative sense. Gardner explains that this original 

choice is not determinative of an entire life but requires constant renewal71. I can at any moment 

change my original project, thereby changing what I view as causes for action. 

 

For Sartre, my original project is how I have chosen to be in the world. For example, the choice 

to pursue a career in academia is an original project. Once the individual has made that original 

choice, the world itself, along with any causes or motives, have meaning for that individual 

only in light of their original project. As noted above, it is possible for an individual to change 

their original project. Novelists often use these moments of personal change to great effect; 

when the character’s entire project collapses and a new one rises to take its place. In fact, those 

moments when an original project is altered are often the clearest examples of individual 

freedom72. Those moments when our life plan crumbles and we must begin again; a failed 

relationship, or a failed career. 

 

While Sartre seemed to believe the original project avoided the problem of determinism for 

individual freedom, he can be criticised for suggesting a far too radical version of individual 

freedom. In describing the individual For-Itself as beyond essence or definition, as a result of 

the gap in consciousness, and capable of choosing and re-choosing themselves through an 

 
70 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 475. 
71 Gardner, p. 163. 
72 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 497-498. 
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original project, Sartre appears to have imbued the individual with a freedom that transcends 

the situation in which the individual finds themselves. If I can simply change course at any 

moment for no reason at all, then it seems nonsensical to speak of commitment or to consider 

undertaking a project73. As Gardner expresses it, we form the picture of the Sartrean subject as 

enjoying total sovereignty74. This is a problem. It does not relate to the individual’s experience 

of freedom. Many individuals feel that they have been shaped by external forces such as 

climate, race, gender, class, genetics, childhood, etc. In short, the individual is shaped by their 

situation and, as the individual is not free to choose their situation, nor does it appear easy to 

alter their life at a moment’s notice, they are not free. At least not as radically free as Sartre 

seems to suggest in Being and Nothingness. Furthermore, the radical freedom Sartre seems to 

impart to the individual appears to place them beyond other individuals, leading to criticisms 

that Sartre’s existentialism was overly individualistic. 

 

While this may seem a fatal blow to Sartre’s For-Itself, as a plausible description of individual 

existence, it can be salvaged. Webber states that Sartre ‘does not deny that an individual’s 

situations are replete with meanings that reflect their bodily abilities and social context’75, and, 

according to Gardner, no megalomaniacal individual arises from Sartre’s theory of freedom76. 

We need only acknowledge the role of the individual’s situation and accept that, although free, 

the individual is not radically free. Sartre does acknowledge this in a limited sense in Being 

and Nothingness when he says that freedom is ‘a choice of myself in the world’77. Again, Sartre 

acknowledges this, more strongly this time, in Anti-Semite and Jew when he discussed how 

each individual’s condition, or situation, is a collection of limits and restrictions, such as ‘the 

 
73 Webber, p. 53. 
74 Gardner, p. 157. 
75 Webber, p. 44. 
76 Gardner, p. 157. 
77 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 483. 
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inevitability of death, the necessity of working for a living, or living in a world already 

inhabited by other men’78. The individual’s situation is a set of limits and restrictions and it is 

within this situation that the individual is condemned to be free. So, it seems that Sartre himself 

may not have been convinced by radical freedom, or the individual’s ability to instantly change 

their life beyond recognition.  

 

While Sartre’s work may suggest that he was not completely convinced by radical freedom, it 

is the theory of freedom proposed by Beauvoir that really saves Sartre’s existentialism from 

the criticism of being too radical. Beauvoir, who accepted Sartre’s ontology79, described the 

individual For-Itself as ‘a pure internality against which no external power can take hold’80. 

This again seems to point towards radical freedom. However, in the same sentence Beauvoir 

continues, that the individual also experiences themselves ‘as a thing crushed by the dark 

weight of other things’81. Beauvoir, while acknowledging the freedom of the individual, 

immediately places them firmly within their situation, doing away with any notion of radical 

freedom. For Beauvoir, as Holveck notes, freedom arises from human action and, as such, 

freedom is always situated82. This situatedness is fundamental to Beauvoir’s theory of freedom. 

My original project was free, however, assuming it has been in place for a reasonable period 

of time, this project has become sedimented83. As Webber explains it, quoting Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty who influenced Beauvoir in this regard, this sedimentation means that my 

original project now has a weight to it, has become part of the atmosphere of my life, meaning 

 
78 Sartre, Jean-Paul, Anti-Semite and Jew: An Exploration of the Etiology of Hate. (New York: Schocken Books, 
1995.), p. 60. 
79 Popa, Elena. Beauvoir’s Ethics, Meaning and Competition. (Human Affairs, Vol. 29, 2019, pp. 425-433.), p. 
426. 
80 Beauvoir, Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 5. 
81 Ibid. 
82 Holveck, Eleanore. The Blood of Others: A Novel Approach to the Ethics of Ambiguity. (Hypatia, Vol. 14, No. 
4, The Philosophy of Simone de Beauvoir [Autumn, 1999] pp. 3-17.), p. 4. 
83 Webber, p. 61. 
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that I cannot easily abandon that project84. Perhaps the reason Sartre did not recognise this 

concept of sedimentation is that, as Webber notes, Sartre does not provide any detailed analysis 

of choosing or abandoning an original project85. It is in such actions that we see this 

sedimentation. 

 

Beauvoir explains this concept of sedimentation in her novel, She Came to Stay. Francoise, the 

main character, has built a life with her partner, Pierre, over many years. Her life has been built 

around the values enshrined in her original project, her relationship with Pierre, and have 

become ‘deeply sedimented for her’86. While Francoise is still free, these sedimented values 

exert a strong influence over her, perhaps even forming the core of her identity. As Beauvoir 

writes, ‘these thirty years were not only a past that she dragged along behind her; they had 

settled about her, within her’87. As such, it is no easy thing to drop this original project in 

pursuit of a new project. As Webber summarises, sedimentation is the idea that the more time 

an individual has spent pursuing a project, committing to the values enshrined in that project, 

the more sedimented that project becomes and, therefore, the more difficult it is to abandon88. 

 

Sedimentation is fundamental to Beauvoir’s theory of freedom. While it is not explicitly 

discussed in The Ethics of Ambiguity, it is the central theme of She Came to Stay and is also 

clearly visible in Beauvoir’s theory of gender in The Second Sex89. For Beauvoir, the 

psychological and behavioural differences between men and women are not the result of innate 

traits but result from the different conditions in which they develop their projects90. As 

 
84 Webber, p. 61. 
85 Ibid, p. 41. 
86 Ibid, p. 63. 
87 Beauvoir, Simone de. She Came to Stay, Trans. Moyse, Y & Senhouse, R. (London: Harper, 2006.), p. 143. 
88 Webber, p. 70. 
89 Ibid. 
90 Ibid, p. 89. 



CÓM  10303731 

 
 

- 32 - 

Beauvoir states, ‘one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman’91. Beauvoir’s analysis, as 

Webber notes, suggests how the project of being a woman becomes sedimented through social 

pressures and expectations92. The ‘passivity that is the essential characteristic of the feminine 

woman’93, develops in her earliest years but is not the result of biological forces; ‘it is in fact a 

destiny imposed upon her by her teachers and by society’94. ‘She is indoctrinated with her 

vocation from her earliest years’95. While this appears to be quite an extreme example of 

sedimentation, it is illustrative of how the values enshrined in a particular project can become 

central to an individual’s identity. Once this happens, while it remains possible to change, any 

such change is not easy. Beauvoir suggests this when she says, ‘in order to explain her 

limitations it is woman’s situation that must be invoked and not a mysterious essence; thus the 

future remains largely open’96. This would entail that a sedimented outlook can be overcome 

‘by gradual erosion’97. 

 

This concept of sedimentation, which Sartre had fully embraced by the time he wrote Saint 

Genet in 195298, and is arguably present in his play No Exit when he talks of individuals who 

have become ‘encrusted in a set of habits and customs’99, can be used to salvage Sartre’s 

existentialism in Being and Nothingness. Viewing the For-Itself as free to choose and re-choose 

an original project, while acknowledging the reality that these projects become difficult to 

abandon over time as a result of sedimentation, removes the radical aspect of Sartre’s freedom 

while maintaining a functioning theory of freedom. Sedimentation, and the fact that projects 

 
91 Beauvoir, Simone de. The Second Sex. Trans. Parshley, H. M. (London: Pan Books Ltd., 1988.), p. 295. 
92 Webber, p. 90. 
93 Beauvoir, The Second Sex, p. 307. 
94 Ibid. 
95 Ibid, p. 296. 
96 Ibid, p. 723. 
97 Webber, p. 92. 
98 Ibid, p. 56. 
99 Sartre, Jean-Paul. Huis Clos. Trans. Gilbert, S. [In Jean-Paul Sartre, Huis Clos and Other Plays, pp. 177-223. 
(London: Penguin, 2000.)], p. 200. 
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are carried out in a social setting100, also implies that the individual’s social context, including 

other people, also has a strong influence over the individual. In the same way that a project and 

values can become more and more a part of an individual’s identity over time, so too can other 

individuals. This goes some way to negating criticisms of being overly individualistic that are 

often levelled at Sartre’s existentialism. 

 

Even without radical freedom, the individual is still free to choose who or what they will be 

within their situation. For Sartre, this perpetual need to choose, whether to reaffirm a previous 

choice or make an entirely new choice, is experienced as anguish. The For-Itself experiences 

their freedom as anguish because there is a total absence of justification for any decision they 

can make. As a For-Itself, according to Sartre, I am ‘responsible in regard to everyone’101; 

meaning I am responsible not just for myself but for those around me as well. Again, this 

appears to be slipping back towards a radical level of freedom in that Sartre seems to be 

suggesting that the individual is free to create humanity and the world. In fact, this is not what 

Sartre intends, and I will discuss this idea of individual responsibility for the world and 

humanity more in the final Chapter. For the moment, I will focus on individual responsibility 

for the individual and the anguish that is felt as a result. 

 

Sartre’s use of the term ‘anguish’ can be questioned. Definitions of ‘anguish’ speak of acute 

physical pain and, while having to make a difficult decision can be painful, perhaps acute 

physical pain is not an appropriate description of this experience. However, I have chosen to 

retain ‘anguish’, as it is not limited to physical pain but includes mental distress as well. I can 

think of no better way to describe the mental tumult we experience when faced with a difficult 

 
100 Webber, p. 70. 
101 Sartre, Existentialism and Humanism, p. 72. 
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decision. As Caws describes it, ‘anguish’ denotes a spectrum of human emotions, ‘from mere 

unease to terror, whose principal ingredients are uncertainty, loneliness, and responsibility’102. 

This seems a perfect description of the familiar experience when, left to our own devices 

without help from anyone, we must make a difficult choice. 

 

Sartre also distinguishes anguish from fear. ‘Fear is fear of beings in the world whereas anguish 

is anguish before myself’103. I fear an external situation that has the capacity to impact my life. 

I feel anguish when I realise that I have the capacity to alter my life. For example, walking 

along a busy road, I fear that a car will hit me. However, I will feel anguish if I realise that I 

could choose to throw myself into oncoming traffic. Similarly, standing on the edge of a cliff 

I might fear that a strong gust of wind could knock me over the edge, however, I feel anguish 

when I realise that I could choose to jump over the edge. As one of my possible futures, nothing 

can compel me to adopt or reject that future. I must choose. So, I fear what is external, but my 

anguish arises internally. 

 

Constantly faced with choices for which they alone are responsible, the For-Itself experiences 

anguish. As Wilson notes, ‘freedom is the greatest burden of all: to tell every man to think for 

himself, to solve the problem of good and evil and then act according to his solution’104. 

Described in this manner, it is hardly surprising that the individual might experience 

overwhelming anguish. We have likely all experienced this anguish at one time or another. 

Anguish is simply our freedom, our self-consciousness, as Lafarge notes105. Sartre uses the 

example of a military leader to highlight anguish. In this dramatic example, the leader must 

choose whether to send soldiers across the frontline, possibly sending ‘a number of men to 

 
102 Caws, p. 70. 
103 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 53. 
104 Wilson, p. 185. 
105 Lafarge, p. 88. 
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their death’106. There is no way for the leader to know what the right decision is. They could 

seek advice, but ultimately the leader must decide whether to follow that advice. They cannot 

escape the choice, nor can they escape responsibility for the consequences. Depending on their 

choice, soldiers might die, the war might be won or lost. The leader is responsible for the 

consequences that follow their choice. They must choose, and they must choose without a 

guide. Not choosing is still a choice and will still have consequences. A similarly dramatic 

example is that of the leader during the COVID-19 pandemic. Should the leader order a full 

lockdown, possibly saving lives but damaging the economy, or should they keep their economy 

functioning, thereby putting lives at risk. There are plenty of experts offering advice, but it is 

the leader who must choose and before the choice is made it is impossible to know the outcome 

and the consequences. This is the anguish Sartre is talking about.  

 

The individual need not be choosing between life and death in order to experience anguish. In 

a significantly less dramatic example, but one still rife with anguish, imagine a young boy who 

must choose whether to study German or French in school. While you might laugh at this minor 

decision, to the young boy, it is a source of tremendous mental anguish. His choice will 

influence the friends he makes, whether he enjoys school life, the college courses available to 

him, his career prospects. In short, in the eyes of the young boy this is a life changing decision. 

He asks his parents for advice, only to quickly realise that it is he who must choose whether to 

follow their advice. He must choose, and the responsibility is inescapable. Anguish is the 

condition of choice, is the condition of individual action107. 

 

 
106 Sartre, Existentialism and Humanism, p. 35 
107 Ibid, p. 36. 
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For Sartre, the individual is alone in their choice and this amplifies the anguish experienced. 

This is a natural consequence of his atheistic existentialism, ‘there are no divine values or 

commands that could legitimise our behaviour’108. The individual is condemned to freedom. I 

did not choose to exist and, now, I cannot not choose. Each individual is condemned at every 

moment to create themselves, within their situation, either by affirming a past choice or 

choosing a new path of action. Even refusing to choose is a choice. The possibility of being 

overwhelmed by this anguish is clear, and Sartre illustrates it in Existentialism and Humanism. 

If I am nothing other than what I make of myself, then I am responsible for how my life turns 

out. ‘In life, a man commits himself, draws his own portrait and there is nothing but that 

portrait’109. 

 

In summary, the For-Itself is human consciousness. Sartre suggests that there is a gap within 

consciousness, a gap that allows the individual to separate themselves from their actions, 

experiences, and situation. Sartre attempts to explain this gap through concepts such as the lack 

or nothingness found in the For-Itself, or the temporality of the For-Itself. Fundamentally, the 

gap within consciousness means that the individual is free to choose, to create themselves at 

every moment, although crucially they are free within their situation and ought to be aware of 

the sedimentation that has likely occurred with their original project. The individual is 

condemned to freedom, condemned to choose and they are alone in choosing. Faced with this 

choice and responsibility, the individual experiences anguish. You might respond to Sartre by 

stating that most individuals do not constantly experience anguish and, given Sartre’s reliance 

on personal experience, this would seem to undermine his description of individual existence. 

 

 
108 Sartre, Existentialism and Humanism, p. 38. 
109 Ibid, p. 48. 
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However, the reason most individuals do not experience anguish most of the time is because 

they attempt to flee their anguish110. The individual seeks refuge in what Sartre refers to as bad 

faith. Bad faith, which is discussed in detail in chapter 4, is a form of self-deception whereby 

the individual attempts to deny their condition, deny the fact that they are free to choose 

themselves. Rather than embracing their freedom, the individual attempts to act as if they had 

a fixed nature or set characteristics that preclude free choice and, therefore, preclude 

responsibility and anguish. Bad faith ‘is the project of seeing oneself as having some specific 

fixed nature that explains one’s thoughts, feelings, and actions’111. As Caws notes, most people 

would rather be a mere spectator before an unfolding determinism instead of being obliged to 

constantly make and remake themselves112. Sartre believes that bad faith ‘can even be the 

normal aspect of life for a great many people’113. However, as we will see in Chapter 4, such 

individuals are merely playing a role, like an actor on a stage.  

 

Sartre’s ontology, and in particular the For-Itself, is complex. At times his language does stray 

into the abstract. However, we must remember Sartre’s method. He wanted his reader to 

recognise the experience of the For-Itself as a description of their own life. So, if you have ever 

experienced feeling lost in an action, only to suddenly become conscious of yourself as 

engaged in that action; if you have ever experienced the collapse of an original project only to 

choose a new one; if you have ever felt anguish over a decision because you realised you alone 

were responsible for the consequences of your choice, then Sartre’s account of the For-Itself 

appears to have a level of plausibility as a description of the human situation. If, on the other 

hand, you did not recognise any of the experiences of the For-Itself as a description of your 

own life then perhaps you, like so many others, are hiding in Bad Faith. 

 
110 Gardner, p. 152. 
111 Webber, p. 86. 
112 Caws, p. 71. 
113 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 73. 
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Returning to my proposed definition, existentialism is an ethical theory that requires the 

individual to be acutely aware of the conditions of their existence, to embrace their freedom 

and act in direct response to those conditions. We said that if the individual is to engage with 

existentialism, they must have a detailed awareness of the conditions of their existence. Now 

that we have outlined Sartre’s ontology of being, we can picture Sartre’s individual For-Itself 

or, better yet, we can picture ourselves as the For-Itself. As individuals, we are capable of 

examining our choices and our actions. This capacity for self-reflection opens up the possibility 

of freedom. It is this freedom, inherent in the individual consciousness, that brings with it the 

anguish that Sartre suggests pushes individuals into bad faith. This individual For-Itself, as the 

individual who can engage with existentialism, is the core element of this project and ought to 

be kept firmly in mind when considering the following pages. 
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Chapter 2 

The Look and Anguish 

Sartre’s For-Itself, as a free and responsible individual, experiences anguish which, according 

to Sartre, can drive the individual to seek refuge in bad faith. This anguish would be bad enough 

if the individual were making choices in isolation. However, individuals rarely make choices 

in isolation. Instead, their choices and the consequences are visible to others. For Sartre, when 

I am seen by the Other, the emotion I experience, whether it is shame, pride, etc., makes me 

realise that I alone am the author of my choice and, therefore, am wholly responsible. Focusing 

on shame as the emotion experienced when caught in the Look of the Other, I suggest that the 

Look will intensify my anguish because through this experience I see myself as others see me 

and this makes it impossible to deny that I am the author of, and therefore responsible for, my 

actions and choices. This intensified anguish makes it all the more likely for me to hide in bad 

faith. 

 

In order to support my suggestion that Look of the Other intensifies anguish, this chapter will 

discuss Sartre’s explanation of shame. I will first consider Sartre’s account of how we 

experience other individuals, or the Other, as an object and then as a subject. Sartre’s account 

of the Other as object and subject is strange, as we tend not to explicitly think of people in these 

terms. However, his account does appear plausible and it is necessary to understand the Other 

as object and subject in order to fully grasp the impact of the Other’s Look. I will then examine 

the impact of the Other’s Look on the For-Itself and suggest that the Look, by way of shame, 

or whatever other emotion is experienced, intensifies my anguish by irrefutably establishing 

me as responsible for my choices. This will make me more likely to seek refuge in bad faith or 

the Everyday World as the Law-Abiding Citizen, which will be discussed in detail in Chapter 

3. 
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The Other 

The dichotomy of the For-Itself and In-Itself, discussed in Chapter 1, is important for 

understanding Sartre’s account of interaction between individuals. While we may 

automatically assume that other people are individuals just like us, for Sartre it is not that 

simple. We first encounter the Other, in Being and Nothingness, as an object but, through the 

Look of the Other, we come to know them as subject. 

 

What follows is a fictional encounter with another person that attempts to capture the 

experience Sartre has in mind when he says that we can see an individual as an object. 

 

A young man, taking a break from his studies, sits eating lunch by a lake. Alone at the lake, 

the world appears to present itself as for the young man. The trees lining the shore, the breeze 

blowing through the leaves, the ripples on the water, and the swans swimming silently across 

the lake all seem to be for him, part of his world, his experience. After a few minutes, a young 

woman arrives and sits facing the lake in front of the young man. The young man sees this 

woman, for Sartre, simultaneously as an object and as a human114. If he considers her a mere 

object, then she adds nothing significant to the young man’s world115. Viewing individuals as 

mere objects, lacking any significance, would be a sad way to view the world and, importantly, 

is not how we typically view other people. We all have individuals in our lives who are of great 

significance to us. However, we must remember that, for Sartre, experiencing the Other as an 

object is simply one mode of experiencing the Other; perhaps a basic or primary mode that is 

quickly by-passed in lived experience to see the individual as more than a mere object. As 

 
114 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 278. 
115 Ibid. 
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Schroeder notes, Sartre’s description of the objectified Other does conceal the Other’s 

subjectivity, at times almost ignoring that subjectivity, and this would appear to be at odds with 

our experience of other people. However, it is possible to actually experience the Other as a 

mere object116. This is most obvious when the Other is perceived as an obstacle to our projects. 

For example, the young man eating his lunch watches the swans swimming on the lake. As 

they pass by, they stop in front of the young woman, who is now blocking the young man’s 

view. In that moment, he does not see her as a human being with projects of her own. He sees 

her as an object, as something in his way, something frustrating his project. 

 

However, the woman is not a mere object. As noted above, according to Sartre, the young man 

views the young woman simultaneously as an object and as a human being, as what Sartre 

refers to as a privileged-object117. The woman is a privileged-object in the sense that she is not 

like the young man’s leather satchel. She is not an In-Itself like we discussed in Chapter 1. This 

privileged-object appears to interact with objects in the world in a way that other objects, like 

the leather satchel and the guitar, cannot. 

 

It is as a result of understanding the woman as a privileged-object that the young man, on seeing 

the young woman, experiences a re-organisation of the objects in his world. While the swans 

appear to be the same as they were prior to her arrival, they are now bound to her in a relation 

that the young man cannot understand118. There is an aspect of the swans that only the young 

woman can see. Sartre refers to this experience as ‘a pure disintegration of the relations which 

I apprehend between the objects of my universe’119. In other words, the objects in the young 

man’s world no longer appear just for him, as they did when he was alone at the lake. This 

 
116 Schroeder, p. 182. 
117 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 278. 
118 Ibid. 
119 Ibid, p. 278-279. 
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disintegration is not restricted to the swans. There will be similar relations between the woman 

and whatever object she looks at. Sartre goes so far as to say that the appearance of the Other, 

in this case the young woman, amounts to the appearance of an object that steals the world 

from the young man120. This theft is subtle. The objects in the young man’s world remain in 

place, and continue to exist for him, but everything is simultaneously orientated towards this 

new privileged-object, towards the woman. The Other, because they have the ability to have 

their own point of view121, has decentralised the young man’s world122. 

 

Sartre’s idea that the Other steals the world from me initially sounds absurd. I am surrounded 

by other people most of the time, whether in the classroom, on the bus, or even at home, and 

yet my worldview appears to remain intact. That being said, we can all remember moments of 

surprise when we realised how differently another person views the world. What I see as a 

nicely shaped stone may suddenly appear as a potential missile123 in another’s hands. Sartre is 

not suggesting that the arrival of the Other as privileged-object means the world is no longer 

mine, but that it is no longer only mine. Remember, this theft is subtle. The decentralisation of 

the world is a realisation that Others can understand and use objects in ways that I cannot. It is 

a realisation that the world does not revolve around me. 

 

For me, this decentralisation is most vividly experienced when we think we are completely 

alone, only to suddenly realise the presence of the Other. For example, while walking alone 

through the forest, I often feel that the trees, the paths, the streams, are just for me. It is as 

though I am lost in my own world, or that the world has presented itself for me and no one else. 

This experience is also often described as ‘losing myself in the world’. However, when I 

 
120 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 279. 
121 Warnock, p. 75. 
122 Gardner, p. 136. 
123 Schroeder, p. 180-181. 
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suddenly see another person walking through the trees, that feeling that this is my world 

vanishes. The trees, the paths, and the streams are in one sense unchanged. In another sense, 

there is now something about them that I cannot understand. This is their relation to the Other 

that I can see on the path ahead of me. The Other does not need to see me, and we may not 

cross paths, but in spite of this I still feel that the forest is no longer just for me. In fact, this 

experience can even occur when the Other is not actually present, but I mistakenly believe they 

are. This Other has stolen the forest from me and, if they have realised my presence, they likely 

feel that I have stolen it from them. 

 

Schroeder does highlight potential problems for Sartre’s account of the Other as privileged-

object. It is possible to imagine cases when I experience the Other as an object and there is no 

decentralisation124. This could occur when I am absorbed in my own project, such as running 

to get to class, and as a result I remain ignorant of the purposes of the Other125 who blocks my 

way in the middle of the corridor. I would argue that in this case Schroeder is viewing the Other 

as a mere object, rather than a privileged-object. It is only the privileged-object that creates the 

decentralisation. Schroeder also suggests that certain role-governed relationships seem to lack 

the decentralisation that Sartre describes. For example, in a teacher-student relationship126, my 

organisation of the world as a teacher includes the student’s organisation of the world ‘via the 

rules that govern the relationship’127. Similarly, if the Other is a friend or loved one, their 

ordering of the world may complement my own. In fact, my world may be specifically 

structured around them128. While Schroeder does have a point, it is still possible that the Other 

in each of these cases can confront me in an unexpected manner. In fact, as all the Others noted 

 
124 Schroeder, p. 181. 
125 Ibid. 
126 Ibid. 
127 Ibid. 
128 Ibid. 
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by Schroeder are familiar to me, if they were to act unexpectedly, the resulting decentralisation 

of my world might be all the more starkly felt than a decentralisation caused by an unknown 

Other. It is my familiarity with the Other and their worldview that would make any 

decentralisation they initiate all the more powerful. For example, when a close friend whom 

you have trusted for years suddenly takes advantage of your friendship, that decentralisation is 

far more significant than any that might be caused by an unknown Other. Given that we interact 

more often than not with people we know, and Schroeder does not argue that it is impossible 

for these people to view the world differently than us, the possibility of an overwhelming 

decentralisation is higher than Schroeder appears to allow. 

 

Based on the above description of the Other-as-object, Sartre arrives at the following 

conclusion: ‘if the Other-as-object is defined in connection with the world as the object which 

sees what I see, then my fundamental connection with the Other-as-subject must be able to be 

referred back to my permanent possibility of being seen by the Other’129. On first reading, it 

may appear that Sartre is using overly complex language. However, by breaking it down we 

can grasp his meaning. Sartre is simply suggesting that there is a reciprocal relationship 

between the other and myself. The Other-as-object, the privileged-object mentioned above, is 

capable of seeing what I see. As a subject, I am capable of perceiving other things as objects, 

including the Other. If the Other is capable of perceiving things as objects, like I do, then it 

seems to follow that the Other is a subject for those objects130. Likewise, if the Other is capable 

of perceiving me as an object, then the Other can be a subject for me as object. Therefore, if 

we are to conceive of the Other as a subject, the Other must be capable of perceiving me as an 

object. I can only be an object for a subject. I cannot be an object for an object131. In other 

 
129 Sartre, Being and Nothingness. p. 280-281. 
130 Catalano, Joseph. A Commentary on Jean-Paul Sartre’s ‘Being and Nothingness’. (Chicago & London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1980.), p. 160. 
131 Ibid. 
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words, I view things in the world as objects because I am a subject. If I ever feel myself 

objectified, it must be a subject who has objectified me. So, for Sartre, it is my experience of 

being objectified that makes me perceive the Other as a subject. If the young man at the lake 

feels himself objectified by the young woman, she is no longer a privileged-object, she is now 

a subject. 

 

Sartre could be accused of making a complicated, if not unjustified, leap in arriving at the 

Other-as-subject. While Sartre believes his conclusion is grounded in reasoning, the argument 

from Other-as-object to Other-as-subject requires that it be experienced, not merely considered 

in the abstract. Remember Sartre’s method. He favours personal lived experience over abstract 

philosophy132. When the young woman looks at the young man, she sees him, and he feels that 

she is not just an object. He feels like an object caught in her Look. She has to be a subject. 

Sartre wants his reader to agree with his argument, not because of the soundness of his 

proposition, but because they can recognise what he describes as a lived experience. When I 

feel myself as seen, it is as seen by a subject, and I become an object for that subject. It is this 

Look, the Other’s capacity to objectify me, that establishes me as the irrefutable author of my 

actions, that I suggest will intensify anguish making the individual all the more likely to live 

in bad faith. 

 

The Look 

This section provides a detailed outline of the Look of the Other and the impact that it can have 

on the individual For-Itself. I suggest that the Look, by way of the resulting shame or other 

emotions which are experienced, intensifies the anguish of the individual by making them see 

themselves as the author of their action.  

 
132 Gardner, p. 73. 
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In order to illustrate the Other-as-subject, and what it means for me to be seen by the Other, 

Sartre outlines his voyeur vignette133. Motivated by jealousy or curiosity, the voyeur listens 

and looks through the keyhole to witness the events occurring behind the locked door. In the 

moment, the voyeur is alone, on the level of explicit, intentional consciousness134. This means 

that there is nothing to which the voyeur can refer their actions in order to pass judgment on 

them; ‘nothing therefore to which I can refer my acts in order to qualify them’135. The voyeur 

is fully engaged in their action. Their consciousness is reaching out, like an empty hand, 

towards the events on the other side of the keyhole. In that moment, they do not know their 

action, they do not think about what they are doing or value it in any sense. Rather, the voyeur 

simply is their action. The voyeur is an immediate consciousness of their action, with a 

simultaneous pre-reflective consciousness, as discussed in Chapter 1, but they are not currently 

reflecting. 

 

Sartre’s voyeur is well known and often retold by those analysing his work. For variety, I offer 

an example of my own, one which highlights all of the important points of the Other’s Look. 

Schroeder has clearly outlined these points, along with the changes experienced by the For-

Itself when caught in the Look. Therefore, I will use Schroeder’s interpretation as a framework 

for understanding my example. 

 

Kevin, a teenager, alone in his Grandfather’s garden, is playing air guitar. Not merely playing 

air guitar. Kevin imagines that he is the lead guitarist of a world-famous rock band and is 

currently on stage in front of an arena full of adoring fans. The following are the main features 

 
133 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 282-283. 
134 Ibid. 
135 Ibid. 
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of Kevin’s experience that ought to be considered, according to Schroeder’s analysis. First, 

Kevin’s attention is focused on playing the right imaginary chords to please his audience. 

Immersed in his fantasy, Kevin does not define his actions, nor does he experience any qualities 

that might be applied to judge his project. In other words, Kevin does not know he is playing 

air guitar, he is simply playing it136. Lost in the moment, Kevin has no awareness that he is 

playing air guitar, an imagined concert is simply unfolding before him137. As Schroeder notes, 

Kevin is playing air guitar with ‘a naïve innocence that precedes the experience of good and 

evil’138. Second, Kevin’s situation, his surroundings, mirror his project. The back wall of his 

Grandfather’s house acts as the back of the imagined stage. The open space of the garden 

assumes the role of the open arena packed with delirious fans. Everything in the garden reflects 

Kevin’s project and his possibilities139. Kevin does not consider himself to be located, spatially 

or temporally. His time is the internal time of the concert, and his space is the imagined stage140. 

Kevin’s future is the song yet to be played, his past is his previous experience of concerts that 

provides a frame of reference for his fantasy141. Kevin’s present is nothing more than his 

presence to his imagined fans. 

 

Finally, Kevin is the master of his situation142. At any moment, Kevin can choose to end the 

concert. Only when this free flow of experience ends, only when the lack of definition 

disappears, will Kevin realise his mastery of the situation143. Once the concert is over, and has 

slipped into Kevin’s past, then he can judge and value it by himself. These features, according 

 
136 Schroeder, p. 182. 
137 Ibid. 
138 Ibid. 
139 Ibid. 
140 Ibid. 
141 Ibid, p. 183. 
142 Ibid. 
143 Ibid. 
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to Schroeder, capture Kevin’s experience alone in the garden and could equally be applied to 

Sartre’s voyeur. 

 

Suddenly, Kevin opens his eyes and sees his Aunt standing at the bottom of the driveway. She 

has seen him. Immediately Kevin’s experience changes. Once he has been seen, Kevin exists 

as the social-self144, what Sartre refers to as our being-for-others145. The social-self is our 

perception of how the Other sees us. The Other, as Caws explains, forces us to react to 

ourselves with the distaste we would feel for a stranger we saw performing the same vulgar or 

clumsy act we are performing146. Sartre describes the appearance, or experience, of the social-

self as follows: ‘I see myself because somebody has seen me’147. The Other, Kevin’s Aunt in 

this case, acts almost like a mirror in which the For-Itself catches a glimpse of themselves. As 

a result, Kevin is able to judge himself or, more precisely for Sartre, feels how the Other judges 

him148. Sartre illustrates this idea with the following statement: ‘I, who in so far as I am my 

possibles, am what I am not and am not what I am – behold, now I am somebody!’149. Relating 

this to our earlier discussion of the For-Itself, the Other’s Look has reduced the For-Itself to 

In-Itself, turned present to past. Before Kevin noticed his Aunt, he was a For-Itself freely 

choosing to play air guitar, with the possibility to end that action at any given moment. Once 

he is seen by his Aunt, the Other, Kevin is reduced to merely someone playing air guitar. As 

Sartre describes it, ‘I have a foundation outside myself’150. This foundation is the Other. The 

Look of the Other defines Kevin, turning him into something solid, an In-Itself. 

 

 
144 Schroeder, p. 183. 
145 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 284. 
146 Caws, p. 98. 
147 Sartre, Being and Nothingness. p. 284. 
148 Ibid. 
149 Ibid, p. 287 
150 Ibid, p. 284. 
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We can better understand the transformative power of the Look by noting the changes in 

Kevin’s experience, as outlined by Schroeder. Firstly, Kevin experiences an overwhelming 

consciousness of self151. Kevin experiences himself as defined; he now has a nature, an outside 

by virtue of the fact that the Other is outside him, looking at him152. In looking at Kevin, his 

Aunt annihilates him as a subject, reducing him to an object153, turning For-Itself to In-Itself. 

Although the social-self, this external view of ourselves, is created by the Other, according to 

Sartre we can do nothing more than accept it as a version of ourselves. We can neither deny 

nor reject it as a strange image154. It is here that Kevin experiences shame. Kevin realises and 

accepts his social-self through shame155 or, if the judgment is positive, through pride. For 

Sartre, this shame is experienced without having to think about it or rationalise it. The Look, 

and the shame, is an immediate shudder down Kevin’s spine, an instinctive reaction rather than 

a reasoned response. Caught in the Look of the Other, seeing himself as the Other sees him, 

Kevin can now judge his actions because there is someone external to qualify them156. Whether 

Kevin’s Aunt defines him as childish, stupid, etc., this definition will haunt Kevin157. If Kevin 

feels shame it is shame of himself. This shame is his recognition that he is the object that the 

Other is looking at and judging158. 

 

At this point, it is worth highlighting a difference between Sartre’s voyeur and Kevin playing 

air guitar. The difference is the element of normativity or morality. We might say that Sartre’s 

voyeur deserves to feel shame and to be judged because voyeurism is deemed immoral or at 

odds with normative society. On the other hand, playing air guitar, while perhaps not a noble 

 
151 Schroeder, p. 183-184. 
152 Sartre, Being and Nothingness., p. 286. 
153 Desan, Wilfrid. The Tragic Finale, An Essay on the Philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre (New York: Harper 
Torchbooks, 1960.), p. 66. 
154 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 284. 
155 Ibid. 
156 Schroeder, p. 183-184. 
157 Ibid. 
158 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 285. 
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pursuit, can hardly be said to be immoral. While this is true, it is not a problem for my example 

and, in fact, helps clarify a key aspect of my conception of shame and anguish. What is 

important is not that the choice or action of the individual is immoral, it is that the individual 

experiences the judgment of the Other, that their private action is dragged into the sphere of 

judgment. I have focused on shame as the emotion resulting from the Other’s Look in order to 

match Sartre’s examples. However, it is not the shame itself that is important to my project. It 

is the social-self, the judgment of the Other, by way of the Look and the resulting shame in this 

example, that establishes the individual as the irrefutable author of their actions and, therefore 

responsible and liable to experience anguish. 

 

The second change in Kevin’s experience is a loss of his perceptual and instrumental contact 

with the world159. When he experiences himself as the social-self, the imagined stage and 

audience vanish. The world no longer mirrors his possibilities or his project160. The garden is 

no longer an arena full of adoring fans. The world is no longer for him. The Other’s Look has 

stripped Kevin of his possibilities161, reducing them to nothing more than probabilities external 

to Kevin to be considered by the Other162. Before being seen, Kevin was free to continue with 

his fantasy or quit that action and choose from a range of possibilities. Now that he is seen, 

Kevin feels stuck in his action. Kevin’s freedom is simply a given for the Other163. No matter 

how Kevin chooses to act in this moment, it is not one of his possibilities so much as it is an 

action the Other could predict. Kevin now exists as a mere object. 

 

 
159 Schroeder, p. 183-184. 
160 Ibid. 
161 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 288. 
162 Ibid. 
163 Desan, p 84. 



CÓM  10303731 

 
 

- 51 - 

The third change locates Kevin in time and space. Kevin experiences himself in his 

Grandfather’s garden. As a temporal-spatial object, Kevin is now open to the Other’s 

judgments164. Instead of organising the objects in the world, Kevin is now aware that the Other 

is organising the objects in the world. All these objects turn a face towards the Other that Kevin 

cannot understand165. What’s more, Kevin is one of those objects166. This is the key difference 

between the Other-as-subject and the Other as a privileged-object. Kevin cannot be an object 

for a privileged-object, whereas he is an object for his Aunt, the Other-as-subject. 

 

In summary, Kevin has lost control of the situation. In the presence of the Other, Kevin is no 

longer the master of his situation. The Other’s Look fixes him in time and space, he is subject 

to their value judgments, to their freedom167. Kevin’s Aunt defines him, and Kevin is trapped 

by this definition, no longer free. Kevin as the social-self, or being-for-others, in contrast to 

For-Itself, now appears to have a set essence, one set by the Other. 

 

This is how Sartre explains the Other-as-subject. As noted above, Sartre can perhaps be accused 

of making a leap in his reasoning when arriving at the Other-as-subject or, at the very least, 

relying too heavily on experience and anecdote. However, we must remember his method. It is 

his use of experience and anecdote that makes his philosophy accessible and relatable. We all 

remember a moment when, seen by another, we realised what we were doing, felt ourselves 

defined by the Other, and experienced the shudder of shame or, perhaps, intense 

embarrassment. The interesting point is that this experience appears to be in no way provoked 

by knowledge168. Instead, ‘shame is an immediate shudder which runs through me from head 

 
164 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 291. 
165 Ibid, p. 285. 
166 Schroeder, p. 183-184. 
167 Desan, p. 68. 
168 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 291-292. 
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to foot without any discursive preparation’169. Sartre’s voyeur did not need to stop and think 

before feeling shame, nor did Kevin, and neither did you when you were seen by the Other and 

saw yourself as they saw you. Sartre’s approach may initially appear to be anathema to 

traditional philosophy. Philosophy ought to be something everyone can understand and engage 

with, not mere personal experience. This is true. Any account which relies solely on personal 

experience is arguably more biography than philosophy. However, Sartre’s account is more 

than mere personal experience, and the personal experience and anecdotes he does use make 

his philosophy more accessible, engaging and comprehensible. Sartre does use his own 

personal experience to support his claims, but the descriptions and anecdotes he provides are 

recognisable to everyone. When I first read Sartre’s account of the voyeur and his description 

of the Other’s Look, I immediately recognised that experience, of being seen and feeling 

shame, as an experience from my life. Hopefully you have had that same recognition of shared 

experience with the examples I have provided. 

 

There are potential problems with Sartre’s account of the Other-as-subject and the shame that 

accompanies the Look. For example, it is possible to imagine that Kevin was mistaken when 

he thought he saw the Other at the bottom of the driveway. Midway through his guitar solo, he 

opened his eyes and thought he saw his Aunt. He stops, running his eyes down the empty 

driveway. False alarm. How does this affect the shame that Kevin experiences? If Kevin was 

mistaken in thinking that his Aunt was actually present, for Sartre, it was not his social-self 

that was revealed in error170. What was revealed in error was simply the Other’s presence; ‘the 

contingent connection between the Other and an object-being in my world’171. This is clear 

from the fact that even a false alarm such as this can cause Kevin to feel shame and abandon 

 
169 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 246. 
170 Ibid, p. 301. 
171 Ibid. 
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his project. If, in spite of the false alarm, he chooses to keep playing, his heart will beat faster 

and he will jump at the slightest sound172. Instead of disappearing with the false alarm, ‘the 

Other is present everywhere’173. Again, we need only recall a moment when we perceived the 

Other looking at us, only to realise there was no Other present. The shame, or judgment, we 

immediately felt on thinking we were seen by the Other is slow to dissipate even when we 

realise our mistake. This ability of the For-Itself to feel shame, or realise the social-self, without 

a concrete present Other is important for my argument that the Look intensifies anguish. Prior 

to making a decision, I may have a sense, from experience, how the Other might react to my 

choice even though they are not present. My anticipated experience of my social-self intensifies 

the anguish I feel when making decisions. 

 

The Look and Anguish 

The Look of the Other can have the effect of turning an individual For-Itself into an In-Itself, 

turning a subject into an object and. This happens, for Sartre, through the experience of shame. 

Sartre relies on shame to solidify the Other-as-subject and outlines a detailed explanation in 

Being and Nothingness as to how the individual can recover themselves as For-Itself after the 

Look. However, I suggest that the Look, by way of shame and the revelation of the social-self, 

establishes the individual as the irrefutable author of their actions. As such, the individual 

cannot deny responsibility for their actions and choices. This results in the intensifying of the 

anguish experienced by the For-Itself, making it more likely for the individual to seek refuge 

in bad faith. 

 

 
172 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 301. 
173 Ibid. 
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As discussed in Chapter 1, the For-Itself is free to create itself within a situation. This freedom 

is understood through action, through choice. However, my choices are unjustified. I alone can 

make my choices, and I must choose. This condition of the For-Itself, as condemned to 

freedom, is experienced as anguish, like that felt by the military leader, the leader in the 

pandemic, and the young student choosing a school subject. They must choose, their choice is 

unjustifiable, and they are responsible for the consequences. For Sartre, this condition is 

enough to experience anguish. However, I am suggesting that realising your actions and 

choices through the social-self, when caught in the Look of the Other, can intensify the anguish 

the individual experiences. The experience of the social-self leaves no doubt that they are the 

authors of their actions and are responsible for the consequences. However, in Sartre’s 

explanation of the Look, the social-self is experienced after the choice has been made. If the 

social-self is only experienced after I make a choice, that social-self appears to have little power 

to intensify the anguish I experience prior to making the choice. 

 

In order to unite the social-self and anguish, we need only consider Sartre’s example of the 

mistaken Other. As noted earlier, the social-self does not require a present Other. Mistakenly 

believing the Other is present is sufficient to cause the shudder of shame and reveal the social-

self. Similarly, I am suggesting that the awareness that the Other will see my choice and the 

consequences of my choice, causes an anticipated judgment, or an anticipated social-self. This 

anticipated social-self is experienced contemporaneously with my anguish and intensifies the 

anguish that I feel when making a decision. For clarity, as I outlined above, it is not the 

experience of shame itself that is important here. I have focused on shame simply to follow 

Sartre’s examples. Any judgment by the Other, positive or negative, will have the effect of 

revealing the social-self and irrefutably establishing the individual as responsible for their 

choices. 
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I will consider this suggestion using the example of the leader during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The leader must choose whether to lockdown the population or keep the economy functioning. 

Plenty of experts, and pontificating citizens, offer advice, but the leader alone must choose. 

The choice will have serious consequences. Lives are at stake. Prior to choosing, there is no 

way to know what the outcome will be. The leader makes this choice in anguish. Perhaps this 

is why they often try to de-individualise their choice with comments such as, ‘we’re listening 

to the experts’, or ‘this decision has been taken following advice from the committee’. 

 

When the choice is made, it will be open to examination by the people, by the Others. They 

will see the choice and the resulting consequences, and the leader will see themselves as the 

people see them. The leader realises themselves, through their social-self, as the indisputable 

author of their choice and feels shame or pride depending on the Other’s judgement. Shame at 

this point can have little impact on the leader’s anguish as the choice has already been made. 

However, prior to making the choice, the leader is aware that it will be examinable by the 

Others, is aware that the Others will see the leader as the author of that choice. At this point, 

even though the Other is not present, the leader can feel the Other everywhere, just as Kevin 

felt the Other was everywhere when he mistakenly believed his Aunt was present. Even though 

the Other is not present, the leader knows their choice will become examinable and, therefore, 

it is as if the Other is watching them before the decision is made. This feeling of being watched 

by the Other, before the choice is made, creates an anticipated judgment, or an anticipated 

social-self, that is contemporaneous with the leader’s anguish. This anticipated social-self 

serves to intensify the leader’s anguish by forcing them to see themselves as the Other will see 

them, as the incontestable author of their choice and responsible for whatever consequences 
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result. This intensified anguish will make it all the more likely for the individual to seek refuge 

in bad faith, in the Everyday World. 
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Chapter 3 

The Everyday World 

and The Law-Abiding Citizen 

So far, we have seen that Sartre’s description of the individual as For-Itself, while complex, 

can be considered a plausible description of human existence, provided we understand the 

individual as having less radical freedom than Sartre perhaps allowed in Being and 

Nothingness, and certainly less radical than that expressed in Existentialism and Humanism. 

This individual, within their sedimented situation, is free and experiences considerable anguish 

as a result of that freedom. Sartre felt that anguish alone was sufficient to push the individual 

into bad faith. I have suggested that, following Sartre’s account of interaction between 

individuals, the individual’s experience of their social-self when they realise their choice will 

be examinable by the Other will intensify their anguish, making them all the more likely to live 

in bad faith. Living in bad faith, denying their freedom, means the individual will fail to engage 

with the definition of existentialism I proposed; existentialism is an ethical theory that requires 

the individual to be acutely aware of the conditions of their existence, to embrace their freedom 

and act in direct response to those conditions. 

 

While I will discuss bad faith in detail in Chapter 4, the aim of this chapter is to describe what 

I refer to as the Everyday World, which is the world where I believe individuals seek refuge 

from their anguish. As I see it, this Everyday World is structured and supported by law. We 

can get an understanding of how an individual might see the Everyday World as an escape 

from their anguish by describing how this world appears to negate the individuals’ freedom. 

Ultimately, this attempt to escape anguish is a project in bad faith and will always fail. This 

will be the focus of Chapter 4. 
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In the first section of this chapter, I will outline ideas similar to my idea of the Everyday World, 

such as Camus’s habitual life, Heidegger’s ‘They’, Beauvoir’s serious individual, and Sartre’s 

own spirit of seriousness. I will briefly outline what law is, in order that we can understand 

how it structures and supports the Everyday World. I will then provide an account of the 

individual as Law-Abiding Citizen in the Everyday World. I will conclude this chapter by 

briefly considering whether consenting to the Everyday World might allow the individual to 

become the Law-Abiding Citizen while maintaining their freedom and responsibility. 

 

Precursors to the Everyday World 

The Everyday World that I have in mind, structured and supported by Law, is not a wholly new 

idea. I have drawn inspiration from similar ideas proposed and discussed by other philosophers. 

In this section, I will discuss several of these ideas, such as Camus’ habitual life, Heidegger’s 

‘They’, Beauvoir’s serious individual, and Sartre’s spirit of seriousness. While these ideas have 

provided the inspiration for my Everyday World, I believe that viewing the Everyday World 

as structured and supported by law enriches these previous ideas. Law as a structure, one that 

influences how we feel we ought to act, provides a targeted explanation of the pressures of the 

Everyday World and allows for a better understanding of how individuals can lose their 

individuality, their freedom, and their anguish, in this world. 

 

If we accept Sartre’s ontology, and his view of the individual as For-Itself, as plausible, then it 

seems we must accept that anguish is an essential structure of human freedom and human 

action. However, if this is the case, we must ask why individuals do not appear to be constantly 

overwhelmed by anguish. Our personal experience would seem to suggest a problem with 

Sartre’s description of the individual. I am not constantly, or even regularly, experiencing 

anguish. So, Sartre must be wrong. However, we must recognise that individuals attempt to 
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avoid their freedom, responsibility, and anguish. I am suggesting that they attempt to do this 

by fleeing into the Everyday World where they live as the Law-Abiding Citizen and seem to 

be protected from the constant anguish Sartre describes. 

 

When I say the Everyday World, I am referring to a situation where the individual does not 

experience freedom or anguish because the situation itself is understood by the individual as 

negating individual responsibility. The situation either makes decisions on behalf of the 

individual, or pushes the individual to make certain decisions, appearing to strip them of their 

freedom, responsibility, and anguish. Anguish, for Sartre, is a ‘recognition of a possibility as 

my possibility’174. The Everyday World does not present possibilities as my possibilities. For 

example, a red traffic light is not presented to an individual as a possibility for them to choose 

how to act. The red light is presented as a demand. In reality, the individual could drive through 

a red light, and some do, but the vast majority do not, and they do not have to consider whether 

to stop or go. They simply stop because that is what they have been told to do; it is not a 

possibility so much as it is a demand. In this way, the anguish of having to choose appears to 

be bypassed. I would argue that, within the Everyday World, while I can choose to ignore the 

red light, doing so could have significant negative legal consequences for me. Aware of these 

consequences, I do not seriously consider the red light as presenting me with a choice. While 

my choice is still present, the Everyday World shrouds it from me. 

 

As noted above, my idea of the Everyday World is not separate from other ideas of the loss of 

individuality. It has been inspired by similar ideas presented by other philosophers. Throughout 

all these ideas, which I will now briefly discuss, the basic idea remains the same; the individual 

 
174 Sartre, Being and Nothingness. p. 59. 
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appears to be stripped of what makes them unique, of their individual freedom and 

responsibility and, therefore, of their anguish. 

 

Camus, in The Myth of Sisyphus, was concerned that individuals were living mere habitual 

lives, falling into habits without thinking. The individual, living this habitual life, plays out a 

repetitive cycle; ‘rising, tram, four hours in the office or factory, meal, tram, four hours of 

work, meal, sleep and Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday and Saturday, 

according to the same rhythm’175. For Camus, the habitual life does not require much of any 

thought176; we get into the habit of living before we get into the habit of thinking. It is relatively 

easy to see Camus’ idea playing out around us in our daily lives. Perhaps more clearly now 

than before as COVID-19 has disrupted the habitual routines of most individuals, making the 

routines themselves more visible. Most jobs and careers are based around this repetition. The 

individual has a daily routine for weekdays, catching the same bus to work, eating the same 

lunch from the same restaurant each day, perhaps preparing dinner from a few old reliable 

meals they cycle through each week, and watching the same TV shows before going to sleep 

to repeat the process all over again. The weekends might appear to stand out as a last bastion 

of individual freedom, but it’s likely that the habitual routine has consumed even Saturday and 

Sunday; sleep in, engage in whatever hobby you have chosen to pursue, meet with the same 

group of friends in the same pub to watch the same sporting event, before going to a favourite 

restaurant or getting a favourite take-away and watching a favourite movie. 

 

Presented as a habitual, predictable, mindless series of repetitive events, life might seem 

unbearable. This was partly the concern of novelist Charles Bukowski when he asked, ‘How 

 
175 Camus, Albert. The Myth of Sisyphus. Trans. O’Brien, Justin. (London & New York: Penguin Books, 2000.), 
p. 19. 
176 Ibid, p. 15. 
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in the hell could a man enjoy being awakened at 8.30am by an alarm clock, leap out of bed, 

dress, force-feed, shit, piss, brush teeth and hair, and fight traffic to get to a place where 

essentially you made lots of money for somebody else and were asked to be grateful for the 

opportunity to do so?’177. So many of us do this day after day, year after year. The answer to 

this question, to why we engage in this habitual life, is simple. The habitual life is not 

experienced as unbearable. The individual is always presented with something to do. There is 

always another task to keep the individual occupied, to keep them from thinking about the fact 

that they may not be happy with this habitual lifestyle. Furthermore, as always presenting the 

individual with tasks, the habitual life seems to strip the individual of their freedom and 

responsibility. If there is always another task, I never really have to choose what to do. If I 

never have to choose, I avoid feeling anguish in the face of my choices. The habitual routine 

lifestyle is comfortable. 

 

Similarly, as Martin Heidegger explained in Being and Time, the individual spends most of 

their time habitually performing tasks, duties, and daily routines178. Consumed by these tasks 

and duties, the individual becomes unthinking, and their distinctive characteristics, what makes 

them an individual, are obliterated. Each individual dissolves into an indistinguishable 

crowd179. Heidegger refers to this crowd as the ‘They’180. The ‘They’ is composed of societal 

and cultural customs found in the individual’s world181. If an individual falls into the ‘They’, 

they allow it to structure and guide their existence182. The individual takes pleasure as ‘They’ 

take pleasure, is shocked by what shocks the ‘They’, and lives as ‘They’ live183. Like Bukowski 

 
177 Bukowski, Charles. Factotum. (London: Virgin Books, 2009.), p. 97. 
178 MacQuarrie, p. 59-60. 
179 Heidegger, Martin. Being and Time. Trans. By Macquarrie, John and Robinson, Edward. (Oxford UK and 
Cambridge USA: Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 1962.), p. 164. 
180 Ibid, p. 166. 
181 Watts, Michael. The Philosophy of Heidegger. (Durham: Acumen, 2011.), p. 53. 
182 Ibid. 
183 Heidegger, p. 164. 
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questioning the habitual life, the ‘They’ may sound opposed to what we want. I do not want to 

be just a face in the crowd, a sheep following the herd in all aspects of my life. I want to make 

my own choices. But, again, this is not what is experienced by the individual from within the 

‘They’. In fact, according to Heidegger, the individual experiences tranquillity184. The 

individual is disburdened of responsibility and comforted by the fact that those around them 

are doing the same things. Lost in the crowd, the individual does not need to make choices, but 

is swept along by the decisions of the crowd. 

 

Beauvoir, in her description of the attitudes of bad faith, considered in detail in Chapter 4, also 

outlines a possible world in which the individual might escape their freedom and anguish. For 

Beauvoir, this is the serious world where individuals attempt to submerge their subjectivity and 

freedom in a society and the seemingly absolute values presented by that society185. According 

to Beauvoir, Being and Nothingness is largely an attempt by Sartre to describe the serious 

individual and the world that they occupy186. The particular society or the particular values into 

which the serious individual submerges their freedom are not important. What is important is 

that these values are presented as commands that the serious individual must obey, rather than 

possibilities between which the serious individual can choose. This apparent lack of choice 

spares the serious individual from experiencing anguish. 

 

Beauvoir’s serious world is arguably an extension of Sartre’s own concept, the spirit of 

seriousness. Towards the end of Being and Nothingness, Sartre describes the spirit of 

seriousness as one that ‘considers values as transcendent givens independent of human 

subjectivity’187. For Sartre, this spirit of seriousness, while a project of bad faith, rules the 

 
184 Heidegger, p. 222. 
185 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 49. 
186 Ibid. 
187 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 646. 
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world188. An individual caught in the spirit of seriousness hides from their freedom, ‘making 

himself such that he is waited for by all the tasks placed along his way’189. The objects and 

values the individual encounters are demands, and the individual is nothing more than a 

‘passive obedience to these external demands’190. In this world, I find myself engaged by values 

which appear to spring up from the world itself191, like the sign instructing me to keep off the 

grass. Presented as external rather than my own subjectively posited values, they appear as 

beyond my responsibility and, for Sartre, this is partly why we might not experience constant 

anguish. 

 

If we allow that these various descriptions of life are accurate and match up with our personal 

experience, it appears reasonably clear why an individual might not experience anguish on a 

daily basis. The trivial day-to-day actions, habitual and routine, appear to lead the individual 

in an unquestioned direction192. Each of these actions or choices flow naturally one to the next 

so, once an individual has begun their routine, one thing leads to another without the individual 

having to stop and think about it, without having to choose. Martin Buber provides a clear 

illustration of the individual living such a life; the individual ‘in the crowd is a stick stuck in a 

bundle moving through the water, abandoned to the current or being pushed by a pole from the 

bank in this or that direction. Even if it seems to the stick at times that it is moving by its own 

motion it has in fact none of its own; and the bundle too, in which it drifts has only an illusion 

of self-propulsion’193. Similarly, Wilson remarks, ‘the way most men live is not living at all; it 

is drifting’194. 

 
188 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 646. 
189 Ibid. 
190 Ibid. 
191 Ibid, p. 62. 
192 Warnock, p. 54. 
193 Buber, Martin. Between Man and Man, Trans. Smith, Robert Gregor. (London & Glasgow: Kegan Paul, 
Trench, Trubner & Co. Ltd., 1974.), p. 87. 
194 Wilson, p. 143. 
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While I believe the above ideas and the worlds they describe do appear to accurately capture 

aspects of individual existence, I do think these ideas, when considered individually, lack force. 

It seems too easy, on Sartre’s explanation, for the For-Itself to realise the origin of these values, 

to look up from the crowd and find themselves returned to anguish. However, I believe these 

ideas can be strengthened by combining them into a single idea, the Everyday World, and 

suggesting that this world is structured and supported by law. Structured by law, the values and 

situations of the Everyday World take the form of clear commands that must be obeyed. I 

believe my conception of the Everyday World provides an additional dimension to our 

understanding of why individuals see it as a refuge from freedom, responsibility, and anguish. 

In order to better understand my conception of the Everyday World, with law as its structure, 

it will help to discuss law itself. 

 

Law 

There are few questions, concerning human society, that have been asked more persistently 

and answered in so many strange, and even paradoxical ways, as the question ‘what is law?’. 

By providing an overview of theories of legal compliance, along with a brief outline of what 

law is, I hope to show that there is general support for the following answer to the above 

question: Law is the structure of the Everyday World in which we live, and it demands 

compliance. 

 

When asked ‘what is law?’, many of us might think of legislation, government, courts, judges, 

and the police. These are common traits of a formal legal system, at least in modern Western 

states. However, before there were formal legal systems, justice was dispensed on a case-by-

case basis. As noted by Antonin Scalia, former US Supreme Court Justice, King Solomon and 
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Louis IX of France are two examples of this case-by-case approach to justice, their judgments 

being ‘regarded as eminently just and good’195. This conception of justice dispensed one case 

at a time, with little or no reliance on written law, and judgments handed down by a state ruler, 

might seem overly subjective and at odds with the modern conception of Law. This is largely 

because we are comparing it to modern legal systems where ‘the rule of law’ is dominant196. 

 

The rule of law can be thought of as four interlocking ideas197. First, law must be certain. This 

means that law must be precise and publicly available so that individuals can be certain of what 

the law is in order to regulate their lives accordingly198. Second is the principle of legality, 

which simply means that each executive or administrative act affecting legal rights must be 

legally justified. In other words, the actor, whether the government or the judiciary, must have 

legal authority to act in such ways according to the law itself199. Third, everyone, including the 

government, is subject to the law200. Nobody is outside of or above the law. Finally, the legality 

of executive or administrative actions will be determined by independent judges, the idea being 

that the judiciary will ensure the government respects the law201. The rule of law is now seen 

as fundamental to valid legal systems and immediately appears to be considerably less 

susceptible to bias than the previous method of case-by-case judgments dispensed by the head 

of state. 

 

While most, if not all, legal scholars agree on the importance of the rule of law, there is a lack 

of consensus in relation to how law ought to be understood in terms of the purpose of the legal 

 
195 Scalia, Antonin. The Rule of Law as a Law of Rules (The University of Chicago Law Review, vol. 56, No. 4, 
1989, pp. 1175-1188.), p. 1175. 
196 Ibid, p. 1176. 
197 Morgan, David Gwynn. Hogan and Morgan’s Administrative Law: Student Version (Dublin: Thomson 
Reuters, 2012.), p. 11. 
198 Ibid. 
199 Ibid, p. 11-12. 
200 Ibid, p. 12. 
201 Ibid. 
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system or what law ought to achieve. Here I outline three conceptions of law, which are 

arguably simply different faces of the same legal system. I am not suggesting these conceptions 

are exhaustive of how law can be considered, although they do appear to be the most common 

conceptions. 

 

Firstly, and perhaps most obviously, law can be thought of as a set of rules allowing individuals 

to live in relative peace in community with one another. The law achieves this peace by 

restricting individual behaviour or obligating individuals to act in certain ways. Clearly if these 

restrictions and obligations are to be effective, the law must be obeyed. The state, or the legal 

system itself, attempts to ensure that it is obeyed or complied with by threatening to punish 

individuals who fail to comply. The more serious the transgression, the more serious the 

punishment. According to H. L. A. Hart, a prominent British legal philosopher, the law can be 

thought of as a gunman who ‘orders his victim to hand over her purse and threatens to shoot 

her if she refuses202. For Hart, this view of law as imposing obligations on individuals is a 

general feature of law, regardless of time and jurisdiction203. While the gunman analogy may 

sound alarming, this is representative of how most of us think of law, as a force running through 

society telling us what we can and cannot do. One important point to note is that while the 

gunman is motivated by selfish ends, the law ideally is intended to serve individuals by 

allowing them to live in peaceful community. 

 

Secondly, law can be considered from a scientific perspective. While law is often considered 

as rules of conduct demanding compliance204, Bingham suggests an alternative. Thought of as 

a science, law uses observation, comparison, induction, and deduction, to communicate 

 
202 Hart, H. L. A. The Concept of Law (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975.), p. 6. 
203 Ibid. 
204 Bingham, Joseph W. ‘What is the Law’ (Michigan Law Review, Vol. 11, No. 1, 1912, pp. 1-25.), p. 2. 
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knowledge of this field to other individuals205. If you understand the laws of a state you ought 

to be able to predict how citizens will interact with one another in various situations, in the 

same way that you can predict how different compounds will react to each other if you 

understand the basic rules of chemistry. This may seem to be an odd conception of law in that 

it appears to ignore the obligatory or prohibitive aspect of law. This scientific conception does 

still require legal compliance, and the law is still obligatory and prohibitive, but Bingham has 

shifted the emphasis to understanding human interactions rather than restricting human 

behaviour. Arguably these two conceptions are more closely linked than Bingham seems to 

realise. Assuming individuals comply with an obligatory and prohibitive system of laws, the 

social scientist will have some level of success in predicting individual behaviour and 

interactions with others. 

 

A third conception of law, one favoured by Australian legal philosopher John Finnis, is law as 

necessary to achieve the common good206. The law, as a system of rules which are adhered to 

by the community, creates a framework that allows individuals to organise their lives207. It is 

this organisation which enables individuals to coordinate to obtain the common good. Law 

makes human interaction clear and predictable, and allows individuals choose their goals 

without impinging on others. Finnis admits that, in light of the variety of individual 

preferences, arriving at a shared definition of the common good may be impossible. However, 

the law is not determinative of the common good, it is simply the means by which individuals 

in a community can coordinate their efforts to attempt to obtain the common good for their 

community. Under this conception, as with the previous two, law must be obeyed if it is to 

 
205 Bingham, p. 6-7. 
206 Finnis, John. The authority of law in the predicament of contemporary social theory (Notre Dame JL Ethics 
& Pub. Pol'y 1 (1984): 115.), p. 121. 
207 Ibid, p. 133. 
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achieve its goal. Here, the focus has shifted towards achieving a common good rather than 

simply restricting individual behaviour or predicting human interaction. 

 

As noted above, these three different conceptions of law could be taken as merely different 

faces of the same legal system. A legal system that restricts individual behaviour, and punishes 

non-compliance, could be used to predict how individuals are likely to interact with one another 

in definite situations, and it is possible that the restrictions imposed by this legal system are 

designed to enable individuals work together towards achieving a common good. Whether we 

choose to view the three conceptions, which are not intended to be exhaustive, separately or as 

three faces of the same system is not overly important. What is important for each of these 

three conceptions of law is that, if the end is to be achieved the law must be obeyed. No matter 

how we conceptualise it, law demands compliance. 

 

There are numerous theories attempting to explain legal compliance, most of which can be 

placed under one of two categories: the instrumental approach or the normative approach. 

While I do not have the space to consider the various theories attempting to make sense of legal 

compliance, it is worth having a brief overview of these two categories. As noted by Tyler, 

while legal compliance is never total, most people are law-abiding. Given the importance of 

legal compliance to my conception of the Everyday World and of the Law-Abiding Citizen, it 

will be helpful to have a basic understanding of why individuals do obey the law. 

 

The instrumental approach to understanding legal compliance is reasonably straightforward. 

Individuals regulate their behaviour in response to incentives and penalties associated with 

following the law208. If the legal system imposes sanctions on individuals who engage in certain 

 
208 Tyler, Tom R. Why People Obey The Law (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1990.), p. 3-4. 
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behaviours, such as using illegal drugs, the theory is that individuals will be less likely to use 

those drugs. The sanctions act as a deterrent. Nobody likes being punished, so they will act to 

avoid punishment where possible. The instrumental theory understands law as a set of 

commands backed by threats, and it is these threats that explain legal compliance. 

 

Opposed to the instrumental theory of legal compliance, Tyler considers the normative 

theory209. Simply put, this theory suggests that deterrence, or threats, are no longer necessary 

because people voluntarily choose to comply with the law. This voluntary choice to obey stems 

from individual morality or the idea that the law is legitimate210. If an individual’s morality 

compels them to obey the law, it means that they believe the law to be just. If an individual 

obeys the law because they believe it is legitimate it means that they feel the legal authority 

has the right to regulate their behaviour211. 

 

Depending on which theory we adopt, our expectations of legal compliance will change. If we 

adopt the instrumental approach, we are suggesting that compliance is something which is 

created externally to the individual. It is the fear of punishment that compels me to obey the 

law, meaning that I am likely to obey every law within a legal system. On the other hand, the 

normative theory suggests that legal compliance is an internal decision. I choose to obey the 

law because I think it is morally right or has legitimacy. If this is the case, then it is likely that 

I will obey only laws that I believe are moral or legitimate. So, I may choose to use drugs that 

have been deemed illegal by the system if I feel that engaging in this behaviour is not immoral 

or that such laws lack legitimacy. 

 

 
209 Tyler, p. 3-4. 
210 Ibid. 
211 Ibid. 
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The above is only a brief overview of law and two common categories of legal compliance. 

For our purposes, of understanding law as the structure of the Everyday World, it is enough to 

understand that law itself, no matter how we conceptualise it, demands compliance. 

Furthermore, whether the individual would explain their compliance in terms of the 

instrumental or normative theory, fear of punishment or acceptance of a moral system, the law 

is always presented as an external value that demands compliance. In what follows, I suggest 

that the law, as an external value system demanding compliance, appears to strip the individual 

in the Everyday World of their freedom and responsibility. As such, the individual appears to 

escape the overwhelming anguish described by Sartre. 

 

The Everyday World 

My idea of the Everyday World is a combination of those ideas of Camus, Heidegger, 

Beauvoir, and Sartre discussed earlier. However, I have not merely combined all of these ideas 

under a new name. I am suggesting that this Everyday World is structured and supported by 

law and this adds a level of force to the values and demands that are presented to the individual 

within this world. It is certainly possible that Camus, Heidegger, Beauvoir and Sartre, had law 

in mind when they outlined their ideas. However, I aim to make it explicit where before it was, 

at best, implicit. The individual in the Everyday World has submitted to an external absolute 

value system, namely the legal system, much the same as Beauvoir’s serious individual and 

Sartre’s spirit of seriousness. The individual is living a habitual life, similar to that described 

by Camus, and is doing so as part of a crowd of individuals living the same lifestyle, just as in 

Heidegger’s ‘They’. I refer to the individual living in this Everyday World as the Law-Abiding 

Citizen. 
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When we think of law as restricting individual behaviour, we often think of serious crimes, 

such as murder and rape, actions that are strictly forbidden and severely punished. While these 

do form a part of the structure of my conception of the Everyday World, the following account 

will focus more on the law that almost goes unnoticed. The law I will be highlighting is the 

law that people rarely consider, if they are aware of it at all, but which structures their daily 

lives. What follows is an account of the Law-Abiding Citizen in the Everyday World based on 

Camus’ account of the habitual life that attempts to make the legal background of this world 

explicit. 

 

So, we return to Camus’ outline of the habitual life, where individuals spend their days, and 

lives, commuting to and from the office212. This is a daily routine that is familiar to most 

individuals, at least in the Western world. Either we are directly engaged in a routine such as 

this, or we know others who live their life following that pattern. By itself, the routine provides 

some shelter from the anguish an individual might experience when exercising their freedom. 

However, as a simple routine, it seems to lack force. If the individual were to recognise the 

routine, question it, and conclude that it is unbearable to live that way, there is little or nothing 

stopping the individual from choosing an alternative lifestyle. By recognising law as the 

background of this habitual life it becomes significantly more forceful and compelling. 

Remember, law is an external absolute value system that demands compliance. 

 

The Law-Abiding Citizen, rising for work in the morning, rises in some form of 

accommodation. Housing is arguably the foundation of daily life and is heavily influenced by 

law. Whether you rent a property or pay into a mortgage, your situation is governed by a legal 

contract. There are set payment deadlines, processes to follow if you want to change the 

 
212 Camus, p. 19. 
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property in some way, and restrictions on your behaviour. The Law-Abiding Citizen next steps 

onto the tram. Transport, a huge element of our daily lives, is entirely structured by law. The 

law determines where you can walk, cycle, drive, and where you can park your car. If you own 

a car, the law dictates that you must have a licence, tax, insurance and, depending on the 

jurisdiction, it must pass a regular test to determine road-worthiness. If you take public 

transport you must purchase a ticket. The ticket serves as a contract, which includes terms 

setting out how you must behave while using public transport. 

 

The Law-Abiding Citizen’s experience in the factory or office is again determined by law. 

Employment is typically based on contracts, which determine how you can and cannot behave 

as an employee. It covers the dress code, when you are expected to arrive and when you can 

leave, and the types of relationship you can have with colleagues. Some contracts of 

employment are only concerned with what happens during work hours, but others extend 

beyond the working day. Furthermore, law may play a role in determining your salary or wage 

and does determine how much of your earnings are deducted in tax. This directly impacts your 

disposable income which, in turn, restricts how you can live. 

 

Even the meals that the Law-Abiding Citizen can eat are impacted by law. You can only 

purchase products that are available within your jurisdiction. The available products are 

determined by legal regulations and trade agreements that restrict what chemicals can be used 

in food produce, how foodstuffs can be produced, and where certain foods can be imported 

from. On top of this, your disposable income, determined by your employment contract and 

tax laws, influences where and what you can eat. 
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In the evening, having finished another day at work, your entertainment is legally regulated. In 

order to watch TV, you must have a TV licence. Failure to purchase a licence will result in a 

fine and possibly prosecution in court. The programmes shown on TV will be restricted 

depending on the time of the day, whether they are shown before or after the watershed. Films 

that you can watch in the cinema are given a certificate by a legal body that determines what 

age groups are allowed to watch films. Certain films or programmes might be censored or 

banned in some jurisdictions if the material is deemed offensive under the law. 

 

The Everyday World is structured by the law in such a way that the individual For-Itself, the 

Law-Abiding Citizen, is not presented with possibilities but with demands that must be obeyed. 

The routine itself is partly responsible for this, however, I argue that the law is the main cause. 

When the alarm clock rings in the morning, the Law-Abiding Citizen is not presented with the 

choice of going to work or staying in bed. They feel that they have to go to work. Otherwise, 

they could be punished under their contract of employment. Were they to lose their income, 

they would risk falling behind in rent or mortgage payments and losing legal rights to their 

accommodation.  After the alarm clock rings, every moment of every day in the Everyday 

World follows this pattern. The Law-Abiding Citizen feels compelled to comply, to the point 

that it does not feel as though they have a choice. If, at any point during the day, whether on 

the tram, in the office, or at home, the individual was to question their routine, to question the 

Everyday World, the threatened punishments for non-compliance would likely quash any 

considerations of rebelling. However, the Law-Abiding Citizen rarely questions the Everyday 

World. Despite the obvious repetition involved, from inside, the Everyday World is 

experienced as comforting. The Law-Abiding Citizen does not need to worry about exercising 

their freedom or experiencing anguish. The Everyday World does not present the Law-Abiding 
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Citizen with possibilities or choices, but with demands that must be followed. There is no room 

for anguish. 

 

This account of the law which governs the Everyday World is by no means exhaustive, it 

simply draws out the legal background that is arguably present in Camus’ description of the 

habitual life. I am sure there are laws and aspects of the Everyday World that I have not thought 

of, or of which I am unaware. Furthermore, I have deliberately excluded the numerous societal 

norms and customs which also play a role in regulating individual behaviour. I have excluded 

these norms and customs, though they are arguably a significant part of the Everyday World, 

primarily because I have a better grasp of the legal structure than I do of the sociological ones. 

 

The above account of the Law-Abiding Citizen in the Everyday World, deliberately focuses on 

the Law-Abiding Citizen as an adult, ignoring the individual as a child. This is because, as will 

become clear in Chapter 4, children tend not to experience their freedom and, therefore, do not 

engage in bad faith. The teenage years tend to be the time when individuals are most likely to 

rebel against the law. Perhaps this is because the teenager’s emerging sense of independence 

prevents them from falling into the habit or routine of the Law-Abiding Citizen. While there is 

never total compliance, this spirit of rebellion does seem to dissipate the more the individual 

becomes a part of the Everyday World. It is as an adult that the individual really takes on the 

role of the Law-Abiding Citizen and when the Everyday World really comes into force. 

 

It is important to state that I have not highlighted the above ways in which law guides and 

structures our daily lives in the Everyday World in order to suggest that all of these laws are 

inherently bad. Some are designed to be, and in fact are, beneficial to the individual. However, 

the point I am making is that, even if some of them benefit the individual, and appear to prevent 



CÓM  10303731 

 
 

- 75 - 

the individual from experiencing constant anguish, they also strip the individual of their 

individuality, their freedom, and their responsibility. 

 

At this stage it is worth briefly considering whether consent could potentially solve the problem 

I am highlighting with the Everyday World. I am suggesting that the Everyday World, 

structured by law, although comforting, strips the individual of their freedom and 

responsibility. A possible response is that if the individual consented to the legal system, to the 

Everyday World, they would then have chosen to take part in that world, meaning they would 

be responsible for the consequences of that choice. Admittedly, it is possible to imagine a 

society in which individuals come together and create a legal system from the bottom up, 

consenting to every rule and regulation. Such a society and legal system would look similar to 

the theoretical social contracts imagined by Thomas Hobbes, John Rawls, and Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau213. Given that the individual would have consented to this Everyday World, by 

consenting to the law structuring it, it would appear that the individual has assumed 

responsibility and is not fleeing anguish. 

 

While all of that is possible to imagine, it has not happened in reality. There are few, if any, 

legal systems that are even marginally bottom up, rather than top down. Modern states are 

regulated by legal systems that were put in place at the foundation of the state. While there 

have been some changes, they remain largely the same as when they were first ratified. 

Therefore, in many states, the majority of the individuals currently living under that legal 

system, living in that Everyday World, had no say in its original composition. In democratic 

states each individual does have a vote and thus a say in how the legal system changes. 

 
213 Hobbes, Thomas. Leviathan. Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1968. Rawls, John. A Theory of Justice. The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press Cambridge, Massachusetts London, England, 1971. Rousseau, Jean-
Jacques. The Social Contract and The First and Second Discourses. Edited by Dunn, Susan. New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 2002. 
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However, in reality, this power is largely superficial, is exercised seldomly, and is in fact 

governed by the legal system itself. The simple fact is that there has not been a social contract 

in reality. The theories of Hobbes, Rousseau, and Rawls are just theories. 

 

In conclusion, law is an external absolute value system that demands compliance. I am 

suggesting that law is the structure of the Everyday World. In the Everyday World the Law-

Abiding Citizen appears to have been stripped of their freedom, and responsibility as well as 

their anguish. The Everyday World presents the Law-Abiding Citizen with demands rather 

than possibilities. So, the individual may feel they have no choice, or may never consider there 

to be an alternative option; carried along by the current like a bundle of sticks in a stream. They 

feel they must become, or simply are, the Law-Abiding Citizen. However, I argue that the Law-

Abiding Citizen is living in what Sartre refers to as bad faith. 
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Chapter 4 

Bad Faith and the Law-Abiding Citizen 

The aim of this chapter is to suggest that For-Itself in the Everyday World, living as the Law-

Abiding Citizen, is in bad faith. In order to show this, we must temporarily leave the narrative 

of the Everyday World and return to Sartre’s exposition. Like much of Sartre’s existentialism, 

bad faith is perhaps easier to grasp through concrete examples rather than abstract arguments. 

As such I will detail Sartre’s own examples of bad faith and provide my own in order to 

highlight how the Law-Abiding Citizen can be seen to be acting in bad faith. I will also consider 

Beauvoir’s description of the attitudes of bad faith to further enrich our understanding of 

Sartre’s concept. 

 

If we remember the description of the For-Itself in Chapter 1, we will remember that the For-

Itself can be thought of as a lack or a nothingness, a gap within consciousness. This gap 

separates pre-reflective and reflective consciousness. It is possible for the For-Itself to be 

caught up in the immediacy of its actions, conscious of acting but not explicitly conscious of 

this consciousness; watching a film without being explicitly conscious of yourself as watching 

a film. However, the For-Itself can also hold up this consciousness of activity to examine it, in 

doing so they become explicitly conscious of this consciousness; becoming conscious of 

yourself as watching the film halfway through the film. Becoming conscious of this 

consciousness seems to separate the For-Itself from its immediate consciousness of activity. 

This separation, or gap, is filled with nothingness. 

 

In Being and Nothingness, at the beginning of the chapter discussing bad faith, Sartre notes 

that this nothingness within the For-Itself allows the For-Itself to adopt negative attitudes 
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towards the external world214. For example, when I walk into the cinema, I can say that my 

friend Steph is not there. I was expecting to find her there and her absence is an attitude that I 

can adopt towards the world by distinguishing, across the gap in consciousness, my expectation 

from what I perceive. But, the nothingness of the For-Itself also allows the For-Itself to adopt 

negative attitudes towards itself215. This self-negation, or the possibility of denying myself, is 

what Sartre refers to as bad faith216. As will become clear, bad faith is only possible because 

of the consciousness of the For-Itself217. For clarity, Sartre is not suggesting that matters of 

perception are identical with matters of human behaviour. My ability to say, ‘my friend is not 

here’, a matter of perception, is not identical with bad faith which relates to human behaviour. 

Rather, my ability to adopt negative attitudes, which allows me to say, ‘my friend is not here’, 

also allows me to adopt negative attitudes towards myself, which can result in my acting in bad 

faith. 

 

Sartre prefaces his explanation of bad faith by acknowledging that it could be confused with 

lying218. While Sartre is happy to refer to bad faith as lying to oneself, he does distinguish bad 

faith from lying in general. While a lie is a negative attitude, the lie implies that the liar is in 

possession of the truth which they are hiding from another. An individual cannot lie about 

something of which they ignorant. In order to lie you must know the truth. You cannot actively 

conceal that of which you are unaware. ‘The liar intends to deceive and he does not seek to 

hide this intention from himself’219. For Sartre, what is important when it comes to lying in 

general is that as the liar, I am aware of both the lie and the truth, and I take advantage of ‘the 

 
214 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 70. 
215 Ibid, p. 71. 
216 Ibid. 
217 Gardner, p. 119. 
218 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 71. 
219 Ibid. 
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ontological duality of myself and myself in the eyes of the Other’220. I am hiding the truth from 

another individual. 

 

This leads Sartre to the fundamental difference between lying in general and bad faith. When 

acting in bad faith, I am hiding a displeasing truth or presenting as true a pleasing untruth. This 

appears to have the structure of lying except that, crucially, ‘it is from myself that I am hiding 

the truth’221, not from another. The duality of the deceiver and the deceived does not exist when 

it comes to bad faith. The deceiver and the deceived are unified in my consciousness. The liar 

and the one lied to are one and the same. This means that in my capacity as deceiver I must 

know the truth which I am hiding from myself in my capacity as the deceived222. From this 

standpoint it is natural to question whether bad faith is possible at all. How can the lie be 

successful when the deceiver and the deceived are the same individual? 

 

Sartre does acknowledge the precarious nature of bad faith223. If I deliberately attempt to lie to 

myself, I will fail because I will be conscious of my attempted bad faith224. Despite this 

precariousness, Sartre is convinced that bad faith does occur and, in fact, can be the normal 

aspect of life for many individuals225. As Caws explains, bad faith is the natural condition of 

the uncritical For-Itself; just as weeds are the natural product of unattended gardens226. It is 

possible for a person to live in bad faith, which does not mean they will not experience abrupt 

realisations of their bad faith, but it does imply ‘a constant and particular style of life’227. 

 

 
220 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 72. 
221 Ibid. 
222 Ibid. 
223 Ibid, p. 73. 
224 Ibid, p. 72-73. 
225 Ibid, p. 73. 
226 Caws, p. 75. 
227 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 73. 
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The precariousness and seeming impossibility of bad faith initially appears to detract from the 

credibility of Sartre’s concept. However, we need only embrace the impossibility and view bad 

faith as nothing more than an unsuccessful attempt at lying to oneself. Beauvoir succinctly 

explains why any project in bad faith will fail. Bad faith is the individual attempting to avoid 

their anguish and responsibility by denying their freedom in a given situation. These denials 

often, if not always, take the form of the individual acting as if they were a pure facticity, an 

In-Itself. Facticity, as Gardner explains, is simply what is meant by the fact of my being here 

at this table; it is ‘our physical, spatio-temporal insertion in the world and all of the particular 

interpersonal, social, cultural, institutional, political and historical relations in which we each 

stand’228. However, this negation of their freedom is itself an expression of their freedom. The 

individual ‘cannot positively will not to be free for such a willing would be self-destructive’229. 

In attempting to flee their freedom and choice, the individual must freely choose to flee, 

exercising the very power they wish to deny. As such, bad faith will always fail. However, that 

does not mean that individuals are not attempting to live in bad faith most of the time. 

 

Remaining loyal to his experiential approach, Sartre suggests that in order to understand bad 

faith we must closely examine the patterns of bad faith and attempt to describe what is 

happening230. Through accessible examples, and thorough descriptions of those examples, we 

should be able to determine what living in bad faith entails for an individual. Given the 

importance Sartre placed on these examples in illustrating bad faith, I have chosen to outline 

two of his examples, as well as one of my own. I have also considered Beauvoir’s explanation 

of bad faith, which appears considerably more detailed than Sartre’s and provides an outline of 

 
228 Gardner, p. 99. 
229 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 34. 
230 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 78. 
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the stages of bad faith an individual might experience. Combining Sartre’s description with 

Beauvoir’s creates a stronger footing for the concept as a whole. 

 

Sartre begins with the case of a young woman out with a young man on their first date231. The 

young woman is fully aware of the young man’s intention and, furthermore, is aware that at 

some point she will have to make a decision regarding his intentions. However, for the time 

being she does not want to recognise the urgency. She ignores all but what is respectful in the 

young man’s attitude. Sartre explains that this woman does not want to see the possibilities that 

might develop out of the young man’s behaviour, so she restricts this behaviour to merely what 

it is in the present moment. When the young man says, ‘I find you so attractive’, she disarms 

this statement of any sexual background, focusing instead on the immediate meaning of the 

words and the young man’s behaviour. In this way, the young woman views the young man as 

‘sincere and respectful as the table is round or square’232. She is focusing on objective qualities. 

The young woman adopts this approach because she has not yet decided what she wants and 

does not want to choose. 

 

At this point in their date, the young man takes her hand in his. This action runs the risk of 

changing the situation by calling for an immediate reaction from the young woman. Leaving 

her hand there might be seen as consent to flirt, while withdrawing her hand would break the 

‘unstable harmony’ of their date233. The young woman, according to Sartre, wishes to postpone 

the moment of decision for as long as possible. She achieves this by leaving her hand there but, 

crucially, she does not notice that she is leaving it there. In this moment, she is pure intellect. 

 
231 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 78. 
232 Ibid. 
233 Ibid, p. 79. 
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She has detached, or separated herself, from her body and, in doing so, her hand remains in the 

hands of the young man – ‘neither consenting nor resisting – a thing’234. 

 

The young woman, for Sartre, is clearly in bad faith. In relation to the earlier words and 

behaviour of the young man, the young woman disarmed them of their sexual background by 

reducing them only to what they are in the moment. She views these things as existing only ‘in 

the mode of the In-Itself’235. Rather than seeing them as the actions of a For-Itself which imply 

certain possibilities that could develop in the future, she chooses to see them as In-Itself. As 

In-Itself, the words and conduct of the young man imply nothing other than what they mean in 

the moment. So, ‘I find you so attractive’ is simply a statement in relation to her current 

physical appearance and does not refer to future possibilities of the two becoming sexually 

involved. In relation to his act of holding her hand, again the young woman chooses to rely on 

the In-Itself but, this time, rather than viewing the young man’s actions as an In-Itself, she 

chooses to view her own body as In-Itself. As if viewing it from above, she sees her body as a 

passive object to which events can happen. 

 

What Sartre extracts from this case is that bad faith involves forming contradictory concepts 

which unite both an idea and the negation of that same idea236. This can only happen because 

of the structure of the consciousness of the For-Itself, as simultaneously a facticity and a 

transcendence237, as the being who is what it is not and is not what it is. While the woman 

recognises that she is her body and, as such, her hand is resting in the young man’s hands, she 

can also transcend her facticity to consider herself as distinct or separated from her body. In 

this sense, while her hand is in the young man’s hand, she herself is not. Similarly, the 

 
234 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 79. 
235 Ibid. 
236 Ibid. 
237 Ibid. 
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statement, ‘I find you so attractive’, could be understood by a For-Itself as a facticity or a 

transcendence. The facticity refers to what the statement means in this moment only, whereas 

its transcendence refers to the possible futures implied in the statement. The young woman, as 

For-Itself, is aware that she is her body and is also aware that the words and conduct of the 

young man include future possibilities, but she chooses to focus on the facticity rather than the 

transcendence. This is the condition of her bad faith. 

 

While there are other instruments of bad faith238, for Sartre, this interplay between 

transcendence and facticity appears to be the most fundamental. As noted above, it is only the 

structure of the For-Itself that allows for bad faith. The For-Itself is not identical with itself. If 

it were, bad faith would be impossible as there would be no chance of the individual separating 

themselves from their action, their thoughts, their experiences and emotions. It is only because 

the individual, as For-Itself, can transcend itself that bad faith is possible239. This may be more 

clearly illustrated in Sartre’s second example, which considers the café waiter. 

 

Sitting in a café, Sartre watches a waiter. ‘His movement is quick and forward, a little too 

precise, a little too rapid’240. He seems too eager to serve, expressing an interest in his 

customers not in keeping with the context or the importance of their orders. After confirming 

the order, he returns to the counter, ‘trying to imitate in his walk the inflexible stiffness of some 

kind of automaton while carrying his tray with the recklessness of a tight-rope walker’241. This 

is a key element of this case study for Sartre. The waiter is engaged in an imitation, as if this 

were some kind of game. All of his movements, his actions, even his words, allow Sartre to 

 
238 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 81. 
239 Ibid, p. 82. 
240 Ibid. 
241 Ibid. 
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see that the individual ‘is playing at being a waiter in a café’242. To an extent, for Sartre, this 

should not surprise us. Sartre explains that the public typically demands that all tradesmen 

realise their condition ‘as a ceremony’243. We expect certain behaviour from the barber, the 

barman, the taxi-driver, just as we do from the café waiter. Society appears to demand that 

individuals limit themselves in their roles. A barman who acts as if he were more than a barman 

can appear as directly opposed to our expectations of him. 

 

This may seem like an odd aspect of Sartre’s case. The point he is making is that society 

attempts to imprison individuals within certain roles or functions, ‘as if we lived in perpetual 

fear that he might escape from it, that he might break away and suddenly elude his 

condition’244. Whether we agree with Sartre, that society actively tries to imprison people 

within functions, or adopt the less radical position that society merely has expectations of 

individuals based on their role, is not particularly important. The key is that, in spite of society’s 

expectations or attempts at imprisonment, the individual from within, as For-Itself, is not 

limited by their role or function. The barber, the barman, and the taxi-driver can never be a 

barber, a barman, or a taxi-driver in the sense that this table is a table, or that this book is a 

book. This is simply because, as For-Itself, these individuals can detach themselves from their 

actions, and must perpetually create themselves, as explained in Chapter 1. 

 

Likewise, Sartre’s café waiter can form reflective judgments concerning his actions that 

comprise his role as the waiter. He knows what it means to be a waiter, the obligation to wake 

early, to sweep the café floor and start the coffee pot. He also understands the rights and 

responsibilities that go with being a waiter. It is because the man is able to reflect on these 

 
242 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 82. 
243 Ibid. 
244 Ibid, p. 83. 
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aspects of what it means to be a waiter that he cannot be a waiter in the sense that this book is 

a book. The individual can only ever be a representation of a waiter245, can only play the game 

of being a waiter. The gap within the consciousness of the For-Itself separates the individual 

from the café waiter. In playing the role of the café waiter, the individual is attempting to turn 

himself into an In-Itself246. The individual is acting as if it was not their choice to rise early, to 

sweep the floors, and start the coffee pot, as if they had not chosen this role. They are attempting 

to ignore the fact that it is only by their choice that this role is maintained in existence. In fact, 

the individual For-Itself transcends the café waiter on all sides, perpetually capable of choosing 

to cease playing the role247. While sweeping the floor, taking orders, or making coffee, the 

waiter could simply choose to stop and walk away. He can reflect on his actions, thereby 

detaching himself from them248. He is not the waiter. He has only chosen to act like a waiter in 

this moment. 

 

At this point, we can offer a brief summary of bad faith. The For-Itself is both facticity and 

transcendence, both is not what it is, and is what it is not. This means that while the individual 

may, at any given moment, be performing an action or role or expressing an attitude, they can 

choose to stop what they are doing, choose to change who they are being. This is the condition 

of the For-Itself; perpetually forced to choose, condemned to freedom. It is only because of the 

For-Itself’s condition, as both facticity and transcendence, that bad faith is possible. If the 

individual was an In-Itself, if they were what they are, in the sense that the table is a table, there 

would be no possibility of separating themselves from themselves and denying one aspect of 

their condition. However, when we act in bad faith, we attempt to ignore our transcendence 

and fix ourselves as a facticity or, ignore our facticity and attempt to become pure 

 
245 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 83. 
246 Ibid. 
247 Ibid. 
248 Murdoch, p. 62. 
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transcendence. The young woman attempts to ignore herself as facticity, while the café waiter 

attempts to ignore himself as transcendence. While it is possible to attempt this, it will be 

interrupted by moments when we realise our condition. The young woman will realise that she 

must decide how to proceed with her date, just as the waiter will have moments when he knows 

that he could stop acting like a café waiter. Bad faith will never fully succeed. In spite of this, 

as Lafarge notes, bad faith remains a constant threat to every project of the human being249. 

This is simply because, at every moment, the individual is faced with a choice and they can 

exercise their freedom or retreat into bad faith. 

 

I will now provide my own example of bad faith. This case involves an individual attempting 

to ignore their transcendence and become total facticity, similar to Sartre’s café waiter. I have 

chosen to provide this case, alongside Sartre’s examples, for two reasons. First, following 

Sartre’s own method, cases which are relatable can often help to make a concept more 

accessible. Second, the case of the Law-Abiding Citizen is an example of an individual seeking 

to ignore their transcendence and become pure facticity. As such, it is important that we have 

a clear picture of what is involved in a For-Itself attempting to become In-Itself in this way. 

 

The case of the professor is likely familiar to most people. Arriving at the exact appointed time, 

standing at the head of the classroom, they adopt a firm attitude, attempting to encourage 

students whilst also maintaining a sense of authority. When lecturing, or answering questions, 

their voice is slightly too loud and overly enthusiastic. Whether or not there is an official dress 

code, they wear dark colours, a shirt and tie. Their briefcase sits on the desk, surrounded by a 

stack of well-read textbooks, loose sheets of notes, and student papers. This sounds a lot like 

the stereotypical professor. That is the point. The individual is attempting to recreate ‘the 

 
249 Lafarge, p. 110. 
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professor’ through their actions and attitudes. They want to be ‘the professor’. This continues 

beyond the walls of the classroom. Walking through the corridors, they smile politely at 

colleagues, inquire how students are preparing for their exams, and maintain an air of 

intellectual confidence. The walls of their office are hidden by bookshelves, their desk stacked 

high with research notes, and a chair placed opposite their desk waits for students to come and 

discuss their grades. 

 

Like Sartre’s café waiter, the professor is fully capable of detaching themselves from their 

actions and attitudes. They can reflect on what it means to be a professor. They understand the 

pay and holidays they are entitled to, as well as the responsibilities that go with the role, such 

as preparing for class, grading papers and exams, answering student queries, and dealing with 

the occasional difficult student. Aware of their capacity to reflect on their role as the professor, 

they could choose to act differently or adopt a different attitude at any moment. They are free 

to do so. However, they do not want to choose differently. They do not want to choose at all. 

In their role as the professor they attempt be the professor. They are attempting to be pure 

facticity, an In-Itself, and ignore their transcendence. They are playing at being the professor, 

but that is the best they can do. They will never be the professor in the same sense that the table 

is a table. They can only ever be a representation of the professor. This is because, while in a 

given moment, they may have adopted the actions and attitudes of the professor, they are 

perpetually free to discard or transcend these actions and attitudes and replace them with new 

ones. At any moment during a lecture, the individual can simply choose to walk away and do 

something else. They are not bound by their role as the professor. This is true even having 

acknowledged the sedimentation that might have occurred around their project of being a 

professor. It may not be easy to abandon that project, but it is always possible. For the For-

Itself to believe otherwise is bad faith. 
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It is important to recognise that, in one sense, the waiter is a waiter, and the professor is a 

professor. It is the condition of the For-Itself to be both facticity and transcendence 

simultaneously. So, it is possible to adopt the attitude of a waiter, or a professor at any moment. 

This is not a problem, provided the For-Itself does not attempt to deny their transcendence and 

does not attempt to believe that, having adopted an attitude in a particular moment, they are 

that attitude. If a For-Itself attempts to be an In-Itself, attempts to deny their transcendence and 

their freedom, that is to act in bad faith. 

 

Before considering how the Law-Abiding Citizen is acting in bad faith, it is worth examining 

Beauvoir’s description of the attitudes of bad faith. While Sartre explains bad faith as the 

interplay between the For-Itself as facticity and transcendence, he focuses on particular 

experiences. Beauvoir has a more detailed approach, outlining the various stages of bad faith 

as they might be experienced by an individual throughout their life. Combining Beauvoir’s 

attitudes of bad faith with Sartre’s descriptions can help us arrive at a deeper understanding of 

the concept. 

 

As we have seen, the individual is driven to bad faith by anguish, and their anguish is created 

by their freedom of choice. However, not every individual experiences anguish all the time. 

Sartre’s examples, and my own description of the Law-Abiding Citizen, focus on adults rather 

than children and there appears to be good reason for doing so. Beauvoir specifically explains 

that children do not experience themselves as free and responsible. Instead, the child finds 

herself thrown into a world that she has had no hand in creating. This world appears to the child 
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as an absolute, as inevitable as the sky and trees250, to which they have no choice but to 

submit251. They live in what Beauvoir refers to as the ‘serious world’252, but the child is not 

serious. She is allowed to play in a world for which only the adults are responsible. She must 

obey and respect the rules253, but she is not responsible for those rules. 

 

This child sees their parents, their teachers, and other authority figures as the ‘divinities which 

they vainly try to be’254. The adults are trying to be parents or teachers, just as the waiter was 

trying to be a waiter, and the child cannot yet see that this is a game of bad faith. Feeling as 

though they are not responsible for the world, the child escapes anguish and is not driven to 

bad faith. Writing in the 1940s, Beauvoir felt there were other individuals whose life passes in 

an infantile world because they have been kept in servitude or ignorance255. These individuals 

can exercise their freedom, just as the child can, but only within the world that has been set up 

before them, for which they feel they bear no responsibility. This, for Beauvoir, was the case 

for slaves and women256. To the extent that slaves and women respect the world of their masters 

or of males respectively, they remain in an infantile situation257. 

 

In spite of these other cases, according to Beauvoir, it is unusual for this infantile world to 

remain intact beyond adolescence258. The child begins to discover her subjectivity, and the 

subjectivity of others259. When she has reached adolescence, she can more clearly see the 

 
250 Heise, Helen. Beauvoir’s Ethics of Ambiguity: An Appreciation. [Simone de Beauvoir Studies, Vol. 8, The 
Legacy of Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre (1991), pp. 175-182.], p. 176. 
251 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 37. 
252 Ibid. 
253 Ibid, p. 38. 
254 Ibid. 
255 Ibid, p. 39. 
256 Ibid, p. 39-40. 
257 Ibid, p. 40. 
258 Ibid, p. 41. 
259 Ibid. 
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contradictions, hesitations, and weaknesses of the adults that she once saw as gods260. 

Simultaneously, she discovers the human character of the world. Language, customs, ethics, 

and more are all revealed as having their origin in humans261. Not only are these previously 

absolute values degraded to the subjective, but the child now realises her own role in their 

propagation. She realises that she will have to choose and decide just like everyone else. 

Comparing the adolescent with the young child, they realise that the world into which they 

have been thrown is not ready-made but is one which requires constant upkeep. She is 

‘abandoned, unjustified, the prey of a freedom that is no longer chained up by anything’262. It 

is at this age, adolescence, that the individual comes face to face with their freedom. 

 

From here, Beauvoir considers in detail the various attitudes of bad faith. The first such attitude 

Beauvoir refers to is that of the ‘sub-man’. The sub-man spends their time attempting to 

withstand the transition from childhood to adulthood. They express an apathy in the face of 

their freedom which, for Beauvoir, is evidence of ‘a fundamental fear in the face of existence, 

in the face of the risks and tensions which it implies’263. It seems that the sub-man is attempting 

to remain in their childhood, to reject their existence, despite having realised their condition 

and their responsibility towards the world. They do their utmost to exist as a mere facticity264, 

attempting to merge with the trees and the flowers which are not aware that they exist. This is 

potentially dangerous as, in order to become facticity, the sub-man is liable to ‘offer themselves 

up for movements and ideologies’265. 

 

 
260 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 41. 
261 Ibid. 
262 Ibid. 
263 Ibid, p. 45. 
264 Ibid, p. 46. 
265 Marso, Lori. Simone de Beauvoir and Hannah Arendt: Judgments in Dark Times. [Political Theory, Vol. 40, 
No. 2 (April, 2012) pp. 165-193.], p. 176. 
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Their reluctance to engage in the world due to their overwhelming fear of failure is ultimately 

the downfall of the sub-man. They are drawn to the apparent sanctuary of the ready-made 

values of the ‘serious world’. The sub-man becomes the serious man266, or serious individual 

that I discussed briefly in Chapter 3. However, the sub-man cannot keep himself from existing 

and cannot ignore the terrifying evidence of their own freedom267. Realising that they cannot 

surrender their freedom, the sub-man attempts to engage it positively, and passes into the 

attitude of the serious man. The serious man, still fearful of their freedom, attempts to submerge 

their subjectivity in a society and the seemingly absolute values proffered by that society268. In 

subjecting themselves to these values, the serious man believes that they may be able to absolve 

themselves of responsibility for the world. However, just as the attitude of the sub-man is 

doomed to fail, so too is the attitude of the serious man. The bad faith is evident in the fact that 

the serious man must perpetually renew the denial of their freedom through a perpetual 

reaffirmation to whatever value system they have chosen269. On top of this, the serious man 

has to exercise their freedom, the very thing they are attempting to avoid, in order to first choose 

a value system in which to hide from their freedom. 

 

The individual attempts to make themselves serious, dissipating their subjectivity beneath the 

values of the system to which they have subordinated themselves270. Such individuals are no 

longer men or women, but husbands, wives, fathers, mothers, a boss, a party member, a 

professor, or a waiter. They have objectified themselves, ignoring their transcendence and 

emphasising their facticity. They have attempted to mask their subjectivity, living as a pure 

facticity, but the world is perpetually on the verge of ripping off this mask and presenting the 

 
266 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 47. 
267 Ibid, p. 49. 
268 Ibid. 
269 Ibid, p. 51. 
270 Ibid, p. 52. 
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reality of their existential condition271. According to Beauvoir, this failure of the serious 

attitude sometimes results in a radical disorder272. The serious man, conscious of being unable 

to be anything, in the sense of a pure facticity, decides to be nothing273. Beauvoir refers to this 

as the nihilistic attitude. 

 

The nihilist, like the others, wants to escape from the anguish and responsibility that 

accompanies their freedom. The nihilist attempts this escape by denying the world and 

themselves as an existent274. This attitude, Beauvoir admits, is similar to that of the sub-man, 

in that both of them have withdrawn from the world. However, the difference is that the 

nihilist’s withdrawal is not their original movement, whereas withdrawal is the first action of 

the sub-man275. It is not simply a difference in timing. The nihilist has previously thrown 

themselves into the world, and was aware of their own existence, whereas the sub-man never 

allowed themselves to exist in any meaningful sense276. 

 

Beauvoir, in The Ethics of Ambiguity, also considers the attitudes of the passionate man and 

the artist alongside those I have outlined above. However, I believe the three attitudes discussed 

above, the sub-man, the serious man, and the nihilist, are the most important for understanding 

bad faith, as they highlight the inherent failure of bad faith. They illustrate how the individual 

likely bounces around between attitudes throughout their life, from one failure to the next. 

Beauvoir does detail one further important attitude of bad faith, that of the adventurer. While 

this attitude is important, I have chosen to discuss it in Chapter 6 where it will be of most 

relevance. 

 
271 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 56. 
272 Ibid. 
273 Ibid. 
274 Ibid, p. 57. 
275 Ibid. 
276 Ibid. 
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So, we can now situate Sartre’s examples of bad faith, particularly that of the café waiter within 

the serious world outlined by Beauvoir. This appears to provide a deeper foundation for the 

concept of bad faith, making it more comprehensible. We now understand bad faith to be 

something that is experienced by the individual throughout their life rather than an attitude they 

adopt when they go to work or when they face a particularly uncomfortable situation. 

 

The Law-Abiding Citizen and Bad Faith 

Now that we understand bad faith, we must try to illustrate how the Law-Abiding Citizen is 

living in bad faith. What follows is an account of the Law-Abiding Citizen as a For-Itself acting 

in bad faith. I am suggesting that the Law-Abiding Citizen is engaged in the same type of bad 

faith as the waiter, the professor, or Beauvoir’s serious man, in the sense that it is an example 

of a For-Itself attempting to be pure facticity, denying their transcendence. The Law-Abiding 

Citizen is playing a role, they are attempting to imitate the image of the Law-Abiding Citizen. 

 

The Law-Abiding Citizen feels compelled to comply with the law, with the requirements of 

the Everyday World. They are afraid to break the law, to behave in the office, on the tram, or 

at home in a way that conflicts with the law that structures the Everyday World. This explains 

why the attitudes and actions of the Law-Abiding Citizen appear to be too controlled, too 

measured. They are constantly trying to restrict their actions, constantly attempting to remain 

within the bounds of the law, constantly trying to be the Law-Abiding Citizen. 

 

This flight from their transcendence is clearly internally motivated. The individual does not 

attempt to be the Law-Abiding Citizen for anyone else’s benefit. Rather, they attempt to be 

pure facticity, and deny their transcendence, in order to escape the anguish that they experience 
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in the face of their freedom. They retreat into the ready-made facticity of the Law-Abiding 

Citizen, surrendering their freedom to the external absolute legal system, where all their 

choices appear to be made for them. Whether in school, college, or the office, the behaviour of 

the Law-Abiding Citizen is clearly laid out. When it comes to marriage and starting a family, 

buying a home, paying taxes, paying a mortgage, or paying bills, there are clear expectations, 

if not demands, on the Law-Abiding Citizen. They appear to be shielded from their choice and 

the anguish that accompanies that freedom. 

 

However, like the examples of bad faith outlined above, the Law-Abiding Citizen can never be 

pure facticity. The Law-Abiding Citizen is capable of detaching themselves from their actions 

and attitudes, is capable of reflecting on themselves. This ability to reflect separates the 

individual from the Law-Abiding Citizen. It is the gap within the consciousness of the For-

Itself that prevents the individual from being the Law-Abiding Citizen in the same sense that a 

table is a table. In one sense, as with the waiter and the professor, the individual is the Law-

Abiding Citizen if they are adopting the attitudes and acting as if they were the Law-Abiding 

Citizen. In the moment that they choose those actions or attitudes their facticity is that of the 

Law-Abiding Citizen. However, alongside their facticity sits their transcendence and their 

ability to choose differently at any given moment; to transcend their choice of the Law-Abiding 

Citizen. It is their transcendence that prevents them from being the Law-Abiding Citizen. The 

most we can say of the individual is, in any given moment, they may be a representation of the 

Law-Abiding Citizen. 

 

Therefore, the Law-Abiding Citizen, or the For-Itself having adopted the attitude and actions 

of the Law-Abiding Citizen, is acting in bad faith. While the Everyday World, with its routine 

habitual existence, may not strike us as appealing, it appears to offer respite from the freedom 
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and anguish that accompany the condition of the For-Itself. As the Law-Abiding Citizen, the 

individual does not need to make any significant choices. Once they have decided to imitate 

the Law-Abiding Citizen all their subsequent choices appear to have been made for them. 

However, if we go a little deeper, we can see that the individual must constantly reaffirm their 

choice to be the Law-Abiding Citizen. That they cannot deny their transcendence means that, 

at any moment, they could choose to stop acting like the Law-Abiding Citizen. As such, the 

individual has not escaped their freedom and anguish at all, they have merely veiled them by 

attempting to deny or ignore their transcendence. 

 

At this point, it can be questioned whether the individual could become the Law-Abiding 

Citizen through their original project, in much the same way that consent might have solved 

the problem of the Everyday World. If the individual’s original choice was to live in the 

Everyday World and obey the law, then they are responsible for the consequences and have 

not abandoned their freedom in flight from their anguish. Such an individual would not be in 

bad faith. This is true. An individual whose original project was to be the Law-Abiding Citizen 

is not necessarily acting in bad faith, provided they do not deny their transcendence. If this 

individual, aware of their transcendence and freedom, perpetually reaffirms their original 

project of being the Law-Abiding Citizen, then bad faith does not appear to be an issue. 

However, this is not how most individuals act. Most individuals, in the Everyday World, try to 

be the Law-Abiding Citizen, try to objectify themselves and deny their transcendence. In doing 

so, they are acting in bad faith. 

 

So, bad faith is an act of self-deception. While it seems that projects in bad faith can never fully 

succeed, Sartre and Beauvoir seem to think that bad faith could be, and likely is, the default 

position of most people most of the time. People live in bad faith, in so far as is possible, 
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because they want to escape the anguish that accompanies their freedom. As we have seen, 

freedom is inescapable. Freedom is the condition of the individual, of the For-Itself. At the end 

of Sartre’s discussion of bad faith in Being and Nothingness, there does seem to be a way out 

of this lifestyle of bad faith. Sartre suggests that it is possible to radically escape bad faith 

through a self-recovery called authenticity. Unfortunately, however, Sartre felt a discussion of 

authenticity had no place in Being and Nothingness277. 

 

Sartre’s refusal to discuss authenticity, as an escape from bad faith, in Being and Nothingness, 

along with the fact that Sartre never seems to explain why bad faith is the likely default position 

of most, if not all, individuals, raise concerns for his concept of bad faith in general. Refusing 

to discuss authenticity might lead us to wonder whether Sartre believed authenticity was 

possible at all – an issue which will be addressed in the next Chapter. More worryingly, the 

suggestion that bad faith is the default for individuals, a suggestion Sartre does not justify, 

could be taken to suggest that bad faith is the nature of individuals. Obviously, if individuals 

have a common nature, that would undermine the core of Sartre’s existentialism, the claim that 

existence precedes essence. However, this concern can be overcome by returning to the concept 

of sedimentation discussed in Chapter 1.  

 

As Webber notes, by the time he wrote Saint Genet278 in 1952, Sartre had adapted his 

existentialism, replacing his idea of radical freedom with the concept of sedimentation central 

to Beauvoir’s existentialism279. If we consider the individual For-Itself, free to create 

themselves, as being brought up in the Everyday World, ‘being raised and continuing to live 

 
277 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 94. 
278 Sartre, Jean-Paul. Saint Genet: Actor and Martyr. Trans. Frechtman, B. (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2012). 
279 Webber, p. 125. 
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in a climate of bad faith…explains why an individual is likely to adopt this project’280. To reject 

this project of bad faith, the Everyday World, would require the individual to resist significant 

social pressures, values, and expectations, all of which become sedimented throughout the 

individual’s upbringing. From this point of view, bad faith, or the Everyday World, has become 

part of the individual’s core identity, in much the same way that Francoise’s relationship with 

Pierre ‘was the substance of which she was made’281. 

 

So, viewing Being and Nothingness through the lens of sedimentation, we can explain how bad 

faith appears to be the default position for individuals. In fact, sedimentation, and the difficulty 

associated with overturning a project that has become a part of an individual’s identity, might 

also go some way to explaining why Sartre refused to discuss authenticity in Being and 

Nothingness. This concept of authenticity, as a possible escape from bad faith, is the focus of 

Chapter 5. 

  

 
280 Webber, p. 122. 
281 Beauvoir, She Came to Stay, p. 143. 
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Chapter 5 

Authenticity and The Outlaw 

Condemned to a freedom that creates potentially overwhelming anguish, the individual For-

Itself seeks sanctuary in bad faith. I see the individual attempting to be the Law-Abiding Citizen 

in the Everyday World. Having subordinated themselves to the values of the legal system, the 

individual’s choices appear laid out before them. However, bad faith will never fully succeed. 

The For-Itself will always be reminded, even if only momentarily, of their existential condition. 

While Sartre does think bad faith is the norm for most individuals, he did suggest a possible 

means of escaping bad faith. This chapter will consider authenticity, and the authentic 

individual, as that possible way out of bad faith. I will then outline why, from within the 

Everyday World, the authentic individual might be labelled as the Outlaw. 

 

Admittedly, bad faith is tempting. The individual For-Itself, faced with difficult choices and 

the anguish that often accompanies those choices, would likely see bad faith as a sanctuary, a 

refuge from the uncertainty and anguish they face. Anyone who has faced the prospect of 

having to make a difficult decision, perhaps one that has consequences beyond yourself, will 

understand the appeal of bad faith, of hiding from that choice. Given that we have all, at one 

point or another, likely made use of bad faith, I do not wish to chastise those for whom bad 

faith has become the everyday norm. In a sense, it can be thought of as a self-preservation or 

survival technique. However, if we accept Sartre’s ontology of the individual as For-Itself, it 

seems that the individual can never escape their freedom. I cannot escape from my choices, 

from my responsibility, or my anguish. Through bad faith I may be able, for a time, to pretend 

that my freedom does not exist. However, this can never be more than a pretence. I am 

condemned to freedom. 
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If we cannot ever escape our freedom, why not embrace it? If we are condemned to be free, 

perhaps we can better deal with the responsibility and anguish that appear overwhelming by 

facing it and embracing our freedom. Such an effort would amount to avoiding bad faith, as 

much as is possible. Sartre would refer to an individual acting this way as an authentic 

individual. In Being and Nothingness, Sartre does suggest authenticity as a possible way of 

radically escaping bad faith282. Sartre seems to view authenticity as a form of self-recovery, 

perhaps because we are accepting responsibility for ourselves. While Sartre acknowledges 

authenticity as a potential escape route from bad faith in Being and Nothingness, he also states 

a description of authenticity had no place in that work283. Sartre’s refusal to provide even an 

outline of authenticity in Being and Nothingness is frustrating. It seems a perfect opportunity 

and a natural step in his argument to provide a description of an authentic individual. However, 

his refusal to describe authenticity should not be taken as evidence that he felt authenticity 

impossible. While no description is provided in Being and Nothingness, we can find a 

definition of the concept of authenticity in Sartre’s other work, namely Anti-Semite and Jew. 

We can also further draw out this concept through Beauvoir’s discussion of that idea in The 

Ethics of Ambiguity. 

 

Anti-Semite and Jew, An Exploration of the Etiology of Hate, was written by Sartre in the last 

months of World War II. It was intended as a critique of anti-Semitism in response to what 

Sartre saw as a lack within discussions regarding post-war France. The return of the French 

Jewish community, deported by the Nazis, was never mentioned in these discussions, or so 

Sartre felt, according to Michael Walzer in his preface to Anti-Semite and Jew284. Walzer goes 

on to explain that Sartre must have written the book ‘at breakneck speed’ and Sartre himself 

 
282 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 94. 
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admitted ‘that he did no research’285 beyond his own encounters with anti-Semitism. In fact, 

Sartre’s book provoked an angrily defensive response from committed Jewish intellectuals286, 

and he was heavily criticised for his stereotypical portrayal of Jewish individuals287, despite 

intending to assert his solidarity with the Jewish community. Birnbaum goes so far as to say 

that Sartre’s language, particularly in his description of Jewish individuals, belonged ‘to the 

most extreme anti-Semitic propaganda’288. While Sartre wrote the book in response to what he 

saw as a lack within the post-war discussions, Sartre himself was further criticised for failing 

to discuss Auschwitz, of which he was clearly aware but seemed incapable of conceiving or 

grasping its significance289. However, Traverso does acknowledge that Sartre’s silence on this 

topic was not unusual at the time he wrote his book290. As such, given Sartre’s ignorance on 

the subject, it might seem easy to summarily dismiss Anti-Semite and Jew as lacking substance 

and rigour. However, having acknowledged these weaknesses, Walzer further states that Sartre 

has created a powerfully coherent argument, even if Walzer suggests that it ought to be read as 

a play rather than a piece of social science or philosophical speculation291. Walzer is supported 

by Eppstein who states, ‘the reader can afford to overlook Sartre’s shortcomings’292. Rybalka 

also suggests that we can learn from Sartre, assuming we allow his work the ‘best possible 

reading’293. The problems with this book are not unredeemable flaws. Rather, they are a source 

 
285 Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew, p. vi. 
286 Ibid, p xxii. 
287 Baert, p. 397. 
288 Birnbaum, Pierre. Sorry Afterthoughts on ‘Anti-Semite and Jew’, Trans. Marks, Carol. [The MIT Press, 
October, Vol. 87, Jean-Paul Sartre’s ‘Anti-Semite and Jew’ (Winter, 1999), pp. 89-106.], p. 91. 
289 Traverso, Enzo. The Blindness of Intellectuals: Historicizing Sartre’s ‘Anti-Semite and Jew’, Trans. 
Liebman, Stuart. [The MIT Press, October, Vol. 87, Jean-Paul Sartre’s ‘Anti-Semite and Jew’, (Winter, 1999), 
pp. 73-88.], p. 73. 
290 Ibid, p. 74. 
291 Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew, p. vii. 
292 Eppstein, Victor. Anti-Semite and Jew by Jean-Paul Sartre [Jewish Social Studies, Vol. 11, No. 2 (Apr. 
1949), pp. 185-187.], p. 185. 
293 Rybalka, Michel. Publication and Reception of ‘Anti-Semite and Jew’ [The MIT Press, October, Vol. 87, 
Jean-Paul Sartre’s ‘Anti-Semite and Jew’, (Winter, 1999), pp. 161-182.], p. 161. 
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of ‘debate, meditation, and action’294. For our current purposes, understanding Sartre’s concept 

of authenticity, we need not be concerned with Sartre’s apparent lack of rigorous research. 

 

In Anti-Semite and Jew, Sartre defines his concept of authenticity and, its opposite, 

inauthenticity, a distinction which, according to Rybalka is not easy to make295. As Walzer 

notes in the preface, Sartre does not provide an account of what an authentic individual would 

look like296, does not detail the daily life of an authentic individual. From this, Walzer wonders 

whether Sartre doubted that authenticity was likely, even if it was a possibility, as we too might 

wonder based on Sartre’s refusal to explain authenticity in Being and Nothingness. I would 

argue that Sartre’s failure to provide an account of a specific authentic individual does not 

suggest that he felt authenticity unlikely or impossible. Rather, it points to the individualistic 

nature of authenticity. We can have a general definition of authenticity, as I will outline below, 

but in practice authenticity will look at least minimally different for each individual. An 

authentic individual ‘escapes description’297, and all that can be said of this individual is that 

‘he is what he makes himself298. As such, it is not specific actions that will define an authentic 

individual, rather it is their attitude in choosing their actions. 

 

In order to understand Sartre’s definition of authenticity, we must remember that it is based on 

the assumption that we have agreed that an individual is ‘a being having freedom within the 

limits of a situation’299. This is simply the definition of Sartre’s For-Itself, one that avoids the 

criticism of radical freedom. So, assuming the individual as For-Itself, it appears obvious to 

Sartre that the individual’s freedom can be exercised, within their situation, authentically or 

 
294 Rybalka, p. 166. 
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inauthentically ‘according to the choices made in this situation’300.  He then states that, 

‘authenticity…consists in having a true and lucid consciousness of the situation, in assuming 

the responsibilities and risks that it involves, in accepting it in pride or humiliation, sometimes 

in horror and hate’301. Put simply, authenticity is ‘self-affirmation and self-determination’302 

with an awareness of your situation. It is embracing, rather than running from, your freedom. 

It should now be clear why Sartre does not provide an account of a specific authentic 

individual; to do so would be of little value given that the situation of each individual will differ 

from the situation of every other. 

 

This idea of authenticity is echoed by Beauvoir in The Ethics of Ambiguity. It is clear from 

comments made in The Ethics of Ambiguity that Beauvoir has accepted Sartre’s ontology of 

the For-Itself as a plausible description of individual existence. Speaking of the individual as 

condemned to freedom within their situation, Beauvoir states that ‘positive existence is this 

lack assumed but not eliminated’303. While this is not as clear a definition of authenticity as 

that provided by Sartre in Anti-Semite and Jew, it can be explained to shed further light on 

authenticity. The lack that Beauvoir mentions is the lack, or gap, within the consciousness of 

the For-Itself. Beauvoir is suggesting that a positive, or authentic, existence involves assuming 

rather than eliminating this lack. Remember, the lack or gap within consciousness is the 

freedom of the For-Itself. So, Beauvoir is asserting that, to be authentic, the individual must 

accept their condition, must assume the responsibilities and risks associated with it. In short, 

the For-Itself must accept and exercise their freedom with a full awareness of the 

responsibilities and consequences that follow. 

 

 
300 Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew, p. 90. 
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Sartre does acknowledge that authenticity is not easy, and ‘demands much courage and more 

than courage’304. As such, Sartre is not surprised that authenticity is so rare. Individuals more 

often than not refuse to live up to their situation, but rather ‘conceal certain parts of themselves 

from themselves’305. This is how Sartre defines inauthenticity, an attempt to escape from the 

responsibilities and risks of the individual’s situation by denying a part of themselves306. Based 

on that definition, inauthenticity is nothing less than bad faith. Beauvoir explains, briefly, why 

the attitudes of bad faith appear so common, and authenticity so rare. Every individual was 

first a child, inhabiting the infantile world where they felt little to no responsibility for the 

world around them. The world was ready-made, the child need only follow the rules and 

play307. Once we have lived in this world, populated by absolute values and adults that the child 

held to be gods, it is not an easy transition to adulthood where the world is no longer ready-

made but is now dependent on the individual’s choices and actions. The anxiety and doubt the 

individual experiences make this transition more challenging that it would otherwise be308, and 

are the reasons so many individuals are driven to live in attitudes of bad faith. Webber, like 

Beauvoir, relies on the concept of sedimentation to highlight why authenticity appears so rare. 

The individual is raised in an environment of bad faith, and sedimentation helps explain why 

the individual will adopt bad faith themselves309. On the other hand, ‘authenticity itself does 

not exert a contrary pressure’310. So, the individual is supported in bad faith by layers of 

sedimented values and experience, whereas to pursue authenticity would be to strike out alone, 

leaving their previous life behind them. So, while we now have an explanation for why 
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authenticity is so rare, this should not be understood as implying that authenticity is impossible, 

merely that it is not easy. 

 

Now, we must attempt to outline what authenticity would look like in comparison to the Law-

Abiding Citizen in the Everyday World. This is difficult, as acknowledged by Sartre himself 

when he refused to provide an individual account of authenticity in Anti-Semite and Jew. 

Authenticity, by definition, involves embracing the individual’s freedom from within their 

specific situation, which obviously differs from one individual to the next. So, authenticity will 

look different for each individual in practice. In what follows, I have attempted to provide a 

broad account of the authentic individual in comparison to the Law-Abiding Citizen in the 

Everyday World. 

 

Within the Everyday World, an individual who chooses to live authentically will not 

necessarily lead an anarchic lifestyle totally opposed to the laws of society. In fact, it is possible 

that they will still adhere to all of the laws of that society. However, even if the authentic 

individual makes choices that result in their living a life that closely resembles the life of the 

Law-Abiding Citizen, there is an important difference to bear in mind. We can highlight this 

difference by considering both individuals in the context of the habitual life I outlined earlier. 

Rising early to take the tram to the office, where they will spend the majority of the day, each 

day, the Law-Abiding Citizen feels they have no choice. The Everyday World presents them 

with a situation, structured by law, that seems to demand certain responses. The Law-Abiding 

Citizen does not feel the need to choose, to exercise their freedom, as everything is laid out 

before them like a well-worn path. On the other hand, the authentic individual in that same 

situation will feel that every choice is their choice. The situation still presents the individual 

with certain possibilities. However, the authentic individual regards these as their own 
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possibilities to choose between. They must exercise their freedom; they must cut their own 

path. Even were they to follow the exact path of the Law-Abiding Citizen, the authentic 

individual would have assumed responsibility for that choice. Again, the key difference 

between the authentic individual and the Law-Abiding Citizen is one of attitude. One is 

attempting to avoid freedom, the other is attempting to embrace it fully. In the end, it all comes 

down to how the individual understands themselves; whether they run with or run from their 

freedom. 

 

While it is possible that the choices of the authentic individual will match those of the Law-

Abiding Citizen, it is perhaps unlikely that the accounts would align to this extent. It is more 

likely that, faced with the choices arising from their situation, the authentic individual will 

forge their own path rather than blindly following the path that has been cleared for them in 

the Everyday World. While the Law-Abiding Citizen contentedly follows the crowd down this 

easy, comforting path, the authentic individual, aware of their responsibilities and the risks that 

flow from their possible choices, is more likely to strike out on their own. As such, the day-to-

day activities of the authentic individual are likely to look quite different from the habitual 

routine of the Law-Abiding Citizen.  

 

At this point you might protest; we still have no proper account of the life of the authentic 

individual. Admittedly, yes, the above account is broad to the point that it does not give a clear 

individual account of the day-to-day choices of a specific authentic individual. However, such 

an account is next to impossible to provide and could in fact be counterproductive. In order to 

provide a detailed account of an authentic individual, I would have to assume what choices the 

individual would make, from within their situation, when faced with various possibilities. This 

account would not appear genuine as I would then be choosing for the individual rather than 
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allowing that individual to authentically exercise their freedom. Furthermore, a detailed 

account of the life of an authentic individual might be taken as a statement of the choices that 

the authentic individual is required to make. This could be problematic, as there is no list of 

choices that the authentic individual is required to make. If an individual attempting to live 

authentically were to follow any such account as a guide to the decisions that they ought to 

make they would fail to live authentically and would, in fact, be acting in bad faith. However, 

it is worth noting at this point that there is one choice the authentic individual appears to be 

required to make. This is the choice to value freedom through their actions, and will be 

discussed in detail in Chapter 6. 

 

In summary, the authentic individual embraces their freedom and chooses for themselves rather 

than following the crowd down the well-worn path in the Everyday World. Even if their actions 

are similar to those of the Law-Abiding Citizen, their attitude is strikingly different. The 

decision to attempt to lead an authentic life does not immediately remove the individual from 

the Everyday World. They are still surrounded by Law-Abiding Citizens and the world itself 

has not changed. Rather, it is the attitude of the individual that has changed. In the midst of the 

Everyday World, surrounded by Law-Abiding Citizens, it is unlikely that the authentic 

individual will be welcomed. In fact, I believe that authentic individuals could be seen as 

dangerous and labelled as Outlaws by the Law-Abiding Citizens. As a phrase, ‘Outlaw’ has 

certain negative, criminal connotations. The Outlaw may be seen as a danger to other 

individuals or to society at large. While, in a sense, the Outlaw, as authentic individual, does 

pose a risk to the Everyday World, I do not want this individual to be thought of as dangerous. 

They are in fact potentially positive for other individuals, albeit challenging. 
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It is important to note that it is not the authentic individual that makes themselves the Outlaw. 

They are created as the Outlaw by the Law-Abiding Citizen. We can understand how this 

happens by considering Sartre’s argument as to how the anti-Semite created Jewishness in Anti-

Semite and Jew. Sartre’s account of the anti-Semite, while complex, also stands as a detailed 

account of bad faith, one that is strikingly similar to that of the Law-Abiding Citizen and, as 

such, will help us to further understand the Law-Abiding Citizen’s project in bad faith. 

 

According to Sartre, in Anti-Semite and Jew, the Jewish individual, as a problem, has been 

created and is sustained by the anti-Semite. In a similar vein, I am suggesting that the authentic 

individual could be created as a problem, and labelled Outlaw, by the Law-Abiding Citizen. In 

what follows I outline Sartre’s argument from Anti-Semite and Jew and draw out the parallels 

that are applicable to our case. Sartre paints a picture of the anti-Semite as motivated by fear 

of the human condition, namely ‘of liberty, responsibility, solitude, and truth’311. This portrait 

of the anti-Semite and my idea of the Law-Abiding Citizen are closely linked. Again, while 

Anti-Semite and Jew can be criticised for lacking rigorous research, the theoretical argument 

we are considering appears unaffected by these criticisms and deserves consideration as a 

serious argument. 

 

In the first section of the book, discussing the anti-Semite, it is evident to Sartre that there is 

nothing external to the individual that causes them to adopt anti-Semitic views. Rather, ‘it is a 

free and total choice of oneself, a comprehensive attitude that one adopts not only towards Jews 

but toward men in general, toward history and society’312. Immediately, Sartre is reminding 

the reader of the individual’s freedom. All of us, as individuals, have created ourselves and 
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312 Ibid, p. 17. 



CÓM  10303731 

 
 

- 108 - 

have not been moulded, at least entirely, by external forces. In the section of the book outlining 

the portrait of the inauthentic Jewish individual, Sartre clearly states ‘we do not believe in 

human nature’313. The individual is a being in a situation, forming a synthetic whole with their 

situation314. Admittedly, the individual’s freedom is limited because, at least to an extent, the 

situation does form the individual and presents their possibilities. However, inversely, the 

individual gives meaning to the situation by freely choosing from possibilities within their 

situation315. For Sartre, to be in a situation is to choose oneself, to make oneself within the 

situation. This suggests that there is no human nature. So, what individuals have in common is 

not a nature, but a condition316. Each individual’s condition is a collection of limits and 

restrictions, such as ‘the inevitability of death, the necessity of working for a living, of living 

in a world already inhabited by other men’317. This is another description of the For-Itself, as 

well as the fundamental basic human situation, and it is within this situation that we are all 

condemned to freedom. 

 

Sartre suggests that, having created themselves as anti-Semite, this individual must have had 

some hand in creating that which they oppose, namely some conception of Jewish individuals. 

Eppstein questions Sartre on this idea, suggesting that Sartre’s view that the anti-Semite creates 

the Jewish individual reduces the Jewish individual to a phantom318. Eppstein illustrates this 

problem with the following example: saying the anti-Semite creates the Jewish individual is 

similar to defining the egg as that which the chef fries in the pan319. The existence of the egg 
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does not depend on the chef, in the same way that the existence of the Jewish individual does 

not depend on the anti-Semite. 

 

However, Sartre is not suggesting that Jewish individuals as individuals are nothing more than 

a figment of the anti-Semitic imagination. The Jewish community is an existing spiritual 

community320. As such, the anti-Semite has obviously not created the Jewish individual as an 

existing individual. However, in a different sense, ‘if the Jew did not exist, the anti-Semite 

would invent him’321. According to Walzer, this creation is necessary as a direct result of the 

situation that the anti-Semite has created for themselves322. Once they have chosen to be an 

anti-Semite, and adapted their worldview accordingly, they must then create, or view, the 

Jewish individual as the object of their disgust and hatred. So, while the anti-Semite does not 

create the Jewish individual as an individual, they do create the Jewish person as a problem for 

themselves as anti-Semite. Sartre means that the anti-Semite has created the Jewish individual 

as facticity. In the eyes of the anti-Semite, the Jewish individual is not a free human being, 

simultaneously facticity and transcendence, but rather a pure facticity. In order to fully 

understand this argument, we must understand Sartre’s explanation of how the anti-Semite has 

created themselves. 

 

As mentioned above, no external factor induces anti-Semitism. Instead, it is an attitude freely 

chosen by the individual anti-Semite; ‘at one and the same time a passion and a conception of 

the world’323. The individual who has chosen to be the anti-Semite is afraid of the truth of their 

condition324. Rather than accepting their condition as For-Itself, the anti-Semite wants to exist 
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all at once, as pure facticity, like a stone325. The anti-Semite does not want to change. They 

seek the apparent certainty and durability that accompanies pure facticity. Their sense of 

security is increased by their choice. You cannot be an anti-Semite alone326. Once the 

individual has chosen to be an anti-Semite, they melt into the crowd of anti-Semites. As an 

average, indistinguishable member of the crowd, the individual does not need to confront 

themselves and the reality of their condition. This is a step further in their practice of bad faith. 

The individual very much sees themselves as a thing327, as pure facticity incapable of changing. 

 

This choice, Sartre explains, is driven by fear. The individual chooses durability out of fear of 

freedom; chooses mediocrity out of fear of being alone, and ‘out of pride he makes of his 

irremediable mediocrity a rigid aristocracy’328. Even as an unchanging, mediocre individual, 

the anti-Semite believes that they are superior to the Jewish individual. This is central to their 

project of bad faith. For Sartre, it is clear that the individual as an anti-Semite requires the 

Jewish individual in order to feel their sense of superiority and to experience their rights329. As 

Eppstein explains, the ‘anti-Semite finds salvation, dignity and social fulfilment in his holy 

hatred of the Jew’330. Without the Jewish individual, the anti-Semite would cease to be an anti-

Semite, and their attempted bad faith would collapse in on itself leaving the individual 

defenceless before the reality of their condition. As such, the anti-Semite has a vital need for 

the very individual they are seeking to destroy331. 
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The herd mentality of the anti-Semite is an important facet of their bad faith. The individual 

anti-Semite would never ‘dare to act or think on his own’332, as to do so would be to assume 

responsibility. Whereas, safe within the group they are not required to confront their 

responsibility or freedom. The individual is an anti-Semite and their path appears to have been 

laid out for them in every situation. In all circumstance they are obliged to act like an anti-

Semite, thus their behaviour or actions do not appear as choices to be freely made but as 

obligations to be strictly adhered to. Sartre is painting a clear picture that anti-Semitism is not 

a mere opinion about Jewish individuals, rather it ‘involves the entire personality of the anti-

Semite’333. 

 

Sartre explains that the individual’s choice, to be an anti-Semite, influences their worldview. 

The anti-Semite conceives of the Jewish individual as the source of all evil; if countries are at 

war, if there is a class struggle, it is because of Jewish individuals334. This again is important 

for the individual’s bad faith because, according to Sartre, if the individual were to realise that 

the world was not so, the individual would then be forced to confront their ‘agonising and 

infinite responsibility’335 to invent and modify the world. It is exactly this freedom and the 

accompanying anguish that the individual is attempting to flee by choosing to be an anti-

Semite. A parallel can be drawn here between the anti-Semite, the Law-Abiding Citizen, and 

Beauvoir’s serious individual. While these individuals, having subordinated their freedom to 

some external value system, may believe that they have escaped their anguish, they have 

merely replaced it with worry336. Everything in the world is now realised as a threat. Beauvoir 

explains that this is simply because the value system that these individuals have idolised is 
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external and, therefore, dependent on the world337. Consequently, everything in the world is 

now a threat to this idolised value system, a threat to the Everyday World. No matter how hard 

they try, these individuals cannot control everything that happens in the world and will 

therefore be constantly upset by these uncontrollable events338. At a basic level the serious 

individual, the anti-Semite, or the Law-Abiding Citizen, want the world to harden into a 

facticity, just as they have tried to do themselves, and the world’s refusal to do so creates 

problems. Everything is a threat to their way of life, not least the Jewish individual or the 

authentic individual. 

 

Sartre concludes this section of Anti-Semite and Jew with a clear understanding of the 

individual anti-Semite. The anti-Semite is a coward. They fear their own consciousness, their 

freedom, their responsibilities towards themselves and towards the world, and they fear 

change339. By choosing anti-Semitism, the individual has not merely adopted an opinion about 

the world, rather they have chosen themselves as a person. They have chosen ‘the permanence 

and impenetrability of stone, the total irresponsibility of the warrior who obeys his leaders’340. 

However, this choice is in bad faith. The individual has no leader other than themselves. So, 

anti-Semitism is nothing more than fear of the human condition. The anti-Semite ‘wishes to be 

pitiless stone, a furious torrent, a devastating thunderbolt – anything except a man’341. 

 

Now we can return to our earlier question, of how the anti-Semite creates the Jewish individual. 

Once they have created themselves as facticity, as an anti-Semite, this individual needs an 

object to focus their actions toward. This object is the Jewish individual, and it is as an object, 
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as a facticity, that the anti-Semite creates the Jewish individual. The anti-Semite does not view 

the Jewish individual as free, simultaneously a facticity and transcendence, but as pure 

facticity. In the same sense that the anti-Semite wishes to be a stone, they create the Jewish 

individual as stone. The Jewish individual, although a real individual belonging to an existing 

community, is on some level nothing other than ‘one whom other men consider a Jew’342. In a 

sense, the Jewish individual is not free to be a Jewish individual343 because the anti-Semite, 

and everyone else in society, according to Sartre, has already labelled them as a Jewish 

individual. 

 

I will now attempt to draw out the parallels between the anti-Semite and the Law-Abiding 

Citizen. This will explain why the authentic individual, as I conceive of them, is created as the 

Outlaw. While this term carries a negative connotation, we will see that the term is placed on 

the authentic individual by the Law-Abiding Citizen. The Law-Abiding Citizen attempts to fix 

the authentic individual in their facticity as the Outlaw because this dichotomy is necessary to 

their own project in bad faith, that of being the Law-Abiding Citizen. 

 

In much the same way that the anti-Semite has made a choice, has chosen themselves as an 

anti-Semite, the Law-Abiding Citizen chooses themselves. In an attempt to flee from their 

freedom and anguish, the individual makes the choice to become the Law-Abiding Citizen in 

the Everyday World. This choice is made in bad faith. The individual is simultaneously 

facticity and transcendence, a For-Itself. However, in choosing to be the Law-Abiding Citizen, 

the individual is choosing to ignore their transcendence and view themselves as pure facticity. 

They are afraid of their own consciousness, afraid of having to confront themselves in the 
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reality of their condition. So, they choose to view themselves as something that is fixed, 

something durable and unchanging, like a stone. The individual, having chosen to be the Law-

Abiding Citizen, can hide from their condition in the law-abiding crowd. They are no longer 

one individual. They are now an indistinguishable member of a crowd. From within the law-

abiding crowd, the individual may feel as though they have no choices to make. Certain actions 

and behaviours are expected of them; they find a path set out before them, one that does not 

present any choices. It should be clear that this individual is acting in bad faith. The individual 

cannot deny their transcendence and pretend that they are pure facticity. Individual freedom 

and responsibility cannot be avoided. The freedom that the Law-Abiding Citizen is attempting 

to avoid is visible within this very attempt. The individual must initially freely choose to 

become the Law-Abiding Citizen. Once this initial choice has been made, the individual must 

then continually choose to reaffirm this original choice at every moment. 

 

From within this perspective, that of the Law-Abiding Citizen, the Outlaw is a vital necessity. 

Just as the anti-Semite needs the Jewish individual to take the place of the object towards which 

all the anti-Semite’s passion can be directed, and the object against which the anti-Semite can 

feel superior, the Law-Abiding Citizen needs the Outlaw. In fact, the Law-Abiding Citizen 

creates the Outlaw as Outlaw. The authentic individual does not label themselves the Outlaw. 

The Law-Abiding Citizen imposes this label upon them when the Law-Abiding Citizen creates 

the Outlaw as pure facticity. Again, just like the anti-Semite refuses to acknowledge the Jewish 

individual’s transcendence, the Law-Abiding Citizen will not accept the Outlaw’s 

transcendence. The Outlaw is created as a fixed, unchanging object. The Outlaw as an object 

is the source of unease within the community, just as the Jewish individual is the source of all 

evil for the anti-Semite. This explains why the authentic individual is thought to be a problem, 

because they are created as such by the Law-Abiding Citizen. As I noted earlier, it is possible 
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that the authentic individual will freely choose a course of action that is identical to that 

presented as the only option by the law. So, it is possible that the actions of the Outlaw will 

look no different from the actions of the Law-Abiding Citizen. What is different is the attitude 

of the individuals. However, in such a case, the Law-Abiding Citizen will still view the 

authentic individual as a problem. They feel like they have no choice but to view them as a 

problem. Without the Outlaw, the Law-Abiding Citizen is superior to no one and has no one to 

direct their passion towards. In effect, without the Outlaw, the Law-Abiding Citizen ceases to 

be the Law-Abiding Citizen and their project of bad faith would collapse leaving them exposed 

to the reality of the human condition. This can be thought of as follows: the Law-Abiding 

Citizen needs the Outlaw as the individual who shuns society’s normativity in order to breathe 

life into their own choice to abide by the law. 

 

In conclusion, to live authentically is to embrace our freedom with an awareness of our 

situation. However, authenticity is rare. The majority of individuals live in bad faith most of 

the time, only experiencing brief, momentary glimpses, of the freedom and responsibility they 

possess before being driven back into the relative comfort of their sedimented bad faith by their 

overwhelming sense of anguish. Bad faith is more appealing than authenticity because it 

appears to be an escape; it appears to be a sanctuary from the anguish, responsibility, and 

choices faced by the authentic individual on a daily basis. Most individuals would rather the 

easier life, one without daily anguish. If an individual were to live authentically, it is their 

attitude to the world, rather than the world itself, that would change. As such, in the midst of 

the Everyday World, surrounded by Law-Abiding Citizens, the authentic individual would 

likely be seen as an Outlaw, as a danger to society.  If individuals are to ever leave bad faith 

and attempt to live authentically, it needs to be shown that authentic individuals, or Outlaws, 
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are not dangerous and that an authentic community is possible. This will be the focus of chapter 

6.  
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Chapter 6 

Towards an Existential Ethics 

A community of authentic individuals, or Outlaws as the Law-Abiding Citizens would refer to 

them, may sound like it runs the risk of anarchy. Free individuals, unrestricted by a legal system 

which they no longer choose to value, are liable to do whatever they want to whomever they 

want. That does not sound like a community where any of us would like to live. However, I 

would argue that the authentic individuals are, in fact, unlikely to act in this manner. 

 

This chapter aims to support this argument by examining the work of Simone de Beauvoir in 

The Ethics of Ambiguity. Ideally, we will end up with an outline of an existential ethics. It is 

worth questioning at this point whether existentialism can have an ethics. Ethics implies some 

form of rule-following behaviour, which seems to be at odds with the seemingly individualistic 

nature of existentialism. However, we must remember the definition of existentialism which I 

proposed in the Introduction. Existentialism is an ethical theory that requires the individual to 

be acutely aware of the conditions of their existence, to embrace their freedom and act in direct 

response to those conditions. Therefore, at a fundamental level, existentialism is an ethical 

theory. This statement is supported by Webber in his analysis of the work of Sartre, Beauvoir, 

and Fanon344. Furthermore, the ethics Beauvoir outlined is not a code of rules to be strictly 

adhered to. Instead, it is more like a guiding principle, one that arises from the freedom that is 

so central to existentialism itself. An outline is perhaps the best we can hope for. In the same 

way that it is not possible to provide a detailed portrait of an authentic individual, because they 

are nothing more than what they make of themselves, it is equally difficult to provide a detailed 

existential ethic. Any such ethics must leave individual freedom intact, while simultaneously 

 
344 Webber, p. 151. 
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providing some level of guidance to ensure that the authentic community is one that individuals 

would choose to engage with. 

 

The Ethics of Ambiguity is Beauvoir’s introduction to existentialism, written for a non-

academic audience345, similar to Sartre’s Existentialism and Humanism. Perhaps this is why 

Deininger states that it comes across as a vague, general description of the individual’s 

situation, lacking in rationality and experimental methods346. Beauvoir was aiming to suggest 

that existential freedom does carry certain ethical responsibilities. In order to support this 

claim, Beauvoir considers the individual, outlining different ‘ways of being’, each one of which 

is more capable of dealing with the responsibilities of their inescapable freedom. When 

discussing bad faith, in Chapter 4, I outlined some of these ‘ways of being’, namely the sub-

man, the serious man, and the nihilist. This chapter will focus primarily on Beauvoir’s 

‘adventurer’ and the two attitudes that can be adopted by that individual. As arguably the most 

important of Beauvoir’s ‘ways of being’, I will draw parallels between the adventurer and the 

authentic individual we have been discussing. While I hope to show that a plausible, and 

peaceful, authentic community is a possibility, I will acknowledge the potential dangers 

inherent in an individual embracing their freedom without the appropriate attitude towards 

other people. 

 

Although Beauvoir has adopted Sartre’s ontology of the individual as For-Itself, and states that 

the authentic individual must avoid establishing absolute, external values347, she does not 

describe the For-Itself in as much detail as Sartre. As we have detailed the For-Itself and 

authenticity, we can see that the authentic individual must forge their own path, creating their 

 
345 Heise, p. 175. 
346 Deininger, Whitaker. The Ethics of Ambiguity by Simone de Beauvoir & Bernard Frecthman. [A Review of 
General Semantics, Vol. 11, No. 3 (Spring, 1954), pp. 229-231.], p. 230. 
347 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 13. 



CÓM  10303731 

 
 

- 119 - 

own values, with a full awareness that any such values are not absolute. Immediately, Beauvoir 

acknowledges a potential problem with this position. If the authentic individual is not tied to 

any external values and is free to define the conditions of their life, can they not choose 

whatever they like and act however they like?348 Critics of existentialism use this idea to 

suggest that placing the individual at the helm of their own destiny requires forsaking all 

ethics349. A community where each individual is a law unto themselves, like an authentic 

community, does not sound like a community where any of us would choose to live. Rather, it 

sounds like a community of criminals, of outlaws. However, Beauvoir suggests that if there are 

no external absolute values, we are not bereft of ethics. In fact, if we are alone on the earth, we 

bear responsibility for the world, and it is not the world of some supernatural divine power, it 

is a world of our own creation350. Thus, just as the individual bears full responsibility for the 

individual they are, we each as individuals bear responsibility for the world in which we live. 

The authentic individual, therefore, is not a law unto themselves. 

 

This links in with Sartre’s idea, from Existentialism and Humanism, that the individual is not 

just responsible for themselves but is a ‘legislator deciding for the whole of mankind’351. 

Discussing this same idea, Caws suggests Sartre’s language is not as drastic as it seems352. For 

Sartre, this idea places a profound level of responsibility on the individual and, again, seems to 

point towards radical freedom. However, this is not Sartre’s intention, as we can understand by 

considering Beauvoir’s explanation. When it comes to freedom and choice, Beauvoir states 

that the individual helps to fashion history353 and adds another piece to the tapestry of the 

background that is society against which the freedom of each particular individual either stands 

 
348 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 14-15. 
349 Ibid, p. 15. 
350 Ibid. 
351 Sartre, Existentialism and Humanism, p. 33. 
352 Caws, p. 114. 
353 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 133. 
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out or fades away. This is how, for Sartre, the individual ‘legislates’ for all humanity. As 

Gardner explains, the individual is responsible for the world because they are responsible for 

their world354, and their world helps create the world. In a sense, in choosing ourselves we are 

choosing everything that is around us355. Their choices help fashion the world, or the situation, 

where other individuals make their choices. Returning to the idea of sedimentation, we can 

think of each individual’s choices settling around them and other individuals, like grains of 

sand settling around rocks. Sartre’s use of the term ‘legislator’ has perhaps confused his 

meaning whereas Beauvoir’s explanation, where individuals are more obviously 

interdependent, appears to align more with lived experience. While Sartre does impose 

responsibility for the world on the individual, this responsibility is not intended to imply that 

the individual created the world from scratch356. 

 

However, Sartre was correct about the profound level of responsibility that accompanies the 

individual’s condition. Each choice made by the individual ‘always starts up in the 

darkness’357, in the sense that the individual does not have perfect knowledge and cannot 

predict with certainty how their choice will impact their situation. There will always be an 

inherent risk358, a risk of failure or of negatively impacting their own situation and the situations 

of those around them. Accompanying this risk, as we have already discussed, is the individual’s 

experience of anguish in the face of their freedom and responsibility. 

 

The core problem, as Beauvoir sees it, for any community of authentic individuals is that 

without some external source of absolute values, the particular individuals are the source of all 

 
354 Gardner, p. 166. 
355 Lafarge, p. 83. 
356 Gardner, p. 166. 
357 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 133. 
358 Ibid. 
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values. By choosing their ends and acting to achieve them, they create and recreate values359. 

If this is the case, with each individual choosing their own values, how can these separate 

individuals ever come together to live in harmonious community? Will they not simply pursue 

their own self-interest, potentially to the detriment of those others around them? As Deininger 

illustrates the problem, ‘lacking a city of God confines man to a madhouse’360. In response, 

Beauvoir is quick to point out that under her ethics, although individuals are separate from one 

another, they can be bound to each other and, importantly, ‘that their individual freedoms can 

force laws valid for all’361. In order to fully understand Beauvoir’s ethics, we must understand 

the individual who she sees as embodying these ethics. 

 

Beauvoir’s ‘ways of being’ outlined in the Ethics of Ambiguity, build on each other until the 

individual is best equipped to deal with the responsibilities of their freedom. While the sub-

man, the serious man, and the nihilist were ill-equipped, it is from within the failure of the 

nihilistic attitude that Beauvoir imagines the possibility of an individual who delights in living, 

while seeking no external justification362. Beauvoir refers to this individual as the 

adventurer363; an individual who acts for the sake of action. Such an individual will throw 

themselves into their activities, whether it is exploration, love, politics, etc. However, they will 

not attach themselves to the end of their action, rather they are attached to the action itself364. 

According to Beauvoir, whether the adventurer is born out of the despair of the failed nihilist 

or directly from the individual’s childhood, it is always an exercise of freedom independent of 

the serious world365. 

 
359 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 17. 
360 Deininger, p. 230. 
361 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 17. 
362 Ibid, p. 62. 
363 Ibid. 
364 Ibid. 
365 Ibid. 
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However, as is to be expected with Beauvoir, the attitude of the adventurer is more complex 

than it might appear. The adventurer, in their situation, will constantly meet other individuals 

along the way; ‘the conquistador meets Indians; the condottiere hacks out a path through blood 

and ruins; the explorer has comrades about him or soldiers under his orders; every Don Juan is 

confronted with Elviras’366. Beauvoir’s point is simply that the adventurer is not playing some 

solipsistic game but is involved in a world peopled with other individuals. What distinguishes 

the adventure from a simple game is the adventurer’s willingness to exercise their freedom in 

a relationship with these other individuals rather than in a solitary, solipsistic fashion367. It is 

the attitude adopted by the adventurer that illustrates the core of Beauvoir’s ethics. As Beauvoir 

describes it, there are two attitudes that the adventurer may adopt. One will lead to her ethics 

and authenticity and the other runs the risk of authoritarianism and oppression.  

 

First, aware of other individuals, the adventurer can realise the real requirements of their own 

freedom, namely that in order to be fulfilled their freedom must seek to extend the freedom of 

others368. In other words, the adventurer, in order to realise their own freedom as fully as 

possible, must respect the freedom of other individuals and must help those individuals free 

themselves369. In a reciprocal manner, those other individuals ought to respect the freedom of 

the adventurer we are considering and likewise extend their freedom. Obviously, such an 

understanding of the requirements of freedom imposes limits upon the actions of the 

adventurer, and similar limits upon the actions of all individuals370. However, this is not to say 

that the individual is no longer free. In fact, it is at this point in the adventurer’s development 

 
366 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 64. 
367 Ibid, p. 65. 
368 Ibid. 
369 Ibid. 
370 Ibid. 
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that Beauvoir refers to them as genuinely free. According to Beauvoir, anyone who aims at the 

liberation of themselves and others must be thought of as a genuinely free individual371. This 

genuinely free individual is the authentic individual to return to the Sartrean term, and it is this 

individual who is the hero of Beauvoir’s ethics. 

 

The individual who remains the adventurer has chosen to adopt the second of the two attitudes 

mentioned above. The adventurer, as opposed to the genuinely free individual, chooses to 

remain indifferent to the human consequences of their actions372. Such an individual believes 

they can assert their own existence, exercise their own freedom however they choose, without 

considering the consequences their actions will have on others in their situation. The 

adventurers mentioned in the quote above are examples of this attitude in action; ‘the fate of 

Italy mattered very little to the Italian condottiere; the massacres of the Indians meant nothing 

to Pizarro; Don Juan was unaffected by Elvira’s tears’373. These adventurers, indifferent to their 

chosen ends, were also indifferent towards the means necessary to achieve those ends. 

 

What is important in Beauvoir’s description is that the adventurer is indifferent to other people, 

viewing them as a means to their ends. Naturally, from this perspective, there is nothing to stop 

the adventurer ‘from sacrificing these insignificant beings to his own will for power’374. The 

adventurer, in exercising their freedom, will treat others as insignificant, like instruments, and 

will not hesitate to destroy them if they get in the way or if they are no longer useful375. For 

Beauvoir, to exercise their power in this manner, the adventurer needs help and is therefore 

‘obliged to serve the regime which will allow him to exercise it’376. The regime itself, and what 

 
371 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 65. 
372 Ibid. 
373 Ibid, p. 65-66. 
374 Ibid, p. 66. 
375 Ibid. 
376 Ibid. 



CÓM  10303731 

 
 

- 124 - 

it stands for, is of little concern provided it allows the adventurer their freedom. For this reason, 

the adventurer is not loyal to the regime and is likely to switch sides if a better opportunity 

presents itself. According to Beauvoir, the adventurer, if they are to act as they choose, must 

either submit to their masters or make themselves the supreme master377. Beauvoir clearly sees 

the seeds of authoritarian tyranny in the adventurer, who views humanity as insignificant pawns 

to be expended in support of their game of existence378. It is only luck and circumstance that 

stand in the way of the adventurer becoming a dictator. 

 

Returning to authenticity and the genuinely free individual, Beauvoir clearly suggests that it 

cannot be achieved if the individual does not acknowledge that they are surrounded by other 

individuals; ‘no existence can be validly fulfilled if it is limited to itself’379. Any attempt to 

exercise freedom must recognise that the world is populated by other individuals and has been 

endowed with human significations380. Beauvoir is adamant that no project undertaken by a 

free individual can be understood in a vacuum, rather it can only be defined with reference to 

‘its interference with other projects’381, including the projects of other individuals. 

Furthermore, it is only due to the freedom of others that I as an individual am prevented from 

hardening into a pure facticity382. Beauvoir concludes, ‘to will oneself free is also to will others 

free’383. This is a key difference, for Beauvoir, between authentic and inauthentic freedom384. 

This is the core of her ethics of ambiguity. It is this idea, that my freedom can only be fulfilled 

if it protects the freedom of others, that will allow an authentic community to function without 

 
377 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 67. 
378 Ibid, p. 67. 
379 Ibid, p. 72. 
380 Ibid, p. 76. 
381 Ibid. 
382 Ibid, p. 77. 
383 Ibid, p. 78. 
384 Popa, p. 427. 
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descending into anarchy and chaos, and it is this idea of my freedom opening and protecting 

the freedom of others that requires further explanation. 

 

The world into which each individual is thrown, the world with which they engage is a human 

world full of human meanings385. If the human world is where I can fulfil my freedom then, 

according to Beauvoir, the same actions that attempt to fulfil my freedom must also attempt to 

protect or open the freedom of others, as it is these others that imbue the world with the human 

meanings that provide the content for my freedom386. Considering this idea in further detail, 

Beauvoir states that in order to fulfil my freedom, I require an open future387. I need 

possibilities before me so that my freedom can move toward those possibilities. Within the 

human world, it is only other individuals who open the future for me388. These other 

individuals, by imposing meaning and significance on the world, create ‘the world of 

tomorrow’ which is where my freedom will find its content. However, if these other individuals 

cut me off from this open future, if they close off possibilities that would have presented 

themselves to me, they are pushing me away from transcendence towards facticity; they are 

stifling my freedom389. In so doing, by stifling my freedom, these oppressors are limiting their 

own freedom. Their freedom, like mine, requires an open future in order to fill itself with 

content. If the oppressors frustrate the freedom of other individuals, they are closing the future 

to themselves, the future that is created by the freedom of other individuals. 

 

Beauvoir clearly states that we are only obligated to respect freedom ‘when it is intended for 

freedom, not when it strays, flees itself, and resigns itself’390. Therefore, any freedom that aims 

 
385 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 79. 
386 Ibid. 
387 Ibid, p. 88. 
388 Ibid. 
389 Ibid. 
390 Ibid, p. 97. 
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at denying or oppressing freedom, such as that of the adventurer, the serious man, the sub-man 

or the nihilist, must itself be denied391. It is not true that by recognising the freedom of others 

that I am limiting my own freedom. In fact, it is through this recognition that I am fulfilling my 

freedom. Beauvoir notes that to say that I am free is not to say that I can do whatever I want392. 

This may be a commonly held conception of freedom, but it is not the existential conception 

of freedom. Rather, to be free for Beauvoir and Sartre, is to have the potential ‘to surpass the 

given toward an open future’393. As the given situation is one which is populated by other 

individuals, these other individuals define my situation and in doing so condition my 

freedom394. It is these individuals who, through their actions create an open or closed future, 

allow or prevent me exercising my freedom. Likewise, I am one of those other individuals for 

each of them in turn. We are all separate individuals, but we are simultaneously dependent on 

each other when it comes to fully realising my freedom. To illustrate this idea, of others 

defining my situation and creating the content that will fill my freedom, Beauvoir provides the 

following example. If we can imagine a past world without any humans, that world would be 

without meaning. Lacking a past, ‘we would hardly be able to see anything before us but a 

gloomy desert’395. It is the meaning of the past, the world created by other individuals, that acts 

as either support or hindrance to our freedom, thereby acting as the canvas on which the 

individual can paint using their freedom as the colours. 

 

Beauvoir does acknowledge that her ethics are individualistic in the sense that ‘it accords to 

the individual an absolute value and that it recognises in him alone the power of laying the 

foundations of his own existence’396. The individual is the heart of Beauvoir’s ethics. However, 

 
391 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 97. 
392 Ibid. 
393 Ibid. 
394 Ibid. 
395 Ibid, p. 100. 
396 Ibid, p. 169. 
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her ethics, and existentialism more generally, are not solipsistic. The individual is only defined 

by their relationship to the world and to other individuals397. In fact, the freedom of the 

individual can only be fully realised through the freedom of others398. Crucially, the 

individualism of Beauvoir’s ethics will not lead to anarchy399 because within their very 

freedom the individual finds a rule. The individual must assume their freedom and exercise it 

in such a way that they protect the freedom of others, who will through the exercise of their 

freedom protect my freedom. Her ethics is individualistic in the sense that it establishes the 

individual as the source of value. However, as genuinely free individuals will act to protect and 

open the freedom of all, this individualistic ethics is not solipsistic400. 

 

Were we to adopt Beauvoir’s ethics, we can see that a peaceful authentic community does 

appear plausible. The authentic individual is genuinely free. By restricting their actions in 

recognition of the fact that their actions impact those around them, the authentic individual is 

not less free but is, in fact, genuinely free. Protecting and opening the freedom of others will 

likely create a reciprocal relationship whereby the others protect and open the freedom of the 

authentic individual. It is within freedom itself that the authentic individual finds a rule, or 

ethics, to guide their actions. A community of individuals who each respect, protect, and open, 

the freedom of each other does sound like an appealing place to live, one that has moved far 

beyond the negative connotations associated with the term ‘outlaw’. 

 

As Beauvoir highlights, embracing freedom does involve certain dangers if the individual does 

not recognise the significance of other people. The adventurer who does not recognise the 

importance of others, will use those others as a means to an end when exercising their own 

 
397 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 169. 
398 Ibid. 
399 Ibid, p. 170. 
400 Heise, p. 180. 
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freedom. While Beauvoir sees the seeds of authoritarian tyranny in this attitude, I believe the 

likelihood of such an individual becoming a reality is low. Authenticity itself is extremely rare, 

given the comforting nature of sedimented bad faith in comparison to the anguish 

accompanying individual freedom. As such, most individuals are likely to remain in the 

Everyday World as Law-Abiding Citizens. That said, the legal system does provide a 

framework for such an adventurer, exercising their freedom without regard for others, to 

become a dictator. So, while the danger is clear, it seems less likely than Beauvoir implies. 

 

In summary, the ethics that will allow an authentic community to exist peacefully is found in 

the freedom of the authentic individual. In order to fully realise their freedom, they must act in 

such a way that they protect and open the freedom of those around them. This is no more than 

an outline of an ethics and, as mentioned above, an outline is perhaps all that can be hoped for. 

Arthur Child criticises Beauvoir on this point, stating that her ethical concepts do not appear to 

have been developed at all and, ‘Beauvoir may be going in the right direction and yet plunging 

through the bushes’401. Child illustrates this using the following example. Imagine you are an 

inmate in a Nazi concentration camp. You have been forced to decide which of your fellow 

inmates should be sent to the gas chambers. This is ‘a moral problem of piercing intensity and 

terrific import’402. As Child notes, in attempting to make this decision based on the criterion of 

the greatest good for the greatest number or based on what is ‘right’, you will realise such 

approaches are absurd403. According to Beauvoir’s ethics, while you must choose, by choosing 

you are doing what you freely can do, you are freely assuming the responsibility for the 

consequences of your choice and, furthermore, by doing so you are acting to preserve 

 
401 Child, Arthur. The Ethics of Ambiguity by Simone de Beauvoir. [Ethics, Vol. 59, No. 4 (Jul., 1949), pp. 292-
293.], p. 293. 
402 Ibid, p. 292. 
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freedom404. Child criticises Beauvoir’s ethics here, stating that it is not clear how the exercise 

of freedom will preserve freedom in the above case, or other cases. However, he does 

acknowledge that there are mysteries with other ethical systems that are tolerated so why 

should we not tolerate this mystery in Beauvoir’s system405, one that has been explicitly 

established as ambiguous. 

 

In response to Child’s criticism, I would argue that a clearly defined ethical code, detailing 

what choice to make it every situation, would be similar to the legal system currently 

supporting the Everyday World, potentially amounting to absolute external values. It is also 

the case that protecting and opening the freedom of others will look different depending on the 

situation and the individuals involved. Perhaps this is why, although Beauvoir provides 

portraits of flawed moral characters, such as the sub-man and the serious man, no similar 

portrait is provided of the genuinely free individual406. However, as an example of freedom 

acting to protect and open the freedom of others, consider the widespread lockdowns imposed 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. These lockdowns dramatically restrict individual freedom. 

Aggrieved by these restrictions an individual might attempt to flaunt the lockdown in the name 

of exercising their freedom. In doing so, this individual becomes Beauvoir’s adventurer. They 

are exercising their freedom without caring how it will impact others. In this case, such exercise 

of their freedom could have direct and devastating impacts on others which, in turn, will impact 

the possibilities of the individual themselves. However, the individual who complies with the 

lockdown, albeit restricting their actions, acts to protect and open the freedom of others. By 

acting to protect the health of other individuals, we are attempting to ensure that those 

individuals have an open future in which to exercise their freedom. Likewise, those individuals 
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are doing the same for us. We are restricting our actions in the present to ensure, in so far as is 

possible, that there is an open future filled with possibilities from which we can freely choose. 

 

Unsurprisingly, given the name of her work, there are ambiguities within Beauvoir’s ethics. 

However, Beauvoir does not view these ambiguities as fatal flaws. Rather, in order to be an 

authentic individual, each individual must act with an awareness of these ambiguities407. One 

ambiguity involves the oppressor. If the oppressor were aware of the requirements of freedom, 

that it must respect the freedom of others, the oppressor themselves would have to denounce 

oppression408. However, given that the oppressor refuses to cooperate in the recognition of 

freedom of all, Beauvoir’s ethics demands that the oppressor be suppressed409. In order to 

achieve this suppression, we must treat the oppressor as a thing rather than as a subject. This 

is a paradox of action for Beauvoir simply because, in order to protect and open the freedom 

of all there may be certain individuals that we must treat as objects, thereby denying their 

freedom, a freedom we initially set out to protect410. While suppressing an oppressor may 

require violence, Holveck suggests that Beauvoir would prefer to re-educate the oppressor if it 

were possible411. If violence is necessary, as Heise notes, we must fight the urge to become an 

oppressor in order to stop an oppressor412. 

 

A further ambiguity relates to bad faith. Beauvoir seems to warn against ripping people out of 

the false comfort of bad faith; ‘there is no need to awaken the sleeper, for that would be to 

awaken him to unhappiness’413. As Colin Wilson suggests while describing the situation of the 
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societal outsider, ‘the ignorant, the deceived, the superficial, were the happy among us’414. As 

we have seen, in order to fulfil my own freedom, I must protect and open the freedom of others. 

However, to simply pull individuals from bad faith would be to cast them into a world they did 

not choose and on which they have no grip415. This will only serve to bring the individual face-

to-face with their responsibility and anguish in such a way that they will likely retreat to the 

supposed sanctuary of bad faith and will be even less willing to attempt to embrace the reality 

of the human condition. Beauvoir illustrates this with an insightful example. 

 

Imagine a friend of yours, addicted to drugs, asks for money to buy more of their preferred 

poison. Out of compassion, you urge them to seek help and you take them to the doctor. If there 

is a chance of your actions succeeding, and your friend ditching their addiction then, for 

Beauvoir, you have acted correctly. However, if the situation is such that there is no chance of 

you succeeding in helping your friend, then refusing their request for money is worthless. 

Depriving your friend of their intoxicant for a few hours will only intensify their suffering and 

may drive them to engage in more extreme measures to get what they want416. The addict is 

living in bad faith. If we believe that we can successfully extricate this person from bad faith, 

and that they will be able to authentically engage with their situation and exercise their freedom 

in a genuine fashion then, for Beauvoir, we ought to destroy their bad faith. However, if the 

situation is such that pulling this individual from bad faith would only serve to intensify their 

suffering, anguish and anxiety, pushing them further into bad faith, it seems that we should 

leave them in their bad faith, at least until we have managed to alter the situation. This is 

interesting because, under an ethics that sets out to protect individual freedom, the initial 

instinct might be to do everything we can to destroy bad faith. However, Beauvoir suggests 

 
414 Wilson, p. 78. 
415 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 92. 
416 Ibid, p. 154-155. 
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acting with more precision. Protecting individual freedom does not mean destroying bad faith 

wherever we find it, rather it means destroying bad faith where the situation is such that the 

individual will be able to authentically engage with the situation without being overwhelmed 

by anguish and retreating back into bad faith. 

 

There is one further potential problem with Beauvoir’s ethics, one that threatens to undermine 

the project of existentialism itself. As Beauvoir notes, individuals are separate from one 

another, however, they can be bound to each other and, in fact, ‘their individual freedoms can 

force laws valid for all’417. What Beauvoir means here is that individuals must value their 

individual freedom and, in doing so, they are guided to protect the freedom of others. The 

potential problem relates to the individual having to value their freedom. A core aspect of 

existentialism, stemming from Sartre’s slogan that existence precedes essence, is that values 

are only valuable in light of the individual’s projects418. By changing my projects, I change 

what appears to be valuable. Beauvoir’s claim that I must value my freedom seems to place 

freedom as valuable independent of whatever projects I choose. This is the one choice that 

appears to be required of the individual that I alluded to in Chapter 5. If there is one value 

independent of the individual, why can there not be others? 

 

Another way to consider this problem is as follows: valuing individual freedom, including the 

freedom of others, is the project of authenticity. Given that the For-Itself appears free to adopt 

whatever project it wants, why should the For-Itself adopt the project of authenticity in the first 

place?419 If I am required to adopt the project of authenticity, it would seem that I am not free 

in the sense Sartre and Beauvoir describe and, therefore, it would appear that the foundation of 

 
417 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 17. 
418 Webber, p. 152. 
419 Ibid, p. 159. 
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existentialism has fallen away. ‘How could there be any reason for everyone, irrespective of 

their existing commitments, to undertake any particular project, such as the project of 

authenticity?’420 

 

As Webber notes, Beauvoir does not clearly outline her argument as to why the individual 

should adopt the project of authenticity, thereby valuing freedom, in The Ethics of 

Ambiguity421. Instead, Beauvoir saw The Ethics of Ambiguity as summarising the argument 

found in her earlier work, Pyrrhus and Cineas422. However, as Webber succinctly outlines 

Beauvoir’s argument, I rely on his analysis. 

 

According to Webber, Beauvoir attempts to respond to this problem by arguing from the 

structure of human existence itself and, if her argument succeeds, the resulting categorical 

imperative ‘will apply to all creatures whose existence precedes their essence, irrespective of 

their existing projects. And it will require them to value human freedom, not merely to 

recognise it’423. Beauvoir’s argument is premised on the following: the fact that individuals 

freely adopt values that shape their existence ‘entails that we ought to treat this feature of 

human existence of objectively valuable’424. We must accept this premise, according to 

Beauvoir, because ‘it is an essential structure of human existence that the individual values the 

ends they pursue’425. Beauvoir does not need to specify what those ends are, simply that the 

individual views their ends of valuable. This statement is difficult to disagree with. We all act 

 
420 Webber, p. 169. 
421 Ibid, p. 170. 
422 Ibid. 
423 Ibid. 
424 Ibid. 
425 Ibid, p. 171. 
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as if our chosen ends are valuable. Even a nihilist who claims nothing is valuable, cannot 

embody that nihilism while they are alive426. 

 

However, even accepting that the individual must value their own freedom as the means by 

which they choose their own ends, how does this subjective conclusion entail that freedom is 

objectively valuable?427 What follows is Webber’s summary of Beauvoir’s argument 

attempting to resolve this problem428: An individual treats their chosen ends as valuable. These 

ends are valuable because the achievement of these ends serves as a point of departure, or 

potential means for achieving, a new end. This value of an achieved end depends on the 

individual’s capacity to choose new ends for which the achieved end is a means. Therefore, the 

capacity to choose ends, human agency, is valuable. This value does not depend on human 

agency itself being pursued as an end. Therefore, human agency is objectively valuable. As 

Webber notes, Beauvoir wanted this argument to ‘lead the individual from the value they place 

on their own ends to the imperative to treat human existence as inherently valuable’429. In short, 

human freedom is valuable because it is what allows individuals to choose and pursue their 

ends. Freedom itself need not be the end the individual pursues, rather it can be thought of as 

the tool that enables them to pursue their ends. 

 

If Beauvoir’s argument succeeds, its places restrictions on individual action in that no 

individual can act in such a way that ‘is incompatible with the objective value of human 

existence’430. This rules out murder, oppression, slavery, and any form of coercion or 

subordination431. So, it seems that Beauvoir has arrived at an imperative based on the structure 

 
426 Webber, p. 172. 
427 Ibid, p. 175. 
428 Ibid, p. 176-177. 
429 Ibid, p. 178. 
430 Ibid. 
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of human existence. This imperative of authenticity is implicit in the individual’s chosen 

projects and, furthermore, failure to obey the imperative would be to act inauthentically432. 

Ultimately, Beauvoir was attempting to argue that each individual must respect and exercise 

their own agency. Respecting the value of humanity will require us to safeguard the well-being, 

leisure, and knowledge of everyone ‘so that their freedom is not consumed in fighting sickness, 

ignorance, and misery’433. It must be noted, as Webber does, that in a much later publication, 

Forced Circumstance434 in 1963, Beauvoir did suggest she was irritated by The Ethics of 

Ambiguity because the morality was ‘as hollow as the Kantian maxims’435. In spite of this 

apparent rejection, Webber suggests that we ought to assess Beauvoir’s argument for ourselves 

and ultimately concludes that it is deserving of ‘careful attention in contemporary moral 

philosophy’436. 

 

Beauvoir’s ethics, with an awareness of the inherent ambiguities, does appear to provide a path 

toward a peaceful authentic community. Each authentic individual, assuming they fully 

understand the conditions of their freedom, will be acting in such a way that they protect and 

open the freedom of each other. Through this reciprocal relationship, a peaceful community 

will emerge without the need for establishing absolute external values. While freedom for all 

is the aim of Beauvoir’s system of ethics, it is possible that we will have to violate the freedom 

of some, namely oppressors, in order to achieve this437. 

 

 
432 Webber, p. 186. 
433 Beauvoir, Simone de. Pyrrhus and Cineas. Trans. Timmerman, M. [In Philosophical Writings, by Simone de 
Beauvoir. Ed. Simons, M., Timmerman, M., & Mader, M., pp. 89-149. (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 
2004.)], p. 138. 
434 Beauvoir, Simone de. Forced Circumstance. Trans. Howard, R. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968. 
435 Ibid, p. 75-76. 
436 Webber, p. 187. 
437 Holveck, p. 8. 
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Admittedly, such a community may be unlikely, not because it is impossible, but because 

authenticity itself is so rare. Despite urging individuals to exercise their freedom genuinely, to 

act authentically, Beauvoir does not shy away from the fact that, due to each individual’s 

existential condition, this struggle will never be finished. Each individual will always face the 

choice of exercising their freedom genuinely or of retreating into bad faith. ‘The flight from 

the anguish of freedom; the plane of hell, of struggle, will never be eliminated’438. The 

individual will never be handed their freedom, ‘it will always have to be won’439. This struggle 

for genuine freedom will not be waged solely against the individual’s situation or other people, 

but also against the individual themselves. More often than not, for Beauvoir and Sartre, it is 

the individual that is standing in the way of realising their genuine or authentic freedom. 

  

 
438 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 128. 
439 Ibid. 
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Conclusion 

The aim of this dissertation was to suggest that individuals are living in bad faith as the Law-

Abiding Citizen in the Everyday World, and that an authentic community is possible. In such 

a community, individuals could live together peacefully without surrendering their freedom to 

a supposed absolute external value system. My proposed definition of existentialism, 

‘existentialism is an ethical theory that requires the individual to be acutely aware of the 

conditions of their existence, to embrace their freedom and act in direct response to those 

conditions’, was used to structure and guide this dissertation.   

 

In Chapter 1, I aimed to present Sartre’s ontology of the individual as For-Itself as a plausible 

description of human existence. While his ontology is complex, his description of the 

individual does appear plausible, not least because that description is recognisable by the reader 

as a familiar, lived experience. The individual, able to perpetually examine their actions, 

experiences, and situation, across the gap in consciousness can say, ‘this is not me’. Without a 

set definition, or essence, the individual is free to create and re-create themselves. This idea of 

freedom is one aspect of Sartre’s work, and existentialism more generally, that is often 

criticised as being too radical. However, Beauvoir, operating under the same ontology as 

Sartre, describes a more realistic individual freedom, one that operates within the individual’s 

situation and acknowledges the sedimentation that occurs around an individual by way of their 

chosen projects. Acknowledging this less radical freedom, as Sartre came to do, the individual 

as For-Itself appears plausible and we can see why such an individual would experience 

anguish when faced with their freedom. 

 

While Sartre felt that anguish alone was sufficient to drive the individual into bad faith, in 

Chapter 2, I suggested that the social-self we all experience, when caught in the Look of the 
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Other, intensifies this anguish, making it all the more likely that we will seek refuge from 

anguish in bad faith. Importantly, Sartre described this social-self, through shame, as following 

the choice of the individual and, therefore, as limited in the impact it could have on anguish, 

which is experienced prior to making the choice. However, building on Sartre’s suggestion that 

the social-self can be experienced without a present Other, it is possible to imagine realising 

the social-self prior to making a decision. This happens because the individual is aware that 

their decision will be examinable by Others and, as such, they anticipate this examination prior 

to making the decision. In this way, the social-self intensifies anguish, pushing the individual 

into bad faith as a sanctuary from anguish and freedom. 

 

In Chapter 3, I set out my conception of the Everyday World where individuals seek refuge 

from their anguish by attempting to escape their freedom. Combining the ideas of Camus, 

Heidegger, Beauvoir and Sartre, I present the Everyday World as one where the individual 

lives a habitual life, going along with the crowd, having submitted themselves to an external 

absolute value system. This system, in the Everyday World, is the law, which demands 

compliance. Structured by law, the Everyday World appears to present the individual with 

demands rather than choices. As such, the individual feels they are not free and responsible, so 

their anguish is lessened. The individual becomes the Law-Abiding Citizen. 

 

In Chapter 4, I outlined Sartre’s concept of bad faith and made the concept more credible and 

accessible by considering Beauvoir’s attitudes of bad faith. While bad faith will never fully 

succeed, because freedom is inescapable, it does seem that many people do attempt to live in 

bad faith. One such individual is the Law-Abiding Citizen in the Everyday World. They attempt 

to surrender their freedom to the legal system, thereby avoiding choices and anguish. However, 

the very act of attempting to be the Law-Abiding Citizen requires an original choice and then 
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a perpetual reaffirmation of that choice. As such, the Law-Abiding Citizen’s bad faith requires 

freedom, the very thing it was attempting to deny. 

 

In Chapter 5, I discussed Sartre’s concept of authenticity as a possible escape from bad faith. 

Authenticity means embracing freedom within a situation with a full awareness of the 

responsibilities and risks involved in exercising freedom. Authenticity, therefore, is nothing 

less than engaging with my proposed definition of existentialism. An authentic individual, in 

practice, could live similarly to the Law-Abiding Citizen, but their attitude will be strikingly 

different. As it is the individual’s attitude that changes rather than the world around them, the 

authentic individual will still find themselves in the Everyday World and will likely not be 

welcomed. In fact, the Law-Abiding Citizens would likely label the authentic individual as 

Outlaw, as a dangerous threat to the Everyday World and their project in bad faith. 

 

In Chapter 6, I attempted to show that a peaceful authentic community is possible. As Beauvoir 

suggests, the authentic individual finds in their freedom a rule that enables such a community. 

I am not fully free until I act in such a way to protect and open the freedom of others, others 

who also act to protect and open my freedom. There are inherent dangers involved with an 

individual embracing their freedom, as Beauvoir outlines. While I agree that the adventurer 

could easily slip into tyranny, I think this is less likely than Beauvoir allows given the fact that 

embracing freedom is so rare. The Law-Abiding Citizen is more likely to remain in bad faith. 

On that note, we also should not rip people from bad faith unless the situation is such that they 

are able to genuinely exercise their freedom and not retreat into bad faith at the first 

opportunity. 
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So, what does this mean for the individual? On the one hand, it is not hard to see why Sartre’s 

existentialism was ‘reproached as an invitation for people to dwell in quietism of despair’440 

and why Beauvoir herself described the individual as ‘crushed by the dark weight of other 

things’441. It does take courage to face anguish and make difficult choices, and bad faith does 

appear as a safe space where I am not forced to choose. Even if I once choose to act 

authentically, this choice requires perpetual reaffirmation and at every step I will be faced with 

the option of sinking into the comfort of the Everyday World and bad faith. Furthermore, raised 

in the Everyday World, the individual will find it difficult to overcome the sedimentation of 

values of that world that have now become a part of their identity. However, this does not 

appear to be a sufficient reason to give up. Choosing to dwell in quietude in the Everyday 

World is itself a choice, an exercise in freedom. If the individual cannot escape freedom, why 

not embrace it? At every opportunity, I must do what I can to exercise my freedom, with an 

awareness of the risks and responsibilities, and exercise it in such a way that I am protecting 

and opening the freedom of others. In doing so, perhaps we can each help fashion a world 

where more individuals are encouraged to leave bad faith and live authentically. While the idea 

of having to create and re-create yourself is frightening, it also carries a certain appeal. There 

is no such thing as the rest of your life, it will only ever be what you make of it. 

 

 

 

Word Count: 41,484 

  

 
440 Sartre, Existentialism and Humanism, p. 23. 
441 Beauvoir, The Ethics of Ambiguity, p. 5. 
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