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INTRODUCTION

Among contemporary philosophical movements, none has ad
dressed itself more directly to ethical issues than has existential
ism. As popularly understood, it is, in fact,_not so much an ethi
cal theory as itself an ethical attitude; and in this form it has
attracted and repelled large numbers of people who have no
knowledge of the philosophical position on which this attitude is
allegedly based. As a result, "existentialism" has come to desig
nate almost any sort of unconventional or arbitrary style of living
or thinking; and the very idea that an understanding of existen
tialism might require the making of careful distinctions and sus
tained argument would undoubtedly strike many of its partisans
and its critics as incongruous.
This state of affairs is unfortunate because, as I hope to show,
the real interest of existentialism lies not in any special affinity it
may have with the contemporary Zeitgeist nor in the self
conscious attitudinizing it has inspired, but in what it has to say
about the nature of value and choice and moral freedom. It is as
an ethical theory, i.e., as a reasoned interpretation of the funda
mental concepts of morality, that existentialism deserves· serious
consideration; and it is as an ethical theory and not as a set of
prescriptions for our moral practice that it will be presented and
appraised in this book. Whether or not that theory has implica
tions, direct or indirect, for the conduct of life is, of course, one
of the principal questions that a study like this will have to con
sider. But it is important to see that this is itself a question of eth
ical theory, and that it must be answered at the level of ethical
Xl
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theory before any existentialist ethic in . the usual sense can be
promulgated. 1
In this connection, it must be noted in passing that most cur
rent philosophical accounts of existentialism do little to correct
mistaken popular assumptions, particularly with respect to the al
leged irrationalism of the existentialist ethic. One recent study,
for example, explicitly endorses the prevalent view of existential
ism as the philosophy of irrationalism and defends it as such, ap
parently on the ground that man has in fact been shown to be
strongly influenced by irrational motives and drives. 2 It is not dif
ficult, to be sure, to collect passages from the writings of the exis
tentialists which sound very much_ like a repudiation of reason
and a glorificadon of adionfof action's sake. In most cases, how
ever, it turns out on closer irispectiori that the point being made
is a point about the nature and 'circumstances of human action
and not·. a piece. of special pleading in f.avor of some drastically
curtailed coriception of ourresponsibilities as moral agents. In
short, if existentiaiist ethical theory �s to be describ_ed as· "irra
tionalistic" at all; it must be understood that the rationality in
question one that it regards as nierely specious and delusive;
and it mustbe pointed out that within their positive account of.
human action theexistentialists m_ake room for what we ordinar
ily· call reasons for acting. Certainly existentialism involves a re
interpretation of the "place of reason' in ethics," but it is unfair
and inaccurate to represent nas exalting instinct and impulse at
the expense of deliber�tiori arid foresight in the conduct of life.
There is much that is highly controversial in the existentialist po-

is

··1 For an interesting study of the moral and social aspect of existentialism
that li:aves aside questions· of ethical -theory, see Norman Greene, Jean-Paul
Sartre:_ The .Existential4t Ethic (Ann Arbor, Mich.: University of Michigan
Press, 1960) .
2 William Barrett, Irrational Man
(New York: Anchor Books, Doubleday
a:1,1d Co., Inc.,.1958). In this book, existentialism is declared to be "the
counter-Enligp.tenment come at last to philosophical expression,'.' and its
message is said to be "to bring the whole man.:._the concrete individual in the
whole context of his everyday life;• and his · total mystery and question
ablenes-into philosophy." (p. 274-75) For a better balanced account that is
also. more detailed in its . treatment . of points of philosophical interest, see
James Collins, The Existenti4lists: A Critical Study (Chicago: H. Regnery Co.,
1952).
.
.. .
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sition, correctly understood, but l shall try to show that what is at
issue is not whether the existentialists are giving bad moral ad
vice but whether their general interpretation of the relation of
individual choice to moral rules. is a correct one.
To treat existentialism as an ethical theory may occasion sur
prise for inany reasons, not least among them the fact that the
chief existentialist writers have in soine cases explicitly disclaimed
any interest in such. an interpretation of their thought and in
others have failed to present .anything readily recognizable as an
analysis of leading ethical concepts. It is certainly true that nei
ther Heidegger nor Sartre has given more than a sketch of an
ethical theory in the current Anglo,American sense of that term;
but I hope to show that the 'difficulty of recognizing'even that
sketch for what it is is due to the special philosophical context in
which it is developed and more ,specifically to the unfamiliar
philosophicalidiom in which it is presented. None of the philos
ophers whose views will be considered in this book conceives of
philosophy as a whole or of philosophical ethics in particular as
'an activity of conceptual analysis. They are an in their different
. ways ontologists, and their views of the nature of value are a. cwrd
ingly stated in terms of "structures" that are held to be particular
to certain modes of being. The central contention of this bookis
that it is both possible and worthwhile to disengage the elements
of an ethical,theory from the forbidding ontologicalterminology
which the .existentialists use and to restate themin terms that are
intelligible · to those philosophers who. do not share this special
"ontological" orientation.
In spite of the hazards that such an attempt to translate out of
one_ philosophical idiom into another inevitably faces, there is
reason to think .that the resulting restatement of existentialist
ethical theory may have real advantages over the original by
virtue of lending itself less readily to a number of misinterpreta
tions that
distort mucli current discussion of existentialism.
It c:ari
:
. .
also contribute materially to the correcting.of the widespread but
erroneous belief that the interests and views of European philoso
phers of the phenomenological persuasion are· absolutely differ
ent from those . of philosophers in this country and in Great
Britain. While such differences obviously exist, it is one of the
.
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guiding assumptions of this study that there has been nevertheless
a substantial parallelism in the development of ethical theory on
the Continent and in the English-speaking countries during the
twentieth century.a More specifically, I think it can be shown that
much contemporary moral philosophy in this country and Eng
land of the kind that is usually called ''prescriptivistic" or "non
cognitivistic" has close,affinities with the ethical theory of existen
tialism, and that both are descended from a common tradition of
ethical theory of which the principal stages are briefly outlined in
Part 1.4
The common strain that unites the ethical theories assignable
to this tradition is their progressive elaboration of the idea of
moral autonomy and their substitution of this idea for the older
conception of moral truth as the fundamental concept of morals.
I have accordingly presented the ethical theory of existentialism
as essentially an attempt to give a definitive account of what au
tonomous moral personality is; and I have neglected many other
aspects of the existentialists' contribution to ethical theory. I
have also been led, by this choice of a focus for this study, to use
as my primary representatives of the "ethical theory of existen
tialism" only those writers who conceive moral autonomy as· the
final and ineluctable condition of man and not as a kind of in
terim state that may possibly be surmounted by an eventual in
tuition of ultimate being or by a mystical communion with God.
As I understand them, this view is the one held by those religious
or Christian existentialists who, like Marcel arid Jaspers, are criti
cal of traditional metaphysical conceptions of natural teleology,
but do not despair entirely_ of the possibility of an external source
a A very helpful review of the development of twentieth century ethical
theory in both continental Europe and the English-speaking world is pro·
vided by William Frankena in his contribution, "Ethics," to R. Klibansky
(ed.), Philosophy in the Mid-Century: A Survey (Florence: Nuova Italia,
1958-59), Vol. 3, pp. 42-77.
4 I have in mind especially the work of R. M. Hare whose principal works,
The Language of Morals (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952) and Freedom and
Reason (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963) show many obvious points. of affinity
with the views of such existentialists as Sartre. It would not do, however, to
press these affinities too hard, as Hare's essay, "'Rien n'a d'importance,'" in
La philosophie analytique (Cahiers de Royaumont, Philosophie, No. 4 [Paris:
Editions de Minuit, 1962], pp. 305-19) clearly shows.
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of moral direction. 5 By contrast, Heidegger and Sartre, at least in
a certain period of their philosophical development, do seem to
me to have committed themselves to the idea of moral autonomy
in a truly radical way, and to have produced a view of yalue that
breaks much more sharply with established traditions in ethical
theory than does that of the religious existentialists.6 Needless to
say, all of the general statements I make about the "ethical theory
of existentialism" must be understood as applying only to this
more restricted group of writers-Heidegger and Sartre, together
with Maurice Merleau-Ponty and a number of French writers
who seem to be principally influenced by them. 7 Even in the case
5 For a study of these philosophers and of the relationship of their views to
one another, see Paul Ricoeur, Gabriel Marcel et Karl Jaspers (Paris: Editions
du Temps Present, 1948) . Both Jaspers and Marcel have written extensively
on what they regard as the spiritual and moral crisis of our time, and these
works have done much to identify existentialism as a philosophy which ad
dresses itself to the variously defined malaise of modern Western civilization.
See Jaspers' Die geistige Situation der Zeit (Berlin: W. de Gruyter and Co.,
1931) and Marcel's Les hommes contre l'humain (Paris: La Colombe, 1951).
A critical review of Sartre's L'P.tre et le nt!ant can be found in Marcel's Homo
Viator (Paris: Aubier, Editions Montaigne, 1945), pp. 233-256.
6 Even in the case of Heidegger and Sartre, some question arises as to
whether they have maintained this position in their more recent work. It
seems clear to me, as it has to many critics, that Heidegger's writings from the
late thirties onward reflect a quite different spirit and a quite different
conception of the relationship of man to being than was characteristic of his
earlier works; and I have accordingly based my interpretation of his thought
mainly on the latter, especially Sein und Zeit (8th ed.; Halle: M. Niemeyer,
1957) and Vom Wesen des Grundes (4th ed.; Frankfurt-am-Main: V. Kloster
mann, 1955). Similarly, my treatment of Sartre rests primarily on L'P.tre et le
nt!ant; and while, as I try to show in Chapter VIII, the doctrines he is
developing in his still incomplete Critique de la raison dialectique (Paris:
Gallimard, 1960), are an extension rather than a repudiation of ideas he had
developed earlier, I have relied heavily on only one section of that work.
1 In this group, I would cite particularly Raymond Polin, whose La creation
des valeurs (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1944) was one of the first
statements in French of a non-cognitivistic theory of value; and Francis
Jeanson, whose Le probleme morale et la penst!e de Sartre (2d ed.; Paris:
Editions du Myrte, 1965) offers an interesting interpretation of Sartre's
treatment of morality-an interpretation to which Sartre gave his express
approval in the preface he contributed to the book. Simone de Beauvoir's
Pour une morale de l'ambiguitt! (Paris: Gallimard, 1947) is useful for such
light as it casts on Sartre's thought; and her larger work, Le deuxieme sexe
(Paris: Gallimard, 1949) contains much material that has an indirect bearing
on questions of morality and moral theory. A highly original account of moral
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of this restricted group, however, the account I give in Part I is
intended primarily as a delineation of a type of ethical theory
rather than as a faithful textual study of their ipsissima. verba,
My principal interest throughout has been to state clearly a very
general position in: ethical theory that is shared by a group of
writers, and to do so without too great a concern for minor diver
gencies among them. In the footnotes to each chapter, however, I
ha;ve given rather extensive references to the texts on which. my
interpretations are based; and I have also tried to illustrate in
several especially important cases the principles of philosophical
"translation'! on which I have relied.
My original intention was to follow the historical review, in ·
Part I, of the development of the ethical · theory of existentialism
with a full-scale restatement and defense of that theory in its ma
ture form along the lines of interpretation ! propose.in Chapter V
, .
I found this too ambitious a task, however, and I have chosen
instead to deal in Part II with only three major questions that
confront the ethical . theory of existentialism. These questions
concern: first, the adequacy of the grounds alleged by the existen
tialists for rejecting all objectivistic theories of value; second, the
relationship between particular choices al).d universal moral prin
ciples; and finally, the place of moral obligation and moral com
munity in an ethical theory based on the concept of autonomy.
Criticism of the ethical aspect of existentialism frequently centers
on these questions, and jt must be admitted that the difficulties
raised by critics have not often been met or even squarely faced
by the leading existentialist writers. I believe . that .the objections
to which I have alluded can be successfully answered and I have
accordingly tried to show how the ethical theory of existentialism
can be amplified and refined in such a way as to make it less vul
nerable to criticism and misunderstanding on these three cruexperience that runs parallel . a t many points to that of the existentialists was
worked .out by Jean Nabert in his Elements pour une ethique (Paris: Presses
Universitaires de France, 1943) . By contrast with the above works, Georges
Gusdorfs Traite de l'existence morale (Paris: A. Colin, 1949) is of only
routine interest. A detailed bibliography. of recent work in ethics by French
writers is provided by Georges Bastide in his "Ethics. and Political Philoso
phy," French Bibliographical Digest (February, 1 961) , No.. 34; Series II.
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cially important points. At the same time, while I feel that the
kind of reconstructed existentialism I propose remains consistent
with the deepest inspiration of the writers on whom I draw as my
primary sources and is in fact adumbrated in their writings, I rec
ognize that my emendations may strike some readers as dilutions
of the authentic and heady brew of existentialism with aninsipid
analytical thinner. I would simply ask those who may be unable
to recognize any true affinity between the existentialism of Hei
degger and Sartre and the reformulation I propose, to consider
the latter on its own merits alone without any concern for its de
gree of faithfulness to such originals, and with full appreciation
of the seriousness of the criticisms it is designed to meet

xvii

PART I

HISTORICAL

CHAPTER I

THE INTELLECT UALISTIC TRADITION

Existentialism is often regarded as a typical expression of a
style of thought and sensibility that is characteristically contem
porary. Certainly the widespread interest it has aroused and its
numerous points of affinity with much that is peculiarly modem
in the literature and other im_aginative arts of the twentieth ce11tury speak in favor . of such a view, which, in fact, is perfectly
unexceptionable in the positive affirmation it makes. A one-sided
emphasis on the contemporary character of existentialism could
prove seriously misleadi11g, however, if it e11couraged the assump
tio11 that . the philosophy of existentialism is capable of being
stated or unders_t.ood without a constant effort to relate it to the
very philosophical tradition which it claims to supersede. As even
the . most famous and most cryptic formulation of that philoso
phy-:--"Existence is prior to essence"-shows, the .terminology in
which the existentialist couches his denials is, as often as . not,
drawn_ from the philosophies he is concerned to refute. Existen
tialism is, in fact, a reactive movement of thought which becomes
fully comprehensible only when the philosophical positions
against which it is reacting are identified and understood. Many
of the commonest misunderstandings of existentialism as wen as
many . "demonstrations" of its gross incompatibility with common
sense have been due to an attempt to take its philosophy "neat,"
Le., to interpret its theses without giving sufficient attention to
the philosophical context in - which these have been developed.
Too often the result has been to mistake the sense of the existen�
tia:list's affirmations through having failed to grasp the point of
his denials. This statement applies with special force t-o the rela
tionship of existentialism to the main stream of Westerninoral
philosophy; and hi this chapter and the three that follow it, an
3
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effort will be made to describe, however briefly, the reactive or di
alectical relationship in which existentialism stands to dominant
trends in the history of ethical theory, and also to say something
about earlier formulations of the alternative conception of value .
and choice of which existentialism claims to be the definitive
statement.1
I
. The belief that the concepts of truth and falsity are applicable
to judgm ents of value has been a central theme of Western moral
philosophy since its inception. While this view may have been
first put forward by Socrates, it received an explicit philosophical
interpretation at the hands of Plato; and it is not too much to say
that the whole subsequent development of moral philosophy has
been dominated by Plato's original statement of what may be
called the intellectualistic thesis. 2 This is the view that value
predicates have meaning by virtue of standing for objective qual
ities or relations that are independent of our feelings and voli
tions; that rational beings are able to apprehend these qualities;
and that true (and false) statements can accordingly be made
about them. In this first formulation, as later, intellectualism was
intended as a refutation of skeptical views which made the moral
quality · O f things relative to the attitudes and aspirations of indi
vidual human beings. Against the view that values are artificial
1 In the brief historical review that follows, I pass over in silence a number
of questions concerning the correct interpretation of the doctrines of the
writers I discuss. These questions have their own considerable importance,
but for my purposes, even setting considerations of space aside, they must be
secondary. My concern here is primarily with the way such writers as Plato
and Aristotle influenced the subsequent development of ethical theory; and in
characterizing that influence I am not thereby denying the possibility that the
traditional interpretation of their doctrines may be mistaken in certain
important respects.
2 For a contrasting view of the ethical thought of Socrates which assimilates
him to Kierkegaard, and thus to at least one wing of the existentialist
tradition, see John Gould, The Development of Plato's Ethics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1955) . This view has been decisively refuted, I
think, by G. Vlastos in "Socratic Knowledge· and Platonic Pessimism," Philo
sophical Review, LXVI (1957) , 226-238.

4
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human conventions, intellectualism has always insisted that the
goodness or badness of a thing and the rightness or wrongness of
an action are functions of the nature of that thing or action
rather than of our feelings about it. "Nature" in this contex:t
means simply the set of characteristics that an object possesses
and by' which it is classifiable as belonging to a certain kind or
species of things. Since these characteristics define a class of things
and are therefore not peculiar, at least in principle, to any single
object, the natures they compose have traditionally been de
scribed as · "universals."
Two features of Plato's account of moral knowledge were to
play an important role in the subsequent evolution of intellec
tualism. First, his attribution of logical necessity to the relation
ship between universals suggested a similar conception of the re
lationship between the form of the good and other universals.
Knowledge of the moral quality of things has thus often been
conceived to be of a type with mathematical knowledge; and in
both cases the test of truth is held to be essentially logical in char
acter and to consist in a set of dialectical operations performed
upon the definitions of the terms involved. At the same time,
however, Plato often used the language of perception and of vi
sion to characterize our apprehension of the good as well as of
other universals. He did not, of course, mean that insight into
moral relationships was literally seeing, but the metaphor of sight
has a unique capacity to suggest ,the independence or "out
there-ness" of what is known, and it was therefore natural that
Plato and the whole intellectualistic tradition which followed
after him should make such extensive use of it. By combining
these two features of moral knowledge, Plato worked out the con
ception of a necessity inherent in the object of moral knowledge
itself that was perhaps his principal legacy to subsequent ethical
theory. At the same time, by virtue of this very association of the
idea of necessity with that of a vision directed upon self
subsistent entities, he created one of the most difficult problems
that the intellectualistic tradition has had to resolve.
If Plato gave Western ethical theory its initial intellectualistic
bent, ,it was Aristotle and the medieval Aristotelians who recast
his teaching into the form of a detailed doctrine of human na-
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ture. Since it was this form of intellectualism that principally
stimulated-by reaction�the developments in ethical theory that
eventually led to existentialism, a summary review of the main
relevant features of Aristotle's moral philosophy is in order.
A theory of · natural teleology and a theory of natural kinds
provide ' the basis of that doctrine. According to the latter, each
individualthing is endowed with a nature or essence that it has
in common with some other individuals and by virtue of which
they are classifiable as belonging · to a certain genus and species
and so on down to the infima species in the lowest tiers of the
classificatory pyramid. 3 This classification into kinds is natural in
the sense that the distinction between defining traits and acciden,
tal or peripheral traits is conceived to be a real, and not a conven
tional, distinction. It is, in fact, a kind of prelinguistic datum
that must be faithfully reproduced in language instead of being
itself a pragmatically justified linguistic achievement. The meta
physical priority of the traits •that constitute these ''.natures"
generates a basic vocabulary for identifying individual things;
and the way of cutting up the world that is thus imposed is em
phatically not optional. To tinker with it would result not just in
departures from a particular system of identifying reference but
in a distortion of the natures of the things classified.
The doctrine of natural teleology can be described as a further
stipulation attached to the theory of natural kinds. It asserts that
the natures on which the "natural" system of classification is
based are compounded in such a way as to define a function, or
end, that is proper to the bearers of any given nature. According
to . this view, it will thus be impossible to identify a particular as
having any specific nature without thereby committing oneself to
a number of propositions with respect to the distinctive · good of
that thing;. it is understood that right conduct for intelligent
·a In the account I give here of Aristotle's doctrine of the ontological basis of
systems of classification, I have been · influenced by the views set forth in
Stuart Hampshire, Though t and Action (London: Chatto and Windus, 1 959) ,
particularly in Chapter L While ·Hampshire does not explicitly associate
Aristotle with the conception of language and its reference to obj ects which
he describes and criticizes there, there can be little doubt, I think, that
Aristotle's philosophy offers a prime example . of the kind of view that
Hampshire has in mind;

6
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beings consists in doing what realizes their distinctive telos. A
conceptual system that would enable us to identify someone as a
human being, while leaving open all questions as to what he
ought properly to. do, is thus in effect excluded. Once again, the
reason is not to be sought in any linguistic . conservatism on Aris
totle's part, but in his conviction that what is real, independently
of all language, is a combination of actuality with a special po,
tentiality for realizing certain distinctive ends, and ,that this fact
must be reflected in any viable scheme of classification. In. sum
mary, then, one may say that Aristotle's normative ethic ,consists
of a set of implications that is built into the very language he uses
for the description of the subjects of that theory; and this lan
guage, in turn, is interpreted as reflecting metaphysical structures
that are antecedent to · language and immune to change;
If this theory is applied to human action, it is clear that princi
ples of right action will be derivable from the telos, or proper
end, of man; and this end will be implicit in the "nature" that is
peculiar to human beings. These principles will have the status
of moral or practical truths; and if we follow Aristotle, at least
one of theni (i.e., the principle that the end of man is the exer
cise of intellectual virtue) , will be a necessary truth. Others that
bear upon the means to this end; will be among those things
"that could be otherwise." In any case, they will function as the
major premises in practical syllogisms; taken together with fac
tual premises describing a given situation as of the type to which
the rule applies, they will generate a particular moral judgment
that tells what action would be suitable in that situation. To this
piece of moral knowledge the will is referred for .guidance. Aristo
tle's way of putting this is to say that the conclusion in a practical
syllogism is an action, but this seems to prejudge the question of
whether a person may not act otherwise while knowing what he
ought to do.4 Intellectualism, as · I am using the term, is a thesis
4 Aristotle's theory of the practical syllogism has been . the subject of much
recent discus�icm, particularly as it bears upon the much-vexed problem . of
akrasia. Much of this discussion is summarized in James Walsh, A ristotle's
Conception of Moral Weakness (New York: Columbia University Press,
1960) ; there is also a helpful analysis of the relationship of practical and
theoretical reason which in general appears to support the view of that
relationship which I .am defending. (See especially pp. 131 ff.)

7
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about the kind of knowledge that is involved in the apprehension
of the truth of moral principles; and care should be taken to dis
tinguish this thesis from the view that the will is somehow con
strained to seek what the intellect represents to it as good. As we
shall see, this distinction has not always been observed.
One very important effect of this doctrine of natural ends that
are proper to each kind of being is the restrictions it imposes
upon the concept of choice. According to Aristotle, choice is the
outcome of deliberation, and deliberation is concerned with
means to an end and not with the end itself. 5 Deliberation and
choice thus operate within a framework of goals over which they
exercise no control; and the proper goal for any being is de
termined by the kind of being it is, i.e., by its nature. The telos
or proper end of human beings may, of course, be misappre
hended by them, and when it is, choice will be directed to means
that do not realize their peculiar good. But even in this case, it
would presumably not be correct, in Aristotle's view, to speak of
a choice of the mistaken end. Ends are apprehended (or misap
prehended) by human reason, and precisely because our relation
to them is cognitive, they are not objects of choice. If they were
chosen, then there would either have to be some ulterior end to
which they were means, and then this higher end would not be
chosen; or the possibility would arise that in the absence of any
end that has such a status, human beings might differ in their
choice of the highest end. If such difference amounted to incom
patibility, Aristotle's conception of man as a social being whose
true good is necessarily compatible with that of other human
beings would have to be called into question.
The view that man has a natural end and that the moral prin
ciples in which this end is defined have the status of necessary
truths became a central tenet of the medieval theory of natural
law by which the Greek tradition of ethical intellectualism was
transmitted to the modern world. 6 In the classical formulation of
5 Aristotle's analysis of choice and deliberation is given in chs. 2-4, Bk. 3, of
the Nicomachean Ethics. For a discussion of some of the problems raised by
his doctrine, see G. Anscombe, "Thought and Action in Aristotle," in R.
Bambrough (ed.) , New Essays on Plato and Aristotle (London: Routledge,
Kegan, Paul, 1965) , pp. 143-158; and also G. Anscombe, Intention (Oxford:
B. H. Blackwell, 1 957) , pp. 57 ff.
6 A compact review of the main stages in the development of natural law
theory is to be found in Alessandro Passerin d'Entreves, Natural Law: an
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natural law theory produced by St. Thomas, intellectualism has
to accommodate itself to · the Christian view that the ultimate
basis of morality is the will of a personal God. Such a view has
strongly anti-intellectualistic implications which, as we shall see,
were to be fully developed in the later medieval and early mod
ern periods. To meet this difficulty, St. Thomas tried to construct
a theory of the divine personality in which intellect and will were
related in such a way as to render compatible with one another
the demands of a theistic ethic and the intellectualistic position
which makes choice and will subordinate to intellect.7 In con
structing this theory of the relation of will and intellect in the di
vine personality, St. Thomas was also providing a model by
which the relationship of these faculties within human personal
ity might be understood.
The premise on which Thomas's theory of God's personality
rests is that God has a nature, or essence. This divine essence dif
fers from the essences of finite creatures in many ways, but most
notably by virtue of the fact that God's essence and his existence
are one, as man's are not. It also differs in that all of God's attri
butes are perfecteq or complete forms of attributes which finite
beings possess only in partial and fragmentary form. In spite of
these differences, there is a real sense in which St. Thomas may be
said to apply Aristotle's theory of natural kinds to God, since his
being is tied to a constellation of attributes. As a result, God canIntroduction to Legal Philosophy (London: Hutchinson's University Library,

1951) . An excellent treatment of much the same subject is Hans Welzel,

Naturrecht und materiale Gerechtigkeit (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck and Ru

precht, 1 955) , although Welzel somewhat incongruously treats as one form of
natural law theory the kind of ethical voluntarism which I interpret rather as
a directly antithetical doctrine worked out by critics of natural law theory.
7 St. Thomas's doctrine of the nature of God's intellect and will and of their
relationship to one another is set forth in his Summa Theologica I, Qu. 14, 15,
and 19 and in the Summa Contra Gentes, Bk. l, chs. 44-96. In these
discussions, St. Thomas often cites St. Augustine's "De ideis" [De Diversis
Questionibus 83, No. 46, Opera Omnia (Paris: 1861-65) , Vol. 6] which is
unmistakably Platonic in inspiration. Although it is often claimed that St.
Augustine developed a new conception of the will that ran counter to classical
intellectualism, the passages most often cited in De Trinitate Bk. X, 1 1
(17-18) seem to indicate that this innovation should not be interpreted in
such a way as to qualify the primacy of intellect as the touchstone of moral
truth, which is clearly expounded in the "De ideis."
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not be lacking in any of these attributes that constitute his es
sence; for if he were, he would not be what he is, and this is to sa.y
that the law of contradiction would have been violated. This is
impossible even in the case of God, who must therefore act in a
manner consistent with his own nature. St. Thomas certainly did
not think that by this doctrine he was denying God a power that
he might possibly have had, and he would doubtless have
thought it senseless to assert that he was imposing real ' lirilits on
what God could do, as some of his critics were to argue. On the
other hand, if any of the things which, according to his theory,
God cannot do, are not obviously unimaginable, the denial that
God can do them will inevitably sound as though some reaJ inca
pacity were being imputed to him. This is precisely what was to
happen in the case of the moral limits assigned by St. Thomas to
God'.s action.
St. Thomas assumes further that the object of God's knowledge
is his own essence, and that God knows other things only medi
ately, Le., as contained in his own essence. Now, one element in
this essence is God's goodness which is thus, in the first instance,
an object of , knowledge'-a bonum intellectum. Similarly, the
good of each finite being that is included in the nature of God is
included in the nature of that thing as it figures in the divine in
tellect. The crucial stepin the argument is St. Thomas's assertion
that the object of God's will cannot be something outside him,
but must be his own essence. Otherwise, God would be in a state
of privation, and this would be genuinely incompatible with his
perfection, From this it follows that the will is addressed to the
bonum intellectum, and that it is ' subject to the same law of con
tradiction that governs the intellect:
The will , is only of some understood good. Wherefore that which is
not an ol:>ject of the intellect, cannot be an object of the will. Now things
in themselves, impossible are not an object of understanding, since th�y
impiy a contradiction. . . . 'I'herefore things in themselves impossible
cannot be an object of God's will. 8
s "Voluntas non est nisi alicuius boni intellecti. Illud igitur quod non cadit
in intellectum, non potest cadere in voluntatem. Sed ea quae sunt secundum
se impossibilia non cadunt in intellectum . . . . in divinam igitur voluntatem
non possunt , cadere quae secundum se sunt impossibilia." Summa Contra
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God cannot, therefore, will evil; and since there cannot he any
possibility of error in his apprehension of the good, he does in
fad will only what is truly good and good by a standard that is
independent of his will.
It is another very important thesis of the ,theory of :natural law
that the moral truths that God knows infallibly and perfectly in
apprehending the goodness of his own nature are in some meas
ure accessible to the human intellect and will. To the extent that
they are, human beings are not exdusivefr c!.epe�dent upon an
unpredictable revelation £or guidance in the conduct ofl jfe, but
are instead in a situation vis-a-vis moral truths that is essentially
similar to that of God. Both stand in a cognitive relation to the
g<>od-the bonum intellectitrn-arid in both cases this good is in
dependent of their wills. Neither makes anything good by willing
it or choosing it; for both, the goodness of an end is certified by a
rational insight into its relationship ,to the nature of the being
whose end fr is. God's knowledge is, of course, perfect as man's is
defective a,nci partial; b1.H: man is subject to the will of God only
as this is understood. to be ordered . to the ends proposed by his in
. tellect, . and · these ends are fo some degree apprehensible · by the
human intellect as well. If God loses his . absolute autonomy by
this submission of his wiU to his intellect, there is a compensating
gain in moral intelligibility · for Ihan. Eventually, however, this
subordination, which had been held by some theologians to place
effec�ive restrictions on the power of God, also came to he felt as
a limitation on the moral freedom of human beings. In that feel
ing, a powerful movement of reaction · against Thomistic intellec
tualism was to find one of its strongest motives.
The subsequent evolution of intellectualism in the modern pe
riod and the immense influence it has exerted over the develop
ment of ethical theory as a whole are too well known to require
further comment here. One seventeenth century statement of its
central · thesis is so striking, however, that it must be noted:
. . . moral good and evil, just and unjust, honest .and dishonest (if
they :be not mere names without any signification or names for nothing
· else, but willed and commanded, but have a reality in respect of the
Gentiles, Bk. l, ch. 84. (The English version is taken · from the Dominican

translation published in London: Burns, Oates, and Washburne, 192ll-'-24.)
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persons obliged to d.o and avoid them) cannot possibly be arbitrary
things, made by will without nature; because it is universally true that
things are what they are, not by will but by nature. As for example,
things are white by whiteness, and black by blackness, triangular by
triangularity, and round by rotundity, like by likeness, and equal by
equality, that is, by certain natures of their own. Neither can Omnipo
tence itself (to speak with reverence) by mere will make a thing white or
black without whiteness or blackness . . .
And since a thing cannot be made anything by mere will without
a being or nature, everything must be necessarily and immutably de
termined by its own nature, and the nature of things be what it is
and nothing else. For though the will and power of God have an ab
solute, infinite and unlimited command upon the existences of all
created things to make them to be, or not to be at pleasure: yet when
things exist they are what they are, this or that, absolutely or relatively,
not by will or arbitrary command, but by the necessity of their own
nature.9

The interest of this passage is increased by the fact that its au
thor, Ralph Cudworth, who was himself a Platonist, was con
sciously arguing against a radically anti-intellectualistic view of
the divine will which had been worked out during the interval
that separates him from St. Thomas, and which he imputes to
certain "Occamite wranglers." A position that in its essentials is
very close to Cudworth's was defended in the mid-eighteenth cen
tury by Richard Price. 10 After a substantial eclipse during the
nineteenth century, intellectualism was once again restored to a
position of influence within ethical theory by the two moral phi
losophers whose work has been the cornerstone of twentieth cen
tury ethics on the continent of Europe and in the English
speaking world: Max Scheler and G. E. Moore.11 Their role in
9 Ralph Cudworth, Treatise Concerning Eternal and Immutable Morality
(New York: Andover, Gould and Newman, 1838) , Vol. 2, pp. 373-74. A most
illuminating discussion of this passage and of Cudworth's place in the
development of ethical theory is contained in Arthur Prior, Logic and the
Basis of Ethics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1949) , ch. 2. Cudworth's influence
on Price is shown in John Passmore, Ralph Cudworth; an Interpretation
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1951) .
10 Richard Price, A Review of the Principal Questions in Morals, ed. D. D.
Raphael (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1948) . See especially ch. l, sec. 3, and ch.
5. In the latter chapter there is a forceful attack on doctrines that assign
primacy to the will over the intellect within God's nature.
11 G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1903) and Max Scheler, Der Formalismus in de. Ethik. und die materiale
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stimulating the further development of ethical theory will be
discussed in Chapter IV.

II

While one form or another of intellectualism has continued to
command widespread acceptance among modern writers on ethi
cal theory, perhaps its most . important influence has been to call
forth strong negative reactions that have moved ethical theory in
new directions. It is not too much to say that innovation in mod
ern moral philosophy has typically assumed the form of criticism
directed against a tenaciously surviving intellectualism. Some
times this reaction has been purely negative, and has issued in a
comprehensive skepticism. But while a skeptic like Montaigne
may despair of the possibility of finding stable moral truths, he
does not usually challenge in principle the propriety _ of talking
about truth and falsity in moral contexts. Indeed, nothing testi
fies quite so eloquently to the influence of intellectualism as the
skeptic's assumption that there are no alternatives to it that do
not plunge the whole subject of morality into an irremediable
disorder.12
Skepticism, however, is hardly a new kind of ethical theory.
Among the constructive reactions to intellectualism, the best
known is probably the "ethic of sentiment" that was worked out
by Hume and later given systematic form by Bentham and his
school.13 This view rejects the prime intellectualistic assumption
that moral predicates denote independent attributes of the things
Wertethik (4th ed.; Bern: Francke, 1954) . An earlier figure in this revival of
intellectualism was Franz Brentano, whose most important work on ethics is
Vom Ursprung sittlicher Erkenntnis (4th ed.; Hamburg: Meiner, 1955) .
12 For an estimate of Montaigne's skepticism, see R. Popkin, The History of
Skepticism from Erasmus to Descartes (Assen, The Netherlands: Van Gorcum,
1 960) , ch. 3.
1a The most important texts illustrating this movement in moral philoso
phy-those of Shaftesbury, Hutcheson, and later, Adam Smith-can be found
in L. A. Selby-Bigge (ed.) , British Moralists (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1 897) .
The influence of Hutcheson on Hume is described in N. Kemp-Smith, The
Philosophy of David Hume (London: Macmillan Co., 1941) , ch. 2.
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evaluated, and holds instead that the assignment of such predi
cates implies no more than a capacity for producing certain feel
ings in human beings. If we abstract from the occurrence of such
feelings, there is (so the argument goes) no sense in which moral
judgment can be said to be true or false. On the other hand, these
predicates can apply to such judgments if they are considered
simply as predictions of what kinds of things will tend to produce
agreeable and disagreeable feelings in human beings. When the
further assumption is made, as it was by Bentham and his follow
ers, that only these feelings can be the object of human desire, the
way is open to the development of a type of ethical theory that
differs fundamentally from intellectualism in its conception of
the nature and subject matter of moral knowledge but, at the
same time, subordinates individual choice to the notion of moral
truth quite as strictly as the most rigorous intellectualism ever
did.
There is still another mode of reaction against intellectualism
that is significantly different from both skepticism and the "sub
jectivism" outlined above. While the latter saves the concept of
truth for morals by transferring it to statements about the so
called "tertiary" qualities, and. the former treats it as an ideal
that is, unhappily, unrealizable at least in moral contexts, a third
position raises, as the others do not, the more radical question
about the underlying assumptions of intellectualism, and in par
ticular its unquestioning application of the concepts of truth and
falsity to moral principles. For the vocabulary of cognition which
the intellectualist applies to the description of the moral life, it
proposes to substitute a new set of concepts of which the most im
portant is choice. The most familiar label for this tradition or
counter-tradition in moral philosophy is "voluntarism." 14 The
central meaning of the term, as it will be used in this study, lies
in the assumption that moral principles are principles of action
14 The term ":voluntarism" was apparently first used by Ferdinand Tonnies
in the late nineteenth century. A discussion of the long-standing antithesis of
intellect and will within Western philosophy is to be found in H. Heimsoeth,
Die sechs grossen Themen der abendliindischen Metaphysik (Berlin: Junker
und Dunnhaupt, . 1 922) , ch. 6; also, David Pole in his Conditions of Rational
Inq uiry (London: University of London Press, 1961) devotes ch .. 2 to a
discussion of voluntarism in contemporary ethical theory.
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to which the concepts of truth and falsity do not properly apply,
and that while they certainly may guide individual choice, they
are also, in a deeper sense, dependent upon choice. More specifi
cally, a voluntaristic ethical theory denies that individual choices
are subsumptions of particular cases under moral principles
whose truth is independently established. It also denies that
choice is psychologically or logically tied to some "natural" ob
ject, whether this be defined in terms of desirable feeling-states or
in terms of some non-psychological form of teleology. Positively,
voluntarism may be said to amount to a demand that moral phe
nomena be comprehensively redescribed in a vocabulary that ex
plicitly recognizes the decisional and logically autonomous char
acter of moral judgment.
Since the term "voluntarism" has often been used to character
ize psychological or metaphysical doctrines of will, it is not alto
gether satisfactory as a term of reference for this set of theses in
ethical theory. It has, however, the advantage of reminding us of
the affinities such an ethical theory has with the conceptions of
evaluation and action that are characteristic of a long line of
theologians and philosophers who successively worked qut a dis
tinctive alternative to intellectualism and laid the foundations of
a view of morality that is often supposed to be peculiarly modern.
There can be little doubt that the first major statement of a "vol
untaristic" position that is directly relevant to the concerns of
ethical theory is to be found in certain movements of thought in
later medieval theology that were to find expression also in the
thought of the Protestant Reformers of the sixteenth century.15
Later, voluntarism was transformed by Kant and others into a
philosophical (as distinct from a theological) theory of ethics. It
has often been remarked that Kant's ethical theory, as well as
some contemporary views that bear the mark of its influence,
have a distinctly Protestant flavor. In fact, this is what one would
expect if, as I shall argue, philosophical voluntarism is in good
part a transference to the sphere of human action of certain
theses with respect to the relation of God's will to his intellect,
15 Perhaps the best treatment of medieval voluntarism is to be found in the
article by P. Vignaux, "Nominalisme," in the Dictionnaire de Theologie
Catholique (Paris: 1903-50) , Vol. 1 1 (1) , pp. 717-84.
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which are more characteristic of Protestant theology than of the
main stream of Catholic thought.
The main argument of Part I of this book will be that existen
tialism, considered in its ethical aspect, is descended from this
voluntaristic tradition in theology and philosophy. Whatever its
merits and demerits as an ethical theory, it has an undeniable his
torical interest if only because it presents a conception of human
action that is prefigured in the earlier phases of this tradition,
but that had never before been isolated from the more or less ad
ventitious religious and philosophical assumptions with which it
was previously associated. The idea of a counter-tradition in reac
tion against intellectualism is, to be sure, not new; but it seems
fair to say that the unity and pattern of development of the spe
cific counter-tradition that is b:;tsed on the concept of choice has
not always been fully recognized, at least in the English-speaking
philosophical world. 16 Existentialism as a whole has many
sources, and no claim is made here to give an exhaustive geneal- .
ogy for it. But ethical voluntarism is certainly one of the main
traditions of thought on which existentialism has drawn; and a
brief account of the stages through which that tradition has
passed should be a useful preliminary to an analysis and ap
praisal of its most recent formulation.
A word must be said here about the implications of the view I
am proposing of voluntaristic and existentialist ethical theory as
a dialectical reaction to other theses about the nature of value
which have to be understood if their denial is to have any point.
If such a view were accepted, what effect would it have upon the
broader human relevance and interest that such doctrines claim
to possess? If the existentialist treatment of moral phenomena is
intelligible only within the c�ntext of the Western philosophical
tradition, presumably it will have something important to say
only to those who are familiar with, and in some measure in
fluenced by, that tradition. After all, what is the significance of a
reactive thesis when there is nothing to react against, if only be1a One of the few books in which a review of the voluntaristic tradition is
attempted is Herbert Spiegelberg, Gesetz und Sittengesetz (Zurich : M. Niehans,
1 935) , although Spiegelberg is more interested in the notion of morality as
taking the form of laws than he is in will as t!-e basis of morality.
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cause (as is surely the case even for the overwhelming majority of
educa.ted persons) , Platonic intellectualism is at best an ill
remembered relic of a college course in philosophy, and even
more often a mere form of words to which no meaning at all is at
tached? To this question, the only justifiable answer might well
seem to be flatly negative; and one might be tempted to go on to
conclude that the widespread interest aroused by existentialism is
due to a series of misunderstandings based on certain adventi
tious features of that doctrine, and can be expected to disappear
when those confusions are dissipated. This conclusion could be
avoided only if the intellectualism against which existentialism is
a reaction proved to be not j'1st an intra-philosophical phenome
non, but to have deeper roots in Western culture and life. In the
latter event, a critique of intellectualism such as that undertaken
by the existentialists could justifiably lay claim to a wider rele
vance. Whether or not this condition is satisfied is a question that
must be postponed until the final chapter of this book.
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THEOLOGICAL VOLUNTARISM

In the last chapter, it was suggested that ethical voluntarism
can profitably be regarded as a transference to the sphere of
human action of views with respect to the nature of value that
were first put forward as theses about the relation of intellect to
will within the moral personality of God. In the light of the close
historical relationship betweeri moral ideas and systems of reli
gious belief, there is nothing surprising about this order of
progression. Indeed, one would expect that just as the intellectu
alistic view <>f St. Thomas was stated in the form of a theory
about the composition of God's moral personality, so a compet
ing vie� would assume the form of a revision of that theory. His
torically, the first stage in the development of ethical voluntarism
was in fact predominantly theological in character. In this chap
ter, an attempt will be made to bring out some of the more jm.
portant features. of a voluntaristic moral theology, and to suggest
ways in which such a position in theology may influence our un
derstanding of evaluation and choice as human functions.
I
Theories that make the will of God the ultimate basis of moral
ity are often classified by philosophers under the rubric of 1 'theo
logical naturalism.'' 1 In the sense which the term "naturalism"
bears in current ethical theory, and in this particular use, it desig
nates · all interpretations of moral predicates like "good" and
1 See, . for example, C. D. Broad, Five Types of Ethical Theory (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1930) , pp. 257.:..59_ This terminology is discussed in
D; A. Rees,. "The Ethic of Divine Commands," Proceedings of the Aristotelian
Society,. N.S., Vol. LVII (1956-57). , pp. 83-106.
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"right" which make them logically equivalent to a set of predi
cates whose applicability can be determined by some procedure
of verification. Thus, a hedonistic theory is naturalistic if it as
serts that "good" and "tending to maximize pleasure" are synony
mous and interchangeable expressions, and if there is some gener
ally acceptable method for determining what actions in fact pro
duce the greatest amount of pleasure. The only peculiarity of the
theological variant of naturalism, from this standpoint, would be.
the fact that the criteria! properties that stand in this relation of
mutual entailment with "good" or "right" are not natural in any
sense that implies amenability to empirical verification, and re
quire instead another mode of apprehension. Nevertheless, if this
difficulty is passed over -and it has no importance for our pur
poses-the only difference between an ethical theory based on the
will of God and a paradigmatic case of naturalism such as hedon
ism, lies in the criteria! properties that establisµ goodness or
rightness. In both cases, a "fact"-whether it be "x is pleasant., or
"x is willed by God" makes no difference-has as a necessary
consequence, that "x is good." Viewed in this light, "will of God"
theories of ethics might not seem to be very different from the in
tellectualistic views discussed in the last chapter, since they recog
nize a mode of cognition that provides conclusive ans�ers to
moral questions.
While this analysis of theological voluntarism is perfectly accu
rate as far as it goes, it completely misses what is truly distinctive
and interesting in such theories. It does so because it confines it
self rigidly to the point of view of those beings, human and other
wise, who are morally subordinate to God and for whom God's
having willed x is in fact a necessary and sufficient condition of
x's being good. Because the similarity between the situations of
subordinate moral beings as understood by intellectualism and
by this theological version of voluntarism is allowed to domi
nate our view of these theories, we miss the much mote important
difference between them which has to do with their conception of
the moral personality of God. While the intellectualist recognizes
the ·existence of an immense gap separating God and man in
point of knowledge and goodness, he conceives God's nature as a
moral being to be a perfected form of what is present in man in
20
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an imperfect and fragmentary state. Both man and God thus
have an essentially cognitive relation to their own essences and to
the goodness that is implicit in these natures. The innovation of
the voluntarist is to introduce the conception of a moral person
ality-God's-that cannot be described in intellectualistic terms
at all. The voluntarist's God does not stand in a cognitive rela
tionship to moral essences. His will is not coerced by what he
knows, and what he knows does not provide a morally relevant
standard by which the rightness of what he wills can be es
tablished. To be sure, what he wills constitutes a norm to which
all subordinate beings must conform their wills since God is
the moral being par excellence. But for just this reason, the
voluntaristic reinterpretation of his nature is all the more signifi
cant. It amounts to saying that while superficially, from the
standpoint of subordinate moril beings, morality is a matter of
knowing, its ultimate basis is in the will of God and this is a will
that . is subject to no causal or logical constraints. On the volun
taristic view, morality is not a matter of "knowing'.' at all in the
case of God, except in the trivial sense that God necessarily
knows, reflexively, what he wills. For human beings, of course, it
is a matter of knowing (i.e., knowing what God wills) ; but it is
impossible in principle for them to know what is right i� the
sense of grasping the rational necessities on · which God's com
mands rest, since these do not exist.
Now, among the doctrines that are classifiable as forms of theo
logical voluntarism it is in fact possible to distinguish between
those that place their principal emphasis on the moral personal
ity of God, ll.nd those that are mainly concerned with the situa
tion of subordinate moral beings under a God whose will is sub
ject to no rational controls. As an example of the former, one can
cite the conception of God's moral nature that was worked out by
William of Ockham as not only the most radical and ruthlessly
consistent view of its kind, but also as one that has the added in
terest of being a direct counter-statement to the Thomistic doc
trine already considered. As an example of the second, man
centered kind of theological voluntarism, the thought of Soren
Kierkegaard is probably without a peer. Together these two very
different thinkers offer paradigms of the two aspects of theologi-
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cal voluntarism that illustrate rather clearly both the internal di
alectic and the final limitations of this mode of thought.
II
The crucial difference between Ockham's God and the God of
St. Thomas is that the former does not have a nature in the sense
of a real essence composed of universal attributes that can be ap
prehended by the intellect. 2 This is simply an application to God
of · Ockham's general thesis that only particulars exist and that
such traditional distinctions of reason as that between God's es
sence and his existence, or between his . will and his knowledge,
are conceptual distinctions for which there is no counterpart dis
tinction in God hintself or iri any object at all. God's nature, like
that of all individuals, is absolutely simple and unitary; and the
force ofthis thesis, as shown by the use Ockham makes of it, is to
deny the possibility of any order of priority of intellect over will
within the divine· personality. The object of God's knowledge is
particular things, not universal essences. The conception of a me
diation and control of God's will in relation to particular things
by the ideas contained in his intellect is rejected by Ockham as is
also the cognate view that the being of a thing comprises a na
tural end which it strives to realize. The result is that God's acts
of will · are subject to no controls, whether logical or causal, be2 Although a complete edition. of Ockhatn's works is planned, there has
been no modern. edition of his Commentary on the Sentences of Peter
Lombard in which his views on ethics are most extensively stated. Extensive
selections from this work are presented in S. U. Zuidema, De Philosophie van
Occam in zijn Commentaar op de Sententiiin (Hilversum: Schipper, 1936) ;
briefer excerpts are presented in translation in S . . Tornay (ed.) , Ockham:
Studies and Selections (La Salle, Ill.: Open Court Publishing Co., 1938) , and
in P. Boehner (ed.) , Ockham: Philosophica,l Writings (Edinburgh: Nelson,
1957) . The most important recent work dealing with Ockham'.s moral philos
ophy is Georges de Lagarde·, Ockham: La morale et le droit, Vol. 6 of the
author's La naissance de l'esprit la'ique au declin du moyen age. (Paris:
Presses universitaires de France, 1948) . For the developments in medieval
ethical theory that led up to Ockham, see Jean Rohmer's excellent study, La
finalite morale chez les theologiens de St. Augustin a Duns Scot (Paris: J.
Vrin, 1 938) , and also E. Gilson, Jean Duns Scot (Paris: 1952) , especially ch. 9,
"La volonte."
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cause there is no moral order antecedent to the exercise of his
will. The content of the. latter is not derivable from his essence,
,nor from- the essence of created beings, because God's will and his
essence are one and the same thing. The divine will is thus consti
tutive of what is good and right; while God knows what he makes
right and good by willing it, this knowledge is inseparable from
the act of will itself, and is in no sense something in the mind of
God by which the will is guided. The only limit set to the divine
will by Ockham is that it cannot involve an internal contradic
tion; and he makes it very dear that this does not mean that Goi:l
cannot . change his. will and make an action right that was pre
viously wrong. By this very significant interpretation of the prins
ciple of non-contradiction as it applies to ethical predicates,
which incidentally anticipates certain developments in contem
porary ethical theory, Ockham in effect commits himself to the
view that these predicates do not denote "qualities" in any nor
mal sense of. the term, and that their applicabiljty is not suscepti
ble of any normal epistemic certification. 3
While God enjoys this total autonomy, he is the only "moral
a This point is made in A. Garvens, "Dk G:rundlagen der Ethik Wilhelm's
von Ockham," Franzisktinische Studien, Vol. 2 1 · (3-4) , pp. 243-73 and pp .
360-408. As .Garvens points out, "ein. innerwesentlicher realer Zusammenhang
zwischen ontologischem und moralischem Sein besteht in Ockham's Weltbild
nicht," (p. 267) . The author also quotes the following· passage from Ockham's
Commentary IT!, q. 9, S: "dico quod peccatum nee est ens ..Teale nee rationis
sed. sicut alias dictum est de bono, vero et aliis connotativis conceptibus quod
habent quid nominis et non quid rei nee rationis." This analysis of ethical
predicates as "connotative concepts" to which no · fixed "ens reale" attaches,
rather clearly foreshadows modem views that deny descriptive meaning to
ethical predicates and focus attention on the operation of the ethical words
themselves .. (See· for example C. L. Stevenson, Ethics and Language (New
Haven, Conn,: Yale University Pr.ess, I947) , pp. 20 ff; and A. Hagerstrom,
Inq uiries into the Nature of Law and Morals (Uppsala: Almqvist and
Wiksell, 1953) , pp. 142-4l4.) Quite consistently, Ockham associates with this
interpretation of moral predicates the psychological doctrine that the will is
not bound to any natural end, and that it can in fact make anything its end.
Thus, in Sent. IV, ' q. 14 D, Ockham argues that "voluntas pro statu isto potest
nolle ultimum finem, sive ostenditur in genera.Ji sive in particulari�dico
quod intellectu indicante hoc esse finem ultimum potest voluntas ilium finem
nolle. Voluntas tamquam potentia libera est receptiva nolle et velle respectu
cuiuscumque objecti." This passage recalls Kant's statement that human
beings ·"can will anything," and it is worth noting that Ockham and Kant also
agree that only acts· of . will can be good or bad.
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agent" that does, according to Ockham; and the situation of sub
ordinate moral beings is,very different. The older view had been
that since God's action is a function of his ideas, a degree of imi
tation of the divine essence is possible for subordinate moral
beings. A rejection of this view has the effect of making insight
into God's "reasons" impossible in principle. For inferior beings,
"right" action means action that is commanded by God; and for
them this formula also shows how they should set about discover
ing what they should do. (As previously noted, this equivalence
would hold in a trivial sense for God, too, but it could not in his
cas� provide a method for determining what to do.) The basis of
morality is thus the po tentia abso lu.ta of God, his unfettered and
continuing freedom to determine what actions are right and
wrong. With this notion there have traditionally been associated
disagreeable images of arbitrary personal despotism, which partly
explain the unfavorable reaction that Ockham's views have
usually encountered. Correctly understood, however, the point he
is making is simply that at its highest level-in God-morality
does not belong to the order of knowing, but consists in a sponta
neous creativity that expresses itself in commands by God
through which his creation is to be ordered, and in which ra
tional beings are to find the constitutive principles of right and
wrong. No moral principle-not even the highest--,-can claim any
sort of necessary truth. God might have ordered his world other
wise than he has, and the content of his will with respect to
human beings might have been very different. All moral princi
ples are therefore at best conditionally valid, ansJ- th.e condition is
conveyed in the phrase, stan te ordinatione divina quae nunc est.
God is subject to no obligations, and any uniformity that may
characterize his commands is self-imposed and can be terminated
at his pleasure.
It is often argued that when all moral principles are treated as
dependent upon an uncontrolled divine will, morality in any
usual sense becomes impossible because the relative stability and
predictability presupposed by a code of moral rules are missing.
In considering this sort of argument, the example of Ockham
may be instructive. Just as the ultimately arbitrary character of
even the highest moral principles may be said to be symbolized
24
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within his system by the idea of God's poten tia absoluta, so the
relative stability of these principles, which is a condition for the
, existence of a moral code in any familiar sense, finds its, pl,ace
through the notion of God's potentia ordinata. It is just a fact
that God condescends to regulate his will so that what is right
one day is not wrbng the next; and it is upon this conditional
uniformity of his will that human morality is based. Accordingly,
Ockham is able to speak of a reda ratio that is the standard for
human action and to continue to make use of a gr:eat deal of "in
tellectualistic" terminology in his account of human morality.4
He can even recognize a form of natural law, and declare its
propositions to be necessarily true. But this necessity is itself con
ditional, being derived from the contingent premise that God
wills such' and such actions to be done, together with the rule that
right action consists in obedience to the will of God. He can also
insist that only those commands of God that are explicitly cast in
universalized form constitute obligations for all human beings
and thereby meet another objection that is frequently brought
against voluntaristic 'ethical theories. 5 What he cannot say, and
what his whole theory in fact seems designed to deny, is that
there can be any necessary truths in the sphere of morals that
could be used to determine what one ought to do without any apJ
·
peal to the will of God.
What emerges from this brief survey of Ockham's ethical
theory is an extraordinary combination of the most absolute au
tonomy and an equally complete heteronomy of the will at differ
ent levels of the system. Looking up from the human level, the
system is indeed a form of theological naturalism in which the
human will has no share in determining what is right except, per
haps, in matters with respect to which there is no divine ordi
nance. Looking down from the top-from the God's
eye-view-there is no moral order at all that does not depend
from moment to moment on the unrestrained will of God. De4 Numerous passages illustrating this somewhat peculiar usage are cited in
G. de Lagarde, Ockham, chs. 2, 3. For another interpretation of Ockh am's
doctrine of the recta ratio, see F. C. Copleston, A History of Philosophy
(Rev. ed.; Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 1960) , Vol. 3, ch. 7.
s See Lagarde, ibid., pp. 125 ff.
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pending on the level in question, Ockham's ethics represents ex
tremes of arbitrary individual fiat and rigid deontologism. -Ock
ham was able to maintain this antithesis because autonomy and
heteronomy were, on his view, attributes of numerically distinct
persons, i.e., God and human beings. In the long run, however, it
has proved difficult to prevent such a conception of the moral
personality of God from modifying our view of subordinate
moral personalities as well. If only by virtue of being subject to a
completely autonomous will, human wills come to participate vi
cariously in the very autonomy that is denied them; and, as I
have already suggested, it is tempting to see in theological volun
tarism a preliminary sketch of a conception of autonomous hu
man personality which in good Hegelian fashion has to be stated
in a projected or externalized form before it can be applied to the
understanding of self. In any case, when these levels come to be
thought of as internal to one individual or at least to a commu
nity composed of human beings, the tension between the auton
omy characteristic of the one and the heternnomy' of the other is
IU9re likely to be felt as an out-and-out contradiction than is the
case when the different levels are represented by different per
sons.
III
Ockham's radically voluntaristic conception of God's moral
personality was never to be stated in its full rigor again.6 There
is, of course, much in the thought of the Protestant Reformers of
the sixteenth century and particularly in their theory of justifica
tion that depends upon a contrast between God's p oten tia abso
lu ta and p otentia ordinata. 1 For Luther, as for Calvin, there is no
a Except by Descartes, who held that even the truths of mathematics are
dependent on God's will. For a discussion of Descartes' voluntarism, see the
most interesting essay by Jean-Paul Sartre, "La liberte cartesienne," in
Situations I (Paris: Gallimard, 1947) , pp. 314--35. This essay is particularly
valuable for the light it casts on Sartre's own views.
7 Detailed accounts of the ethical views of Luther, Calvin, a:nd Melanchthon
are given in 0. Dittrich, Geschichte der Ethik (Leipzig: Meiner, 1926-32) ,
Vol. 4. This work is also valuable for its discussions of the history of ethical
thought during the medieval period. ,
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statable set of conditions such that to satisfy them guarantees sal
vation. God's will is therefore a "hidden" will, in the sense that it
, cannot be bound by any body of rules by which human beings
might orient themselves. 8 But it is not altogether clear whether
this hidden will has ·a rationale that human beings are hopelessly
incapable of understanding, or whether Luther subscribes to the
full Ockhamistic doctrine of a divine will that is subject only to
the restraints it condescends to accept and is therefore not even .
comprehensible in principle. In practice, there is little difference
between these views when the intellectual incapacity of man in a
state of sin is as complete as Luther and Calvin conceive it to be.
Nevertheless, because the Reformers fail to expound a clear doc
trine of the relationship of God's will to his intellect, they cannot
be classified as radical voluntarists. Their focus of interest is on
the problem of finding a proper relation to an autonomous and
omnipotent person-God-rather · than on the problem of what
it is to be such a person.
At the same time, however, this very preoccupation with the
situation of subordinate moral beings who must attempt to con
form their wills . to that of an incomprehensible God has · made a
rich contribution to the development of the ethical tradition we
are studying. When the focus of attention is shifted from God to
the description of human action, �nd when the human will is
conceived, as it is by the Reformers, to be the passive instrument
of God's will, any characterization of the latter will tend to color
i:he coordinate concept of the wills that are . subordinate to it.
More specifically, the discontinuities and freedom from rational
restraints that art! peculiar to God's will, whether or not these are
thought to . be, a function of our limited understanding, tend to
pass overinfo the accountthat is given of human action. 'The sig
nificance of this evolution lies in its implications for the philo
sophical treatmentofhuman action even after the theological as
sumptions <that underlie it are.· dropped.
s This doctrine ·of God's, hidden will is tnost clearly expressed in Luther's
For a good discussion of this aspect ·of Luther's
thought and of the subsequent interpretations of it, see J. · nmenberger, . God
Hidden and Revealed (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1953) . B. Gerrish,
Grace arid Reason (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962) gives a general account of
Luther's view bf the power and scope of human .reason.
The Bondage of the' Will.
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Nowhere is the effect of . a voluntaristic conception of God's
personality upon the description of human action as clear as it is
, in the case of Kierkegaard.9 He is, to be sure, a voluntarist not in
the sense of holding some doctrine of the relationship of intellect
to will in God, but in the sense (just noted in the case of the Re
formers) of rejecting all traditional claims that the content of
God's will can be "known" by human beings in the form of uni
versal principles. At the same time, there can be no question but
that for Kierkegaard conformity to the will of God is still the
proper end of man. Necessarily, therefore, the human response to
God's commands will run the risk of appearing as anomalous and
unjustifiable by the standard of a universalistic rule-ethic, as do
these commands t�emselves. Since God is not bound by even the
highest moral rule, the knight of faith who would do his will
may, according to Kierkegaard, be called upon to violate gener
ally valid moral rules as Abraham wa� in fact prepared to do.
Kierkegaard speaks of this as passing beyond the sphere of the
ethical, but by that he means beyond the sphere of the general
moral rules by which men justify particular actions to one an
other. The familiar phrase Kierkegaard uses to describe Abra
ham's case-the "teleological suspension of the ethical"-can be
somewhat misleading if it is not understood that the ethical that
is transcended or suspended is the morality of general rules, and
that the real effect of Kierkegaard's views is to expand the sphere
of morality to include the requirement of obedience to God's par
ticular commands. Kierkegaard is saying that it can be our duty
(to God) to do what we cannot justify to other human beings by
subsumption under a general principle. There is nothing Abra
ham can say in defense of the action which is nevertheless his
duty, as Kierkegaard points out; 10 and it follows that our duties
e Kierkegaard's numerous treatments of ethical themes are scattered
throughout his works, but the most important discussions are to be found in
Fear and Trembling (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1941) ; in
Either/Or (Princeton, N.J.: Princet,m University _Press, 1946) , Vol. 2, pp.
133-278; and in Concluding Unscientific Postscript (Princeton, N.J.:
Princeton University Press, 1941) , Part II, chs. 1-3. Jean Wahl's .£tudes
Kierkegaardiennes (2d. rev. ed.; Paris: J.- Vrin, 1949) is still perhaps the most
useful of the secondary works on Kierkegaard, and offers analyses of his
relationship to Hegel that are particularly helpful.
10 Fear and Trembling, pp. 176 ff.
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and our moral lives as a whole are not coextensive with the
sphere of the universalizable and the communicable. In the
. upper reaches of the moral life, "the individual as a particular is
higher than the universal and is justified against it, is not subor
dinate but superior." 11 As human action conforms itself to the po
tentia absoluta of God, the ethic of universal principles sinks to
the status of just Qne element in the moral life as a whole, and be
comes at least as much of an obstacle in the way of the realization
of our highest end as it is itself an advance 1 on "life's way."
Kierkegaard's use of the concept of choice gives perhaps the
best evidence of the way his whole conception of human action
has been modified. The central feature of the account he gives is
that choice is free in the sense of being a self-transcending act by
which the individual makes him.self by choosing himself. This ac
tivity is conceived as going on outside the fdmework of any ob
jective or public moral rationality. Kierkegaard was passionately
convinced that to treat the moral life of the individual as simply
the acting out of something that is already anticipated in the im
plicit logic of the world spirit was to make it too easy a thing. In
deed, he seems to have felt that the special quality of moral
choice required that it be a kind of £re� and unsupported
flight-a "leap"-that could not be subtended by any justifica
tory syllogism at all. Not only do we choose ourselves but we also
choose to choose, i.e., to construe the world in terms of alterna
tive courses of action that are really incompatible and to one. of
which we, as individuals, must commit ourselves. While the
knight of faith' who transcends the morality of general rules alto
gether acts on faith, as Kierkegaard says, that' very faith is a kind
of choice that is wholly unsupported by anything that would
make it reasonable in the eyes of the world. To designate this
non-cognitive, pon-inferential movement of choice that is always
particular and always logically gratuitous, Kierkegaard adopted
the term "existence"; and just as he says of God that he "does not
think (but) creates," 12 so he says of man that his existence is 'ir
reducible to thought or logic or to an essential nature. Whatever
ambiguities his choice of this term may generate, "existence," as
11 Ibid., p. 82.
12 Concluding

Unscientific Postscript, p. 296._
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Kierkegaard uses the word, is just the rationally unsupported
moral creativity that is the core idea of the voluntaristic tradi
tion.
It would be .going too far, howe:ver, to claim that Kierkegaard
abandons, all the appai:atus of intellectualism in his treatment of
the moral and religious life. The influence of Hegel which he un- .
mistakably shows for all his passionate resistan�e to the "Sys
tem" w�s doubtless too strong to permit such a radical reorienta
tion. Thus, we find Kierkegaard summarizing his views in the
cryptic declaration that "truth is subjectivity," even though the
whole point of his characterization of ethical subjectivity seems
to rest on a contrast with every familiar form of knowledge, and
by implication, with every familiar sense of "truth;'' But · even
here one may be permitted to conjecture whether Kierkegaard in
saying that "ttuth is subjectivity:' is not really stressing the tran
scendent human · impqrtance of what he calls "becoming subjec
tive." This last notion is itself somewhat difficult to interpret
since the relevant sense of the polar term "objective" is specifi
cally Hegelian. Nevertheless, it seems clear that under the label
of "objectivity" Kierkegaard is condemning every attempt to re
describe individual choice in an idiom that incorporates it into
some independent metaphysical structure to which we are then
supposed to stand in a cognitive or contemplative relationship.
This interpretation is strongly supported by Kierkegaard's insist
ence that, while "the objective accent falls on what is said, the
subjective accent is on how it is said," and that this 'how'. ''refers
to the relationship sustained by the existing individual, in his
own existence, to the content of his own utterance." 13 Just to the
extent that that relationship loses the character of an act-an in
dividual act for . which 'T' alone am responsibl�and is assimic
lated to the status of . an element in some ,system of history or
human nature, it no longer "carries its teleology within itself"
and loses its distinctively ethical character. Conversely, if I do not
know myself as a paragraph in the "System" but choose myself in
and through iny actions, I thereby achieve the truly ethical mode
of life; but I also move i1'to a sphere in which the notion of
truth, if it survives at all,,, has been so fundamentally transformed
1s 1bid., p. 181.
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as to render inapplicable all traditional conceptions of the justifi-·
cation of choice through. ·subsumption under independently es
tablished and necessarily true ·principles;

IV
I have used Ockham's theology as an example of a voluntaristic
conception of God, and Kierkegaard's account of the ethical life
as an example of the way in which the situation of ·subordinate
moral · beings under such a God is likely to · be conceived. Deriva
tively, i.e., by p:uticipation in the autonomous ethical , activity of,
God :through obedience to his will, the moral life of human
beings comes to be described as a series of logically free choices to
which an external standard oftruth ·is irrelevant; By way of sub
stantiating this claim, it may be pointed out thati n Protestant
"neo-orthodox" theology, an ethic- of divine · command that ap
proaches Ockham's in its rig<lr has produced its counterpart in a
theory of human action in which the central importance of
choice is even- more expiicit than in Kierkegaard. In the work of
Emil Brunner, for example, the gap between the "ought,, and the
"is" is interpreted as a result of original sin. 14 Man's disobedience
has destroyed the nature with which he was originally endowed,
and from that broken nature it is impossible to read off ethical
directives in the form of general principles that can guide con°
duct. Indeed, the attempt to erect a self-sufficient rational ethii.:is
explicitly condemned as sinful. Only the will of God can span the .
gap between the "ought" and the "is"; and there can be no ques
tion of knowing beforehand what God will require. To turn· the
divine command into a law from which subordinate laws can be
deduced breaks "the sense of responsibility for decision" and ·
gives "a false - sense of security to the moral · decision."15 Every
thing, therefore, depends up9n the reception of the divine com0
mand, for it is only by listening to it that I can find out "the one
14 Brunner's most important work on
theological ethics is . The Divine
Imperative, trans. 0. Wyon (Philadelphia, Pa.: Westminster Press, 1947) . My

summary of his views is based on Bk. II, sec. I of this work, in which -Brunner
analyzes the basis of ethics in -the "divine command."
1s Ibid., p. 136 . .
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and only one thing" that I am really bidden to do. Only the be
liever who acts "in God'? escapes the heteronomy of the law and
shares, as it were, in the autonomy of the divine personality. As
Brunner says, action taken under these auspices is at once a dis
covery of what God bids me to do-a discovery I cannot antici
pate by reason-and a decision for which I am responsible. Th,e
reverse or human side of the arbitrariness of the divine command
is thus explicitly identified with individual moral decision.
It is in this strange fusion of activity and passivity within the
confept of moral action that the difficulties of theological volun
tarism come to a head. Is a decision that I cannot make unless
God tells me what to decide really mine? In what sense am I re
sponsible for what I do under the guidance of God? Alterna
tively, if I decide to do God's will, must l not share in the kind of
autonomy he enjoys; and will I not in some sense escape the sta
tus of a subordinate moral being that theological voluntarism as
signs to me? But then what becomes of the doctrine that the only
"doer of good deeds" is God? These are the paradoxes which ulti
mately make it impossible to maintain an absolute separation of
autonomy and heteronomy as attributes, respectively, of God's
moral personality and of that of his creatures; and it is on this
separation that theological voluntarism depends. Fortunately,
there is no need to resolve these paradoxes here or even to show
that they are in principle unresolvable. For our purposes, it is
enough to have shown that a radical difference separates a thor
ough-going espousal of moral freedom from a doctrine that recog
nizes true autonomy only in one case, and treats the autonomy of
other beings either as merely specious or as authentic only to the
degree that the latter participate in the unique autonomy of God
through a total submission of their individual wills to his; Many
ethical theories that are currently described as existentialist are,
in fact, of this type; but this classification obscures the fact that
these theories differ from the more radical forms of voluntarism
in ways that are even more important than those in which they
resemble them. In a general way, these theories may be said to be
long to the Kierkegaardian tradition of existentialism, and the
more radical forms of voluntarism to the Nietzschean tradition.
The latter, as I argued in the Introduction, represents the most
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thorough-going and consistent application of voluntarism to the
analysis of human moral · personality. The writers whose views
will be considered in Part II are those that belong to that
Nietzschean tradition, and an account of its philosophical origins
must now be presented.
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CHAPTER III

PHILOSOPHICAL VOL UNTARISM:
FROM KANT TO NIETZSCHE

As a philosophical thesis, voluntarism has stood for a great
many quite different doctrines, most of which have little or no
relevance to this study. There have been philosCJphers like Dess
cartes, who have argued for a metaphysical priority of will over
intellect, while others have conceived of will as a cosmic force of
which even physical nature is merely one expression. Sometimes
these doctrines have been associated with an ethic or an ethical
attitude, whether ofrenunciation of the volitional life in favor of
the contemplative, as in Schopenhauer's case, or of indefinitely ex
pansive self-assertion as in the case ofFichte. As often as not, the
thesis of the metaphysical priority of the will has not been given
a sense that is closely relevant to ethical theory as distinct · from
ethical attitudes; , or, -if it has, these hints have remained undevel
oped.
From the standpoint ·of historical continuity; it is a fact'Of some
interest that the philosophers who have contributed most heavily
to the development of ethical voluntarism and on whose work
twentieth century existentialism has built are the German ideal
ists. It has often been noted (by Heine and by Santayana, among
others) that Germanidealism is a kind of continuation of ·Protes
tantism b_y other means; and there can, in fact, be little doubt
that the general ethos of nineteenth century idealism was signifi
cantly influenced-by the Protestant religious culture out of which
it grew. Nowhere is this more obvious than in the pervasive ideal
istic attempt to . understand mind as an autonomous creative ac
tivity, and the "objectivity" of the worlds of nature and of cul�
ture as the dialectical issue of that activity. The philosophical
extravagances to which this conception led in its application to
nature has unfortunately brought the whole idealistic under35
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taking into disrepute. As a result, the profoundly suggestive char
acter of much of what the idealists had to say about culture and
history is rarely appreciated in the English-speaking philosophical
world. It was, in fact, in the area of ethical thought that their
hypothesis of mind as activity, together with their principled re
jection of external authority in all its forms, found its most plau
sible application.
For the purposes of this study, there is no need to claim that a
direct and historically demonstrable line of influence connects
the working-out of ethical voluntarism as a philosophical posi
tion with its earlier theological forms.1 It is enough to show a
general affinity between the conceptions of the moral personality
of God and of human beings that are characteristic of these two
versions of voluntarism. If, on the other hand, an historical thesis
with respect to the actual genesis of philosophical voluntarism
were to be advanced, the intellectual history of the eighteenth
century, particularly in Germany, offers a mass of evidence on
which a defense of such a thesis could be based.2 Nothing is more
characteristic of that period than a pervasive dissatisfaction with
both the traditional Protestant distinction between God and his
sinful and helplessly dependent creatures, and the prevailing ra
tionalistic Natural Law conceptions of the basis of moral obliga
tion. A principal theme of an immense body of imaginative and
critical literature was the pressing need to restore to human na
ture the prerogatives of moral and aesthetic creativity that had
wrongly been reserved to an inaccessible and alien divinity. The
literature of German classicism can, in fact, be regarded as one
great expression of this search for a conception of man that
would do justice to the integrity and autonomy of his natural ca
pabilities. But, as a number of students of the period have shown,
1 For an interesting side light on the whole question of the theological
derivation of contemporary ethical theory, see G. Anscombe, "Modem Moral
Philosophy,'' Philosophy, Vol. 33 (1958) , pp. 1-1.9. The "Protestant" character
of contemporary existentialism has been noted by a number of writers, among
them W. Frankena. See his essay, "Obligation and Motivation in Recent
Moral Philosophy," in A. I. Melden (ed.) , Essays in Moral Philosophy
(Seattle, Wash.: University of Washington Press, 1958) , p. 64.
2 In this connection, see E. Cassirer, Freiheit und Form (2d rev. ed;;
Berlin: Cassirer, 1918) , and H. Korff, Geist der Goethezeit (4th ed.; Leipzig;
Koehler and Amelang, 1957-{i4) •
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this same problem of the moral freedom of human beings preoc
cupied the philosophers of the time quite as much as the literati,
and inevitably brought both into conflict with orthodox religious
views of the man-God relationship. In a very clear sense, the
idealistic philosophy of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries was a response to an essentially religious question, and
it was a response that decisively modified our conception of the
relation of man to God, by assigning to the former a full measure
of the intellectual and moral autonomy that had previously been
reserved to God.
Within the limits of this study, it is not possible to undertake a
general survey of the history of eighteenth and nineteenth cen
tury idealism as it bears upon the evolution of ethical volunta
rism. In place of such a review, it has seemed best to select for de
tailed scrutiny two philosophers-Kant and Nietzsche�who
stand, respectively, at the beginning and at the end of that evolu
tion; and to notice only very briefly the contributions made by
such int.ermediate and (for our purposes) secondary figures as
Hegel and Schopenhauer. There is inevitably something paradox
ical in the association of the names of Kant and Nietzsche under
any common rubric, because in most respects they are as different
from one another as it is possible for two philosophers to be. Nev
ertheless, while it is certain that Kant would have been horrified
by Nietzsche's conception of morality, they were both effective
and immensely influential critics of intellectualism and there is a
sense in which Nietzsche may be said to have traveled farther
very much farther--on a road that Kant was perhaps the first to
enter upon and that was eventually to lead to the ethical theory
of existentialism. In the case of Nietzsche, the affinity with con
temporary existentialism is obvious and has often been analyzed,
notably by Jaspers and Heidegger in two long studies. 3 I have al
ready noted the existence of a Nietzschean, as distinct from a
Kierkegaardian tradition within existentialism. Nevertheless,
since there are important differences between Nietzsche and even
a K. Jaspers, Nietzsche: Einfilhrung in das Verstiindnis seines Philosophie
rens (Berlin: W. de Gruyter, 1936) , and M. Heidegger, Nietzsche (Pfullin

gen: Neske, 1961) , 2 Vols. For a more compact statement of Heidegger's
interpretation of Nietzsche, see his "Nietzsche's .Wort: 'Gott 1st Tot'," in
Holzwege (Frankfurt-am-Main: V. Klostermann, 1950) , pp. 193-247.
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his·dosest existentialist followers; it has seemed wiser to treat him
as a precursor of existentialism rather than as one of the primary
representatives of the ethical theory we are. studying.
I
Kant's moral philosophy is often presented as. an extreme form
of rationalism. ln,so far as this interpretation simply asserts what
is true-that Kant defines a procedure for determining what ac
tions are morally right and believes that this procedure .is capable
of providing a conclusive answer to the question "What.should I
do?"-there can be no ground for criticism. At the same time, it
is important to remember that. Kant attributes these powers to
practical teason as distinct horn theoretical reason, and that he
was a determined and acute critic of all attempts to apply theo
retical reason to the solution of ethical problems. Furthermorn,
what Kant meant by ·the attempt to make theoretical reason yield
substantive ethical truths is,; in fact, indistinguishable from the
ethical intellectualism described in Chapter I. His criticism of in
tellectualism .therefore deserves careful attention, as ado the dis
tinctive features of his conception of practical reason. In one
sense, of course, this is a distinction without a difference, since
Kant was just as confident as Wolff and Baumgarten-the intel
lectualists he critidzed.:_that uniquely valid answers to moral
questions were available. From another point of view; however,
the changes that he effected were momentous, if only because
Kant obtained the old results via a new set of concepts-in partic
ular, the concept of autonomy. These concepts were to reveal an
astonishing capacity for development once certain limitations im 0
posed on them by Kant had been dropped . by later writers to
whom ·they seemed arbitrary. Specifically, the concept of auton
omy; to which Kant first gave a central place within the moral
life, was to reach full fruition in Nietzsche's doctrine of the crea
tion of values, and from there it. was just a step to twentieth
century. existentialism.
One principal reason for the widespread failure to understand
Kant's role in this development is that too often his doctrine of
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freedom as autonomy is not clearly distinguished from what he
has to say about freedom as spontaneity. 4 By the latter, Kant
means the power to originate a causal series; and he argues that it
is legitimate to · postulate that the noumenal will is free in this
sense, though it cannot be known to be so. Autonomy, by con
trast, consists in legislating for one's self, or in being subject only
to those obligations that one has created oneself. Its opposite, het
eronomy,. is being subject to a law of which one is not the creator.
As it turns out, spontaneity and autonomy are closely interde
pendent, but the net effect of the distinction is a significant am
plification of the kind of freedom that is a necessary presupposi
tion of morality. Kant is saying that morality requires not merely
causal freedom, but also what might be called logical freedom. If
the moral law were delivered to us from some outside source, we
would, to that extent, not be free. This would be the case, for ex
ample, if the moral law were just God's command to us, even if
we were free in the sense of being able to obey or disobey that
command. Freedom as autonomy means that the principle of our
action must not itself be derived from any external source what
soever, and that all action under principles that have such an ex
ternal origin must be viewed as being under a special kind of con
straint.
Using this standard, Kant summarily dismisses all principles
that are based on empirical'knowledge of human nature and on
the tendency of different types of action to produce satisfaction.
At the same time, he considers whether there are any rational
(i.e., non-empirical) principles of morality. If there were, they
would presumably satisfy the condition of autonomy that Kant
has laid down, since they would be worked out by the under
standing without any dependence upon external materials. In
4 This distinction is made in L. W. Beck, A Commentary on Kant's Critiq ue
of Practical Reason (Chicago: University of Chicago. Press, 1960) , pp. 194-203.
It is closely related to another distinction between Wille (in the sense of what
I have been calling the rational, or moral, will) and Willkilr, which is pre
cisely the power of spontaneous self-determination. The relation between
Wille and Willkilr and their significance for Kant's ethical theory are most
,interestingly discussed by J ohn Silber in "The Ethical Significance of Kant's
Religion," Part II of the Introduction to Kant's Religion within the Limits of
Reason A lone, trans. T. M. Greene and H. Hudson (2d. rev. ed. ; La Salle, Ill.:
Open Court Publishing' Co., 1960) .
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fact, there are no such principles that are at once necessary truths
and non-tautological. Either they turn out to be analytic, and
thus provide no differential guidance for conduct (i.e., are not
moral principles at all) , or substantive content is smuggled in
from empirical sources, in which case the condition of autonomy
is not met. 5 The conclusion can only be that the moral will does
not derive its principles of action from the senses or from theoret
ical reason at all, but must somehow find the principle within it
self. It also follows that the concepts of good and evil are not an
tecedent to, and independent of, the concept of will, as they
would be if they were concepts of a certain perfection toward
which our natures tend, but involve instead an essential reference
to will. Instead of its being our duty to will what is good, the
morally good is that which can be willed in a certain way ; and it
is the will itself that by willing establishes the duty to which it is
then subject.
The will that creates obligations is, of course, the "rational
will"; and it is Kant's conception of the nature o( rational will
that rules out any element of arbitrariness or choice in the deter
mination of what is right.6 Kant seems to have thought of the re
lationship of the rational will to impulse and desire as essentially
similar to the action of the understanding upon the materials of
s At the end of sec. 2 of his Fundamental Principles of a Metaphysic of
Morals, Kant classifies the "heteronomous" principles of morality as either

"empirical" or "rational." The "rational" principles are further divided into
those that involve the "ontological conception of perfection" and those based
on "the theological conception. which derives morality from a divine, abso
lutely perfect will" that is independent of human will. Interestingly enough,
Kant is decidedly critical of the latter view which is equivalent to what. I have
been calling theological voluntarism, and he expresses a preference for the
"ontological" doctrine of perfection. At the same time, however, he declares
that this doctrine is empty and circular. These criticisms are stated in greater
detail in the Lectures on Ethics, trans. L. Infield (London: Methuen, 1930) ,
pp. 24-27.
6 As Silber points out, there is a sense in which by virtue of Kant's doctrine
of Willkilr, or radical spontaneity, human beings may be said to choose to be
moral (i.e., to obey the moral law) , just as they may choose to be immoral;
both of these choices are authentic expressions of freedom for which we may
be held responsible. But Kant also holds that we can judge our actions only in
accordance with the moral law; thus there is no sense in which the moral law,
considered as the norm by reference to which our actions are judged, could be
said to be chosen. (See Silber. n. 2 above, pp. :ciii-cxiv.)
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sense. As the latter are organized through the imposition of the
categories which are the forms of human thought, so the maxims
of proposed actions are tested by the standard of their capacity
for universalization. According to Kant, this requirement is an
expression of the nature of rational will itself. The will is ra
tional only to the extent that it is consistent with itself; a maxim
which on univer:5alization proved to be self-contradictory or
self-destructive would therefore have to be rejected by a rational
will. Kant of course makes the further assumption that universal
izability is not just a necessary, but a sufficient condition for de
termining _the rightness of an act. While much critical discussion
of his ethical theory has traditionally addressed itself to the issues
raised by this assumption, his conception of rationality itself is
perhaps of greater long-run significance. . On this interpretation,
the will is rational not by virtue of accepdng and translating into
action moral truths that the intellect apprehends, but by actualiz
ing its own peculiar virtue of .consistency. The novelty of this
view resides in the fact that the rational or logical controls over
the will have been introjected into the will itself, so that any
maxirii of conduct that the will can accept while remaining faith
ful to its essential nature becomes ipso facto morally right.
At first sight, this innovation may not seem very important.
After all, what is the difference between a will that is guided by
an intellectual intuition of independent and substantive moral
truths, and a will that is independent of theoretical reason but so
intellectualized by virtue of a special interpretation of its inner
nature that it can will only the uniquely right course of action in
any situation? The action of a will such as Kant describes may
well be felt to possess only the ·kind of freedom that is required to
vote in an election in which there is only one slate of candidates.
This reaction is justified to the extent that it warns us against ex
aggerating Kant's affinities with the more radical forms of volun
tarism. It must be made absolutely clear that the autonomy of
which Kant speaks is not only reconcilable with the recognition of
general principles, but strictly requires such principles as a guar
antee of the will's independence of external and "pathological"
influences. Once the will cleaves to its own essential rationality, it
proceeds, so to speak, "under orders," and the only choices it
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faces are choices between courses of action that have been shown
by the criterion of universalizability to be morally right.
Nevertheless, Kant's shift from the intellectualistic model to a
conception of will as creating moral laws is a momentous one for
the future development of moral philosophy, because even this
highly restrictive conception of will as t.h e basis of morality
makes an import_ant break with intellectualism; and because, by
transferring the moral · enterprise from the theoretical intellect to
the will, it facilitates the development of a conception of moral
ity as a whole that would hardly have been possible without this
change of venue. The fact is that while Kant's ethical theory is
still in a sense a theory of human nature, it drastically narrows
the basis in human nature on which the edifice of morality is sup
posed to rest. Instead of a theory of the real essence or nature of
human beings that would comprehend the whole range of human
functions as these are revealed in experience, the moral essence of
man is now concentrated in the will, and it is exclusively by refer�
ence to the "real essence" of the will (i.e., its consistency with it
self) , that the rightness of actions is to be determined. Of course,
it could be argued with some cogency that Kant has no right to
be such a confident teleologist in his treatment of the rational
will and at the same time to write off all empirical evidence of nat
ural human tenden cies as merely "pathological" and irrelevant
for the purposes of morals. Still, the effect of his views, as they
stand, is to exclude any possibility of a justification of particular
volitional acts on the ground of their appropriateness in the light
of a comprehensive conception of human nature, and -to require
that such justification be sought in the nature of rational volition
itself, with which human nature is now identified. The point I
wish to make is that the dissolution of all logical bonds between
morality and "human nature" in the broader and more tradi
tional acceptation of that term, together with the notion of the
will's realizing its own nature as a criterion of the rightness of its
acts, is at least as important a feature of Kant's view as the spe
cific view he took of what that nature consisted in.
In Chapter I, the intellectualistic thesis was identified as the
view that evaluative judgments are susceptible of being true and
false; and that, when true, they represent cognitive apprehen42
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sions of qualities or relations inherent in the objects to which
they refer. It has already been shown that Kant rejects this analy
sis of ethical j udgments. It might seem plausible to go further
and to conclude that because Kant presents all moral principles
in the form of imperatives, he has simply abandoned the notion
of truth as applied to such judgments. This would be a mistake,
however, since Kant explicitly declares the categorical imperative
or highest moral principle to be a synthetic a priori truth. What
he does say with respect to the truth of such principles is that it
cannot be made out on the strength of the concepts themselves
that are used in the categorical imperative or in any of its speci
fications. Instead, a "third thing" is always required to link the
concepts together, and this is the concept of freedom. If the will
in question is a free will (i.e., one that is not subject to external
influences), then it is analytically true that the only law such a
will imposes upon itself is the law of its own nature which is as
sumed td be that of consistency and universalizability. Here,
once again, the significant novelty of Kant's position lies at least
as much in his denials as in his affirmations. When he denies that
the autonomous moral will is subject to any limitations other
than the laws of its own nature, it is hard to see how "true" (as
applied to specific ethical j udgments) can convey anything more
than their consistency with those internal �equirements. The no
tion of truth as correspondence to independent moral fact has
been dropped; and with tl,1is notion of truth as correspondence, a
major obstacle to a recognition of the decisional character of
moral judgments is removed. I have already pointed out that
Kant's conception of the nature of the rational will is such as to
make the kind of volitional act that is involved in the determina
tion of what is right a peculiarly limited one that can hardly be
called a choice. But it is surely quite as important that a deci
sional element at the highestl evel of moral deliberation has been
admitted at all; and it is clear that any modification of Kant's
conception of the essential nature of the moral wilL might well
have the effect of accentuating the volitional . character ot ;moral
judgment and expanding its scope. As it turned out, Kant'.s claim
that universalizability was a sufficient condition for the rightness
of a maxim of ,conduct never gained wide acceptance, and its
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place was to be taken by other interpretations of the essential na
ture of wil�; these, in turn, generated new criteria for judging
particular volitional acts by the degree to which they realize that
essential nature. 7
II
Kant's moral philosophy was to influence the thought of his
immediate successors in both a negative and a positive sense. It
was widely held that the test Kant had proposed as a sufficient
condition of the moral rightness of acts yielded, at most, a neces
sary condition thereof; and that the excessively formalistic char
acter of his ethical theory must be offset by the introduction of
some material criteria of rightness. At the same time, however,
Kant's doctrine of autonomy had made an indelible impression
on the minds of his critics; and as they attempted to work out a
conception of the moral will that would incorporate some of the
substance of human preference and desire, they sought in one
way or another to attribute to that enriched moral will an effec
tive independence of external sources of moral knowledge along
Kantian lines. This notion that not just the form of the moral
will but its content and substance as well should be regarded as
autonomous expressions of human freedom was to lead ethical
theory in two quite different directions. On the one hand, there
were those who, like Hegel, felt that what they held to be the ster
ile formalism of Kant's moral philosophy could be offset only by
transferring the concept of autonomy, which Kant had associated
exclusively with the volitional acts of .individual human beings,
to the historical community to which these individuals belong
and on which they are (it was argued) dependent for their ethi
cal substance. _ The other line of revision which was initiated by
Schopenhauer, and fully developed by Nietzsche, led to an aban
donment or radical modification of the criterion of universa7 For a brief but valuable discussion of Kant's conception of the will and its
relationship to contemporary existentialism, see 0. Bollnow, "Existentialismus
und Ethik," A ctas del Primer Congreso Nacional de Filosa/fa, Univ. Nacional,
Cuyo, Vol. 12 (1949) , pp. 974-997. Also published in Die Sammlung, Vol. 4
(1949) , pp. 321-35.
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lizability itself. This line of criticism was often inspired by the
feeling that such a test involved a concession to a · publi� and
impersonal conception ·of the self and to a social demand for
uniformity that were incompatible (so it was thought) with true
individuality.
In spite of these sharp divergencies from Kant's position, both
Hegel and Schopenhauer, in their different ways, testify to the
continuing influence of his conception of autonomy. The case of
Hegel is particularly interesting, for not only was he a most deter
mined opponent of the Kantian conception of the moral auton
omy of the individual person, but he has been identified since the
time of Kierkegaard as the great adversary of all the intellectual
tendencies that culminate in existentialism.8 In fact, however, the
case is not so straightforward. For while Hegel relentlessly pushes
the individual moral consciousness toward a recognition of its
lack of ultimate sovereignty and self-sufficiency, he conceives its
self�conscious acceptance of the social matrix, on which it is de
pendent in any case, as a progressive resumption and internaliza
tion of powers of ethical creativity that had been alienated
through projection into personal and "objective" institutions
and laws. To be sure, the "self' that recognizes the latter as the
precipitate of its own activity is a supra-individual self; and it can
be argued that in its final systematic elaboration, Hegel's treat
ment of moral phenomena recognizes only a collective autonomy
which, from the standpoint of the individual, must seem rather
unreal. Nevertheless, The Phenomenology of Min d contains bril
liant descriptions of the way in which the moral consciousness
liberates itself from the condition in which it is · oblivious to its
own prerogatives, and automatically concedes to custom and tra
dition a normative authority to which it· is not conscious of
making any contribution of its own. Eventually, this moral con8 Hegel's most trenchant formulations of his objections to Kantian ethical
theory appear in his Philosophy of Right, trans, T. M. Knox (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1942) , pp. 86 ff. Also, in the Phenomenology of Mind, trans.
J. B. Baillie (2d ed. rev.; London: Allen and Unwin, 1 931) , pp. 613-627. The
famous Preface to the Phenomenology is probably the best account of the way
in which, according to Hegel, autonomy is achieved by a progressive internali
zation of the various forms of objectivity in which absolute spirit expresses
itself.
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sciousness comes to recognize itself as a purely negative power of
reducing to mere external fact institutions and practices which
had previously been apprehended as infused with an unchallenge
able moral authority. To be sure, this stage does not represent true
autonomy according to Hegel, but his account of this purely nega
tive kind of moral freedom has exerted nevertheless a profound
influence on the French wing of existentialism.9
By contrast with Hegel, Schopenhauer made no very significant
contribution· to voluntarism considered as a theory of moral
choice, and was indeed heavily committed to a . deterministic
theory of character that can be reconciled with moral freedom
only at a supra-individualistic level. The bulk of what Schopen
hauer has to say on the subject of moral j udgment takes the form
of an extremely critical commentary on Kant's ethical theory.10
He derides Kant for his emphasis on universal moral principles,
and stigmatizes his whole doctrine as a denial of genuine moral
freedom that differs from the older forms of ethical rationalism
only in subjecting the will to an internal tyrant-conscience in
stead of to an external master, God. Nevertheless, Schopenhauer
gives credit to Kant for the first statement of his own principal
philosophical thesis, i.e., that noumenal reality is will; and he .rec
ognizes that the essential merit of Kant's ethical theory consisted
in its identification of man's nature and his freedom. Kant's posi
tion can, he says, be understood as a reinterpretation of the Scho
lastic dictum op erari se q uitur esse which makes our "being" or
"nature" metaphysically prior to our actions. What Kant does,
according to Schopenhauer, is to "lead us out of the error that
consists in assigning necessity to being [esse] and freedom to ac9 The influence of Hegel upon French existentialism was mediated by the
lectures of A. Kojeve on . the Phenomenology of Mind, now published as
Introduction a la Lecture de Hegel (2d rev. ed.; Paris: Gallimard, 1 947) .
Another work that is important for an understanding of the character . this
influence assumed is
Wahl, Le malheur de la conscience dans la philoso
phie de Hegel (Paris: Rieder, 1929) . See also J. Hyppolite, Genese et
Structure de la Phenomt!nologie de /'Espri t de Hegel (Paris: Aubier, 1946) .
10 Schopenhauer's criticism of Kant as well as his statement of his own ethi
cal theory are presented in his Ober die Grundlage der Moral, Samtliche
Werke, ed. Hiibscher (Leipzig: 1 937-39) . Vol. 4. Schopenhauer's ethical views
are discussed at some length in P. Gardiner, Schopenhauer (Baltimore, Md.:
Penguin Books, Inc., 1963) . ch. 6.
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tion," and to make us understand that "freedom is:Iocated in our.
very being.'' 11 In other words, we are what we make ourselves be,
and it is for being "as the result of our actions, just such a person
and no other that we feel responsible." 12 This appreciation of
Kant's achievement is : the more interesting since it attributes to
Kant a view of the relationship between "nature" and "action"
that is virtually identical with the later existentialist thesis with
respect to essence and existence. It also indicates an acceptance by
Schopenhauer-on his own philosophical terms, of course-of
what I have represented as one of the two major theses of Kant's
moral philosophy : that morality is . the affair ofcan autonomous
self-legislative will. This thesis Nietzsche was to espouse in turn;
but his (and Schopenhauer's) repudiation of the other pillar of
Kana moral ,philosophy-the doctrine of universalizability-was
to blind him to the reality of the debt he owed, through Schopen
hauer, to Kant.
III
The true significance of Nietzsche's contribution to moral phi
losophy can be understood only in the context of his general
theory 9f truth and its special application to the area of values. 13
In spite of a great many extreme statements that make it sound as
though he had no use for truth in any form, the real , thrust of
11 "Durch Kant's Theorie werden wir eigentlicb. von dem Grundirrtum
zuriickgebracht, der die Notwendigkeit ins Esse und die Freiheit ins Operari
verlegte, und werden zu der Erkenntnis gefi.thrt dass es sich gerade umgekehrt
verhiilt." Schopenhauer, ibid., ·p. 177.
12 "Dass . . . (der Mensch) wie es sich :aus .seiner Himdlung ergiebt, ein
Solcher und kein Anderer ist-das ist es wofiir er sich verantwortlich halt, ·
hier im Esse Iiegt die Stelle welche die Stachel des Gewissens
trifft." Ibid.,
.
p. 1 77.
.
1a The interpretation of morality and of moral phenomena .generally may
be said to be the · theme of almost all Nietzsche's works, although · The
Genealogy of M,orals and Beyond Good and Evil are perhaps · most directly .
concerned with these topics. Of even greater interest, however, especially from
the "meta-ethical" standpoint of this study,' are the writings of Nietzsche's last
period, some of which are known under the title of The Will to Power but
which ,have been arranged and edited· with great skill by K. Schlechta in the
third volume of his, edition of Nietzsche's Werke (Miin.chen: C. Hanser,
1956) .
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Nietzsche's argument is against dualistic or "copy" theories of
truth. In particular, he· rejects the notion 0£ "things in them:
selves," and with it the view that truth must consist in a relation
of correspondence to the latter. But if our ideas and beliefs are
not to be described as reflections of a self-subsistent order of
things, then (he argues) they must be thought of as products of
our own devising which we, in some sense, impose upon our ex
perience of the world. All of our intellectual apparatus must be
in the nature of a construction or interpretation by which we ac
tively organize and dominate the world in a certain way. Even
the law of contradiction, Nietzsche argues, represents a condition
that is set by us and not an ontological truth that is read off from
the nature of things.14 Nietzsche's term for this general view of
the conceptualizing functionis "perspectivism," and it clearly has
many points of affinity with the pragmatism of William James
and others. Like the pragmatists, Nietzsche believes that all of
our knowledge and our niodes of conceptualizing experience. in
volve an evaluative component and represent a decision to
construe the world in a certain way. The "will to power" is sim
ply :Nietzsche's shorthand label for the aggressive character of the
relationship of human subjectivity to the world that it subjects to
its categories.
At the same time as he reinterprets the general notion of truth
in this pragmatic spirit, Nietzsche also recognizes a fundamental
distiBction between establishing the truth of a factual statement
and the volitional acts by which an end, i.e., a value, is freely pos
ited.15 The difference is that verification involves a certain passiv14 Nietzsche, Werke, pp. 537, 538. "Kurz, die Frage steht offen: sind die
logischen Axiome dem Wirklichen adaquat, oder sind sie Maszstabe und
Mittel, um Wirkliches, den Begriff "Wirklichkeit," fiir uns erst zu schafjen1
. . . Um das erste bejahen zu kiinnen, miisste man aber, wie gesagt, <las
Seiende bereits kennen; was schlechterdings nicht der Fall ist." Heidegger
discusses this passage and the · Aristotelian doctrine on which Nietzsche is
commenting in Nietzsche, Vol. 2, pp. 595--616. An insightful comparison of
Nietzsche's views on these and other subjects with those of L. Wittgenstein can
be found in E. Heller, "Ludwig Wittgenstein," Encounter, Vol. 13 (1959) ,
pp. 40-48.
15 Das Feststellen zwischen "wahr" and "unwahr," das Feststellen von Tat
bestanden ist grundverschieden von dem schiipferischen Setzen, vom Bilden,
Gestalten, Oberwaltigen, Wollen, wie es im Wesen der Philosophie liegt. Einen
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,

ity in relation to what is external to the self, although Nietzsche's
general doctrine of mind requires that even here some element of
activity be present. By contrast, evaluation is a purer expression
of the human power of legislating for oneself, of assigning values
and meanings without any dependence on, or peed for, a support
ing value.quality in the things _evaluated themselves. On this dis.
tinction rests wha� may fairly be , termed the central thesis of
Nietzsche's ethical theory. This is that any conception of evalua
tion that makes it an apprehension of truth in the sense of a veri
fication of some state of affairs, whether empirical or metaphysi
cal, distorts its nature and ultimately denatures the evaluative
function itself. By this emphatic repudiation of all conceptions of ·
evaluation as knowing, and by his insistence that evaluation must
be understood as a volitional act, Nietzsche aligns himself with
the voluntaristic tradition against all forms of intellectualism
and naturalism.
Throughout his works, but esp�cially in the writings that were
to be edited posthumously under the title of The Will to Power,
Nietzsche repeatedly drives home this point. He declares that phi
losophers, i.e., moralists, must be legislators, but first the confu
siqn of the moralist with the scientist must be dispelled. "As
though values were inherent in things so that all oqe had to do
were to keep a grip on them! " 16 In another passage, Nietzsche lays
down as his first principle that "there are no moral phenomena
but only a moral interpretation of these phenomena. "17 Evalua
tive judgments are "active" and the "value of the world lies in
our interpretation."18 To transform this interpretative; evalua
tive function into "predicates of being," "to demand that our
human interpretations and values should be general, and perhaps
even constitutive values, belongs among the hereditary idiocies
Sinn hineinlegen-diese . Aufgabe bleibt immer noch ubrig, gesetzt, dass kein

Sinn darin liegt . . .

, Die noch hohere Stufe ist ein Ziel setzen und daraufhin das Tatsachliche
einformen: also die Ausdeutung der Tat und nicht bloss die begriffliche
Umdichtung. (Ibid., p. 552.)
16 Als ob die Werte in den Dingen steckten und man sie nur festzuhalten
hattel (Ibid., p. 447.)
11 Es gibt keine moralischen Phanomene, sondern nur eine moralische
Interpretation dieser Phanomene. (Ibid., p. 485.)
1s n er Wert der Welt (liegt) in unserer Interpretation. (Ibid., p. 497.)
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of human pride." 19 As a form of practical shorthand, it may be ad
-missible to treat values as properties; but we must not forget that
they are properties of a kind to which the concept of knowledge
does not apply. 20 The properties to which it does apply are quan
titative in character, and value properties are merely the
pseudo-objective coloring-off on the world of evaluative judg
ments which thus penetrate the sensuous quality of things instead
of being determined by it.
A certain ambivalence runs through Nietzsche's account of the
human tendency to substantialize value'. In some passages he de
clares · that "to impress the character ·of being upon becoming is
the highest form of the will to power." 21 If the stability of being is
an illusion, particularly in the case of "value properties," then a
sovereign indifference to the falsity involved in such substantiali
zation might indeed be expressed by one who had seen through
the illusion and still continued to reify values; and this kind of
indifference is something that Nietzsche greatly admired. But
when: this ontologizing of value is not the expression of a self
conscious will to impose one's evaluation upon the world at
large, as of course it is not in the great majority of cases,
Nietzsche condemns it in the severest terms. It indicates a weak
ness of the will, an incapacity for autonomous ethical creativity
which typically passes over into nihilistic despair when its sup
. port is removed. "The belief that the world as it should be really
exists is a belief of those unprpductive persons who do not wish
to create a world as it should be . . . The will to truth is the inca
pacity of the will to create." 22 Here Nietzsche is breaking new
19 • • • Zu verlangen, <lass diese unsre menschlichen Auslegungen und Werte
allgemeine und vielleicht konstitutive ·werte sind, gehort zu den erblichen
Verriiektheiten' des menschlichen Stolzes. (Ibid., p. 914.)
2 0 Aber alles, wofiir das Wort "Erkenntnis" Sinn hat, bezieht sich au£ das
Reich, wo gezahlt, gewogen, gemessen werden kann, au£ die Quantitat:
wahrend umgekehrt alle unsre Wertempfindungen (d.h. eben unsre Empfin
dungen) gerade an dert Qualitaten haften, d.h, an unsren, nur uns allein
zugehorigen perspektivischen _ ''Wahrheiten," die· schlechterdings nicht "er
kannt" werden konnen. (Ibid;, p. 914.)
21 Dem Werden den Charakter des Seins aufzupriigen-das ist der hochste
Wille zur Macht. (Ibid., p. 895 .)
22 Der Glaube, dass die Welt, die seirt sollte, ist, wirklich existiert, ist ein
Glaube der Unproduktiven. die nicht eine Welt schafjen wollen, wie sie sein
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ground. Intellectualism is no longer just a philosophical error,
but a symptom of a moral tendency in human beings that is posi
tively bad. A certain conception of . evaluation is thus intimately
connected with a style of life, and it is not surprising that
Nietzsche also believed that his own conception of evaluation
could, by itself, yield a positive ethic.
It has often been pointed out that the positive ideal toward
which humanity is- to reorient itself is, in fact, only very obscurely
delineated by Nietzsche. This is true, and it might be added that
such specificity as his proposals acquire through the imagery of
ruthlessness and violence with which they are associated distorts
his meaning in a way that has proved immensely prejudicial to a
correct understanding and .balanced appraisal of his views. At the
· same time, this very vagueness may be taken as a sign that
Nietzsche is at least as interested in changing our conception of
ourselves as evaluative beings as he is in proposing the substance
of a new moral ideal. The "transvaluation 0f values" is not, in
the first instance, a repudiation of old values in favor of new
ones. Instead, it is a new conception of evaluation as a human ac
tivity, and a resultant transformation of the style and temper of
that activity itself. To use the curren,t jargon of analytical philos
ophy, Nietzsche _is the prophet not so much of an ethical revolu.
tion as of a "meta-ethical" revolution. As was noted above, he cer
tainly believed that once human beings fully comprehended
their own capacity for being a law unto themselves, an immense
change would be · effected in every area of human life. He also
projected a vision of what that change would consist in, which, in
spite of its indistinctness, most people find repellent. But the
crux of his ethical thought is the · question as to the nature of
evaluation itself, and it is his answer to that question which
places him squarely in the voluntaristic tradition.
If Nietzsche is thus in fundamental agreement with Kant in
situating the ethical in the province of will and in denying that
the theoretical intellect can legislate for human action, he breaks
sharply with Kant in his conception of that will itself, and he has
a quite different view of how the will must realize its ·own distincsoll. . . . "Wille zur Wahrheit"-als Ohnmacht des Willens zum Schaffen.
.(Ibid., p. 549.)
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tive virtue. He rejects the view that an action is right only if it
would be right for every other human being in the same situa
tion, and he repudiates the cognate conception of morality which
makes its chief task the harmonious adjustment to one another of
a community of wills. There is, of course, a clear connection be
tween the Kantian view that universalizability is a necessary and
sufficient condition of an action'.s rightness and the view that
morality is at bottom a guidance
conduct by principles that
everyone could accept. For this ethic of reciprocity, Nietzsche
reserves his most scornful epithets, and the violence of his de
nunciation of the principle of equivalence implicit in such a
conception of morality has often blocked an understanding of the
logical considerations on which Nietzsche bases his attack on uni
versalizability. Consistently with his pragmatic theory of concept
formation, Nietzsche argues that the concept of the "same action"
on which the whole idea of universalizability and reciprocity rests
presupposes the adoption by the person who uses it of certain
criteria of sameness. 23 It is, in fact, we who create these equiva
lences of one action with another; and Nietzsche's point is that
this assimilation itself expresses a moral parti pris. Such a classifi
cation of actions as equivalent cannot therefore be treated (as it
is by Kant) as the deliverance of a rational will that brings cases
under general rules without thereby "pre-evaluating" them. In
stead, it is itself a primary, and perhaps decisive, evaluative act.
More important, however, is Nietzsche's belief that a truly con
ceived morality is concerned not with the compatibility of indi
vidual wills with one another, but with the creation and realiza
tion of ideaJs. These ideals are comprehensive styles of life that
express a preference that is not justifiable by any standard except
itself. They are pre-eminently the expression of individual choice
and preference, and they make no claim to universal validity or
acceptance. It is characteristic of such ideals that they make de
mands on those who espouse them to which others are not sub
ject; and the value of what one does at the behest of such an ideal
resides, in great part, in this very uniqueness. This claim is no
longer felt to be a command for others-a "du sollst"-but an
"ich will," and ultimately, an "ich bin"-an expression of what

of

23 [bid., pp. 476, 670.
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the individual chooses and of what (by virtue of his choices) he
is. Nietzsche's great example of this free morality of self-creation
was the Greeks. Christianity represented in his eyes precisely the
opposite: a morality that combines a lack of inner freedom with a
regulation of life by universal principles and the tame virtues of
which the mass · of people is capable.
This insistence on the central role of ideals in the moral life is
perhaps Nietzsche's main contribution to ethical theory. With it
is associated a new conception of autonomy which, as he says,
consists in not being "locked into a system of purposes" and in
being one's own mQral lawgiver. The will realizes itself, not by
laying down laws that are to be valid for everyone, but in project
ing a unique ideal of the self and in living by that ideal. It is a
freedom to "re-evaluate all values" in the light of one's own ideal.
The autonomy of a will that can act only when the maxim of its
action has been shown to enjoy a universal validity is simply a ·
new form of the old subjection to an external master, although
that masteris no longer God but one's fellow men or "society."
Whether "social morality" in the sense of a universal code based
on the idea of reciprocity could have a subordinate place, even
within an ethic that recognizes the distinctive character of ideals,
is not absolutely clear. What Nietzsche often seems to be saying is
not that ideals will replace the discipline of social morality, but
that the relationship between the two must be understood in a
new way. Instead of social morality determining what ideals are
to be admissible, the ideals of a controlling elite must give direc
tion to a .society as a whole and, in cases of conflict, take preced
ence over the demands of the "universal" moral code. Nietzsche
always assumes that this distinction between the morality of so
cial rules and the morality of ideals will be duplicated by a dis
tinction between the passive majority and a certain ruling elite;
and much of the unpopularity of his views has its basis in the im
. ages of harsh and tyrannical domination that he associated with
this notion of a class that creates and lives out an ideal. In prac
tice, of course, even an elite needs rules of reciprocity quite as
much as society as a whole does, so it may be reasonable to view
"ideals" and "social rules" as two aspects of morality, neither of
which can claim to be the whole of morality by itself. In any case,
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what .is genuinely important in Nietzsche's discussion of ideals
and rules is not any simplistic assumption that some class or indi�
viduitl can dispense entirely with the one or the other, but rather
his reversal . of the more usual view that only those ideals are valid
that- are compatible with the rules of universal morality. Moral
obligations to'others will henceforth have to be authenticated by
reference to ide_als, and not the .other way around; and this ex
actly formulates the most serious problem that the existentialists
who follow Nietzsche were to encounter.
In support . of the interpretation proposed above, it may be
noted that there is much in Nietzsche's own wri_tings thatis hard
to reconcile with the customary view that he is an extreme indi
vidualist in ethical theory. To begin with, the ideals he speaks of
are the ideals of some group that is smaller than the whole so
ciety, but certainly cannot be confined to a. single individual.
Nietzsche, in fact, often speaks with contempt of moral individ
ualism, and insists strongly on the importance of tradition and
continuity and · a sense of responsibility for the future of man
as a whole. 24 Indeed, he often seems to be arguing that the harsh
domination of society .as a whole by the ideal of an elite is in the
interest of the human race- as a whole, whatever hardships it may
entail. It might also be said that in his view, such an elite would
be legislating for all men, since it is insisting that its style of life
shall be the one that dominates and shapes socie.ty as a whole
(and for its ultimate good) even though it is not one in which
the mass of human beings can directly participate. It is interest
ing to note that when the existentialists speak of choosing f or all
men in choosing for one's. self, they often use the language of
Kant to whom they in fact appeal, but they have not always made
clear that they understand how sharply this conception of univer
salizability breaks with the views of Nietzsche. To· choose for all
men in the Kantian sense is to choose that which every rational
being must recognize to be right; but to choose for all men in the
Nietzschean sense is to choose for one's self and one's class and
thereby to create a world in which others must live, willy-nilly;
To trace the line of descent of contemporary existentialism to
24 Sharply critical comments on "individualism" can be found throughout
the Nachlass. (See for example, ibid., pp. 474, 605, 907.)
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both Kant and: Nietzsche is thus to expose a centrally important
ambivalence in its ethical theory. With respect to the independ
ence of the moral from the theoretical intellect and the necessity
for treating moral legislation as an autonomous function of the
will, both Kant and Nietzsche are in agreement; and this dual an
cestry poses no problem for present-day existentialists for whom a
rejection of all forms.of "natural'..' morality has become an agreed
upon starting-point. But when Kant and Nietzsche separate, as
they do, on the issue of the . internal ·controls to which the- moral
will is subject, a serious problem is posed for anyone . who stands
in the same voluntaristic tradition as they. Either he must hold
wf th K'.ant that there is a single .test-or set of tests-that every ra
tional being must apply to proposals for action and by the out
come of which he must be guided; or he must, with Nietzsche,
abandon the notion of strict universalizability as a criterion of
tightness andadopt the view .that standards and ideals of conduct
are ineradicably plural, _ and universal only in the sense that the
, ideals of the dominant class are . imposed upon everyone and
"willed for them.'.'
Now it is often supposed that contemporary existentialists have.
unambiguously opted for Nietzsche and against Kant on . this
issue. 25 This is, in fact, not the case. They have, it is true, often
criticized the morality of general rules, but they have done so not
on the grounds that the ordering of conduct by reference to such
rules is- incompatible with moral autonomy, but on the more re•
stricted grounds that such rules too often serve as substitutes for
the decisions we are unwilling to face.. The existentialists often
sound like Nietzsche, but they also often sound like Kant, so it is
hardly surprising if they are charged with not having a clear doc
trine of universality as an element in moral judgment. In Part II,
I shall attempt to show what views they do hold, and what devel.
opment those views would permit. It is enough to point out here
that to attribute an extreme antinomian particularism to the ethc
ical theory of the existentialists is not justified. Critics who have
done so have correctly located the fundamental issue for that
2 s See for example, E. . Gellner, ·:Ethics and Logic," Proceedings of . the
Aristotelian Society, N. S. Vol. 55 (1955) , p. 157. No evidence is presen ted from
any existentialist writings in behalf of this interpretation.
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theory, but as is so often the case, they have too quickly identified
existentialism with an · extreme and one-sided position on that
hru�
One final observation : in spite of all the obvious affinitie� be0
tween Nietzsche and existentialism, it would not be difficult to
make a case for treating Nietzsche as a representative of a quite
different type -of ethical theory. He was, after all, a severe critic of
all attempts to isolate "morality" from its biological and psycho
logical matrix; and he insisted that moral judgment must be un
derstood as an expression of underlying biological forces, rather
than as an apprehension of . a self-subsistent realm of moral
truths.. At times he went so far as to see in moral activity nothing
m�re than a kind of epiphenomena! symptom of the vital self
assertiveness of a given individual or society. From this position,
it would seem to be just a step to the view that moral judgments
are translatable into statements that describe the direction and
intensity of whatever biological drives these judgments ·serve to
express. Nietzsche riever quite to?k this step, however, and it
seems clear that he did not think · that moral judgments are in
tended or understood by those who make them, as descriptions
of their own biological or psychological state, even though they
might profitably be so viewed by the psychologist of morals. In
practice, if not in theory, Nietzsche does treat the moral life as a
distinctive human function that cannot be reduced to a merely
symptomatic expression of .vital drives. Indeed, it is tempting to
see in Nietzsche's "biologism" no more than an addendum, in
spired by the. Darwinism of his day, to his main account of mor
als. 26 Nevertheless, this naturalistic tinge to his ethical thought
does set him apart from the existentialists who, in constructing
their even more radical doctrine of autonomy, were to reject all
of Nietzsche's dubious biological metaphors.
26 Heidegger's rejection of the "biologism''. imputed to Nietzsche . is stated in
his Nietzsche, .Vol. l, pp. 59(HH6.
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THE EMERGENCE OF EXISTENTIALISM

Many accounts have been given of the successive stages by
which existential philosophy has reached its present level of de
velopment. In these accounts, due note is usually taken of many
of the "forerunners" in the nineteenth century and earlier, who
were discussed in the preceding chapters. Nevertheless, the rela
tionship in which Heidegger and Sartre stand to these earlier
figures often remains quite obscure, largely because the distinc
tive form assumed by their thought under the influence of Ed
mund Husserl is treated as an almost adventitious intrusion of
alien modes of thought into the highly personal and idiosyncratic;
· philosophical world of Nietzsche and Kierkegaard. To the degree
that Husserl's philosophy makes a positive contribution to exis
tentialism, it does so, iri the view taken by many commentators,
exclusively a� a conception of method which the existentialists
have freely adapted to their own purposes.1 Inevitably, this de
nial of any closer or more organic connection between Husserl's
doctrines and existentialism leaves the co-presence of elements
drawn from such radically disparate sources within one system of
thought pretty much of a mystery.
In this chapter, I hope to remedy this defect of most existing
accounts by arguing that the leading existentialists did not sim
ply borrow a conception of method from Husserl that would per
mit them -to generalize a view of human life which they were
developing from other sources. Instead, it would appear that some
thing much more like the reverse of this sequence took place. I
\

1 See for example, Barrett, Irrational Man, p. 213. Heidegger is said to make
"use of an instrument, phenomenology, borrowed from his teacher, Edmund
Husserl; but in adopting the instrument he gives it a different sense and
direction from Husserl's."
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mean that a group of philosophers, reared in the tradition of crit
ical idealism and deeply versed in the phenomenology of Ed
mund Husserl, which was its twentieth century version, came face
to face with what they took to be a · breakdown of that mode of
thought on an issue of crucial importance; and that in this situa
tion they began to draw on ideas elaborated within the voluntar
istic tradition with a view to dealing by these new means with
features of the human relationship to the world that found no
adequate expression within Husserl's philosophy. This interpre
tation which I propose does not, of course, entail that these phi
losophers did not have an antecedent and independent interest in
the earlier writers whom they were to lay under such heavy con
tribution, nor that they abandoned Husserl's doctrine in, toto be
cause it had turned out to be fatally misconceived in one respect.
I am asserting simply that the issues to which existentialism is a
response can be shown to have developed within the inner Prob
lematik of Husserlian phenomenology, and that this circum
stance offers a more profitable way of understanding the nexus of
disparate philosophical strands within existentialism than does
the more familiar kind of account. 2
I

There is, to b�gin with, an element of paradox in the relation
ship of twentieth century existentialism to the earlier forms of
ethical voluntarism that have been considered so far. These have
all been, in one way or another, denials of the intellectualistic
view that man has a morally determinate nature by reference to
which questions of conduct are at least in principle resolvable.
Particularly in some forms of theological voluntarism, this lack of
a nature has been treated as a defect or privation, and it has been
explained by reference to the destructive effect of sin upon the
nature with which man was originally endowed. In Kant and
2 1 have tried to analyze the .complicated relationship between Husserl's
philosophy and existentialism in much greater detail in my essay, "A Central
Theme of Merleau-Ponty's Philosophy," in Phenomenology and Existen tial
ism, ed. Edward N. Lee and Maurice Mandelbaum (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins Press, 1967) .
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Nietzsche, on the other hand, a clear tendency appears to treat
the morally autonomous will as the central element in human
personality, rather than as a mere lack of an antecedently defined
nature. It is this tendency that comes to full expression in con
temporary existentialism which is therefore properly described as
"ontological voluntarism." Man's "nature" (or being) is now ex
plicitly asserted to consist in his not having a nature in the tradi
tional sense of the term in which a nature is at once an object of
knowledge and a source of principles of action. In place of the in
tellectualistic ontology of moral determinacy, the existentialists ·
have attempted to construct an ontology of moral freedom, i.e.,
· an analysis of those structural features of human being by virtue
of which moral knowledge in the jntellectualistic sense becomes
impossible, and autonomous choice an inescapable necessity of
the human condition. What �the intellectualist and the existen
tialist have in common, however, is the assumption that philoso
phers must have a " theory of real (as distinct from linguistic, or
nominal) essences if they are to explain in a satisfactory way ei
ther the possibility or the impossibility of moral knowledge.
In the next chapter, an attempt will be made to find a work
able interpretation for the ontological vocabulary in which the
existentialists' doctrines are formulated. Here, I wish merely to
point out one important result of their recasting of voluntarism
into an ontological form, Whatever else "ontological" may turn
·out to mean in this context, it means at least "non
psychological"; and it follows that existentialism is not to be
understood in any sense as a thesis about the will considered as a
mental faculty� If Kant and Nietzsche, as was noted earlier, in
their -different ways . came close to an "ontological" view that
identifies will as the essence of man, their conceptions of the will
nevertheless retained a strongly psychological and mentalistic
flavor. By contrast, the existentialists are emphatic in their desire
to . disassociate their doctrines · from any conception of the will as
one faculty of the mind among others; and they are unanimously
ppposed to the whc:ile basically Cartesian theory of mind as a
mental substance that typically underlies such views. 3 Although
s Heidegger's critique ·of Descartes occurs in Sein und Zeit (8th ed.;
Tubirigen: Niemeyer, 1957) , pp. 24, 25, and pp. 89-101 . ' Ari everi more
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one of the commohest misinterpretations of existentialism repre
sents it as an extreme form of romantic subjectivism, it has in fact
been distinguished by a strong insistence that no account of ei
ther knowledge or evaluation can be given in purely mentalistic
terms, and that the vocabulary of mental substances with their
faculties and affections must be given up in favor of a quite
different account of our relationship to the objects of these activi
ties. Existentialism is not a doctrine of the inner life, and it can
not be accurately understood as � set of theses with respect to the
relatio'nship to one another of faculties of tlie human mind. If
human subjectivity generally is not reducible to a sort of intra
mental activity; then neither can voluntary huinan action be so
treated. Action and choice must instead be defined as a certain re
lationship to the world, and as a function of that dimension of
human being by virtue of which it reaches out beyond itself. The
case is not that the notion of will has dropped out of existential
ist thought. Instead it has been developed within the frame
work of a general conception of human subjectivity that defines
the latter not in terms of internal states but rather as a certain
relationship to the world.
In the light of this resistance on the part of the existentialists
to a psychologistic formulation of their theses, it is not surprising
that the phenomenology of Edmund Husserl should have pro
vided the philosophical matrix within which twentieth century
existentialism was to develop. 4 Profound differences of ethos and
methodology separate Husserl from the "existential" phe
nomenologists who were later t9 reject much of his teaching;
but that fact does not cancel out their profound indebtedness to
his conception of philosophical inquiry. Both Heidegger and Sar
tre began as phenomenologists and both, in their early work,
looked to Husserl as the master of their discipline. They made ex
tensive use of technical phenomenological concepts; and even
powerful attack .on Descartes is mounted by Merleau-Ponty in Pt. Ill, ch. l , of
(Paris: Gallimard, 1945) .
4 By far the best study of the underlying philosophical motives for the
evolution of existential phenomenology out of Husserl's transcendental phen
omenology is H. Dreyfus's Harvard doctoral dissertation, Husserl's Phenome
nology of Perception (1964) . See also H. Spiegelberg, The Phenomenological
Movement (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1960) , 2 Vols.

Phenomenologie. de la Perception
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when . they broke with Husserl on central points of phe
nomenological method, they presented these departures, at least
at first, as modifications of phenomenology from within. Whether
either of them is properly described as a phenomenologist in the
light of his later philosophical development is a question that
need not be answered here; but there can be no doubt that it is
this affiliatio� with Husserl ·that explains why ontological
volimtarism came to be stated in the form of a theory of con
sciousness, or conscious human being. It also provides a second
important distinction between Heidegger and Sartre, on the one
hand, and the other two major "existentialists" of the present
day, Jaspers and Marcel. Neither of the latter has ever presented
himself as a phenomenologist, and neither has developed his own
views in any close association with those of Husserl. This circum
stance, together with the fact, already noted, that these phi
losophers stand in a Kierkegaardian rather than in a Nietzschean
tradition of existentialism, seems to offer ample justification ,for a
separate consideration of Heidegger . and Sartre and their follow
ers.
II

It is not possible within the limits of this study to present any
thing like an adequate summary of the main theses of Husserl's
philosophy. 5 It is, as was noted above, a philosophy of con
sciousness; and it ,rests on the assumption that 'the characteristic
structures of consciousness can be isolated and described without
settling one way or another any ulterior questions about the in
dependent or "transcendent" reality of its objects. As a philoso
phy of human subjectivity, phenomenology builds on the earlier
achievements of Descartes and Kant; but it abandons the on
tological dualism of mental and material substances that was ex5 Only two of Husserl's major works have been translated into English:

Ideas: General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology, trans. W. B. Gibson
(London: Allen and Unwin, 1931) , and Cartesian Meditations, trans. D.
Cairns (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1960) . The translation of Ideas is incomplete,
but the second and third parts are now available in German as Ideen zu einer
reinen Phiinomenologie u. phiinomenologischen Philosophie II & 'III, Husser
liana, Vols. 4 and 5 (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1952) .
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plicit in the former and implicit in the latter; Instead, it takes ·its
stand within the situatio·n of conscious beings and undertakes a
rigorously exact description: of the world, as it appears in its var
ious modes of objectivity to · human- consciousness; To the differ
ent types of object that compose this · phenomenal world4L
material obje_c ts, other persons, etc.-there correspond those::
intentional acts· of consciousness by which these objects are, as
Husserl says, constituted. But just as Husserl scrupulously avoids
all the idioms by which an action upon consciousness, from with
out is suggested, so the intentional· acts of which he speaks are not
to be thought of as imposing categorial form upon an alien mate- ·
rial in the manner set forth by Kant. While it is· true that in Hus.
serl's own case the methodological suspension of all affirmations
with respect to extra-phenom�nal reality passed over into a tran
scendental idealism that denies the very possibility of there being
· anything wholly independent of consciousness, he maintains;
within the conscious situation, a strict parallelism of intentional
acts and intentional objects. Whatever view he may have come to
hold with respect to the ultimately spiritual character of all ·
being, Husserl's whole doctrine of "constitution/' i s developed
within the limits of a str:ict correspondence theory of truth, with
the result that no implication of volitional freedom attaches to
the constitutive activity of the transcende_ntal self.6 Husserl's em
phasis always falls ! upon the· stmctures of meaning by which ·.
our experience ·is articulated. He insists- that all conscious activ- ·
ity-theoretical, evaluative, and practical-must derive its va
lidity from the ·i ntuition of such structures which together com-•
pose the intentional •object that we call a "world." Most impor
tant, there is .and can be no breach in this system of meanings,
"no point,'• as ·Husserl says, "at which the life of consciousness :
might be pien::ed1and, at which we might ·attain a trainscendence
0

a This point is made and supported by ample · textual evidence in A. De
Waehlens; ·Phenomt!nologie : e t Verittf (Pai'is: Presses Universitaires; 1953) , Pt.
I. It has been argued persuasively by E·: Fink in his "Les concepts operatoires
dans la philc:>sopllie de ' Husserl," . Colloque philosophique de R oyaumont sur
Husserl it la pht!nomt!nologie; Cahiers de Philosophie, No; 3 (Paris: · Editions ,
de Minuit, ·1 959) , pp; 214-'230; that certain basic notions of which Husserl
makes use, such as concepts of: "constitution" and ''act," to whieh volitio"nal
overtones inevitably - attach. ·were never satisfactorily worked out by Husserl.
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that could have any meaning other than .that of an intentional ·
unity appearing in the very subjectivity of consciousness." 7 To
put· the same point in non-Husserlian language, the human.world·
is defined and constituted by_ our systems of meaning; and there
is no sense that can ' be ,attached to the idea of a confrontation :
and comparison of these systems with anything, else owwhich they ·
have not already left their mark.
This · thesis of a seamless continuity and hermetic self
sufficiency of mental activity is associated with another assump
tion ·Of great importance for phenomenology generally and for . its
theory of value in particulat. This is the view that . all intentional .
acts involve the entertaining of p,ropositions and are therefore.
susceptible of being judged ;by the standard of truth and falsity.8
AH predicates that figure in s11ch pr.opositions must accordingly
designate some property or relation in the intentional object, and
all statements are to be treated as reports of what is so given-to,
iiituition . . When appljed cto the analysis of ethicaLphenomena, ·
this assumption has implications that dearly commit Husserl to
an iritellectualistic theory of evaluative judgment which he never
folly formulated. 9 The available evidence indicates, however,
that he regarded evaluative · . consciousness as amenable to the·
same kind of analysis into objeot and actt hat he applied i:o other
modes of mental activity. To every evaluative intuition; there
must ac<::ordingly correspond ·an ,intentional object-in this case,
a• value essence · of some kind. · Consistently with his , own .
interpretation · of phenomenological method; . Husserl • is · not
1 "Es gibt - keine erdenkliche Stelle wo das Bewusstseinsleben durchstossen
und · zu ., durchstossen - ware und wo, wir auF eine Transzendenz kamen die
anderen Sinn haben kiinnte als .,den. einer in der Bewusstseinssubjektivitat
selbst auftretenden · intentionalen Einheit." Fo'rmafo . und •Transcendentale·
Logik; Jahrbitch filr Philosophie ilnd Phenomenologische Forschung (Halle:
Niemeyer; 1929)' VoLlO; p. 208,
8 In Ideen II ' (The Hague: 1952) Husserl argues that all forms .of hiten-.
·
tional acts, · such as for. example · aesthetic: and evaluative experience, can be:
converted into "theoretrcal -acts"· in �hich; as he says, "da:s Gegenstandliche
theoretischer Gegenstand ·wird;: · d.L Gegenstand einer aktuell vollzogenen ·
Seinssetzung in. -der das Ich lebt und Gegenstandliches. erfasst; als ,Seiendes
fasst und setzt." , (p. 1 1) ,
9 Some· of Husserl's hitherto unpublished lectures 011 ethics are now avail-·'
able in A. Roth; Edmund Husserls Ethische . Untersuchungen (The Hagu.e:
Nijhoff, 1960) .
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interested in any transcendental reality such values may have, but
he does want to describe the mode in which values present them
selves. His answer is that "without further effort on my part, I
find the things before me furnished not only with the qualities
that befit their positive nature, but with value characters such as
beautiful and ugly, pleasant and unpleasant and so forth."10
Again, "these values and practicalities belong to the constitution
of the actually present objects as such, irrespective of any turning
or not turning to consider them or indeed any other objects." 11
Finally, "the valuing consciousness constitutes over against the
mere world of positivity the typically new 'axiological' objectiv
ity, a 'being' of a new region." 12 Even these brief quotations make
it quite clear that in spite 9f all his terminological innovations,
Husserl was an intellectualist and an intuitionist in ethical the
ory. There are value essences, and there is a distinction between
adequate and inadequate apprehensions of these essences. There
can thus be axiological objectivity · and evaluative truths, al
though Husserl never gave any indication of the precise way in
which he would deal with ethical disagreement. In all tp.ese re
spects he was defending a position to which the voluntaristic tra
dition and its existentialist progeny were in the most pronounced
oppositio�.
In spite of these major differences, it would be an error to rep
resent the relation of the existentialists to the phenomenological
position in ethical theory as purely negative. Indirectly, Husserl
and, to an even greater extent, Max Scheler, whose conception of
value is essentially similar to Husserl's, contributed to existential
ist ethical theory by clearing the ground for it. 13 While both Hus10 "Ohne weiteres finde ich die Dinge vor mir ausgestattet wie mit Sachbes
chaffenheiten, so mit Wertcharakteren, als schon und hasslich, als gefallig
und misfallig, als arigenehm und unangenehm, u. dgl.," Husserl, Ideen, Vol.
I, p. 59.
11 "Auch diese Wertcharaktere und praktischen Charaktere gehor�n konsti
tutiv zu den 'vorhandenen' Objekten als solchen, ob ich mich ihnen' und den
Objekten zuwende oder nicht." (Ibid., p. 59.)
·1,2 "Das . wertende Bewusstsein konstituiert die gegeniiber der blossen Sach
enwelt neuartige 'axiologische' Gegenstandlichkeit, ein 'Seiendes' neuer Region." (Ibid., p. 290.)
13 Scheler's Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die materiale Wertethik was
probably the most influential work in the field of ethical theory to be written
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serl and Scheler treat evaluation as a fonn of cognition, they also
insist strongly on the distinctive and · autonomous nature of ethi
cal knowledge. Scheler, in particular, argues at length against vir
tually al_! of the conceptions of ethical knowledge which found
wide acceptance during the nineteenth century, and which seek
to assimilate it to some recognized mode of rationality. He rejects
all evolutionary, an_d utilitarian conceptions of value; and while
he recognizes that Kant contributed greatly to the understanding
of the autonomy of ethics, h«: argues that Kant fails to grasp the
distinctive nature of the intuition of values, because he confused
this intuition with the subjective experience of pleasure and
pain. Finally, Schel�r dismisses all forms of historicistic ethical
theory which tie the concept of value to some schedule of social
or cultural development in the manner of Hegel and Marx, on
the ground that they fail to do justice to the independent charac
ter of ethical understanding.
It is perhaps worth noting that the relationship in which ;Bren
tano and Husserl and Scheler stand to the existentialists is very
similar to that of the intuiti<;mists in the English-speaking philo
sophical world to the emotivists and prescriptivists who wer� to
follow them. What G. E. Moore accomplished in Principia Ethica
was to discredit ethical naturalism in all its varieties, in the. eyes
of several generations of philosophers, and to establish the auton
omy of ethics on the basis of arguments which seemed unanswera
ble. Those philosophers who accepted Moore's refutation of nat
uralism and its corollary, the autonomy of morals, in many cases
came to conceive the nature of that autonomy in ways very differ
ent from Moore's. 14 Instead of treating evaluation as a distincdve
on the Continent during the first quarter of the twentieth century but
remains untranslated and virtually unknown in the English-speaking world.
In that work, Scheler himself notes the similarity of his position to that of G.
E. Moore. The one major study of Schelet's philesophy is M. Dupuy, La
philosophie de Max Scheler (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1959), 2
Vols., in which Pt. 6, Vol. 2 is devoted to his ethical theory.
14 I have in mind, of course, both the emotive theory as represented by C. L.
Stevenson, Ethics and Language (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1 944) ,
a�d prescriptivism of the type represented by R. M. Hare, The Language of
Morals (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1952) . For a brief survey of the develop
ment of ethical theory in Britain during the twentieth century, see M.
Warnock, Ethics Since 1900 (London: Oxford University Press, 1 960) .
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arid autonomous form of knowledge, they have interpreted its au- ·
tonomy as being due to .the fact that .it is not a form of cognition
. at all. Nevertheless, it is difficult . to imagine the development of
noncognitivistic conceptions of evaluation without the preceding
criticisms of naturalism from an intuitionistic standpoint. Simi
larly, without Scheler's and Husserl's criticism of all attempts to
provide psychological and biological foundations for ethics, it
seems doubtful whether the existentialist conception of the
autonomy · of ethics could have emerged in quite the form it
took.
III
But this pattern of fundamental 'disagreement and incidental
agreement in matters of ethical theory is of secondary importance
for an understanding of the complex dialectical relati_onship� be
tween existentialism and phenomenology. >Existentialism is, in
the first instance, a philosophical .account of . the structure of
human "being-in-the-world" that developed out of · the Husser. lian doctrine of transcendental subjectivity or pure consciousness.
· The crucial issue, therefore, concerns the character of the revi
sion effected ·by· Heidegger and Sartre in the Husserlian concep
. tion of a consciousness that stands in a relationship of perfect cor
respondence to its own milieu, arid never encounters anything
that is radically independent of it. It is, of course, well known
· that this revision took the form of a rej ection by the existential
ists · of the phenomenological reduction as conceived by Husserl
through which the sphere of pure consciousness arid its inten
tional correlates was to be isolated; Both Heidegger and Sartre
after him irisist that a purely phenomenalistic treatment of exter
nal objects is impossible, and that the transcendent being of
things is always implicitly recognized. 15 .Sartre even offers what he
15 Heidegger never directly criticizes Husserl's · conception -of the
_phenomenological reduction .but very significantly such a reduction plays no
role in. his own phenomenologcal prattice and he makes it very dear · that a
characterization of humah ·existence that !'bracketed off" the essential refer
·ence ·it makes to the'' being of what he calls «das innerweltlich Seiende" would
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takes to be a strict "ontological proof" that the intentional object
of consciousness must transcend that consciousness.16 But if
things have a mode of being of their own that is unassimilable to
that of consciousness, it becomes necessary to give a differential
characterization of the nature or being of consciousness by con
trasting it with the mode of being of things. The ontological turn
taken by phenomenology under the influence of first Heidegger
and then Sartre thus best understood as an effort to break out
of the monistic and idealistic ontology that was implicit in
Husserl's philosophy, and to construct a more adequate ontology
that would at least permit the making of a radical distinction
between · the being of things and the being of consciousness .
.· What is now called existentialism is the outcome of that effort.
The most important feature of conscious human being, in this
pluralistic ontology, is its referemial and self-transcending char
acter. This assumes two principal forms, and an understanding of
existentialism, both generally and in its specifically ethical aspect,
is largely dependent upon a correct grasp of both. the distinctness
and the inter-relatedness of these modes .of self-transcendence.
,First, since the .phenomenological reduction cannot be carried
out, and "things" stubbornly resist assimilation. to the status of
meanings or mind-constituted objects, consciousness must be
characterized as referring beyond itself and the circle of its mean
ings to that which exists independently of its being known or ex
perienced or thought of, i.e., to being-in-itself. The existential
ists insist that this being of things is not to be ' understood on
the model of Kantian things-in-themselves, and that no appeal to

is

be self-defeating (cf. Sein und Zeit, pp.' 61, 164, 183) . Beginning with .the
:distinction between immanence , and transcendence or reference to what exists
independently of consciousness, Husserl progressively assimilated the latter ·to
· the former as · what he calls "transcendence within immanence" with the
result that the possibility of extra-conscious being ·is not just disregarded for
methodological purposes but denied. In Heidegger, by contrast, 'the notion of
immanence is not used and the notion of being, while it is problematic in the
sense of requiring philosophical analysis, 'is assumed from the outset to have
two principal uses, · one applying to "things" and the other to conscious
human existe�ce. Neither is to ·be reduced to the other. See, also; Heidegger's
characterization of "phenomenology" and the concept · of the '.'phenomenon"
in Sein und Zeit, pp. 28-39.
1s This proof is given ' in L'£tre et le neant,pp. 27-'-29.
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representational theories of perception or to a causal interpreta
tio� of the relation of things to consciousness is intended by
them. Some of the difficulties connected with this conception of
an encounter with being · will be taken up in the next chapter.
The relevant point here is that being-in-itself is understood to be
set over against the whole human apparatus of perception and
conceptualization. While the latter thus addresses itself to a mode
of being that is radically distinct from it, nothing can really be
said about being-in-itself except that it is. Whenever we go beyond
that simple statement, according to Sartre, what we say inevitably
makes an implicit reference to the structures of human subjectiv
ity. Indeed, what we call the "world," as distinct from being-in
itself, is no more than those structures themselves, described as
one might say in the material mode rather than in the language
of conscious activity. As one critic has ' pointed out, Heidegger
describes human subjectivity largely in terms of this objective
equivalent-the world-of the conscious activity in terms of
which Sartre carries out his analyses. 17 Whichever method of de
scription is adopted, being�in-itself remains that which appears
within the intentional framework of human subjectivity, but
which cannot be identified with any of our intentional acts, nor
reduced to the status of an intentional object.
At first sight, it might not seem that the introduction of the no
tion of being-in-itself could have any very profound effect upon
Husserlian phenomenology. After all, apart from the one state
ment that being-in-itself is, everything else one might go on to say
would presuppose the constitutive activity of human conscious
ness and its distinctive modes of conceptualization. Nevertheless,
this innovation is of decisive importance for the emergence of ex
istentialism, because it modifies in a fundamental way the distinc
tion, within conscious activity, between those intentional acts that
11 This contrast is made by F. Jeanson in his Le pro bleme morale et la
pensee de Sartre (Paris: Editions du Myrte, 1947) . "On peut done poser qu'a
toute structure essentielle de la conscience correspond une structure existent
ielle du monde," p. 64. "Si . . . nous mettons l'accent sur le vecu des

significati6ns, nous aurons la tendance existentielle de la phenomenologie:
pour celle-ci, representee par Heidegger, 'c'est dans chaque cas la structure
existentielle du monde qui sera interrogee . . . " (p. 65) .
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are primarily addressed to things-in-being and those that are not
primarily so addressed. · The former are characterized by a
special and uneliminable passivity-the passivity of the cogni
tive, fact-stating mode; and it is to them that the kind of
truth that consists in the correspondence of a judgment with
a state of affairs is appropriately attributed. By parity of
reasoning, to the degree that intentional acts are not con
fined to an apprehension of things-in-being, they will quite
naturally be thought of as enjoying a degree of spontaneity
and freedom that is denied to those that are. It is precisely this
freedom associated with the absence of anything to which such
acts are to conform themselves, or to which they are to be true,
. that was to be of fundamental importance for the existentialist
view of ethical judgment.18 In place of Husserl's conception of a
continuum of intentional acfs, all of which had their own rela
tion of correspondence to an immanent intentional object and . to
no other kind of counterpart at all, the existentialists adopted a
dichotomous treatment of mental activity that breaks this contin
uum into two main segments. Within one of these-the properly
cognitive segment-any constitutive activity attributed to the
transcendental ego is heavily qualified by the requirement of ref
erential fidelity to an object that is more than just the shadow
cast upon the world by our own conceptual operations. At the
same time, this reinforced passivity attaching to mental acts di
rected upon objects that transcend them has the effect of lighten
ing, through contrast, and indeed, of cancelling altogether our
sense. of a relationship of correspondence in the case of those
forms of intentionality that do exhaust their "objects." While for
Husserl pure transcendental consciousness was equally active in
its constitutive function through all the spheres of its activity,
and therefore (as one might be tempted to suggest) not truly orig
inative or spontaneous in any of them, the existentialist will in1s Heidegger's doctrine of the dependence of "truth" (in the traditional sense
that turns on the notion of correspondence to that which is), upon "freedom"
conceived in terms of a reference beyond what is, is stated most clearly in
Vom Wesen des Grundes (3rd ed.; Frankfurt-am-Main, 1955) , pp. 43 ff., and
in his Vom Wesen der Wahrheit (3rd ed.; Frankfurt, 1 959) . See also De
Waehlens, Phenomenologie et Verite, ch. 8.
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sist on a special freedom that attaches to one dimension of cons
scious activity by virtue of its referring not to being-in•itself but
beyond , it.
This second· type of self-transcendence is that by which human
consciousness goes beyond itself, but in this easer toward: what is
merely p9ssible, and not (at least currently} actual.. As will be
shown more clearly later, these possibilities are possibilities of ac
tion on the part of the individual whose "projects" they are.
Here, however, the important point is that at the same time as. it
addtesses· itself to being-insitself, human consciousness carries
within itself a reference to what is not actual that is just as primi
tive and just as. irreducible to any . combination of intramental
acts or states as was the reference. to being-in°itself. The two forms
of, transcendence are( in fact,_ inseparably linked and . are di:Stin°
guishable dimensions ofallconscious activity instead of being at
tributes of numerically distinct acts. It is; in fact, only because
beingain-itself is thus invested with a "halo of ,non-being" that it
is apprehended as contingent; i.e., as emerging, "absurdly" from a
circumambient nothing.ness. But if "truth" is in that sense. de
pendent upon freedom, every expression of that freedom issues
out of a situation of fact that is apprehended under a certain des ·
scription, and while· that situation can impose no limitations ·
upon the particular possibility toward,·which human coriscious0
ness, transcends itself, it nevertheless contributes an · essential ele
ment to ·the ·sense of the . .choices we. make: 1.9
Although both of these forms of transcendent reference are to
be ' conceived as forms of-. activity which, taken together define
human being; it. is the second-the reference to possibility or
non-being-'-that breaks most sharply with the intellectualistic
presuppositions of .Husserl's philosophy, and accordingly cails, for
a genuinely novel characterization: , H is precisely here, in . the
19 Tlie interdependence: of "practical" and . "theoretical" attitudes is very
clearly stated in· Sein und Zeit, p. 69: ·
Das "praktisdie" Verhalten ist nicht. "atheoretisch'� im Sinne . der Sicht
losigkeit, und sein Unterschied gegen das theoretische Verhalten liegt niclit
nur : darin; dass liier betrachtet und dort· gehandelt wird, und dass das ,
Handeln, um nicht blind .zu bleiben, theoretisches E:rkennen an.wendet,
sondern das B'etrachten is so ursp:riinglich ein Besorgen; • wie · das Handelri
seine Sicht hat.
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characterization of this second type of transcendence, that the
influence of the voluntaristic tradition makes itself felt upon
contemporary existentialism. Historically, the evidence seems to
indicate that once Heidegger had made his initial break with
Husserl, by recognizing the inadequacy of the latter's account of
mental activity in terms of act-object correspondence, he pro
ceeded to use as his models for the understanding of human being
(or Dasein) the conceptions of human subjectivity that he found
in Nietzsche and in Kierkegaard, and that Heidegger's concept of
Dasein itself is at bottom a scholastic reworking, in the technical
vocabulary of phenomenology, of ideas he drew from these writers
and from the tradition from which they derived. 20 This set of ideas
20 Heidegger's estimate of Kierkegaard as a philosopher is not very favor
able and the latter's influence upon Heidegger's thought, while importam,
appears to have made itself felt largely in the analysis of "Angst" and "Sorge."
See Sein und Zeit, p. 235 fn. For a similarly critical judgment by Sartre, see
Critique de la raison dialectique, pp. 18 ff. The influence. of Nietzsche is in
every way more important. While Heidegger's lectures on Nietzsche were
given in the thirties, and thus postdate Sein und Zeit, several references to
his thought in Sein und Zeit indicate that Heidegger was aware of the affinity
between them-an affinity that is explored in. great detail in his Nietzsche
(1961) . These lectures are based mainly on the writings grouped together
under the title "The Will to Power" and Heidegger concentrates his atten
tion on Nietzsche's "new principle of value-positing" and the related prob
lem of truth that was central to his own earlier work.' While it is a legiti
mate question to ask to what extent Heidegger's interpretation of Nietzsche
is a projection of his own ideas upon Nietzsche's philosophy, there are many
passages in the Nachlass that can be seen, without any forcing, to anticipate
Heideggerian positions; and in the light of Heidegger's known interest in
Nietzsche at the time of the writing of Sein und Zeit and his later detailed
analysis of just those aspects of Nietzsche's thought that are most relevant
to the concerns of that book, it seems legitimate and indeed unavoidable to
assign a considerable influence to Nietzsche in the emergence of the Heideg
gerian version of existentialism. The passages from the Nachlass in which
the parallelism with Heidegger's conception of Verstehen (see ch. 5) is
particularly striking, may be cited:
Das "Was ist das?" ist eine Sinn�etzung von etwas anderem aus gesehen.
Die "Essenz," die " Rresenhei.t" ist etwas Perspektivisches . . . Zugrund liegt
immer "was ist das fiir mich?". (Fiir uns, fiir alles, was Iebt, usw.) . . .
Man darf nicht fragen: " Wer interpretiert denn?" Sondern das Interpre
tieren selbst, als eine Form des Willens zur Macht, hat Dasein (aber nicht
als ein "Sein" sondern als ein Prozess, ein Werden) als ein Affekt (p. 487) .
Unsere Werte sind in die Dinge hineininterpretiert. Gibt es denn einen
Sinn im An�ich? 1st nicht notwendig Sinn eben Beziehungs-Sinn und Per
spektive? Aller Sinn ist Wille ztir Macht (alle Beziehungs-Sinne }assen sich
in ihn aufl&en (p. 503) •
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that thus filled the. breach made in Husserl's system had been pri
marily inspired by reflection on the nature of action and value,
rather than by the typically phenomenological concern with a rig
orous ideal of scientific knowledge. Furthermore, the concept of
evaluation implicit in them was radically incompatible not only
with the general "scientific" spirit of Husserlian phenomenology,
but to an even greater degree with Husserl's views on the subject
of value and evaluative judgment, which, as we have seen, were
characterized by a fairly orthodox Platonizing intellectualism. In
any case, the result of this crossing of such diverse philosophical
strains was that certain conceptions of a primarily moral subjec
tivity were pressed into service as characterizations of human sub
jectivity generally. It is scarcely surprising that the existentialist
ontology should, as the result of this generatio ae q uivoca, have
become permeated with concepts of ethical origin, nor that at the
same time its principal architects should have been able to deny
in good faith that they were putting forward an ethical theory.
They had, in fact, so thoroughly transformed a theory of moral
personality into a general account of human being that it is only
by a subsequent analysis that the nature of their ethical theory in
the more restricted sense can be exhibited.21
This last citation may be compared with Heidegger's statement that "Sinn ist
ein Existential des Daseins, nicht eine Eigenschaft, die am Seienden haftet
. . . Sinn hat nur Dasein . . . nur Dasein kann daher sinnvoll 'oder sinnlos
sein." (Sein und Zeit, p. 1 5 1 .) With regard to the earlier forms of voluntarism
and Heidegger's knowledge of them, it is interesting to note that Heidegger
is the author of a study of Duns Scotus, Die Kategorien und Bedeutungslehre
des Duns Scotus (Tiibingen: Mohr, 1916) , in which the great medieval
voluntarist is praised for having expanded the Aristotelian table of categories
to include non-being and is interpreted as having made a contribution of
great value "durch (sein) Zuriickgehen au£ eine fundamentale Probemsphlare
der Subjecktivitat (p. 23 1) . There is no discussion in Heidegger's study of
Scotu(s theory of value and morality but it is clear that Heidegger saw a
close connection between Scotus's philosophical preoccupations and his own.
See especially pp. 228 ff.
21 Heidegger's views on the relationship of ontology and ethics are briefly
stated in Sein und Zeit, p. 167; and like Sartre's in L'P.tre et le neant (p. 720) ,
they emphasize the independence of ontology from ethics and the ethical
neutrality of the former. In his Ober den Humanismus, however, Heidegger
appears to conceive the connection as being a much more intimate one; and
he says that "dasjenige Denken, das die Wahrheit des Seins als das
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voluntarism loses its specifically ethical character through
being transformed into an· ontology of human being, the contin
uing directive influence of its main theses within this new context
is unmistakable. Not only is a distinctively human experience of
the world henceforth to be thought of as a mode of action; it is
also action that is not guided by any natural ends, or regulated
by any a priori moral truths. It is "free," not only in the sense
that its fundamental patterns of meaningfulness have no proto
types in being-in-itself which is their ultimate reference, but also
in the sense that the direction and goals of human action must be
self-generated. Because human consciousness . transcends itself
toward things-in-being on the one hand and toward . non
being on the other, its two fundamental modalities are knowl
edge and action. With the former is . associated the whole ap
paratus of terms of cognitive appraisal, in particular the notions
of truth and falsity. 22 These are inapplicable to the other
modality of human consciousness which is defined precisely as a
n;ference beyond the sphere in which these notions are at home.
Even if, as Heidegger sometimes seems to suggest, nothingness has
an ·ontological status that is independent of the being of con
sciousness, the relationship to possibility that is implicit in hm;nan
action necessarily involves an element of selection or choice that
is toto coelo distinct from the discipline of truth conceived simply
as the patient effort to say what is the case. The existentialists are
united in holding that this effort itself presupposes the context of
a mode of being characterized by a going-beyond what is, through
action and choice. But within the comprehensive unity of what
they call "being in the world," they maintain a distinction be
tween cognition and evaluation that is coordinate with their dis
tinction between being-in-itself and non-being and is, in its way,
anfiingliche Element des Menschen als eines existierenden denkt, (ist) in sich
schon die urspriingliche Ethik," p. 41.
22 Sartre's discussion of "la connaissance" in Pt. I, ch. 3, of L'P.tre et le neant
is a detailed exploration of the "mode d'etre ek-statique du pour-soi" that
knowledge presupposes. Heidegger treats scientific inquiry as a modification of
our normal practical concern with the world that is motivated by a desire to
allow things to emerge as merely "vorhanden," or by what he calls a
"Defizienz des besorgenden Zu-Tun-Habens mit der Welt." See Sein und Zeit,
pp. 59-61 and pp. 66 ff.
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every bit as rigid as the parallel distinction often made by positiv
ists between value and facts, or between cognitive and emotive
meaning.

IV
There are many questions that could be raised about the posi
tion that has just been briefly summarized. In particular, one
might well question whether the existentialists can do justice .to
the passivity of the fact-stating, ' reality-oriented mode when, on
their analysis, every statement about the "world" involves the ap
plication of categories that are related to the structure of human
subjectivity. Some of these questions will be taken up in later
chapters. Here, it is necessary only to avoid one possible misun
derstanding of the contrast between the two modes of transcend
ence which has just been presented. This contrast is not intended
by the existentialists as a denial that in our ordinary experience
"fact" and "value" are much more intimately entangled in one
another than this distinction suggests. Indeed, Heidegger is partic
ularly insistent on the degree to which' the human world is
dominated by the instrumental . and action-oriented character of
"things"; and he recognizes this Zuhandenheit as the primary and
pervasive modality of our apprehension' of our natural environ
ment. 23 Just as in the common sense view of the world, no distinc
tion is made between the degree of objectivity assignable to
"fact" and to "value." Indeed, if there is a priority, it might seem
to go to the latter. At the same time, however, this human world,
shot through with purpose and intention, is firmly contrasted
with being-in-itself to which none of the peculiarly human cate
gories of temporality or value or negation are held to be applica
ble. In this way, the existentialists maintain a double perspective
on evaluative activity: the one, emphasizing its constitutive role
in the familiar "world" of human experience; the other, its abso2a See Sein und Zeit; pp. 66 ff. Heidegger's concept of the "world" is
expounded at length in Pt. I, ch. 3, of that work, and also in Das Wesen des
Grundes, sec. 2, with interesting historical comparisons. Heidegger's views on
this matter are analyzed in W. Biemel, Le concept de monde chez Heidegger
(Louvain: E. Nauwelaerts, 1950) .
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lute independence of everything that can, in the strict sense, be
said to be "known." It is the latter that provides the basis for the
distinctively existentialist doctrine of individual moral auton
omy. The former, if fully developed, would presumably include
the whole of what may be called the public, or institutional side
of the moral life.
The tension between these two views of evaluative activity runs
through the whole of the existentialist literature. Unfortunately,
what might have proved to be a most valuable explanation of the
relationship between individual choice and the impersonal and
public morality of codes and institutions has been distorted f rom
the beginning by a strong moral bias on the part of the existen
tialists themselves. There is a conspicuous irony in the fact that a
philosopher such as Heidegger, who declares himself to be quite
uninterested in developing any ethical implications latent in his
thought, should have presented the social and "objective" dimen
sion of morality solely as a denial and antithesis of individual r'e
sponsibility and choice, and should have interpreted his doctrine
of the primacy of the individual human project in such a way as
to exclude, in principle, any possibility of a shared morality that
is not based on mystification and a motivated suppression of one's
own "true" nature as a moral being. 24 In the case of Sartre, there
is no such pretention to ethical neutrality, but at least in his ear
lier works, it seems to be assumed that the function oI philosophi
cal analysis is not just to exhibit the role of human freedom and

24 See the discussion of "Das 'Man' " and 'Mitsein" in Sein und Zeit, Pt. I,
ch. 4, in which "Das Man" is defined as "das Niemand dem alles Dasein im
Untereinandersein sich je schon ausgeliefert hat," p. 128.
In spite of the strongly condemnatory tone of his discussion of "Das Mari"
and "Das Gerede," Heidegger insists that jt has a "rein ontologische Absicht"
and has nothing to do with a "moralisierende Kritik des alltiiglichen Daseins."
(Sein und Zeit, p. 167.) While Heidegger was to reject French existentialism
precisely because, as he made clear in his Ober den Humanismus (Frankfurt:
Klostermann, 1 949) , it was animated by moral and humanistic intentions, it
may be doubted whether Heidegger has himself been faithful to .the distinc
tion between ontology and ethics. Certainly, in his Die Selbstbehauptung der
deutschen Universitiit (Breslau: Verlag Wilhelm Gottlieb Korn, 1934) , he
seemed to associate his philosophy closely with the National Socialist pro
gram. The question of Heidegger's relation to the Nazi movement is discussed
from different points of view in A. De Waehlens, "La philosophie de
Heidegger et le Nazisme," and E. Weil, "Le cas Heidegger," Les Temps
Modernes (1947) , pp. 1 15-38.
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choice in the constitution of the familiar moral world, but also to
restore that freedom to its pristine individual state by dissolving
the specious unities by which it is obscured. 25 The result of this
interpretation has been an exacerbated moral individualism
which has often-and justly-been criticized on the ground that
its proponents have not made it clear how any kind of moral con
sensus or commu_nity could be reconstituted in a manner compat
ible with the view they hold of the primacy of individual choice.
It would appear that the analysis of evaluative phenomena car. ried out by the existentialists is animated by two distinct, and
often conflicting, motives. One of these is a specifically philosoph
ical motive: a desire to exhibit, by isolating it, the evaluative
component in the whole structure of our relationship to things
in-being, and more specifically, to the more restricted domain of
public values and scicial rules.- The other is a strong disposition to
condemn, and if possible, to eliminate, the pseudo-objective and
inauthentic mode of moral being in which the individual fraudu
lently connives at the reification of his own moral personality.
Unfortunately, in the case of Heidegger (and to some extent the
ealr y Sartre as well) moral consensus was too often treated as
being necessarily a form of inauthenticity; in these circumstances,
the two forms of analysis noted above virtually coalesced, with
unhappy results. To be sure, even in Sartre's early work, there
were strong indications that this did not represent his final view,
and that a m�ral community could, in his view, be constituted on
the basis of a recognition of the ultimate moral sovereignty of the
individual. These hints remained largely undeveloped, until the
appearance of the first volume of the Critique de la raison dialec
tique. While that work is certainly intended to correct the exces2 5 The notion that morality is by its essence a piece of mystification is one
which Sartre has always been strongly disposed, with at least part of his mind,
to ,ilccept; but even in his most strongly individualistic period he did not deny
the possibility of a universally valid ethic. See, for
example, the last section of
f
the last chapter tin L'P,tre et le neant, signi icantly entitled "Perspectives
Morales" in which he poses the questions about value and ethics that emerge
from his work and promises to deal with them in "tin prochain ouvrage"
which, at least in the form projected, has never appeared. For Sartre's present
view of his earlier attitude toward the political and social aspects of ethical
questions, see his essay, "Paul Nizan," in Situations (New York: Fawcett
Publishing Co., 1966), pp. 82-123.
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sive individualism of Sartre's earlier writings, some critics feel
that it may have swung so 'far in the opposite direction as simply
to cancel out the most distinctive features of Sartre's earlier mode
of dealing with questions of ethical theory. As I will try to show
in 'Chapter VIII, I believe this interpretation is mistaken, al
though the issue will remain in doubt until the Criti q ue is fin
ished. What can be said with assurance is that only in the work of
Maurice Merleau-Ponty was there a recognition from the begin
ning that moral community and shared evaluative standards have
a place in a just characterization of the moral life, and that their
role and importance can be acknowledged without prejudice to
the doctrine of the primacy . of choice. 26
26 Merleau-Ponty's most important statement on_ the subject of value and
choice is to be found in Pt. 3, ch. 3, of Ph enomenologie de la Perception, and
it is cast in the form of a critique of Sartre's theory of freedom.
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CHAPTER V

AN INTERPRETATION OF
EXISTENTIALISM

The most serious obstacle in the way of an understanding of
what the existentialists have to say in matters of ethical theory,
and in other matters as well, is the special philosophical termi
nology in which they set forth their views. Among the concepts
they employ, those that give the greatest difficulty are precisely
those that are ontological in character (i.e., the concepts of being,
of the different modes of being, of non-being, and of the relation
ship between being and non-being.) These are the concepts that
the existentialists use for the purpose of elucidating the nature of
human subjectivity; and if the, way in which they are to be under
stood remains fundamentally obscure, as it has to many readers of
Heidegger and Sartre, the philosophical theses formulated by
means of these concepts will be correspondingly unintelligible.
Fortunately, there is reason to think that this difficulty can be
met, and that a method of interpretation can be found for the on
tological vocabulary of the existentialists that facilitates an un
derstanding of their general position and yet does not require the
philosophical commitments which that vocabulary imposes in its
present form. Sorne of the obscurity of which readers complain is,
of course, due to the fact that the main existentialist writers use
key terms in different ways; and even more must be attributed to
the habit, which they all share in varying degrees, of writing in a
rather Orphic style that makes great demands upon the reader.
Difficulties of this kind can- be removed, if at all, bnly by the au
thors themselves; but they can be expected to lose much of their
power to block comprehension when a clearer insight has been
gained into the nature of the philosophical procedures that un
derly them. In this chapter, I will outline an interpretation of the
ontological mode adopted by the existentialists, and I will also
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try to show how this interpretation might be applied to some of
their leading concepts;
I

In an earlier chapter, it was suggested that one principal effect
of the ontological inode of statement which the existentialists use
is to "de-psychologize" the theses they defend ·with respect to the
nature of moral freedom. The latter had been explained by the
earlier voluntarists as internal powers peculiar to the human-as
distinct from the animal-soul. This soul was of course temporar
ily situated in a natural milieu to which its relationship was that
of one (mental) substance to other substances; but the freedom,
both causal and logical, of the soul was conceived to be entirely
independent of this relationship to the natural milieu in which it
happened to find itself. By contrast, the existentialists argue that,
so far from its being the case that moral freedom or any other dis
tinctive feature of conscious human being is an internal power
independent of the human situation vis-a-vis the being of things,
its nature and reality can be understood only within the context
of that situation. 1 It follows from this view that a philosophical
analysis of f reedom requires a general theory of conscious human
being and of its relationship to "things," i.e., what the existential
ists call an "ontology." A question still remains as to whether this
ontology represents the same kind of philosophical undertaking
as the classical systems of philosophy that bear that name. More
specifically, may there not be some way of interpreting the onto
logical theses of Heidegger and Sartre that would preserve their
non-psychological character while at the same time avoiding the
difficulties attendant upon ontologies of the classical type?
A basis for an affirmative answer to this question is suggested
by some evident differences between the existentialist conception
of ontology, and the classical conception that is best exemplified
1 This point is repeatedly made by Heidegger as, for example, when he
declares that "Dasein ist nie 'zunachst' ein gleichsam in-seins-freies Seiendes,
das zuweilen die Laune hat, eine 'Beziehung' zur Welt aufzunehmen." Sein
und Zeit, p. 57. See also pp. 60-02.
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by Aristotle. As Aristotle defines it, ontology is the science of
being and it comprises ali the propositions that are true of a
thing-any thing-simply by virtue of the fact that it is. Such
propositions obviously enjoy an unrestricted universality since
they hold for everything that . exists; an� the first ontological
"truth" that Aristotle produces is the law of non-contradiction:
"The same attribute cannot at the same time belong and not be
long to the same subject and in the same respect.'' 2 In addition
to unqualifiedly universal truths such as this one, Aristotle's ontol
ogy also comprises a concept of the nature . of what exists as such.
By an analysis of the different senses in which being may be pred
icated of a thing, he arrives at the conclusion that there is a mode
of being that is presupposed by all the other modes of being, e.g.,
by qualitative and relational being. This is substantial being.
Whatever is, either is a substance or is dependent for its being
upon substance, and substance is what remains the same through
time and is the bearer of attributes. In Aristotle's ontology, there
are thus both a concept of what is as such-the concept of sub
stance-and universal truths concerning what is. Within the cate
gory of substance, there are also all of the concepts of the
different natural kinds (man, horse, etc.) into which individual
substances are classified; and with each of these, there is associated
a body of truths, the scope of which is restricted to things of that
particular kind. These truths hold for those things, not simply by
virtue of the fact that they are, but by virtue of the fact that they
belong to a certain natural kind within the category of substance.
Such truths are necessary; but they are not ontological truths in
the strict sense Aristotle stipulated.
2 Metaphysics iv. !l.1005h l8.
Once again, I must point out that my account of Aristotle's vie�s by-passes
difficult issues of interpretation which are not of central importance for my
purposes. Two recent essays may be noted, however, both of which make
interesting points about Aristotle's conception of ontology: D. M. MacKinnon,
"Aristotle's Conception of Substance," and G. E. L. Owen, "Aristotle on the
Snares of Ontology," both in R. Bambrough (ed.) , New Essays on Plato and
Aristotle (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1965) . ·
The former would seem to be in general agreement with the interpretation
outlined here; while the latter questions in effect whether Aristotle ever hefd
a view of ontology according to which "being" designates a common genus of
some kind.
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Ontology, in this monistic and universalistic sense, is at best an
ideal in the writings of the existentialists. Sartre has explicitly de
dared that a unitary concept of being (which would be compara
ble to Aristotle's concept of substance) is unachievable; and
while Heidegger still clings to the idea of a general ontology, he
has never gone · on to write the second part of Sein und Zeit in
which he had proposed to construct one. 3 Unlike Aristotle, both
writers make the initial · assumption that there are at least two
fundamentally different kinds of being; and both treat, the possi
bility of an over-arching concept of being as a problem that must
be postponed until one or both of these subordinate kinds of
being has been subjected to a detailed examination. Further
more, the kind of being that both choose to use as a clue to the
nature of being in general is conscious, human being. While it is
true that the conception of human being which the existentialists
then elaborate can be fully understobd only through a contrast
with their conception of the -being of things, it is also a fact that
when they have attempted to go beyond these two sub-ontological
concepts and such "regional" truths as may be coordinate with
them, they have either lapsed into a mystical and incommunica
ble intuition of being as such, in the manner of the later Heideg
ger, or like Sartre, they have been led to the conclusion that a
general ontology is impossible. In these circumstances, it seems
plausible to suggest that what the existentialists have done is not
to elaborate an ontology in the traditional sense just described,
but rather to work out a concept of "human being" together with
its :polar concept "thing" ; and that their writings should be read
and judged as essays in' the analysis of these concepts. To the ex
tent that the existentialists' ontology remains irreducibly plural
istic, whether by intention or by default, its emphasis will inevi
ta:bly fall on the differentiating features of human being. This
s See L'P.tre et le neant, pp. 71 1...:.720. ". . . ii est impossible de passer de la
notion d'etre-en-soi a celle· d'etre-pour-soi et de les reunir · en un genre
commun . . . C'est cet echec qui explique le hiatus que nous rencontrons a
Ia fois dans le concept, de l'etre et de l'existant." (p. 717) The use of the
phrase "le concept de l'etre" should be noted.
In his La philosophie de Martin Heid.egger (Louvain: 1948) , A. De Waehlens
argues that it would in fact be impossible for Heidegger to construct a general
ontology on the basis of his analysis of Dasein. See especially pp. 302 ff.
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fact, by itself, makes it unlikely that the outcome of such analyses
will be so purely "ontological" as to abstract entirely from the fa.
miliar characteristics by which human beings are identified, If so,
and if a selection of certain traits as those that differentiate
human being from other modes of being has to be made out of
the common stock from which concepts of human being or
human nature are normally drawn; it seems reasonable to expect
that the novelty of such a reinterpretation would be due not to
the introduction of wholly new and unfamiliar elements of
human nature, but to the salience and delineation accorded to as
pects of that nature with which we were, to be sure, antecedently
familiar, but the centrality and importance of which we had not
grasped.
To suggest that what the existentialists are proposing is a re
vised concept of human being may sound far-fetched to anyone
who is even slightly familiar with the differences of ethos and
methodology that separate the existentialists fr om the philoso
phers who describe their own work (and philosophy as a whole)
as "conceptual analysis." The existentialists, after all, have been
at great pains to distinguish the kind of thing they do from any
thing that. could be characterized in the manner I have proposed;
and they have had some harsh things to say about the practition
ers of conceptual analysis. 4 Nevertheless, even in the face of these
very serious objections, a case can be made for adopting this in
terpretation which associates two groups of philosophers with
one another a good deal more closely than may be congenial to
either group.
First; to the extent that this objection stems from an assump
tion that ontological questions are radically distinct from ques
tions about the nature of our concepts it is itself highly vulnera
ble to criticism, for it is not just self-evident that "modes of
being" and the familiar garden-variety of attribute are as radi
cally different as _it appears to be assumed. 5 If I contrast a stone
4 In his recent autobiographical work, Les Mots (Paris: Gallimard, 1964)
Sartre declares that he prefers detective stories of the "serie noire" to Wittgenstein.
5 Two works· that cast light on .the relation between ontology and concep
tual systems are W. V. Quine, "On What There Is," in From A Logical Point
of View (Cambridge, Mass;: Harvard University Press, 1958) , pp. 1-1 9, and P.
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with a human being, there are many obvious differences between
them; and some of these will be derivable from the concepts
"stone" and "human being." On the other hand, if for some rea
son I am not satisfied with this kind of contrast by means · of ob
servable properties, and propose to go deeper and contrast the
"mode of being" of the one with that of. the other, how am I to
proceed? If a distinction not previously noticed is produced, how
will it differ in principle from the other distinctions between the
two kinds of object that are enshrined in their respective con
cepts, and why should it not be incorporated into those concepts?
What finally is the relationship-between the attributes normally
used for identifying a thing, and those more elusive features
which differentiate its being from the being of some other kind of
thing? To these questions, the traditional distinction of being and
essence on which the existentialists somewhat incautiously rely
provides no answer since the notion of being has to be explained
by contrasting the fact that a thing is with what it is, i.e., by con
trasting its being with every possible attribute or essence that it
might have. In these circumstances, to ask how the being of one
kind of thing differs from that of another is to subvert the very
distinction between being and essence itself because it amounts to
asking for the essence of what by definition has no essence or . at
tribute of any kind. It seems to follow that the existentialists are
the victims of an elementary logical confusion, and that the in- ·
quiry that they initiate under such unhappy terminological aus
pices is condemned to failure frox.n the very start.
Occasionally some existentialists ·have indicated an awareness
that there is something peculiar about asking for the "essence of
being," and have seemed to recognize that they are asking a ques
tion which is unanswerable, simply by virtue of their own way of
defining the terms in which it is posed. 6 Significantly, however,
Strawson, Individuals (London : Methuen, 1959) . The Introduction of the
latter work is a defense of what Strawson calls "descriptive metaphysics," but
metaphysics understood in this sense corresponds much more closely to what
the existentialists call "ontology" than it does to the traditional metaphysics
of which they disapprove.
6 Both Heidegger and Sartre .distinguish between "being" and the "mean
ing" or "sense" (Sinn and sens) of being. Thus Sartre declares that "c'est
n'est pas dans sa qualite propre que l'etre est relatif au pour-soi, · ni dans
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this awareness does not lead them to abandon that question. In
stead, by making a distinction between being and the "meaning"
or "sense" of being as it figures in human experience, they con
trive to evade-at least verbally-the paradox noted above.
While this maneuver may - not have any great intrinsic merit, it
does suggest that the paradox itself may be the result of a mis
leading description by the existentialists of what, in fact, they are
doing when they ask questions about types of being. To ask a
question about the mode of being of a thing would thus not
really be a request for a characterization of what is in principle
uncharacterizable, nor would a distinction between kinds of
being be something utterly different from a conceptual distinc
tion. Instead, I would argue that what the existentialists call an
ontological distinction is simply a conceptual distinction which,
either by reason of its importance or a tendency to confuse it
with others-or both-deserves special designation and separate
treatment. Thus, many of the "structures" which these philoso
phers regard as fundamental to human being, such as our ability
to make reference to past and future events for example, are not
very naturally thought of as "attributes" or "properties" of the
kind that typically appear in an inventory of what is contained in
a concept. More generally, when we construct a list of the "attri
butes" that compose human nature, we may very well be in
fluenced, without knowing it, by certain paradigms of attribute
hood which limit attributes to distinct, readily observable traits.
The existentialist's point in describing such features of human
being as "ontological" would thus be to remind us of the great
son etre . . . mais c'est daris son "il y a," puisque dans sa negation inteme
le Pour-soi affirme ce qui ne peut s'affirmer, connait l'etre tel qu'il est alors
que le 'tel qu'il est' ne saurait appartenir l'etre." Similarly, when Heidegger
says that his investigations are addressed to being itself, he significantly adds
"insofern es in die Verstandlichkeit des Daseins hereinsteht." (Sein und Zeit,
p. 152.) About being as such neither philosopher has much to say and
neither tries to give any definition of its "qualite propre" or "essence." About
the "sense" of being, i.e., the structures distinctive of the human appre
hension of being, they say a very great deal. In this connection, one should
note Heidegger's reference to the "Abhangigkeit des Seins, nicht des Seienden,
vom Seinsverstandnis, das heisst die Abhangigkeit der Realitat, nicht des
Realen." (Sein und Zeit, p. 212.) This surely sounds as though "Sein" and
"Realitat" were being treated more like concepts than "predicates of being."

a
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difference between the kind of attribute of human being in which
he is interested, and the· paradigm cases of attributehood which,
for most of us, are probably colors or shapes.7 There is, to be sure,
a price to be paid in confusion when our attention is drawn to
this distinction by contrasting a certain feature of human exists
ence with all of the "essential" properties that a thing might have
when, in fact, both are repeatable or sharable characteristics of
human beings. A judgment on the validity of such a terminologi
cal strategy must depend in the end on the interest and elucida
tory power of the conceptual revisions in which it issues.
One further point: the fact that the structures of human exist
ence are repeatable, and in that sense universal characteristics, is
amply demonstrated by the fact that they constitute the mode of
being peculiar to a certain kind of being that the existentialists
are interested in. If it were the being of particular individual ex
istents that concerned them, they would have no reason to think
that any set of conclu,sions that might emerge from their ontolog
izing would have a range of application wider than the one indi
vidual they had analyzed. In fact, the importance that these
philosophers attach to their results, and their belief that these are
applicable to all human beings, and are in fact definitive of what
it is to be a human being, are quite inconsistent with any such in
terpretation of what they are doing. But if the "structures" of
human being are to be thought of as defining a class of
entities-human beings-then there can be no valid objection to
saying that they form part, at least, of the concept of human
being, and that the analysis of such structures is. a form of concep
tual analysis. 8
1 Heidegger often . makes pointed· contrasts between the structures of
human existence and the ordinary philosophical notion of properties (Eigen
schaften) . See Sein und Zeit, pp. 42, 83, 133 .
a For a n explicit recognition o f this element o f universality in his analyses
of "la realite humaine," see L'P.tre et le neant, p. 533, where Sartre speaks of
the "invariables structures (qui) constituent Ia realite humaine." See also
L'Existentialisme est un humqnisme, pp. 67--69, for a discussion of what Sartre
calls the "universalite humaine de condition" as distinct from an "essence
universelle qui serait Ia nature humaine." Heidegger's views on "apriorisch
ontologische Verallgemeinerung" are stated in Sein und Zeit, p. 199; further
discussions of "das Wesen" of Dasein and of man can be found on p. 42 of
that work,. and in Ober den Humanismus, pp. 14, 15.
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In this connection, it may be useful to take note of an apparent
inconsistency in the thought of the existentialists to which I will
have occasion to return later. There is scarcely any traditional
metaphysical doctrine to which the existentialists are more
strongly opposed than the Aristotelian theory of natural kinds,
which was discussed in an earlier chapter. Th,is is the view that
every substante has a nature in the sense of a central core of char
acteristics that make it the thing it is, quite independently of the
conventional criteria of identification that may be laid down in
our language. Against this view, the existentialists have defended
a strongly pragmatic account of the way in which human beings
classify and identify elements in their environment; and they
have presented this capacity for shifting . from one method of
identification to another as fun_damental to human being.9 When
9 One of the most significant steps in the development of existential
phenomenology is the dropping of Husserl's theory of essential intuition
"'( Wesenschau) and of the language that is suggested by that theory. Husserl
had held not only that particular objects are the bearers of universal essences
that can be grasped as such through a particular mode of intuition but also
that the fact that a certain .quality is the essence of a certain object is
independent of and prior . to the system of classification · reflected in our
language for talking about such objects. (See "Philosophie als Strenge Wissen
schaft," Logos, Vol. 1 [1910-1 1], pp. 289-341, especially p. 305 and pp. 314-19.)
Merleau-Ponty's comments on this doctrine can be found in his "Phenomenol
ogy and the Sciences of Man," The Primacy .of Perception, ed. J. Edie
(Evanston, III.: Northwestern University Press, 1964, pp. 64-78) .
Heidegger, by treating our apprehension of "things-in-the world" as shot
through with practical intentions which in turn reflect the self-determined
interests and purposes of Dasein, substitutes what is in many respects a highly
pragmatic account of our identification of things for Husserl's intellectualistic
doctrine of prelinguistic essences. See Heidegger's characterization of the
''Als-struktur" in Sein und Zeit, pp. 148 ff. "Die Auslegung von Etwas als
Etwas wird wesenhaft <lurch Vorhabe, Vorsicht und . Vorgriff fundiert. Ausle
gung ist nie ein voraus-setzungloses Erfassung eines Vorgegebenen." (p. · 150)
Sartre's conception of language which appears to be based largely on Heideg
ger's, places strong emphasis on both the role of language as the medium of
intersubjectivity and on the constitutive function of the Pour-soi in relation
to the meanings it employs. In his. essay, "Aller et Retour," Situations I
(Paris: 1947) , pp. 189-244, Sartre conveys something of his view of language
as, for example, when he says that "le langage peut me resister, m'egarer mais
je n 'en serai jamais dupe que si je le veux, car j'ai la possibilite de revenir
toujours a ce que je suis, a ce vide, a ce silence que je suis, par quoi cependant
ii y a un language et ii y a un monde." (p. 236) Other statements on the
subject of language can be found in L'P.tre et le neant, pp. 596 ff., and in
"Qu'est ce que· la Jitterature," Situations II (Paris, 1948) , pp. 59 ff.
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it comes to determining criteria for the concept of h,uman being
itself, however the existentialists prove to be decidedly rigid
about the centrality of these capacities that they propose to build
into the concept of "human being," and, in fact, seem to be pre
senting something very much more like a real definition in the
. Aristotelian sense than would have seemed likely after their
strenuous resistance to the "essentialism" implicit in such a doc
trine. Once agalll, one may conjecture that what the existential
ists have presented as a rejection of all attempts to define a human
essence or nature is really a rejection of certain stereotypes that
would construe human nature on the basis of a narrowly con
ceived model in which certain important human capacities find
no really satisfactory representation. What they are most deeply
interested in is a loosening-up of such stereotypes that would per
mit the formation of a more adequate concept of human being,
and not a paradoxical denial that any such concept can be
formed. This interpretation still leaves an unresolved question
with respect to the manner�realistic or nominalistic or what
ever-in which such determinations of this concept are to be
understood. But it gives us what is sufficient at this point .in the
argument: A way of construing what the existentialists have to
say in these matters that is not obviously self-contradictory and
that establishes a relationship between what they do and familiar
philosophical practice.
There is another important consideration that speaks in favor
of the interpretation that I have proposed. It is sometimes sup
posed that the characterization the existentialists offer of human
being has no empirical basis and that their "ontological struc
tures" must be apprehended by a special mode of intuition that
has no affinity with any other kind of knowledge that we may
have of ourselves. While some passages in their writings may lend
support to this interpretation, the actual practice of the existen
tialists reveals a much closer relationship between their ontologi
cal analyses and the "natural" activities and powers of human
beings as these are known to everyday observation and to the sci
ences of man. Ev.en when Sartre, for example, is most violently
critical of the scientific method of studying human beings, he is
objecting to what he regards as a positivistic refusal to recognize
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the fact that the value of s<;ientific results is heavily dependent on
the adequacy of the conceptual-he would say "ontologi
cal"-scheme, in terms of which they are stated. 10 On more than
one occasion he explicitly presents the analyses of Husserl and
Heidegger as providing a conceptual system that would be at
once a corrective for the indiscriminate "empiricism," i.e. anti
conceptualism, of contemporary psychology and anthropology,
and a superior instrument for use in further scientific inquiry.
Certainly, in existentialism as a whole there is an anti-scientific
bias that cannot be reduced to a criticism of current scientific
practice for its alleged failure to do justice to the role of concep
tual schemes in inquiry. Nevertheless, it remains true that what
the existentialists speak of as the structures of our being are not
the objects of an isolated quasi-mystical i:q.tuition, but the concep
tual-ontological framework which, in their view, is best suited to
the understanding and statement of what are called the empirical
facts of human life.
There are also clear indications in the writings of Heidegger
and Sartre and others that the conceptual scheme they propose is
not only designed for the pqrpose of more effective re-statement
of what we know about ourselves, but has empirical roots itself.
In other words, it is a generalization or projection upon the
whole sphere of human experience, of ideas that were first devel
oped to deal with certain restricted areas of that experience, in
which they still find their most natural application. To be sure,
the existentialists do not all draw on the same sources for clues to
the general character of human functioning. In Heidegger's case,
it is unquestionably language that serves as the touchstone for
human being as a whole, to the point where he is willing to say
that "we are what we say to one another." 11 Language is the quint10 See Sartre's Esquisse d'une theorie des emotions (2d ed.; Paris: Hermann,
1948) , pp. 3-1 3.
11 Holderlin und das Wesen der Dichtung (Miinchen: Albert Langen/
George Miiller, 1937) , p. 6. Heidegger's most important discussion of language
and speech is in Sein und Zeit, pp. 160-170. On p. 161, he declares that "als
existenziale Verfassung der Erschlossenheit des Daseins ist die Rede kon
stitutiv fiir <lessen Existenz." He adds, later: "Der Mensch zeigt sich als
Seiendes, das redet. Das bedeutet nicht, dass ihm die Moglichkeit der stimmli
chen Verlautbarung eignet, sondern dass dieses Seiende ist in der Weise des
Entdeckens der Welt und des Daseins selbst." (p. 165)
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essentially human activhy, and much of what Heidegger. says
about human existence is intelligible only if one keeps in mind
that he is talking, in the first instance, about linguistic activity.
Sartre, too, has often taken some feature of linguistic behavior as
his point of departure as for example, in his long analysis of nega
tion at the beginning of Being and Nothingness.12 In his work,
however, the role of perceptual consciousness as a model to be
used for the understanding of human being in general is at least
as important as that of language, Again, in the early writings of
Maurice Merleau-Ponty the "pri1:nacy of perception" was unam
biguously asserted.13 These examples do not show that the lead
ing concepts of these philosophers are validated simply by having
an empirical model, since it is quite possible that the applicabil
ity of these concepts, . even to the restricted area from which they
are drawn, needs to be challenged. But their special relationship
to such sub-areas · O f human experience does constitute strong evi
dence that they are put forward, not as special and unchallenge
able intuitions, but as instruments for the description of the
human fact; As such, they are deserving of the same kind of as
sessment as are the less ambitious extended-metaphors which
have on different occasions turned out to be both intensely illu
minating and profoundly misleading in the history of the natural
and the humane sciences.14
Unfortunately, the existentialists themselves have not made it
easy to interpret and appraise their ideas in this way. While there
can be no doubt that their theses have often been suggested by
and applied retroactively t()-'-matters of empirical fact, there are
very few signjposts on the logical route that leads from the one to
the other. Instead of sign-posts, there are pictures-the meta12 L'P.tre et le neant, ch. I, Pt; I, especially pp. 40-47.
13 See his "Le primat de la perception et ses consequences philosophiques,"
Bulletin de la Societe Francaise de Philosophie, Vol. 41 (1947) , pp. 119-53.
Also to be found in J. Edie (trans.) , The Primacy of Perception (Evanston,
Ill.: Northwes.tern University Press, 1964) , pp. 12-42.
14 Two recent studies in which the uses of metaphor in the natural sciences
and .critical theory respectively are explored are N. R. Hanson, Patterns of
Discovery (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge University Press, 1958) , and
M. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp (New York: Oxford University Press,
1953) .
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phors that are strewn through the texts of these philosophers
and these pictures pose as many difficulties of interpretation as do
.the very abstract ideas which they are· supposed to make more
perspicuous. Sartre, for -example, describes what he calls the
"human reality" by means of a great variety of metaphors which
represent consciousness· as a crevice, a mirror, and a "worm coiled
in the heart of being," to mention just a few: Heidegger, too, by
his heavy stress on the etymologies of abstract words establishes a
close connection between his ontological terminology and certain
highly specificimages.15 The suggestive power of these images,
whichds-often considerable, is due, of course, to the very concrete
·ness and specificity that makes it difficult to extract from them
the distinguishing traits of the whole range of human activities
which they are evidently inumded to sum up. Similar difficulties
sometimes arise in connection with the pictorial models used by
. physical t'1eories, but there tht theorist usually calls attention to
the m,etaphorical character of his description and points out
which of the implications that the picture may seem to carry are
adventitious and irrelevant to the special use to which it is being
put. Such directions are not provided by the existentialists who
rarely seem to be aware of the metaphorical character of. many of
their ideas, and certainly are not in any way disturbed by it.
There is a deeper philosophical reason for this tendency t,o
apply to the structures of consciousness terms that are drawn
from our own vocabulary for describing concrete things .-arid
events. Consistently with .. their commitment to the ontological
.mode, the existentialists hold that the concepts of being and
non-being cannot be reduced to the status of logical operators
functioning within a language .,system, and must instead be
15 The best example of this tendency is Heidegger's breaking-up of the term
"Dasein" to yield "Da-sein" which permits him to say such things as " (das
Dasein) ist in der Weise sein Da zu sein." Heidegger has also extended this
treatment to . Greek words like "a-letheia" and "ek-stasis" and has been
severely ·criticized for seeking to suggest by these means that the early Greek
philosophers were expressing insights similar to his own. In Sein und Zeit,
this etymologizing is still under control, but · in more recent works like
Einfiihrung in die Metaphysik (Tiibingen: Niemeyer, 1953) it has become
altogether too prominent a feature of Heidegger's style of writing and
thinking.
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thought of as being thems_elves descriptive in nature, i.e., as hav
ing a counterpart in re.16 This view may be quite innocuous so
long as it is understood that it is precisely through our use of the
concepts of existence and possibility and other cognate concepts
that our commerce with their extra-logical counterparts is ef
fected. Too often, however, philosophers who hold such views
have yielded to the temptation to look for other, more direct, ancl
above all, more dramatic characterizations of the referents of "is"
and "not." This search for a descriptio_n of being that bypasses
the logical articulation of the concept of being produces meta
phors of the kind noted above, which often have the effect of sug
gesting that our "encounter with being" has a quasi-perceptual
concreteness about it of which the logical structure of the verb
"to be" is at its best a very pallid and distant replica. 17 Too often,
the existentialists have been guilty of undercutting their own
best inspiration in this way, and have had to pay a high price in
16 It should be pointed ou t, of course, that in the case of the existentialists
the "counterpart" is the ontological structure of human existence and not, · as
in the case of the classical ontologists, the ontological structm;e of the things
that language can be used to talk about, or at any rate not the latter in
isolation from the former.
Sartre's views on this matter are clearly stated in L'P.tie et le neant, pp. 4o-47.
For him the decisive argument against a purely judgmental interpretation of
negation is the fact that while a question is formulated in an "interrogative
judgment" it is not itself a judgment. "C'est une conduite prejudicative; je
peux interroger du regard, du geste; par !'interrogation je me liens d'une
certaine maniere en face de l'etre et ce rapport l'etre est un rapport d'etre,
le jugement n'en est que !'expression facultative." (p. 42)
Heidegger's conception of the relationship between logical functions of judg
ment and ontology are set forth in Sein und Zeit, pp. 153-60. Elsewhere in that
work. ontology is contrasted with both logic and the analysis of the conceptual
structure of the different types of knowledge, and of course with the positive
sciences themselves. (p. 1 0) See also, Was 1st Metaphysik (7th ed.; Frankfurt:
I(lostermann, 1 955) where Heidegger unequivocally declares "das Nichts" to
be "urspriinglicher als das Nicht und die Verneinung." (p. 28)
17 The outstanding example of this attempt to convey the "experience of
being" is undoubtedly Sartre's early novel, La Nausee (Paris: Gallimard,
1938) , especially pp. 62-67. While Sartre's descriptions have an undeniable
power, it is worth noting that he does feel the need to introduce explicitly
philosophical notions such as that of contingency to interpret the- experience
he is seeking to render.
Heidegger's doctrine of Befindlichkeit moves alop.g much the same lines.
Various Stimmungen, such as fear and anxiety, are said to reveal both being
ap.d non-being. See Sein und Zeit, pp. 134--42, and pp. 1 89-9 1; also, Was 1st
Metaphysik, pp. 28-35.
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misunderstanding and hasty rejection of their views. There is a
special irony in this, since it is in fact one of the achievements of
existentialism to have drawn attention to and strongly empha
sized precisely the "act" or "performance" aspect of language
which is effectively suppressed when an exclusively descriptive
theory of concepts is adopted.
It is always dangerous to claim .to know how a writer or group
of writers should idea1ly have formulated their own views, or to
show that these were seriously distorted by the method they ac
tually used. Nevertheless, it is the contention of this study that
the adoption of . the ontological mode has had a distorting effect
upon the philosophizing of the existentialists, and that their posi
tion is better presented when its leading ideas are construed as a
new mode of conceptual organization for the knowledge we al
ready have about human befogs, and not as descriptive of onto
logical counterparts whose activities are at best faintly manifested
by those human activities t6 which we do have empirical access.
What I am proposing is not that existentialism should drop all
reference to being and existence, nor. that it must ,explicitly trans
late all the propositions in which these terms occur into the "for
mal · mode," i.e., into statements about the concepts of "being"
and "existence"; but rather that it give up the hopeless task of
providing an independent description of that which is denoted
by these concepts. Even if these concepts .are denotative or de
scriptive in character, it would be reasonable to assume that an
analysis of the way they function and of the logical peculiarities
that set them apart from other descriptive concepts would be a
better guide to the "essence of human being" than any set of met
aphor� that by-passes language entirely or does only very partial
justice to it. In any case it is clear that these pictures themselves
are in need of interpretation and that they can be interpreted
only in the light of the very concept of human being which they
are intended to elucidate. It has been assumed too often, by both
the existentialists and their commentators, that their key
metaphors are self-interpreting. The contention of this study, by
contrast, is that only an interpretation that makes the concept of
human being the central theme of Heidegger's and Sartre's
thought, and assigns a strictly subordinate place to the metaphors
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associated with the concept gives it a chance of holding its own in
the face of. serious philosophical criticism.
Fortunately, it is not necessary to put forward this interpreta
tion of existentialist ontology simply as a forceful accommoda
tion.of alien modes of thought to an approved- conception of phil
osophical method. In the writings of Maurice ·Merleau-Ponty,
one finds a concep�ion of human consciousness and action that in
its essentials is very similar to that of Heidegger and Sartre, and
yet remains largely unencumbered by the special ontological vo
cabulary of these writers.18 To say that Merleau-Ponty was en, .
gaged in conceptual analysis would be to strain the meaning this
expression has acquired in the English-speakirig ·world. He cer
tainly did not think that philosophical analysis should limititself
to sorting out the established meanings of words, and in this re
spect was much closer to that wing of the analytic movement that
defines its objective as the revision of our conceptual system,
rather than as the description of its present state. But ifconcep
tual analysis is so defined as to permit innovation and revision, ·
and if the subject matter of the analysis is not merely linguistic
behavior in some highly restrictive sense, then there is no justifi
cation for any absolute distinction between this mode of philoso
p9-izing and much that is familiar in the English-speaking world.
Most importantly;, the. standard Merleau-Ponty himself proposes
for judging philosophical analyses is pragmatic and. not ontologi
cal-"their richness, what they yield to us, the way they organize
our field of thought." 19 Unfortunately, ethical theory is only very
sparsely represented in the main body of his work, although even
the brief remarks he makes are highly suggestive as there will be
occasion to demonstrate in later chapters.
1B This statement must be qualified somewhat in light of the fact that the
fragments of the work Merleau-Ponty was working on at the time of his
death, now published as Le visible et ['invisible (Paris: Gallimard, 1 964)
make clear his intention to supply the ontological foundations for his earlier
phenomenological studies.
19 This quotation is taken from Merleau-Ponty's comments on a paper by
Professor Gilbert. Ryle which was .presented at a colloquium held at Royau
mont in 1957; The papers presented to an audience of Continental (mainly
French) philosophers have been published 'in La philosophie analytique,
Colloque philosophique de Royaumont, Cahiers de Philosophie, No. 4 (Paris: ·
Editions de Minuit, 1 962) . Merleau-Ponty's remarks are on pp. 93-96.
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II
Against this background, it should now be possible . to. clarify
certain features of the existentialist concept ofhuman being;.
First, it needs . to. be pointed· out that the account;, that Heidegger
and Sartre give of human nature is ontological fu a double ·
sense. 20 They undertake to give a definition of the mode of being
of man, and this mode of being is then characterized as a :certain ··
relation to being arid non-being. In Heidegger's terminology,
man. is "ontic-ontological" : he exists as a being who sustains a. re
lationship to being. If the method of interpretation of ontologi�
cal theses ·that I have been proposing is to be applicable, there
must correspond to this doubly ontological definition of man a
concept . of human being which has, as its principal criterion of
applicability, not a relationship to being but the possession and
use of a concept-'-the concept of being. The concept of man that
the existentialists are proposing thus emerges as · the concept of a
user of certain concepts, specifically the concepts of being and of
non-being or possibility. What this comes to is the assertion that
human nature is to be defined by reference to a specific feature of
the conceptual system that human beings use, and that is judged
to be of such fundamental importance for the understanding of
that system as a whole and of the creatures that use it that we are
justified in incorporating it into our concept of them. What Hei
degger and Sartre express in the material mode by saying, respec
tively, that possibility is the fundamental existential trait of Da0
20 "Da�, . Dasein . .ist\ ein Seiendes, das nicht nur unter anderem Seienden
vorkommt. Es ist vielmehr dadtirch: ontisch .ausgezeichnet, dass es diesem
Seienden in seinem Sein um dieses Sein selbst geht. Zu dieser Seinsverfassung
des Daseins gehort aber dann, dass es in seinem Sein zu diesem Sein ' ein
Seinsverhliltnis hat. Und dies wiederum besagt: Dasein versteht sich · in
irgendeiner .Weise · und . Ausdriicklichkeit in seinem Sein. Diesem Seiendem ·
eignet, dass mit und durch sein , Sein dieses ihm selbst erschlossen ist.
Seinsverstiindnis ist selbst eine Seinsbestimmtheit des Daseins. Die ontische
Auszeichnung des Daseins liegt darin, dass es ontologisch ist." (Sein und Zeit,
p. 12.) • "Certes, nous ,pourrions appliquer a Ia conscience Ia: ·definition que
Heidegger reserve au Dasein et dire qu'elle est un etre pour Iequel ii est <lans
son etre question de son etre, mais ii faudrait Ia completer et Ia formuler a .
peu pres ainsi: la ·conscience est un etre pour lequel · il est dans son etre
question de son etr:e , en tant que cet etre . implique un etre autre que ltii.''
(L'£tre et le neant, p. 29.)
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sein and that human consciousness is nothingness, passes over into
the conceptualistic mode as the statement that human beings are,
by definition, beings that can make the contrast between what is '
(contingently) the case and what is not the case but might (pos
sibly) become actual.
In saying that the relationship human beings sustain to being
is to be interpreted as the possession and use of the concept of
being, I am not forgetting the importance of perceptual con
sciousness as a model of that relationship. To be sure, the account
that is given of perception by both Sartre and Merleau-Ponty por
trays it as an encounter with something that is wholly unconcep
tualizable-an irreducible surd which stands over against human
consciousness and can never be assimilated to the status of a term
of thought. This sounds very much as though any attempt to ana
lyze this encounter as an application of the concept of being
would be ruled out in advance. In fact, however, the point Sartre
and Merleau-Ponty are making is not that there can be nci con
cept tif being-for taken literally this would cut the ground out
from under their own philosophical discourse about being-but
rather that this concept does not lend itself to a reductive phe
nomenalistic analysis. 21 They are saying that any attempt to
equate the being of a material object with the "possibility of sen
sation" or with the availability of sense-data must fail. Since they
tend to think of concepts as terms of thought whose content can
be spelled out in this way, they sometimes express this view by say
ing that existence cannot be conceptualized. But if the notion of
a concept itself is not used in such a restrictive way, and if any
thing we can talk about is to that degree conceptualizable, it be
comes not only permissible but important and true to say that
human perceptual consciousness involves, whether explicitly or
implicitly, a use of the concept of being. 22 It is important because
the distinctive feature of human perceptual consciousness is not
just awareness of objects-animals presumably have that-but
of objects conceptualized in a certain way. They are perceived
as what contingently exists and in contrast to what might (pos
sibly) · exist but in fact does not; and this is to say that even in
21 See ch. 4, n. 2.
22 See Sein und .Zeit, p. 149.
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the case of perception the human relationship to being is
mediated by concepts. Human beings are thus the beings that are
able to view things sub specie possibilitatis-that "possibilify"
the world-and the capability for this kind of conceptualization
is a condition of what the existentialists have in mind when they
call human being a Sein-konnen, or pouvoir-etre. 23
It is important to take note of a number of distinctions which
Heidegger makes in connection ,with this "existential" sense of
"possibility." It is not to be confused with logical possibility or
the "merely possible," and the most obvious basis for this distinc
tion is the fact that existential possibility is limited in various
ways that have nothing to do with the presence of internal con, tradictiorts. 24 I interpret this to mean that what is existentially
possible represents a certain sub-class of the actions that are con
sistently imaginable in a certain situation-the sub-class, namely,
that includes those actions which there is some reason on the
basis of what I know about the world to think, I could accom
plish. Out of the non-being with which everything that is is con
trasted there emerge certain effective possibilities which are mine,
and among whicl;i I have to choose. The possible is what I can do;
and Heidegger's point may be expressed as the view that the use
of "can" in statements of the form "I can . . . " is unique and ir
reducible to arty set of hypotheticals in which the causal relation2s There are many discussions throughout Sein und Zeit of the central
importance of possibility to Dasein. The following statements are typical:
Das "Wesen" des Daseins liegt in seiner Existenz. Die an diesem Seienden
herausstellbaren Charaktere sind daher nicht vorhandene "Eigenschaften"
eines so und so "aussehenden" vorhandenen Seienden, sondern je ihm
mogliche Weisen zu sein und nur das. (p. 42) Dasein ist nicht ein
Vorhandenes, das· als Zugabe noch besitzt, etwas zu konnen, sondern est ist
primar Moglichsein. Dasein ist je das, was es sein kann und wie es seine
Moglichkeit ist. (p. 143)
The role of the notion of possibility is thoroughly explored in W. Miiller
Lauter, Moglichkeit und Wirklichkeit bei Martin Heidegger (Berlin: De
Gruyter, 1960) . Sartre's most direct treatment of the concepi: of possibility is
· in L'P.tre et le nian t, pp. 1 39--47. See also L'Imagination (Paris: Akan, 1936.) ,
PP: 227-39.
24 See, for example, Vom Wesen des Grundes, pp. 46--47. "Damit sind dem
Dasein bereits andere Moglichkeiten-und zwar Iediglich · durch seine Fakti
zitiit--entzogen."
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ships between certain types of events are set forth. 25 It is, of ·
course, no part of the e�istentialist analysis of possibility to deny
that "possibility" has a proper application to things, or to turn
the causal powers of things into subjective inventions of the
huma.n mind. What both Heidegger arid Sartre are saying is that
the concept of (as they call it) modal, or categorial possibility
which applies to things as distinct from persons is ontologically
·posterior to the sense of possibility that applies to the person
who makes this judgment with respect to things. This view is
perfectly consistent with our being quite narrowly circumscribed
in what we can actually do so long as there is in any given situa
tion more than one action that we can take. In one sense, the ef
fect of this view is to make certain important features of our con
ceptual system dependent on the fact that we . are active creatures.
On the other hand, the notion of activity that is being used here
is one that cannot be explicated otherwise than by referring to
the use we make of the concepts of possibility and reality. What
this· comes to is the view that the ability to make these distinc
tions is so closely bour;id up with our nature as human beings as
to be consubstantial with it arid that a being that did not (or
could not) Iriake them would be so unimaginably different from
, us that it could scarcely be regarded as human at all.
Human being, according to the existentialists, is "Being
in-the-world"; and they are at great pains to underline the very
special sense of "in'' that is used in this expression, and to distin
guish it from the "in" of spatial inclusion that applies to physical
objects. 26 In seeking for a positive interpretation of the sense in
which human beings are in the world; many critics have been mis
led, by the figurative language the existentialists too often use,
into imputing to them a doctrine that makes human conscious. ness a strange wraith-like or pneumatic being that curls itself
25 For a treatment of "can" by an analytical philosopher which comes to
• conclusions that are in many respects similar to Heidegger's, see R. Taylor, "I
Can," Philosophical Review LXIX (1 960) , pp. 78-89. Also of interest irra.this
connection is J. L. Austin, "Ifs and Cans" in his Philosophical Papers
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1961) , pp. 153-80.
26 Heidegger's discussion can be found in Sein und Zeit, pp. 52-62. It is not
too much to say that the whole of .this book is. an explication of the sense of
"in". that properly applies to human beings in their relation to the "world."

98

INTERPRETATION OF EXISTENTIALISM

around the edges of the world. In fact, the sense in which human
beings are "in" the world can be accurately explained only by
reference to the use of the concepts of being and possibility by
which the human apprehension of things is mediated. The
"world" that human beings are "iri" is not the Cartesian world of
res ex tensae, although it is equally important to understand that
they are not outside physical space either, in the way disembod
ied spirits may be supposed to be. The case is rather that human
beings are in the world in the sense of being confronted with
things, but they are not in the · world in the way thfo.gs are, since
they are able to refer beyond things-in-being to what is not the
case. Thus the human "world," in this special sense, is com
pounded of actuality and possibility and exists only for a being
that uses these concepts. When the existentialists say that human
being is different from the being of things, they are saying simply
that it is human beings who set up the contrast between
things-what is-and what is not but could possibly come to be,
i.e., non-being. The ''distance" that human beings get on things
is not a real distance-the kind of distance that separates thin,gs
from one another-and not even a spooky kind of non-physical
distance, but rather the perspectival distance that is hnplicit in
all objectification and conceptualization.27 Human consciousness
"holds itself out into non-being" or is itself non-being just in the
sense that its fundamental mode of conceptualization, dominat
ing all the endless ramifications of the classificatory schemes it
elaborates for "'things in the world," involves this contrast be
tween what is contingently the case and what might possibly be
the case. Man is the being through whom not just sin but being
and possibility came into the "world."
From what has been said, it should be clear in what sense factic
ity and transcendence are the two poles of human existence. By
the former term, Heidegger means to convey the fact that human
consciousness opens upon a world of things ,that exist .contin
gently, and that their contingency is final and irreducible.28 Since
27 Heidegger associates transcendence closely with objectification and what
he calls "Thematisierung" although he denies that transcendence is either of
these. Instead, it is presupposed by them. (See Sein und Zeit, p. 363.)
28 "Der :Begriff der Faktizitat beschliesst in sich : <las In-der-Welt-sein eines
'innerweltlichen' Seienden, s9 zwar, <lass sicll dieses Seiende verstehen kann als
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this reference to contingent being is not , an accidental or elimin
able feature of conscious human being, the latter necessarily
shares the same status of "brute factuality" which it confers upon
things by its mode of conceptualization, But at the same time as
it opens upon a situation that just is what it happens to be,
human being transcends it by interpreting it in terms of the alter
native possibilities it suggests. Since such possibilities are possibil
ities of human action, this transcendence is always temporally or
iented toward the future in which these possible actions may be
carried out. Once again, this transcendence or "ecstasis" is not to
be understood as some mysterious· ability to get out of the present
into another point in time, much less into an altogether timeless
world. Instead, it is simply the ability to see "facts" in a temporal
context, to refer to the future and the past, and to have in this
sense a temporal horizon that animals and God possibly lack.
Readers of Heidegger and Sartre are often puzzled by the fact
that they speak of human being or existence as though it were an
activity or on-going function of some kind. But if the distinctive
capability of human beings is a capability for using certain con
cepts, as I have argued, then this way of speaking loses a good
deal of its paradoxical quality. A deployment of this capability
through a continuous reading of the world in terms of the con
cepts of contingent being and possibility-what Heidegger calls
Verstehen 29-may indeed be regarded as an activity of a kind alin seinem 'Ges�hick' verhaftet mit dem Sein des Seienden, das ihm innerhalb
seiner eigenen Welt .f:>egegnet." (Sein u�d Zeit, p. 56.)
29 This very important Heideggerian concept should not be confused with
the type of Verstehen with which the name of W. Dilthey is inseparably
associated. The latter, which is often misunderstood by its critics, represented
Dilthey's conception of the way we understand the historical and social world
while Heidegger's Verstehen designates the fundamental human activity. of
giving sense and meaning to the "world" and is a matter of choosing and
projecting goals rather than one of gaining intuitive insight into the patterns
of meaning in the life of another person.
Das Verstehen (hat) an ihm selbst die existenziale Struktur die wir den
Entwurf nennen. Es entwirft das Sein des Daseins au£ sein Worumwillen
ebenso urspriinglich wie au£ die Bedeutsai:nkeit als die Weltlichkeit seiner
jeweiligen Welt . . . Das Verstehen ist, als Entwerfen, die Seinsart des
Daseins, in der es seine Miiglichkeiten als Miiglichkeiten ist. (Sein und
Zeit, p. 145.)
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though it is, of course, different in important respects-from other
activities such as, for example, doing calisthenics. The principal
agency through which this activity is carried on is language as
Heidegger is at great pains to make clear. He is even willing to go
so far as to say that "speech as an existential condition of the
openness of Dasein is constitutive of its existence." 30 This
amounts to saying that distinctively human a,ctivity is discursive
activity. Typically this conceptualizing activity takes the form of
projecting relationships from what is to what might possibly be.
Thus, we see a given object as a hammer, i.e., as something we
might use to build a house, and the meaningfulness or intelligi
bility of things-what Heidegger calls their Sinn-is just the net
work of such projections which are fundamental to all types of
discourse, both cognitive and evaluative, although, as will appear
later, they function in importantly different ways in the two
cases. 31
There is one important qualification that must be associated
with this conceptualistic version of existentialist ontology that I
am proposing. I have already indicated that there is a substantial
disagreement among philosophers as to the relation of concepts
to the world and that the existentialists belong to the party that
insists that there must be extra-logical counterparts for concepts
like being and non-being. I have argued that this disagreement
need not preclude the possibility of translating from one idiom
into the other. There is another disagreement however, bearing
on the nature of concepts that is closely relevant to the notion of
"having a concept," and must therefore be touched on here. The
question at issue is not so much whether "having a concept" is
solely a matter of . linguistic capability arid performance as
whether, to the extent that it is, it is susceptible of a purely be
havioristic analysis. To both of these questions, Heidegger has
given a resoundingly negative answer, although the question
naturally arises for him as one about structures of human being,
and not about anything that he is willing to call "concepts." The
so Sein und Zeit, p. 16 1.
si For a very eloquent evocation o f the relational character o f human
existence, see M. Merleau-Ponty, Phtfnomtfnologie de la Perception (Paris:
Gallimard, 1945) , p. 520.
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view that the possession of a concept can be manifested in non
linguistic ways is one that is widely accepted and indeed obviously
true; and it is worth mentioning only because both Heidegger and
Sartre are apparently led to think that- their ontological structures
cannot be forms of conceptual organization by virtue of a one
sided interpretation of the nature of concepts from which it fol
lows that anything that has pre- or extra-linguistic manifestations
must be more than or different from a concept. 32 But even after
this difficulty is removed, the fact remains that "having a concept"
or using language generally is not, according to the existentialists,
susceptible of a reductive behavioristic analysis. As Heidegger
says, "philosophical inquiry must eventually decide to face the
q1,1estion about the mode of being that is proper to language . . .
(whether) it is stuff (Zeug) that is at hand 'in the world' or
whetherit has the mode of being of Dasein." 33 The importance of
this choice is due to the fact that if the second alternative (which
s2 It is an interesting fact that the term "concept" occurs infreqently' in the
writings of the existentialists who regularly prefer terms like "essence,"
probably because "concept" continues to have psychologistic connotations for
them as it had for Husserl. (See Ideas,, p. 89-90.) At the same time, they are
eager to avoid the Platonistic commitments of "essence''; and one wonders
whether the intermediate notion they are seeking to enunciate is not very close
to the non-mentalistic notion of a concept. To be sure, the natural habitat of a
concept is a judgment; but the fact that, as Sartre points out; there can be
non-judgmental modes of expressing, e.g., a negation does not seem to
require that we adopt in place of "concept" a term like "essence;" whose
natural associations are in many -ways directly antithetical to the point the
existentialists are making. What that point is may be suggested by an early
essay of Sartre's, "M. Jean Giraudoux et la philosophie d'Aristote," Situations
I (Paris: Gallimard, 1947) . After describing Jean Giraudoux as an "Aristote
lian" d_famatist whose - characters all seem to have fixed "natural" essences,
Sartre concedes that sometimes our experience of people and things does
really seem to fit the Aristotelian picture of the world. Then he goes on to say
that this is really an illusion, because "ce que je saisis .sur les trottoirs, sur la_
chaussee, sur les fa,;ades des immeubles, c'est uniquement le concept de rue,
tel que depuis longtemps deja je- le possede. Impression de connaitre sans
connaissance, intuition de la Necessite---sans necessite. Ce concept humain que
Ia rue, - que la soiree reflechissent comme des miroirs m'eblouit et m'empeche
de voir leur sens "inhumain, leur sourire de choses, humble et tehace." Here,
Sartre seems to be saying that what we tend to think of as natural and fixed
essences are really so many concepti!al configurations; and it is interesting to
note that .he- denies that in perceiving .these natures we are knowing anything
other than ourselves-,
sa sein _ und Zeit, p. 1 66.
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is clearly Heidegger's) is taken, then the nature of language and
linguistic activity can be understood only by applying to them
the very ontological concepts which, I have argued, stand in need
of clarification. Since this clarification is one that they can re
ceive, on the view I have proposed, only by being understood as a
very abstract rendering of our mode of linguistic and conceptual
functioning, there is here a kind of vicious circle. The resistance
of the existentialists to an interpretation of their theses through a
non-ontological theory of language or conceptualization is due
mainly to a belief that such a theory will turn out to be behavior
istic in character; and virtually all of the existentialists are united
in the belief that no such theory can satisfactorily construct, sim
ply in terms of relationships between physical events, the dimen
sion of intentional reference of words to objects. Nevertheless,
while conceding that these differences of opinion as to the nature
of concepts and the criteria of "having a concept" are important,
one may also point out that there are many nonexistentialist phi
losophers who do not think that a completely behavioristic
theory of intentional reference or of conceptual and judgmental
activity generally is possible. 34 Furthermore, it would seem that
questions about how the concept of human being should be con
structed, and whether the criteria proposed by the existentialists
are good ones are substantially independent of the question of
what "having a concept"-any concept-is.
Perhaps this very rough sketch of the concept of human being
that emerges from the analyses of Heidegger and Sartre will at
least suffice to indicate the general way in which the method of
interpretation I am proposing might be applied to some of their
major theses. The great weakness that is common to the philo
sophical writings of both of these men is that they develop a new
and difficult set of concepts for talking about human beings and
their condition without taking sufficient �are to explain the rela
tionship between these new concepts and our more familiar ways
of talking about these matters. They do, however, give indica
tions of the more familiar and empirical human activities that
34 See, for example, H. H. Price, Thinking and Experience (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1953) , chs. 6 and 1 1 ; and C. Taylor, The
Explanation of Behavior (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1964) , ch. 3.
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have served as models for their general concepts of human being,
and I have argued that these clues can be developed in such a way as to yield an intelligible account of what these writers are
doing. One might even go so far as to say that in one sense what
they are saying about human beings is not only intelligible but ,
obviously true. Neither Heidegger nor Sartre, after all, is defend
ing any speculative thesis about human beings. They are merely
focusing our atfention on features of our common situation that
are so primordially familiar that in the ordinary course of things
they seem scarcely worth commenting on. It is, to be sure, an
other question whether these truisms are important truisms, or
whether they have the implications that the existentialists think
they have. Here, I have simply tried to show that there is a way of
interpreting what these philosophers are doing in the philosophi
cal idiom of conceptualism which they have, as I think, too hast
ily rejected, and which raises fewer problems of understanding
than does the ontological idiom they have adopted in its place. 35
as Sartre's and Heidegger's conceptions of metaphysics (as distinct from
ontology) are significantly different. Sartre's view, which is well-stated in his
early polemic against Marxism, "Ma_terialisme et Revolution," Les Temps
Modernes, Vol. 1 (1 946) , pp. 1537-63, and Vol. 2, pp. 1-32, is based on fairly
traditional objections to the absolutistic, "God's-eye point of view" of the
metaphysician, as well as to the inherently unverifiable character of his
theses. Heidc;gger, in Was 1st Me!aphysik7 and elsewhere characterizes meta
physics as concerned with "das Seiende als Seiende," i.e., with the most
general traits of what is, and not with "das Sein des Seienden."
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In Chapter IV, the existentialism of Heidegger and Sartre was
characterized as "ontological voluntarism," and it was argued
that the distinctive achievement of these philosophers has been to
introduce into the concept itself of conscious human being. an in
terpretation of human action and. evaluation which they derive
from Nietzsche and from the voluntaristic tradition that culmi
nates in his thought. By itself, this pedigree commits the contem
porary existentialist to a rejection of all forms of �he. doctrine of
ethical intellectualism. In fact, both Heidegger and Sartre em
phatically deny that human beings can properly be said to know
what is morally required of them in a way that is genuinely inde
pendent of their own individual choices; and they repudiate in
principle the use of the concepts of truth and falsity in moral
contexts} It would be a mistake, however, to see in this rejection
1 It must be understood that the "truth" which is inapplicable to evaluative
and moral contexts is the traditional concept of truth as the correspondence
of a judgment to a state of affairs. Heidegger argues that this kind of truth as
correspondence is possible only within the framework of Dasein; and he seeks
to convey the derivative status of judgmental truth by characterizing Dasein
itself a:s beirig "truth" in a primary sense, and judgments as being true only in
a secondary · sense. While the "primary" sense of truth would of course be
applicable throughout the spheres of both knowledge and action, this sense,
wha.tever its merit may be, involves such an extreme extension of .the ordinary
sense of truth that in · the interests of clarity I have avoided using it in my
text. I have instead paraphrased the· points Heidegger makes about Dasein as
a presupposition of judgmental truth and have reserved the term "truth"
itself for the correspondence relationship that Heidegger is criticizing. See
Sein und Zeit, pp. 212-30 and Vom Wesen der Wahrheit, pp. 6-13. There are
no comparable discussions of truth in Sartre's writings but to judge from his
use of the term he appears to make a similar distinction between primary and
derived senses of the term and there can be no doubt that in his view
judgmental truth or what he is more likely to call "du connu" misses precisely
the element of free transcendence of "situation" that is central to evaluation
and action.
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of intellectualism nothing more than a ratification of an inher. ited line of argument. Not only do the existentialists restate the
case against intellectualism in their own philosophical idiom, but
the version of that doctrine on which they direct their fire is, in
certain respects, different from the versions that Kant and
Nietzsche had in mind. It is unfortunate that this existentialist
critique of intellectualism exists in the writings of Heidegger and
Sartre only in fragmentary form. Nevertheless, its importance for
any attempt to state the ethical theory implicit in their work is
such that a detailed reconstruction of the argument must be un
dertaken.
There is a special reason why the existentialist critique of intel
lectualism should claim our attention. As many critics have re
marked, there is not very much straightforward argument in the
writings of Heidegger and Sartre in behalf of the conception of
value which they defend. Instead, the latter is developed as a
kind of dialectical consequence of the very general characteriza
tion of human being which I attempted to summarize briefly in
the last chapter. To the external critic who may or may not ac
cept that characterization, the existentialists might well seem to
have little to offer in the way of persuasive grounds for accepting
their views. It suggests itself that their failure in this respect is
largely due to a feeling that the oniy alternative to the position
they are defending is some form or other of intellectualism. Cer
tainly, both Heidegger and Sartre think they have shown the
untenability of that alternative. Their account of value is thus
presented as one that must be true since the only alternative
meta-ethical theory has been shown to be untenable. This demon
stration is the task to which their critique of intellectualism is
addressed; and for the extra-mural critic, it has a special impor
tance, since it affords one of the rare opportunities for locating
existentialist ethjcal theory by a species of triangulation from
more or less familiar alternatives in the field with which it deals.
I
Before undertaking this reconstruction of the existentialists'
critique of intellectualism, it will be useful to correct a particu108
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larly widespread misconception of their views on this matter. It is
often assumed that the existentialists' rejection of all forms of in
tellectualism reflects a simple failure to _recognize-much less ac
count for-the prima facie independence of individual will that
characterizes the moral qualities commonly attributed to various
types of coriduct. 2 This assumption is mistaken; and the full com
plexity of the ethical theory of existentialism cannot be gra,sped
until its analysis of this prima facie objectivity and its reasons
for rejecting the latter, finally, as specious have been appreciated.
Whether those reasons are judged to be conclusive or not, it is
important to understand that the d_ecision to override "tommon
sense" and to reinterpret the status of value has been taken in
full awareness of the degree to which this reinterpretation vio�
lates many of our most "natural" assumptions about the relation
ship in which we stand to the -moral quality of our own actions
and those of others. 3
It also needs to be emphasized that the existentialists have at
tempted to give an account of the way in which, what they regard
as the illusion of objectivity arises, and that they are far from re
garding intellectualism as simply an inexplicably mistaken con
ception by common sense of the nature of its own moral judg
ments. This account, admittedly, presupposes that a conclusive
· 2 This charge is very forcefully made against Heidegger in H. Reiner,

Pfiicht und Neigung (Meisenheim: Westkulturverlag A. Hain, 1951) , pp.

107-1 1 . Reiner is one of the few commentators who recognizes the fundamen
tal importance within Heidegger's philosophy of his critique of the theory of
"values" and this book contains a long and highly critical discussion of
Heidegger's views on the subject. (See pp. 145-161,)
s This is stated in so many words by Heidegger:
Die Seinsart des Daseins fordert · daher von einer ontologischen Inte,rpre
tation, die sich die Urspriinglichkeit der phanomen_alen Aufweisung zum
Ziel gesetzt hat, dass sie sich das Sein dieses Seienden gegen sein eigene
Verdeckungstendenz erobert. Die existenziale Analyse hat daher fiir die
Anspriiche bzw. die Geniigsamkeit und beruhigte Selbstverstandlichkeit
der alltaglichen Auslegung standig den Charakter einer Gewaltsamkeit.
Sein und Zeit (p. 311) .
For an interpretation of Sartre's philosophy as a "reflexion purifiante" which
realizes a "moralisation de l'etre moral," see F. Jeanson, Le probleme moral et
la pensee de S(lrtre, pp. 329 ff. The effect of an acceptance of the insights
contained in L'£tre et le neant upon established moral attitudes is briefly
considered on pp. 721-22 and on pp. 75-76 of that work.
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case has been made against intellectualism. It follows that in ar
guing against intellectualism, the existentialists are not entitled
to assume that our precritical sense of ethical objectivity is an il
lusion as they sometimes seem to do, but must instead refute the .
intellectualist thesis first and then go on to explain how common
sense may have come to hold such a mistaken view of its own
procedures of moral judgment. It is equally clear, however, that
moral-philosophy has no right ·to treat common sense views as in
corrigible data that subsequent analyses must in no way under
cut. Very often the main objection registered against existential
ist ethical theory seems to be that its results are incompatible
with the moral assumptions of common sense. 4 For example, it
has been alleged that no such ethical theory can account for such
phenomena of the moral life as self-condemnation, i.e., the fact
that we sometimes choose to act in a certain way but at the · same
time judge our own conduct to be morally wrong. Certainly it is
fair to ask that existentialist ethical theory deal with .cases like
this; but it cannot be assumed in advance that they are consistent
with only one theory of ethical judgment, or indeed that we are
clear about the kind of "objectivity" that ,has to be presupposed .
in order to make sense of such cases. They are most frequently
presented in unanalyzed form as counter-instances to some exis
tentialist thesis; but once they have done their work, one is given
very little, if anything, in the way of a positive account of the sta
tus of moral qualities that they presuppose. The result is that
they seem to support an extremely simplistic theory of moral ob
jectivity which is allowed to benefit from the doubts raised about
antiobjectivist position without ever having to present its own
credentials. When the existentialists are criticized for not giving
enough weight to the testimony of common sense and common
usage, they can fairly reply that by itself such an attitude is no
more tendentious than the opposite procedure of their opponents.
While the main task of this chapter is to set forth the existen
tialists' reasons for concluding that the objectivity of values is an
illusion, it will be useful to note in passing the account given by
the existentialists of the way that illusion arises, and of its under• See for example A. Plantinga, "An Existentialist's Ethics," The Review of
Metaphysics, Vol. 12 (1958) , .pp. 235-256.
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lying motives. Briefly, the existentialist view is that the objectivist
"illusion" arises when one· kind of stability which accrues to our
evaluative judgments under certain specifiable conditions is con
fused_ with, and is expressed in the language appropriate to, the
quite · different kind of stability that is characteristic of fact
Stating judgments. 5 This tends to happen whenever an individual
treats someone else's evaluations as. automatically valid for him
self, and at the very least does not think of his appropriation of
these evaluations as itself an evaluative act. The "someone else"
may be a parent or a supernatural person-God-or perhaps a
collective "person," i.e., the historical community of which one is
a member. In any case, our sense of the objectivity of the moral
s Heidegger argues that interpreting one's personal existence on the model
of "das innerweltlich Seiende" represents one of the two fundamental possi
bilities between which human beings have to choose; and he also says that
"das Dasein hat . . . gemass C:!iner zu ihm gehorigen Seinsart die Tendenz, das
eigel)e Sein aus dem Seienden her zu verstehen, zu dem es sich wesenhaft
standig und zunachst verhalt, aus der 'Welt'," (Sein und Zeit, p. 15) . This
"losing oneself in the world" is closely associated with the ·anonymous,
collective life of "Das Man" in which "die Aufgaben, Regeln, Maszstabe, die
Dringlichkeit und Reichweite des besorgendfiirsorgenden In-der-Wel4eins-je
schon entschieden (ist) . . . Das Man verbirgt sogar die von ihm vollzogene
stillschweigende Entlastung von der ausdriicklichen Wahl dieser
Moglichkeiten." (p. 268) It is clear, too, that Heidegger sees a close connec
tion between this inauthentic mode of understanding of self and the doctrine
cif "values" which are precisely "vorhandene Bestimmtheiten eines· Dinges"
and as such distorted, reified__ images of choice. For Heidegger's treatment of
"values," see references in note 9.
Sartre's interpretation of what he calls "la moralite quotidienne" is closely
similar to Heidegger's. Everyday moral experience is, he says, "exclusive de
l'angoisse ethique" and the latter, which is described as "un phenomene
posterieur et mediatise," arises only "lorsque je · m.e considere dans mon
rapport originel aux valeurs." · (L'P.tre et le neant, p. 75.) "L'angoisse" is
opposed to "!'esprit de serieux (qui) a pour double characteristique, en effet,
de considerer Jes valeurs comme des donnees transcendantes, independantes de
la subjectivite humaine, et de transferer le charactere 'desirable', de Ia
structure ontologique des choses a leur simple constitution materielle." (Ibid.,
p. 721.) Also of in_terest is Sartre's description of "l'homme serieux":
(II) recherche l'etre a l'aveuglette, en se cachan_t le libre projet qu' est cette
recherche; ii se fait tel qu'il soit attendu . par des t:l.ches placees sur sa route.
Les objets sont des exigences muettes; - et ii n'est r_ien en soi que l'obeissance
a ces exigences. L'P.tre et le Neant (p. 721) ,
.It is interesting to note that . . Sartre here uses the phrase "la structure
ontologique de la chose" to designate what is clearly a structure of human
subjectivity in its relationship .to things.
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quality of an action is, . on this view, the result of a failure or ina
bility to treat a prior evaluative judgment by someone else simp ly
as a fact that leaves open the question, "What shall I do?" 6 It is
often argued that in such cases there is, in fact, an implicit appeal
to a major premise to the effect that what ·some superordinate
person enjoins is right without qualification and is to be done,
and that this (implicit) premise is tantamount to an independ
ent evaluative act on the part of the subordinate person. This
may be the case, and indeed the existentialists would certainly
hold that in one sense it is. But a person may not know what he is
logically committed to; and it is this difference between the per
son who does treat his implicit endorsement of the above
mentioned premise as an evaluative act and the one who does not
that is at the heart of the existentialists' account of the objectivist
illusion. When a person is not aware that such an endorsement is
implicit in his attitude toward the evaluative authority in ques
tion, he will inevitably conceive his relationship to the latter in
passive and cognitive terms. It does not, of course, follow that
such persons will be passive and inactive in any other way; and it
is well known that they have often been quite the reverse. Nev
ertheless, in the one relevant respect, th ey do think of themselves
as discovering or knowing a fact that by itself supplies an answer
to the question "What shall I do?"; and to the extent that they
describe themselves and their evaluativ,e judgments in these
terms, their language lends support to the intellectualistic posi
tion.
To describe this attitude as a failure to raise a certa.in kind of
question, or as a failure to understand that it can and in a sense
must be raised, does not do full justice to the existentialist argu
ment. It is of the essence of the latter that this failure is a moti
vated and quasi-deliberate failure. 7 If the necessity for a supere Heidegger points out that it is one of the characteristics of "Das Man"
that the whole question of whose choices the various conventions and norms
of collective life represent is left indeterminate. "Es bleibt unbestimmt, wer
eigentlich wahlt." Sein und Zeit, p. 268. (See also p. 21.)
7 While Heidegger clearly indicates that the inauthentic mode of personal
existence in which Dasein is understood on the model of things is a strategy
that Dasein can itself adopt, it was left to Sartre to expand these suggestions
into his theory of "bad faith." Bad faith is, in its simplest terms, lying to
oneself; and according to Sartre it is involved in every attempt to impute
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vening personal endorsement of the source of moral authority
were fully appreciated, the resultant sense of being the . sole and
solely responsible mediator between the actual and the possible
would-so the argument goes-arouse in us an intense feeling of
anxiety. It is further assumed that -all of us, in fact, have a kind of
crepuscular awareness that our "real" situation is of just this na
ture; and the conclusion is drawn that the picture we construct of
ourselves as passive in our evaluational capacity serves the pur
pose of a prophylactic against that anxiety. Instead of simple fail
ure or inability to assume full evaluative sovereignty in one's own
right, this amounts to a refusal to do so, and it is the kind of re
fusal that compels one to keep one's eye-covertly-on the state
of affairs ·that one refuses to acknowledge.
There is a great deal that might be said about this account of
the motives that underlie the mistaken assimilation of one kind
of stability to another. Since it raises issues that are of fundamen
tal importance to the whole ethical theory of existentialism, this
· discussion will be deferred until later ch apters. 8 It is clear, how
ever, that whatever the merits of the theory, there is a very real
question as to the propriety of applying the same explanatory ac
count and imputing the same motivation to all forms of intellec
tualism, f rom its most naive and unreflective form, to its explicit
defense as a philosophical thesis. If we disregard for the moment
the question of motives, however, and appraise this theory simply
as an account of how the moral world of common sense may have
come to look as though the theses of intellectualism would cor
rectly describe it, then its merits are considerable. What it asserts
is that when we accept someon_e else's evaluative judgments as
valid for ourselves without the intervention of any validating
personal act of endorsement, we seem to ourselves to be subject to
some sort of fixed essence or nature to oneself by way of explaining and
justifying what one does. Its aim is to conceal from others but mainly from
one's self one's own complicity in the "nature" which, so far from being an
unchangeable datum of the moral life, is progressively created by one's choices.
For Sartre's account of bad faith, see L'P.tre et le neant, Part l, ch. 2. His essay
on Baudelaire (Paris: Gallimard, 1947) and Reflexions sur la question juive
(Paris: P. Morihien, 1946) are examples of the way Sartre employs the
concept of bad faith in the analysis of character.
s See ch. 7, pp. 153 ff.
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an external discipline in the making of evaluative judgments that
is easily assimilable to· the discipline that goes with the fact0
stating mode of discourse. Ex hypothesi, they are not the same, of
course. But when the former type of discipline is not though t of
as being selfcimposed, the two are sufficiently alike to make it pos
sible to describe the one limitation in terms drawn from the de
scription of the other.
IT
Fortunately, it is not difficult to identify the specific form of in
tellectualism against which Heidegger and Sartre · direct their
criticisms. Throughout Sein und Zeit there are many references
to a conception of value as a special type of property that is inde
pendent of human volition and is a possible object of cognitive
apprehension. 9 The chief contemporary exemplar of such a
theory that Heidegger had before him was Scheler's, to which
reference has already been made; and there is good reason to
think that the brief critical observations that Heidegger makes on
theories of this type were primarily addressed to Scheler's formu
lation of the intellectualistic doctrine.10 It is indeed possible to
9 These comments can be f o und on pp. 63, 68, 99, 100; 150, 286, 293. The
following quotation is typical of them all:
Der Zusatz von Wertpi:adikaten vermag nicht im mindesten einen · neuen
Aufschluss zu geben iiber das Sein der · Giiter, . sondern setzt fur diese die
Seinsart purer Vorhandenheit nur wieder voraus. Werte sind vorhandene
Bestimmtheiten eines Dinges: Werte haben am Ende ihren ontologischen
Ursprung einzig im vorgangigen Ansatz der Dingwirklichkeit als der Fimda.
mentalschicht. Schon die vorphanomenologische Erfahrung zeigt aber an
dem dinglich vermeinten Seienden etwas, was· durch Dinglichkeit nicht voll
verstandlich wird.' Also bedarf das dingliche Sein- einer Erganzung. Was
besagt ontologisch das Sein der Werte · oder ihre "Geltung" . . . ? Was
bedeutet ontologisch dieses "Haften" der Werte an den Dingen? (p. 99)
Even m.ore strongly critical. observations on the doctrine of· "values" can be
found in Heidegger's essay on Nietzsche in Holzwege (p. 205 ff) .
lO Not only are there a number of references iii Sein und Zeit to Scheler's
Formalismus in der Ethik ' und die materiale Werteth ik but there are also two
discussions (pp. 47-48 and p. 210) of Scheler's failure to lay adequate onto
logical foundations . for his philosophy of personalism. "Scheler wie Hartman
verkennen . . . dass die 'Ontologie' in ihrer iiberlieferten Grundorientierung
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interpret Heidegger's whole theory of value as growing out of his
criticisms of all attempts to treat value as a quality or property.
Considered in this light, his mode of argument is to show that
these theories attempt to transfer to a (value) property a set of
functions which no property is capable of discharging, and that
these functions are properly assigned only to human beings. This
rejection of value. properties passes over virtually intact into
Sartre's version of existentialism, where it is closely associated
with the problem of the contingency of value which, for Sartre at
least, is inseparable from . .its dependence on individual 'choice.11
At the same time; however, his account of value is in a real sense
complementary to Heidegger's since its effect is to show that the·
concept of a value property, which the latter criticizes, incorpo0
rates a contradiction that springs from the attempt to fuse, in the
notion of a being that has its value as a necessary adjunct of its
nature, the radically opposed modes of being of things and of
persons. This piece of argumentation also forms part of Sartre's
destructive analysis of the idea of God as a perfect being which
will be examined in detail in the . course cif this chapter.
The fundamental premise on which the existentialist critique
of the notion of a value property rests is that value concepts have
an essentially practical character.12 To describe value concepts as
gegeniiber dem Dasein versagt, und <lass gerade <las im Erkennen beschlossene
"Seinsverhaltnis" zu ihrer grundsatzlichen Revision und nicht nur kritischen
Ausbesserung zwingt." (p. 208, note) While Heidegger. never explicitly
associates the name of Scheler with the doctrine of "values'' which - he
criticizes; there is· an exact parallelism between that doctrine as stated by
Heidegger and Scheler's own views on the subject; and that fact; together
with these critical references to Scheler's failure to break out of the . tradi
tional ontological framework, ·make it clear that his treatment of "value" was
fundamentally unacceptable to Heidegger.
11 Sartre's· most important statement on the subject of value is "Le pour-soi
et l'etre· de· la valeur," Pt. 2; ch. 1, sec. 3, in L'£tre et le neant, but -there are
important comments in L'existentialisme est un humanisme (Paris, 1946) and
in Saint Genet: comedien et martyr (Paris: Gallimard, 1952) .
12 The practical character of all· evaluative judgments and indeed of human
existence generally comes to clearest expression in Heidegger's analyses of "the
Entwurf and Sartre's closely parallel. treatment of the projet. As the etymology
of these words indicates, to ·say that human existence has the structure of the
Entwurf or projet is to say that it is .always "thrown"--or better, "throws
itself"-toward its possibilities. Thus, when I say that something.is "good" I
project a line of action relative to that thing ·and t,he force of this application
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· essentially practical is to say that the use of a value concept
necessarily commits its user to a judgment that some action is to
be performed and, through that judgment, to the actual perform
ance of that action in the event he finds himself in the situation
to which it is declared to be appropriate. Now, if value concepts
are generically practical in this sense, i.t follows that they desig
nate relational attributes, i.e., the rightness or "fittingness" of a
certain action in a certain situation. Accordingly, the intellectual
ist must hold that in apprehending the presence in some situation
of a value property, we also come to know that some action is to be
performed-namely, the action that constitutes the other term in
the relational complex implicit in the value property itself. The
heart of the existentialist counter-argument is simply the claim
that this notion of know ing that some action is to be performed is
a conceptual muddle, and that the practical, action-oriented charof the predicate "good" is that of a choice of that line of action which I am
thereby committed to as the "right" action to perform. In saying that
Heidegger and Sartre view evaluative judgments as fundamentally practical, I
am imputing to them the view that "good" has to be defined in terms of
"right," i.e., in terms of actions to be performed if such and such a thing is
characterized as good. This imputation seems justified in spite of the fact that
neither one of these philosophers concerns himself with this distinction in the
form in which it has become familiar in ' analytical ethics. If "right" with the
implications for . action which it carries were to be explicated in terms of a
value-attribute drnoted by "good" that could simply be "intuited," this would
fly in the face of express statements by Sartre to the effect that "jamais, en
effet, le donne ne pourrait etre un motif pour une action s'il n'etait apprecie.
. • . L'appreciation, si elle ne doit pas etre gratuite, doit se faire a la lumiere
de quelque chose. Et ce quelque chose qui sert a apprecier le donne ne peut
etre que la fin. Ainsi, !'intention, d'un meme surgissement unitaire pose la fin,
se choisit, et apprecie le donne a partir de la fin. Dans ces conditions le donne
est apprecie en fonction de quelque chose qui n'existe pas encore." (L'P.tre et
le neant, p. 557. ) If we keep in mind that a value property would have to be a
"donne" and that the "fin" which "n'existe pas encore" is, or involves, a
possible action, then the passage clearly implies that nothing can be desig
nated as "good" without thereby accepting (as "right") some more or less
specific implications for action. For an example of an analysis of a value
judgment along these lines, see . ibid., p. 508. Sartre's theory of the projet is
stated most clearly in Pt. 4, ch. l, of L'P.tre et le neant, especially pp. 555-60.
Heidegger's discussion of the Entwurf can be found in Sein und Zeit, p. 145 ff.
and in Vom Wesen des Grundes, pp. 39 ff. This last work contains the explicit
statement that "die Transzendenz (stosst) nicht auf das Umwillen als au£
etwas wie einen an sich vorhandenen Wert und Zweck, sondern Freiheit halt
sich--"Und zwar als Freiheit-das Umwillen entgegen (p. 43) .
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acter of value concepts is irreconcilable with the doctrine that
they designate objective properties. 13
To be sure, the view that value concepts refer to actions to be
performed is not an uncontested proposition among ethicists, nor
is the weaker claim that this directive function is an implicit
feature of all j udgments of moral value. It is difficult to see,
however, how anyone could deny that value concepts must be ca
pable of such reference to agenda without at the same time deny
ing that evaluative knowledge has any relevance to the guidance
of conduct.14 Once the reference to an action to be performed is
dropped out of the evaluative j udgment, it becomes possible to
accept such a judgment, while at the same time leaving com
pletely open the question of what one ought to do. If an attempt
is made to close this gap by asserting that it is always right to do
what is good, i.e., to actualize or maintain in existence whatever
bears the value-property, then the credentials of this principle
must be independently established, and clearly they will be dif
ferent in character from those that establish the presence of the
value-property itself. The difficulties attendant upon such a proof
will be examined later in this chapter. Here, I would merely note
that even the most strenuously objectivistic theories like Husserl's
and Scheler's make a place for a species of value-moral
value-in which the relation to action is openly recognized; 15 and
1a This point is made in a great many ways by both Heidegger and Sartre,
but perhaps the most direct statement on the subject is Heidegger's.
, Mit den erwarteten eindeutig verrechenbaren Maximen wiirde das Gewis
sen der Existenz nichts Geringeres versagen als-die Moglichkeit zu han
deln. Sein und Zeit, p. 29�.
Sartre's position is stated most clearly in the course of his analysis of action in
L'P.tre et le neant, p. 508 ff., where every attempt to interpret actions by
reference to "ces fins toutes faites et prehumaines . . . (qui) viennent de
Dieu, de la nature, de ma nature, de la societe" is cllaracterized as a denial of
the liberty that is the "condition premiere de !'action." For explicit denials
that value or the ends of action are "known," see also pp. 138 and 548.
14 For a most interesting discussion of the whole relationship between
"good" and "right," that has considerable relevance to the argument of this
chapter, see W. Frankena, "Obligation and Value in the Ethics of G. E.
Moore" in P. Schilpp (ed.) , The Philosophy of G. E. Moore (2d ed.; New
York: Tudor Publishing Co., 1952) , pp. 93-1 10. Moore's reply to Frankena
can be found on pp. 554-81 and pp. 592-6 1 1 .
1 5 Husserl's treatment o f distinctively ethical or action-related values is fully
presented in A. Roth (ed.) . Ethische Untersuchungen (The Hague: Nijhoff,
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it is apparent that if they did not, they would have erased one
major distinction between ethical and aesthetic attitudes to
ward the world. Interestingly enough, G. E. Moore whose ethical
theory resembles Scheler's at many points, has explicitly accepted
this notion of a property that by itself generates an "ought" relat
ing to some action to be performed; and in the phrase, "an
ought-implying property," he has given apt expression to the very
collocation of concepts that the existentialists find so anoma
lous.16
This view that ethical concepts are essentially tied to action
must be explicated against the background of the existentialist
treatment of possibility which was outlined in Chapter V. When
we speak of acting in a certain way in a given situation, what we
have in mind is a series of events which would transform that sit
uation in certain respects and substitute for it another, presently
nonexistent situation. This transformation will normally be one
that is believed to be within the powers of . the person or persons
seeking to effect it, or at least to be the kind of thing which it is
reasonable for them to attempt in the light of what they know
about their capabilities, even though they do not in fact succeed
in bringing it about: But the most important feature of any ac
tion, from the existentialist standpoint, is that it is always doing
this rather than that, where "this" and "that" represent alterna
tive transformations of some situation which are both possible. 17
Even when our .action serves only to maintain in existence a situ
ation that already obtains, the goal of that action is to realize one
of the possible alternatives before us, i.e., to see to it that things
remain as they are instead of changing. When we are said to act,
there is thus a range of situations, any one of which might, de
pending upon the effort we make, follow upon the present state
of affairs. These situations are possibilities, not just in the sense
1960) , pp. 123 ff. Scheler's essentially similar views are stated in Formalismus,
pp. 153 ff. and pp. 199 ff.
16 In his "Reply to My Critics" in Schilpp (ed.) , The Philosophy of G. E.
Moore, p, 604.
11 Thus Heidegger declares that "die Freiheit . . . ist nur in der Wahl der
einen, <las heisst - im Tragen des Nichtgewahlthabens und Nichtauch
wahlenkonnens der anderen (exisienziellen Moglichkeiten) ." (Sein und Zeit,
p. 285.)
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that their occurrence is not logically excluded by our characteri
zation of the present situation as the action of changing my dog
into Julius Caesar would presumably be, but also in the sense
that the question whether or not we will attempt to bring them
about is one that is left open by the present state of our knowl
edge. Finally, while it is not necessary to make any special claim
.about what goes on in the mind . of a person who acts to bring
about one of these alternative possibilities, it is necessary, if he is
to be said to act at all, that he should be able to say, or somehow
to convey in response to a question about what he is doing, his
awareness that he is doing this rather than that.
These references to the bearing of such knowledge as we pos
sess upon our projects of action provide an occasion for noting
the general conception of knowledge and truth on which the exis
tentialists rest their denial that value is a cognizable attribute of
actual states of affairs. This is a conception of knowledge and of
truth inwhich the relationship of both to the general conception
' of human being is worked out; and while Heidegger denies that
he is defending the familiar thesis of the priority of practical
reason over theoretical reason, he does argue that knowledge,
generally, is simply one mode of Dasein or "relatedness ! ' to things
in-being that must be understood within the matrix of the com
prehensive structures of human being. 18 Scientific inquiry thus
represents one mode of comportment within this total situation;
and the kind of truth at which it aims presupposes an opening
upon the world that can be elucidated only in terms of a refer
ence, via action, to possible alternative states of affairs. So funda
mental indeed is this orientation toward action of our whole ap
prehension of the world, according to the existentialists, that it
penetrates e.ven our perception of physical objects which are in
the first instance experienced as instruments that can· be made to
serve our needs. Only very gradually are concepts of objects
. formed that' · abstract from this, prim,ary context of human · fore
sight and action, and that lepresent things as simply there
vorhanden-and independent of any human action that .may be
performed upoD'them, or at least of any action that has not been
assimilated to other natural forces . and thus· itself made, the object
·. 1s See, for example, Sein und Zeit, p. 62 and p; 202.
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of some predictive theory. When such concepts of objects are
formed, the judgments irr which they are used are "true" in the
sense of corresponding to a state of affairs. It is this sense of truth,
involving as it does a self-imposed passivity on the part of human
consciousness, th"t the existentialist has in mind when he denies
that there can be knowledge of value-properties and that value
judgments can be true or false. As I will try to show, the basic rea
son on which this denial rests is the belief that the special passiv
ity associated with scientific observation and theory can never be
total, and that precisely in their evaluative functions, human
beings break out of it in a manner which proves fatal to the intel
lectualist thesis when its implications are understood.
To sum up, the crucial premise of the existentialist argument
is that the actions to which reference is made by value concepts
are possible actions. They are actions which there is reason to
think the relevant persons cou ld perform if they chose; but they
are also actions that are not necessary or inevitable and that
those persons can also not perform, if they choose. To the extent
that evaluative judgment involves a reference to actions, it is to
actions whose mode of logical rapport with the existing situation
to which they are appropriate is neither that of being excluded as
incompatible with our characterization of that situation, nor that
of being a necessary entailment of it. Furthermore, this setting of
actual situations within a context of possibility is not just a con
tingent accident of the human condition, that will be eliminated
pari passu with human ignorance, but a permanent and dis
tinctive feature of our relationship to the world. Thus, precisely
because human experience is essentially mediated by an unelimi
nable contrast between what actually exists and what might possi
bly exist, one central human function becomes the projection of a
range of possible states of affairs that might be realized by ' corre
sponding human actions. "Things" by themselves are incapable
of setting up their own ranges of possible alternatives and, a for
tiori, they are incapable of designating any one of these possibili
ties as giving the direction in which an actual situation should
evolve. Yet the concept of a value property represents both these
forms of transcendent reference to possible states of affairs as rela120
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tional attributes that are . independent of human consciousness,
with the result that the latter must be characterized as passively
registering such relationships and reproducing them in true
value judgments. In other words, it is claimed that we discover,
or at least can discover, a special relationship of rightness or fit
tingness between the actual situation in which we have to act and
some one of the possible actions which we project out of that situ
ation. The fact that this relationship holds between a particular
possible action and an actual situation, and that it does not hold
between the latter and certain other possible actions is supposed
to be what entitles us to say that that one action is the morally
right one for us to perform.
As I have already indicated, it is precisely the application of
the concept of truth to this peculiar hybrid of actuality and possi
bility that creates the difficulty. The reference to a possible state
of affairs and a corresponding possible action by which it would
be realized is essential if the attribution of a value quality is to
have any relevance to the question, "What should I do?" More
over, the situation in which we act must be reckoned with
through an identification of some relevant feature it bears if ac
tion is to be more than a blind instinctual thrust. But in what
sense could we be said to discover a relationship in which one
term is a presently existent state of affairs and the other a merely
possible human action? No doubt it is unexceptionable English
usage to say of value judgments that they are "true"-in that
sense of "true" which is close to "ditto" and which permits us to
espouse judgments that have been made by others. There is a
quite different use of "true" that is distinctive of fact-stating dis
course and which requires that we be able to verify by some mdde
of inspection the presence or absence of the quality or relation
designated by the predicate term in the judgment which is said to
be "true." It is this second (and surely more fundamental) sense
of "truth" of which the existentialists cannot make sense when it
is associated with evaluative judgments. For in the evaluative
case, ex hypothesi, one term in the relational complex which we
are said to apprehend does not exist, and if the concept of truth
is coordinate with what exists, as the existentialists assume
121
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throughout, then it cannot be extended to judgm ents that in
volve an essential refererice to what does not exist at the time of
judgment and, as far as the agent knows, may never exist.
A way around this difficulty might be suggested as follows. It
could be argued that the fact-so strongly emphasized by the ex
istentialists-that human consciousness is always · a step ahead of
the situation of- fact by which it is confronted justifies an in
terpretation of evaluation on the model of predictive judgments;
Certainly the latter-both when they are explicitly cast in the
form of an estimate of what the future holds in store and when
the · prediction is implicit in some dispositional predicate like
"soluble"-do not confine themselves simply to saying what is the
case in the sense of characterizing what now exists or has existed
in the past. Moreover, it would seem that judgments that involve
a reference to future eventualities offer a much more satisfactory
paradigm for understanding human knowledge than do those (if
there are any such at all) that limit themselves rigidly to saying
what is or has been the case. Especially since the existentialists re
gard our apprehension of natural objects as being dispositional
through and through, it could be argued that it would be much
more in keeping with their general position if they were to treat
properties-among them value-properties-that mediate between
the present and the future as standard objects of human · knowl
edge, rather than as incoherent mixtures of radically disparate
notions.
Even if this point about the centrality of dispositional proper
ties were granted, however, as it certainly would be by both Hei
degger and Sartre, a crucially important distinction between
predictive and evaluative judgments would still have to be made. '
It is quite true that prediction as it is understood in the context
of scientific inquiry involyes a certain suspension of our normal
practical concern for the ' futµre in the interest of finding out
what will happen .in a given set of circumstances which we may
have helped to arrange. Withiri limits that are themselves dic
tated by a pr;i.ctical concern at some deeper level, we become pas
sive spectators of the unfolding of events; and as a counterpart of
this passivity, the brute ·presence of things0in-the�world is ex
tended, as it were, beyond the-pr�sent moment into the future we
1 22
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are seeking to predict. Thus, while a predictive judgment rests on
premises that are drawn from past and present observations of
the state of the world, it always goes beyond what these premises
assert to make some further factual claim for which the locus of
verification is the relevant stretch of the future. Moreover, it is a
commonplace of the logic books that an inductive judgment can
be valid in the sense of being made in conformity with the canons
of inductive logic as applied to the body of available evidence,
and yet prove false in the light of what actually happens. By con
trast, while evaluative ju.dgments are often very closely bound up
with assumptions of fact about a given situation and about the
likely effect of acting in a certain way in that situation, it is dis
tinctive of such judgments that all these elements of information
about what is (or will be) the case receive the status of premises•
from which the evaluative inference then moves forward. No dis
tinction between the validity of such an inference and the truth
of its conclusion can be made, as in the case of the predictive
judgment;- for while the unfolding of events may often lead us to
conclude that our evaluation was based on faulty· premises and
was therefore inappropriate to the actual situation, these events
do not provide any test of the truth of the cohclusioi:I as distinct
from that of the premises of an evaluative referen:ce. 19 Predictive
and evaluative judgments share; to be sure, the characteristics of
being inferences, i.e., moves forward· from a set of premises; and
they also share the characteristic of involving a reference to the
future. But the predictive judgment by virtue of its built-in sus- ·
ceptibility for further verification "touches down" in a future
from which intervention through human action has been pro
visionally excluded. By contrast, the evaluative judgment; having
absorbed all assumptions of present and future fact into its
premises and• referring as it ·.does beyond the latter to a future
that is open precisely in the sense of not being isolated from
human intervention, has the character, as the existentialists are
fond of saying, of a ''leap'' or "pro-ject" just because there is no
state of affairs, present or futur.e, to which it can be true or false.
19 A similar point about the relationship of "truth" . to "validity" in
evaluative inference is made by C. L. Stevenson in his Ethics and Language
(New Haven, Conn.: ,Yale. University ,·Press, 1 944) , pp. 152-73.
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Why, it may be asked, does the existentialist make so much of
the case in which the relational value attribute is supposed to
connect an actual situation with a merely possible action, when
such attributes-if they exist at all-must be capable of being ap
prehended equally well as relationships between situations and
actions which are either both actual (having already occurred)
or both hypothetical and merely possible?20 I think the answer
to this question is that the hybrid case most clearly reveals the
difficulties implicit in the notion of an "ought-implying" prop
erty. As long as we talk in terms of value properties attaching to
states of affairs, either real or imaginary, and do not "unpack"
the reference to possible actions that is implicit in these proper
ties, matters seem quite straightforward. Either one apprehends
these properties or one doesn't. But when the reference to an ac
tion that is envisaged as merely possible is exposed, it becomes ap
parent that what we claim to intuit is a relational complex, one
term of which is ex hypothesi not given, and could not therefore
be apprehended in the quasi-perceptual manner postulated in
most intuitionistic accounts. Once the action had been performed
and the relational complex thereby completed, there would no
longer be this obstacle in the way of claiming that the value
attribute had been discovered in a quasi-perceptual manner, al
though there might well be others. It would be very strange, how
ever, if the rightness of an action could be apprehended only ret
rospectively and never at the moment of decision, i.e., only after
I had decided without any supporting intuition that a certain
course of action is right and had carried it out. The only alterna
tive to this unwelcome conclusion seems to be to argue that what
is apprehended both at .the moment of decision and retrospec
tively is not a particular relational complex between this situa
tion and that action, but a nexus of some kind between a certain
type of situation and a certain type of action to which the actu
ality of one .or the other of these terms is strictly irrelevant. In
20 The relationship between ''possibility" and the future as one dimension
of temporality as well as the special importance of the latter within the
structure of Dasein are discussed in Sein und Zeit, pp. 325 ff. Sartre's
essentially similar treatment of the future is to be found in L'£tre et le neant,
pp. 168-:-74.
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this way, all value intuitions are really assimilated to the case re
ferred to above, in which both situation and action are envisaged
as mere possibilities, i.e., as a purely conceptual relationship.
The view that there are synthetic a priori truths about values
has not had many defenders in the twentieth century. Indeed,
one of the most significant modifications of classical intellectual
ism introduced by both Scheler and Moore was their common in
sistence that the attribution of value properties must be based
not on a priori proofs that situations of a certain type must have
a certain value property but on intuitional apprehensions of a
special kind; and both have denied that that "good" has any ana
lyzable internal structure that could serve as the basis for such
reasoning. 21 On the other hand, not only do both Scheler and
Moore appear to hold that what_ is so apprehended may be a gen
eral evaluative truth; but it would seem, in the light of the argu
ments proposed above, that any intuitionistic position of this
type will be forced to fall back on a doctrine of synthetic, a
priori, evaluative truths. Against such a doctrine, the existential
ists do not, as far as I can see, have any new arguments to offer. It
would be easy for them to show , however, that the attempt to ·as
sociate such a position with the other assumptions that Moore
and Scheler make about the simplicity of value properties and
the essential role of intuition can lead only to the most serious in
coherencies. 22 Furthermore, they might well point to the danger
that the claim that there are su�h synthetic a priori truths will
simply coalesce for all practical purposes with an endorsement of
a rule of inference sanctioning the move from a set of factual
premises to a certain evaluative conclusion. If this is _not to hap
pen, and if these synthetic a priori truths are to have sufficient in
dependence of such policies of inference and of the moral conclu
sions to which they lead to be able to offer them support, then it
will have to be shown that they express some universal and neces
sary relationship; and for this undertaking the history of philoso
phy offers very little encouragement.
21 See Moore, Principia Ethica,
Formalismus, pp. 37, 84, 196 ff.

Preface, p. !I and pp. 9-10; also, Scheler,

22 In the case of Moore, these difficulties have been clearly shown by W.
Frankena (see n. 14, above) , especially pp. 103 ff.
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III
Some more general observations on the character of the exis
tentialist argument I have been presenting may now be in order.
It. shows, first of all, a surprising affinity with the "open question"
argument that was used by G. E. Moore against all forms of ethi
cal naturalism. 23 Moore argued that no matter what "natural"
properties a thing might have-these, presumably, were proper
ties obsei;vable by normal scientific methods-they would leave
open the question whether that thing was good or• not. No "nat
ural" fact, in other words, could by itself foreclose any evalua
tive possibility. Up to this point, the argument used by Moore
runs parallel to the reasoning of the existentialists, in spite · of
great differences in philosophical idiom. The difference between
them is that Moore believes there is another set of properties
which he calls "nonnatural" and which perform the function
which the "natural" properties are incapable of discharging.
These do settle evaluative questions, and thus put out of play
what would otherwise appear to be · alternative evaluative possi
bilities. In addition, through the conceptual connection which
Moore postulates between goodness and rightness, they make cer
tain of the actions that are possible in a given situation morally
right. Unfortunately, the set of differentia that Moore offers for
nonnatu:ral qu·alities is so vague . as to be circular. Nonnatutal
, properties turn out to be simply the kind that does bring evalua
tive questioning to a stop, and natural properties are just those
that cannot do so.
What the existentialists do is to press the "open question'.' ar
gument not only against some subclass of properties, natural or
otherwise, but against all properties as such. The reason the nat
ural properties of an object do not provide answers to evaluative
questions is ,not that they are natural, whatever that adjective
may be held· to signify over and above the logical deficiency just
cited. The reason is that they are properties. Similarly, the true
2s In this section, .l have · ·chosen to· compare the existentialist position with
the views of G. E. Moore rather than with those of Scheler, since the position
of the former is �o much better known in the English-speaking philosophical
world.
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point of the "open question" argument is not to show that the
presence of one of a certain range of properties leaves questions
about the presence of properties of another type unanswered. In
stead, it is that no property that a situation might be discovered
· to have could possibly determine by itself the value of that situa
tion. In order to do that, a property would have to be capable of
generating a prescription relating to some action or actions which
could be performed in the situation in question. This double
function of denoting a property and entailing a prescription
against which the existentialists have registered such serious ob
jections is of course just the one that Moore seeks to make the
predicate · "good" perform. · It remains to be seen, however,
whether he was really able to show how the discovery that a situa
tion or object, whether real or ideal, has a certain property can
suffice to establish that it would be right to act in a certain way in
relation to that situation. It is well-known that Moore believed
that jt was demonstrable, if not self-evident, that the morally
right action in any given situation is the action which will pro
duce the greatest amount of good of all the actions that are possi
ble in that situation. In determining what the cons<::quences of
any . action will be, we are necessarily dependent upon normal
methods of prediction, although the relative values of the differ
ent sets of consequences will have to be determined by an inde
pendent intuition. Once these consequences are known and their
relative values determined, the question of action is. settled (ac
cording to Moore) , for right action can only consist in doing that
which in the light of the best available information is judged
likely to produce a total state of affairs in which the nonnatural
property designated by "good" is present to a greater degree than
in any other such total state of affairs that we might seek to bring
about.
It is not very .difficult to see what is wrong with this argument,
and why it fails to meet the difficulty about the reference to an ac
tion·to be performed that looms so large in the opposing existen
tialist case. Confronted by the logical independence of any char
acterization cif a-situation in terms of "natural" properties from
judgments of the value or "goodness" of that situation, Moore
saves what would otherwise :be · an unjustifiable inference from
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the former to the latter by postulating a method for verifying the
conclusion of that inference through an intuition of a special
nonnatural property, i.e., good. But the duality he seeks to over
come in this way breaks out in a new quarter. For even if we are
disposed to accept Moore's view that "good" and "right" are logi
cally related in such a way that the statement, "It is right to do
that action which produces most good," is necessarily true, this
does not suffice to tie "right" and the imperative for action that it
carries to any property that the predicate "good" may be used to
designate. It makes no difference that such properties are sup
posed by Moore to be simple and unanalyzable, for "good
implying-right" obviously is analyzable, and neither the fact that
a property is simple nor the fact that the predicate " go od" has
been used to designate it suffices to show by what right we also
characterize that property as "good-implying-right." Here, it is of
no avail to fall back on the conceptual linkage between "good"
and "right," since the flavor of self-evidence that is associated
with this hook-up disappears the moment it turns out to be not
just definitionally true, but- an association of a practical implica
tion with a specific property or set of properties that a situation
may be discovered to have. Indeed, it would appear that the inde
finability of "good" within Moore's system indirectly serves to
conceal the illegitimacy of this . assumed equivalence of "good"
simpliciter with "good-implying-right." For if that simple prop
erty could be characterized by any other (and perhaps more fa
miliar) predicates, the logical discreetness of the attribution of
the property and the implication for action would become ob
vious and the open question would be open again.
It is hard to resist the conclusion that apart from this iHegiti
mate function of seeming to link indissolubly what are in fact
logically distinct characterizations of a situation, the illustrious
simple-"good"-plays no essential role in the open question ar
gument properly understood. If it is to · be logically tied to
"right," it cannot designate a property that we could simply "dis
cover" without our having decided thereby what it would in fact
be right to do. From the moral standpoint, the crucial move will
always be the one from the fact that a situation has such and such
features and that a certain action in that situation , can be ex128
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pected to have such and such effects, to the conclusion that that
action should or should not be performed. A statement to the ef
fect that the consequences to be expected from a ·certain action
are good would normally function as a preliminary endorsement
of that action as the one to be performed. If with Moore we seek
to interpret "good'' in such contexts as standing for another _ dis- ·
coverable feature of the situation over and above those already
noted, we either cancel the implication for action, or we place
ourselves in the incongruous position of claiming not just that we
intuit a certain property of the situation, but also that in appre
hending the presence of this property we see the validity of an in
ference from the fact that the situation has this property to the
conclusion that a certain action having certain expectable conse
quences would be right. The existentialists cannot make sense of
this kind of "seeing"; and since Moore's arguments cast no light
on this question of how the apprehension of a property could by
itself guarantee the validity of an inference, I conclude that the
intelligibility of the intellectualistic position on this crucial point
has yet to be shown.
What emerges from this critique and reconstruction of the an
tinaturalistic argument developed by Moore and by Scheler is a
radically new conception of the "openness," from the standpoint
of evaluation, of all judgments of fact, whether "natural" · or oth
erwise. As it now appears, the "openness" of the open question is
due not to the logical independence of value properties from
other "natural" properties, but to the perspective of possible
human action in which any situation, however characterized, can
be set. At this point, however, an objection may be raised. The
existentialist may be asked why he denies at the level of valu_e
properties what is so plainly effected at the level of value con
cepts. If we say that a man is "cruel," for example, we are both
describing his behavior and suggesting attitudes toward this be
havior that would normally express themselves in certain kinds
of action. Indeed, a strong rnse can be made for the view that this
kind of dual function is typical of our moral language. Neverthe
less, just this analysis of the dual function of such concepts can be
made to serve the existentialist's argument. By distinguishing be
tween the descriptive and practical components within a moral
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concept, the way is opened to a question as to the relationship be
tween .these two elements and the sense in which this relationship
can be said to be known. If this distinction can be made at all,
then surely it must be possible to distinguish between the proper
ties corresponding to the descriptive component in the concept
and the relation in which these stand to some action to be per
formed. But this really amounts to a segmentation of the original
value property, .and to an abandonment of the claim that to ap
prehend the one is unavoidably to apprehend the other as well.
This in turn is to surrender the idea -that some property of an ac
tual situation can somehow transcend • itself and reach out to se
lect, from among the courses of action that are · possible in a given
situation, the one that is to be performed.
This point is of considerable importance, since a number of
contemporary philosophers have proposed that intellectualism be
disassociated from special epistemological · and metaphysical
claims, and that the contrast between the objective and the sub
jective in ethics-between the morally justified and . the arbitrary
-be reinterpreted by assigning a prima facie authority to the
various conjugations of normative and ' descriptive components
within the moral concepts that are placed at our disposal by the
language of the society to which :we belong. 24 On this view; the
use of evaluative and moral predicates presupposes a background
of collectively accepted evaluative standards; and the authority of
evaluative judgments is essentially dependent on the fact -that
they are only incidentally made by this or that individual, and re
flect instead an impersonal and "public" assessment of the moral
requirements of a given situation. Typically, the sign that such a
moral consensus. exists is the incorporation of these jointly ac�
cepted principles into the language of the community in , ques•
tion. Concepts are constructed fo r the purpose of describing var24 I have in ·mind here a number of 'British and American philosophers,
among them S. Toulmin and K, Baier, but perhaps the best statements of the
position I describe are to be .found in P. Foot, "Moral Arguments," Mind, Vol.
67 (1958) , pp. 502-13 . and J . . Searle, "How to Derive 'Ought' From 'Is',"
Philosophical Review, VoL 73 (1964) , pp. 43'-58. Also of considerable interest
in this connection is Mrs; Foot's paper in the Symposium on ," Goodness and
Choice,''. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, SuppL VoL ,35 (1961) , pp.
45-60;
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ious actions and situations, and they are constructed in such a
way that certain ev<!luative implications are implicit in them.
The result is that users of the language cannot deny the appropri
ateness of certain modes of action in certain situations without an
appearance of logical incongruity. Thus the "fact" that a man
has made a promise implies that he ought to keep it, and the
"fact" that a man owes money to . another implies that he ought
to repay him. The premises of these inferences can be verified,
and yet they also have directly evaluative implications. This
tying together of a state of affairs with an action to be performed
is j ust what the existentialists say no value-property can be con
ceived of as doing. According to the variety of intellectualism
under consideration, this nexus is effected at the level of concepts,
and not at that of alleged va_lue-properties; and these "amphib
ious" concepts are a social property which no individual can
simply appropriate for his own purposes, and which imposes a
common logical discipline on all who use it.
In a later chapter, I will argue that with certain very important
additions this account of the basis of the objectivity of evaluative
judgments could be rendered consistent with the existentialist
doctrine of the primacy of individual choice. 25 In the form in
which I have just stated this view, however, there can be no
doubt of its unacceptability from the existentialist standpoint, or
of the reasons that make it unacc�ptable. For the individual
moral agent, the only inference that can be drawn from the fact
that certain evaluative implications are built into the language
he uses is that someone else has associated certain evaluative con
clusions with certain descriptive premises, and through the im
personal agency of language, is exerting a subtle form of pressure
on him to do likewise. In other words, the existentialist is saying
that behind the "rules of moral language" there stand other
human beings, living and dead, and that insofar as these rules
"represent" anything, it is the actions and choices of those per
sons. 26 There are a number of important qualifications that have
to be added in order to meet obvious objections to this view, but
2s See ch. 8, p. 208 ff.
s For a fuller discussion of the whole question of moral principles and
rules, see ch. 7, p. 174 ff.
2
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only after the next (and decisive) step in the existentialist argu
ment has been supplied. This is the assertion that the fact that
other human beings have evaluated certain situations in certain
ways, and have succeeded in building these evaluations into the
language available for describing those situations, has no auto
matic normative implications. If the "existence" of a rule in
volves no more than a standing disposition on the part of the
members of the community (or some influential subgroup
thereof) to encourage behavior of a certain kind and the incorpo
ration of these directives for conduct into our language, we can
surely be said to know that these rules exist, even though their
verbal formulations may turn out to be rather imperfect indices
of what the community is effectively prepared to insist on. But
knowledge of the existence of_ a rule in this sense would, accord
ing to the existentialists, leave open the question of the action to
be taken by the individual who has this knowledge until he him
self has made· an evaluative appreciation of the fact that other
members of his society have acted in a certain way in a situation
like the one in which he finds himself, or are disposed in favor of
such action. In short, the opinions and actions of others are sim
ply additional elements in the action-situation, and are no more
capable of announcing their own evaluative significance than are
the other elements in that situation.

IV
Against the ,backgr ound of the preceding discussion, it should
now be possible to offer an intelligible interpretation of the argu
ments by which Sartre attempts to show, in a well-known section
of Being and No thingness, that the very concept of a value
property involves a subtle contradiction and that this same con
tradiction-so far from being an (in principle) avoidable error
into which human beings simply happen to have fallen-consti
tutes a permanent structural feature of human existence. 27 It is
21 This discussion occurs in the sections of L'P.tre et le neant on "Le
pour-soi et l'etre de la valeur," and "Le pour-soi et l'etre des possibles," pp.
127-47, of which the account I give here is a fre!:! paraphrase. .
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particularly important to disentangle these difficult passages,
both because of their intrinsic interest and because Sartre here as
sociates with his thesis that value-properties involve an internal
contradiction the quite different claim that human beings are
necessarily incapable of happiness. The latter is of course central
to what I have called the existentialist ethos as distinct from the
ethical theory which I am examining, and Sartre's assumption
that these two theses stand in a relationship of implication to o�
another raises the general issue of the relationship between these
two aspects of existentialism in an especially ai:ute form.
At first glance, Sartre's account of the "being of value" contains
statements which might seem to commit him to a theory of value
very different from that of Heidegger. Thus, he insists that "un
less we deal in purely verbal II1eanings," we must recognize that
value in some way possesses being-that it is; and he goes so far
as to speak of value as a "normative entity.''28 On closer inspec
tion, however, it becomes . evident that Sartre is denying quite as
emphatically as Heidegger that values are realities, or qualities of
existing things. He also holds that if they were, the resultant con
tingency of their being would "kill value." The being of value
must therefore be ideal, as Scheler argues; but-and this is the
crux of Sartre's argument-it is a special kind of ideal which
human being necessarily generates, and which Sartre describes as
"consubstantial" with human being. It is the idea of a value
which is absolute or unconditional in the sense of being inde
pendent of (and antecedent to) choice, and toward which all acts
of choice are oriented. It is in fact the self considered as abso�
lutely founded in its being, and yet aware of itself as such. It is
also, in one form, the idea of God. At the same time, this same
idea of a value that is raised above contingency and choice, and
that is in some sense coeval with human being, is declared by Sar
tre to be self-contradictory and in principle incapable of exem
plification.
In explaining why it is impossible (in Sartre's view) that value
should ever be realized, it will be helpful to take note of the close'
parallelism he postulates between the search for necessary first
principles of morality and the wider metaphysical aspiration to
28 [b id.,

p. 186.
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overcome the contingency of finite existence by deriving the lat
ter from a being that exists necessarily. 29 In both of these cases,
we observe an effort by human beings to provide an answer
to-or somehow to shut off-a question which they are in some
sense compelled to ask, and which may even be said to_ be posed
by the very relationship in which human beings stand to the
"world. " Thus, _ it is human beings who first introduce the con
trast between actuality and possibility, as well as the idea of the .
world as that which contingently exists; and it is human beings
who are afflicted with a peculiar feeling of anxiety when they
think of the world as "just" existing, i.e., as gratuitously emerg
ing from a circumambient non-being. This sense of cosmic anxi
ety has in turn inspired a whole series of attempts to tinker with
our concepts of actuality and possibility in. such a way as to make
the actual world emerge as the only one that could have existed,
or to represent it as the effect of a cause that exists necessarily. A
necessary being would contain within itself all of the conditions
of its own existence, and therefore would not be apprehended
against a backdrop of alternative possibilities in the manner of
contingent beings. In some sense, it would -have put these alter
nate possibilities out of commission in such a way as _to make it
self ontologically complete, and to provide by itself an answer to
the question "Why does it exist?" But if such a being is assumed
to be endowed with consciousness and self-awareness as of course
the God of Western theology is, then it is once more subtly de
tached from its own self-constituted being, and the old contrast
between what it is and what it might possibly be resumes all its
original force. No .matter how hard either God or man tries to in
corporate himself into a closed system that, �n Kant's terminology,
provides the "Therefore" to every "Wherefore," his very aware
ness of being so incorporated thrusts him beyond it. It is for this
reason that the positing of such a totality by the very beings who
inveterately reinstate the distinction of the actual and the possi
ble involves a latent self-contradiction.
Now in a way that is very similar to the ontological incom
pleteness that we attribute to contingent beings, the subjects of
our evaluative judgments are felt to be incomplete. Actual situa2s 1bid., pp. 140 ff.
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tions are apprehended as deficient in some respect that has to be
made good by action. Just as an ascending series of natural causes
gives no relief against the anxiety about the world's contingent
existence, so the parallel evaluative question, "But is it good?"
proves to be self-perpetuating. Even when the answer is "Yes," it
is always revocable in principle, and the prospect of a never
ending series of inconclusive evaluations arouses a feeling of anx
iety not very different from the existential anxiety noted above.
Once again, the idea of a being that sets a terminus to this kind
of questioning is envisaged-a being that would have no deficien
cies which action could supply. This is the idea of a perfect being
or of the self as it ought to be, which, as the preordained goal of
all my choices, anticipates them all without being itself tran
scended or put in question by any of them. Just as God was con
ceived as a self-sustaining being, so this projected self is conceived
as a self-evaluating being, opaque to evaluative questioning in
the sense that alternative answers are in its case not logically pos
sible. Just as the being that exists necessarily is itself the ground
of its own being, so the perfect self does not stand in need of any
complementation through action; and any evaluative endorse
ments that human beings may confer upon it are redundant. In
both cases, the subject of the evaluative as of the existential judg
ments is constructed in such a way as to subvert the normal rela
tionship between actuality and possibility, and to make attribu
tion of value and of existence follow necessarily from judgments
of what is possible.
The case of necessary evaluative truths is less obviously one in
which a question-stopping concept is constructed by sheer fiat, if
only because many of our con�epts, as has been pointed out,
have .in fact both descriptive and evaluative components. Nev
ertheless, the claim that there are neces�ary evaluative truths as
serts more than that some concepts combine these functions; it re
quires that the evaluation be a logical implicate of the descrip
tion. If such a nexus could be affected in re, then human beings
would indeed confront a value to which their own endorsements
would be irrelevant, and the very idea of alternative evaluative
attitudes radically inappropriate. But if such a connection cannot
be discovered, the declaration that it exists can amount to no
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PRINCIPLES AND PERSONS

more than an attempt to stop oneself from thinking in terms of
contrasting evaluative attitudes toward that which the descriptive
element in the concept describes, on the grounds that one of these
attitudes must be incompatible with the latter. At the same time,
in order to make clear what distinction is inapplicable, we first
have to introduce the distinction between the nature of a thing
and possible evaluative judgments on such a thing. Then, after
we have been taught to use that distinction, we are simply told
that in at least one case it must not be applied. The contradiction
here is not one produced by making an assertion and then deny
ing it. It is rather in the nature of an unresolved ambivalence in
our treatment of the concept of possibility. We are at once irrevo
cably committed to its use and strongly moved to set limits to its
range of application. If as between these two conflicting tenden
cies it is the attempt to circumscribe that breaks down (as the ex
istentialists believe) , that is because it is the concept of possibil
ity that is, as it were, the going concern-the fundamental
human way of looking at the world-and against this commit
ment to it, attempts to declare it inoperative by sheer fiat must be
unavailing.
In spite of the tortuousity of his exposition, there can be no de
nying the power of Sartre's vision of man as the being who con
tinually-one might almost say helplessly-opens up a gap be
tween himself and his "world," and between himself as he is and
as he might be, which his most ingenious efforts are powerless to
close. Nor can there be any real doubt of the general harmony of
his views on the "objectivity" of values with those of Heidegger.30
Nevertheless, at least two points in his treatment of the whole
topic of value raise serious questions about the conclusions that
30 This seems clearly true in spite of Heidegger's _denial that Sartre's
position is in any way derived-except by misunderstanding-from his own.
Of Sartre's "humanism" he says that in it "die Humanitas des homo humanus
(wird bestimmt) aus dem Hinblick au£ eine feststehende Auslegung der
Natur, der Geschichte, der Welt des Weltgrundes, das heisst des Seienden im
Canzen." (Ober den Humanismus Frankfurt: V. Klostermann, 1949) , p. I I.
This view which, if correct, would place Sartre in an intellectualistic and
naturalistic tradition, appears to be based mainly, if not exclusively, on
Sartre's L'existentialisme est un humanisme (Paris: Nagel, 1946) ; but it
manifestly distorts the purport of that work, not to speak of L'P.tre et le
neant.
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are justified by this rejection of all value-property theories. Allu
sion has already been made to one of these points--Sartre's asser
tion that because value can never be a real property human
beings are necessarily doomed to' unhappiness. 31 This view has a
surface plausibility, since it does follow from Sartre's conception
of human beings that they will always be confronted by unfin
ished business. This fact in turn suggests a kind of restlessness and
incapacity for final satisfaction which we may well be disposed to
recognize as a form of unhappiness. What such a shaky chain of
inferences obscures, of course, is the fact that there are very many
different ways of having "unfinished business," and the myth of
Sisyphus just is not an acceptable paradigm case for all of them.
There is, after all, a distinction between, lives that are crowned by
achievement and those that issue in frustration and failure, and
this is a( distinction that is surely relevant to the business of mak
ing out-however, difficult that may be-whether a man is happy
or not. Or, to put the same point another way, if it can be laid
down a priori that all men are necessarily _unhappy because their
moral being is not somehow prefabricated for them but must be
fashioned and sustained by a continuing effort on the part of
each of them, one can only conclude that this common unhappi
ness must be a very diluted, and probably by itself quite innocu
ous, affair. In any case, it should not be confused with the unhap
piness that entails suffering and failure; and any convention of
usage which . (like Sartre's) fosters this confusion must be re
garded as expressing the bias of an individual sensibility, and not
as the inescapable consequence of an analysis of moral experi
ence.
The second point which I wish to raise in connection with Sar
tre's position concerns his assumption that human being necessa
rily projects an "objectively valid" norm of what the self ought to
be. In the account which I have given above, I have avoided this
feature of Sartre's doctrine, and I have spoken instead of the pos
tulation of such a norm as an (unsuccessful) strategy adopted by
the self in an effort to suppress the anxiety that is inspired by an
awareness of its own freedom. To be sure, the temptation to
adopt this strategy may well be a permanent accompaniment of
a1 1 bid., p. 134.
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the human situation, and it is important to recognize how deep
seated our tendency to objectify value has been and continues to
be. One goes well beyond such a recognition, however, when one
says (as Sartre does) that human subjectivity can be defined
only in terms of a lack of, and aspiration toward, an objectively
v-alid moral ideal. 32 This is to commit oneself to the propo
sition that human beings always and necessarily entertain this
ideal. Not only is this claim questionable simply on factual
grounds, but it has the further disadvantage of making it quite
unclear how in these circumstances it would be possible to reject,
in principle, all objectivistic conceptions of value. Such a rejec
tion, involving as it does an insight into the impossibility of a
value's ever being a cognizable object, surely requires a revised
conception of the goals toward which human choices orient them
selves. In this revision, an explicit recognition of the continuing
duality of moral consciousness would replace the hopeless aspira
tion for absolute coalescence with one's terminal . state of being.
This point will assume special importance later in the course of
the discussion of whether autonomy can itself become a goal.
Here it is enough to observe that Sartre, by building a reference
to an admittedly impossible ideal into the definition of moral
consciousness, has seriously prejudged in an adverse sense that
whole important question.
V
The upshot of this whole discussion is that the notion of know
ing a thing to have a quality involving an essential relationship
to an action which (as far as we know) may never take place, is
intolerably confused and must be given up. To treat such a hy
brid property as an object of knowledge is like saying thaJ John is
a father because he may some day have children; and surely this
would be regarded as a very queer bit of knowledge. But if this
reference from an actual state of affairs to an action to be per
formed is never something that is in the first instance known, it
remains to ask whether, as the existentialists claim, it must be
32

Jbid., pp. } 33 ff.
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something that is done-a move that is made, and that can be
known only reflexively and then as a first-personal act of the
knower? What precise significance are we to attach to the asser
tion that moral judgm ents themselves, and not just our perform
ance or nonperformance of what they require, have an act charac
ter? In the next chapter, in connection with my discussion of the
concept of choice, I shall try to show that it is a mistake to inter
pret the "acts" of moral decision of which the existentialists
speak as psychological events. Here, I am concerned only to show
in what sense moral judgments themselves can be regarded as
symbolic actions.
There are, as I have already suggested, great obstacles in the
way of a recognition of the act character of moral judgments.
Especially when established evaluative attitudes have been en
shrined in the very language we use for talking about different
kinds of situations, it becomes very difficult not to think of our
own evaluative judgm ents as reports of a kind of phantom tran
scendence, carried out as it were in the third person, and the tra
jectory of which is simply to be retraced by the action itself. Nev
ertheless, even within the intellectualistic theory itself, which
builds on this sense of the subordination of our particular evalua
tive judgm ents to prior standards over which we exercise no
control, some indirect recognition of this act-character can be
found. Surely, when such theories speak (as they often do) of
value-properties as supervening properties, this participle suggests,
in addition to a relationship of dependence of value properties on
other nonvalue properties, an element of activity in this relation
ship. 33 Of course, it is the "properties" themselves that are said
to supervene, and evaluative activity is thus conceived of once
more as going on rather mysteriously in full independence of the
human spectator. It may be suggested, however, that this talk of
the "supervening" of the value property amounts to a tacit recog
nition of a kind of activity on the part of the moral agent who
moves from the fact that X has certain other propertie� to the
conclusion that he should act in a specific way. In any case, there
33 In his essay, "The Concept of Intrinsic Value," Philosophical Studies
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1 922) , G. E. Moore appears to be
defending such a view of value properties although he does not speak of them
as "supervening."
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is a very obvious drift away from the conception of value proper
ties as directly observed, toward a view that makes something
beyond the mere content of pre�ent intuition necessary in the
making of a value judgment. But, consistently with the underlying
intellectualistic bias, the inferential movement beyond the
presently-given must be represented as one that orients itself
upon independent standards of validity, i.e., the universal
truths that serve as the major premises of evaluative inference.
Even in its most strictly orthodox form, however, intellectual
ism after its own fashion treats moral judgment as an act which
the individual moral agent performs. To be sure, it is an act of
discovery, not of decision, and while I may be responsible for cer
tain circumstances that can cause this act of judgment to deviate
from its true object, I am not responsible for the fact that the
moral truths which I discover are what they are. More relevantly
for our purposes, there is implied in this notion of an act of
moral judgm ent an element of explicit and deliberate focusing
upon certain priorities of action that is quite different from any
merely habitual and imperfectly objectified compliance with the
established .mores of a community. Moreover, there is associated
with this personal responsibility that we assume in making a
moral judgment, a measure of freedom from a whole range of
· pressures and coercions which have to-be discounted or removed
if our apprehension of the moral facts is not to be distorted. To
gether, these features of the act of mor.al judgment yield a dis
tinctly intellectualistic conception of autonomy as the assump
tion of personal responsibility for the ascertaining of what is ob
jectively right and wrong. This conception can be of assistance in
understanding the still more radical interpretation of the act
character of moral jud gments that is proposed by the existential
ists. What I am suggesting is that the existentialist view of moral
judgment as itself an act evolves out of the conception of an ele
ment of activity involved even in the apprehension of objective
moral relationships, and that this evolution occurs precisely when
(and because) the status as objects of knowledge of such relation
ships has been challenged and finally rejected. 84 A moral judg84 This does not, of course, preclude the applicability of the more radical
conception of act to the judgments and actions of persons who have not seen
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ment is thus a . decisional act, just in the sense that it is conceived
as a determination which an individual human being makes for .
himself and as one for which there is no counterpart in re.
It is sometimes suggested that simply because I come to regard
objective moral relationships as a kind of illusion, it does not fol
low that all moral judgm ents must be decisional in character,
and that there are ·other alternatives beyond those given by the
"knowledge or choice" disjunction. In a sense this is true, for I
can, under certain circumstances, adopt a point of view external
to the situation of the moral agent who has to make moral judg
ments, and simply register the incidence of certain expressions of
approval and disapproval within the discourse of other persons
without ever concerning myself about the degree to which these
attitudes reflect an explicit and reflective assumption of a moral
position by the individual involved. From this point of view,
value judgments would be just so much grist for the behavioral
scientist's · prediction mill, and it would make _little difference
whether they had been "internalized" or not. They would simply
occur, and the fact that they do not represent any kind of discov
ery would not, by itself, justify me in assuming that they are (in
any meaningful sense) the issue of some conscious legislative ac
tivity on the part of those who are said to make them. The point
to be made on behalf of the existentialists here is that this exter
nalization of moral judgment can be only provisional, and that
the paradigm case for analyses ofmoral judgm ent must be that of
the person who recognizes that he himself must make his own
judgments of what is good and right. If that is so, then it becomes
much less obvious that there are other possible answers to the
question about what one is doing in so judging; and while it can
not be proved that the "knowledge-choice" disjunction is in fact
exhaustive, the burden of proof is surely on those who deny that
it is. If I cannot avoid thinking of myself as having to resolve one
way or another certain questions of action, and if I am convinced
that whatever form this resolution takes it cannot properly be rep
resented as an apprehension of objective moral relationships,
through the objectivist "illusion," although the sense and degree of this
applicability do pose some questions which are discussed in ch. 7.
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then the possibility of a kind of somnambulistic carrying out of
this function of moral judgment is eliminated. Ex hyp othesi I
know that I am making a judgment, and that this judgm ent cane
not be reduced to a species of cognition. In these circumstances in
which the question of what I am doing has been raised, I
can only think of myself as establishing for myself the priorities
which are not there to be discovered.
Something must be said here about the relationship of this con
ception of moral judgments as decisional acts to various theses
about the linguistic vehicles that properly express them. There is
a long tradition which holds that if moral judgments are not
fact-stating in character, they must be viewed as concealed imper
atives, and ideally should be cast in the imperative mood, which
is supposed to be the appropriate means for expressing acts of vo�
lition just as the declarative mood is for acts of intellection. This
conclusion (which seems to follow so naturally) has been widely
accepted by partisans of the emotive theory, although it is in fact,
open to many objections. While moral judgm ents are addressed
to the person who makes them as well ,as to others, the notion of a
command addressed to oneself is too unfamiliar; and in certain
respects, too pt;!rplexing to serve as a useful model for understand
ing this function of moral judgments. Even in those cases in
which moral judgments are primarily addressed to others, the no
tion of a command still raises difficulties, since in its standard use
it presupposes a definite social relationship by virtue of which the
· person who commands does so rightfully, as in the case of a par
ent or a military officer. Such hierarchical relationships are not
presupposed by moral judgments, however, and it would there
fore appear that the effect of treating all moral judgments as
commands would be both restrictive and in a special way tenden
tious.
There are a few passages in which Sartre appears to endorse an
imperatival interpretation of moral judgments, but he has never
developed this view at any length, so it may be doubted whether
this endorsement has any special significance. 35 Certainly there is
no reason to think that Sartre is committed to the view that one
grammatical mood is uniquely appropriate as· a vehicle for moral
as See L'P.tre et le neant, p. 720.
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judgments. In so far as he may be said to have an explicit theory
of the form of moral judgments at all, it would appear to be one
that stresses not the grammatical type of such judgm ents, but
ra:ther their status as acts effected within a linguistic medium.
Perhaps the clearest indication of this act-character of moral
judgments is to be found in the sense of responsibility that at
taches to them. In genuine ( as distinct from hypothetical) deliber
ation on moral issues, the enunciation of a judgment to the .effect
that a certain action would be right or wrong commits the person
making it in much the same way as the action itself would. Atti
tudes of praise and blame directed to the action quite naturally
extend to those who endorse or recommend it, and the making of
a moral judgment thus comes to be treated · as a kind of action it
self, a symbolic analogue of the. decision that the person to whom
the judgment is addressed is called upon to make. 36 This concep
tion of the act-,-character of moral judgment remains undevel
oped in Sartre's writings, perhaps because he rarely considers the
kind of situation in which a moral judgment is not accompanied
by action, e.g., situations in which judgments are offered to oth
ers as counsel or guidance.
One final point. The intent of this chapter has been to show
that a certain view of evaluative predicates .cannot be maintained
in the face of the difficulties raised by the existentialist analysis of
action; and that any satisfactory analysis of such pred,i cates must
be consistent with the volitional or decisional character which
they have been shown to have. It should be made clear, however,
that this conclusion does not provide by itself any complete in
terpretation of "good" or "right," and it most certainly does not
establish that these words are somehow meaningless. Perhaps the
cardinal error ·of intellectualism is its tendency to assume that if a
predicate is meaningful, it must have a descriptive, property
denoting function. It would simply be another version of this
error if a denial that value-predicates function in that way were
to lead to the conclusion that they are a mere flatus vocis. For the
as Sartre's whole conception of "µne litterature engagee" and of the moral
responsibility which attaches to what one writes and says, whether one
recognizes it or not, is his most extensively developed application of this
theory of language as symbolic action.
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moment, however, the mainly negative conclusions of this chap
ter must be allowed to stand until I undertake in Chapter VIII a
positive interpretation of the notion of "right" and "obligation"
that will be consistent with the anti-intellectualist conclusions
reached in this chapter.
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CHAPTER VII

FREEDOM AND CHOICE

In an earlier chapter, in the course of a discussion of Kant's
ethical theory, a distinction was made between two quite different
senses that the term "freedom" may bear in ethical contexts. One
of these was the freedom of causal indeterminacy, and the other
was the freedom of autonomous moral legislation. When the exis
tentialists say that man is free, they mean that he is free in both
of these senses, and they hold that both kinds of freedom can be
seen to follow from the general account they have given of
human being. In this chapter, I propose to examine th� views of
Heidegger and Sartre with respect to both kinds of freedom. This
review should then make it possible to gain a better understand
ing of the central existentialist thesis that man makes himself, as
well as of the .equally well known definitions of human being as
"care" and as a "project." This in turn will lead to an inquiry
into what Heidegger and Sartre mean by choice, and to a consid
eration of the much-vexed topic of the relation of choice to moral
rules and principles. Here again I will argue that the doctrine of
the existentialists has been largely misunderstood; and that their
position is not correctly described as an extreme individualism
that makes no place for general rules within the structure of the
moral life. Instead, it is a view of the status of general rules in
their relationship to particular acts of choice; and while this view
breaks sharply with the Aristo.telian interpretation of the relation
of choice to rules, it should not be interpreted as denying the
need for consistent policies in the conduct of the moral life.
I

When the existentialists discuss causal determinism, they
usually treat it as a set of methodological assumptions distinctive
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of the scientific study of the natural world.1 Their main argu
ment is that this mode ·of treatment of natural phenomena not
only develops out of the quite different conceptual system of com
mon sense, but also remains dependent upon that prior mode of
construing the relationship of human being to "things," and can
not be used to suppress or eliminate the latter. The familiar pre
scientific understanding that we ·have of our relationship to the
world implicitly recognizes the uneliminability of alternative pos
sibilities of action. Its characterization of human beings is organ
ized around the notions of responsibility and choice that presup,
pose the reality of such alternatives. Scientific determinism, by
contrast, following in the path of Spinoza, undercuts this whole
set of concepts by treating the belief in alternative possibilities as
a product of our ignorance of · the true mechanism of nature
human nature included'--and it projects a reflexive application
to human beings of causal and. deterministic assumptions that
were originally developed for the purpose of controlling physical
nature, The existentialists' counterargument, in essence, is that
this mode of self-objectification is one that human beings cannot
really carry out in a thoroughgoing and consistent way, and that
even when the attempt is made, the more primitive nondetermin
istic set of concepts reasserts itself. The profound sense of their
defense of human freedom is accordingly that of the Kantian ar
g�ment that human beings are so constituted as to be unable to
think of themselves· as being causally determined; and they go on
to add (as Kant did) that to be unable to think of yourself ex
cept as free is in effect to be free. 2
While this ass.ertion may sound strange to many ears, it does
not proclaim any occult metaphysical doctrine. Indeed, it . would
be much more accurate to regard the existentialist defense of
human freedom as antimetaphysical in intent than the reverse. It
1 See, for example, Heidegger's essay, "Die Zeit des :Weltbildes," Holzwege,
especially pp. 73-74. While the existentialists have been mainly concerned to
deny the applicability of deterministic modes of thought to human action
they are not always · prepared to concede them more than · a provisional
validity even in their application to nature. See Sartre's rather surprising
statement on this subject in Critique de la raison dialectique, p. 129.
· 2 Grundlegung einer Metaphysik der Sitten, ed. E . . Cassirer (Berlin: B.
Cassirer, 1 9 1 3) , Vol. 4, p. 307,
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is antimetaphysical just in the sense that it refuses to undercut or
devaluate our profound tendency to read the world in terms of
alternative possibilities of action in the interest of some precon
ception of what the real must be. It undertakes to show that no
scientific account of human action and behavior can ever, by it
self, lay down the attitudes and perspectives of action that may
supervene upon it, and it goes on to point out that a determinism
that attempts this task must remain, as it were, a God's-eye-view
which leaves human beings to resolve exactly the same indetermi
nacies as before. 3 As such, determinism is perhaps irrefutable but
also gratuitous, since the assumption it makes is by no means nee•
essary to the consistent carrying-on of scientific inquiry. While it
may satisfy some deep metaphysical craving, it has the positive
disadvantage of treating as a mere appearance what is in fact cen
tral to our understanding of the relation between action and
knowledge. There is a kind of paradox involved in the notion .
that we are indissolubly committed to .a concept-that of alterna
tive possibilities-which we believe to be really inapplicable to
anything . . The course taken by the existentialists is ·that of refus
ing to abandon the concept of · alternatives, and • of interpreting
scientific inquiry in such a way that it presupposes a relationship
to the world in which alternatives have a place, instead of trying
to fit human action into a conceptual world from which both al
ternatives and choice have been excised.
This way of arguing for the reality of human freedom· has cer,
tain obvious sources as well as some perhaps not-so 0obvious affini.i
ties with forms of argumentation that are current · in the
English-speaking philosophical world. 4 Its priinary inspiration is
clearly the transcendental point of view of Husserlian phenomes
nology; and from this ·point of view, as Merleau-Ponty has re3 See Sartre's comments on . Marxist determinism in "Materialisine et Revo
lution," Les Temps Modernes, Vol. 2 (1946) , pp. 1-32, especially pp, 14 f.
4 I have in mind here recent works like S. Hampshire, Thought and A ction
(London: Chatto and Windus, 1 959) , and . D. Pears (ed..) ; Freedom and
the Will (New York: -St. Martin'.s Press; 1963) , as well as a number of articles
like P. Herbst, "Freedom and Prediction," Mind, Vol. 66 (1 957) , pp . .1-27,
and K. Popper, "Indeterminism in Classical and Quantum Physics," British
Journal of the Philosophy of Science, Vol. I (1 950) , pp. 1 1 7-33 and pp.

1 73-95.
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marked, the only way an object can be said to influence human
consciousn�ss is by serving as a point of departure for a new con
figuration of meaning. 5 Causal understanding of the world is only
one such possible configuration of meaning; it cannot by itself
give an account of the activity of conceptualization itself, or inval
idate any competing set of concepts that may have presupposi
tions which conflict with its own. At the same time, it must be un
derstood that in denying the reflexive applicability of determinis
tic modes of thought to human beings, the existentialists are not
saying that the human organism and human behavior cannot . be
studied causally, but rather that there are other modes of concep
ualizing the latter and that whatever its value in its own sphere,
causal explanation cannot, without becoming explicitly and in
admissably metaphysical, claim to override or to absorb all other
modes of conceptualizing our experience-in particular, the eval
uative mode. Their primary interest-like that of many analytic
philosophers of the "ordinary language" persuasion-is in main
taining the integrity of disti.nctions that are operative at the phe
nomenological level, rather than in establishing-c--as classical met
aphysics undertook to do-either that freedom is a mysterious
power resident iri the noumenal self, or that there are real possi
bilities in the world quite apart from its relationship to human
subjectivity. What the existentialist line of argument establishes,
if it is successful, is not that.. from some external and absolute
"God's-eye-point-of-view'' man is free, but rather that within the
human situation the notions of predictability and freedom are
complementary and interdependent.
The way in which the existentialist argument against deter
minism proceeds is not difficult to grasp; it is essentially similar
to forms of argumentation that have been used for the same purs Phenomenologie de la perception, pp. 496 ff. This chapter, "La liberte,"
contains Merleau-Ponty's most important statement on the subject of freedom
and it takes the form of a sustained critique and revision of Sartre's theory of
freedom in L'P,tre et le neant. At the end of the chapter, however, Merleau
Ponty reaffirms his original assertions that "rien ne me determine du dehors"
adding only that this is not because I choose myself
partir de rien,"
because "je puis
chaque moment interrompre mes projets . . (et) com
mencer autre chose . . . ii n'y a pas de cas ou je suis entierement pris.'' (pp.
515-16)
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pose by nonexistentialists. 6 The paradigm of all such arguments
is given by the case of a prediction of the way the stock market
will behave. If this prediction becomes known, speculators may
well act differently from the way they would have acted if it had
not; and the prediction may be falsified as a result of becoming
known. If the example is changed so that the prediction not only
concerns the action- that some human being will take in certain
circumstances but also is made in accordance with some scientific
theory about human behavior, it becomes possible to make the
existentialist point against determinism quite concisely. If I am
informed of this prediction of my behavior, this knowledge will
open up alternative possibilities of actioµ in the situation in
which it is predicted that I will act in a certain way. In existen
tialist parlance; the prediction as well as the theory from which it
derives and the sequence of events which that theory projects, be
come elements in my situation to which I can react in a number
of different ways that are not determined by the theory itself.
But, if coming to know a predictive theory of some kind by itself
modifies the situation in question in a way that is relevant to the
possibilities of action in it, then the deterministic case can be
saved only by expanding the origin '.11 theory to take account of
these modifications. There would, therefore, have to be a second
6 What follows represents an attempt to state in non-technical language the
central ideas implicit in Heidegger's account of human existence as Sich
vorweg-sein. This is the notion of human existence as being constitutionally
"out ahead of itself" and as anticipating the outcomes of sequences of events
that are in progress with a view to making choices among them; and as such
it is intimately associated with the concept of Sorge. It involves both a
reference from the present to a projected future state of affairs and a
reference backwards from that future to my present action. This is what
Heidegger calls "das in der Zukunft griindende Sichentwerfen auf das 'Umwil
len seiner selbst.' " (Sein und Zeit, p. 327) . This Sich-vorweg-sein is also the
basis of the indefeasible incompleteness of human existence and of the fact
that "im Dasein immer noch etwas aussteht, was als Seinkonnen seiner selbst
noch nicht 'wirklich' geworden ist.'' (p. 236) Furthermore, precisely because
every attempt at an exhaustive characterization of human existence leaves a
residue of possibilities of action, any deterministic theory of human nature
will necessarily-and not just by virtue of some remediable error-become an
element within a system of human praxis, i.e., of the projection and realiza
tion of possibilities of action, which it does not itself comprehend. Sartre's
theory of .freedom is in its essentials very similar to Heidegger's and is fully
stated in L'£tre et le neant, pp. 508 ff.
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law-based prediction in which my reaction to the circumstances
specified in the first law, as well as. to the prediction i tself, would
be taken into account. But the same issue arises with respect to
this second law: does it predict what I will do in these circum
stances if I also know. of this new prediction? It appears that as
long as. I know what it is predicted I will do, a series of possibili
ties opens up that cannot be foreclosed by that prediction. Even
. if I went ahead and did what it was predicted I would do, know
ing that it was so predicted; the case would be the same. Be
cause this action that J thus . perform is now only one among a
number of alternative modes of reaction to, my knowledge of the
. prediction, I will have to think of myself as having done this
rather than something else; and this is to say that I would have
chosen to do it.7 Thus, when the prediction is known, even the
,course of action that confirms it does So in a way that offers no
support to determinism. For I can not be sure that I will not
use my knowledge of the law cited in the prediction for the pur
pose of intervening to forestall the predicted outcome. As a result,
my predictive certainty must always remain .at one remove from
the point at which the question of action arises. Only after mak
ing a choice without any theory0based assurance of what that
choice must be does it become possible to assess the "influence" of
that knowledge upon the choices I make. And even if I succeed in
· expanding . my original theory so that it incorporates that in
fluence, the same kind of uncertainty as before will have repro
duced itself at a higher level.8
q . may, of course, in a quasi deliberate way, avoid thinking of what
happens as my ·action arid think of myself instead as passively awaiting an
outcome. Heidegger . calls this strategy of the inauthentic self "Erwarten," or
"Gewiirtigeri," and it amounts to a concealment of .the ,Sichvorl!}egsein dis
cussed in n. 6:
Das Dasein kommt nicht primar in seinem eigensten, unbeziiglichen Sein
kiinnen auf sich zu, sondem es ist besorgend seiner gewiirtig aus dem, was
das Besorgte ergibt oder versagt . . (Sein und Zeit; p. 337.) . Voni Wirklichen
aus und auf es zu wird , das . Miigliche in das Wirkliche erwartungsmassig
hereingezogen (ibid., p. 262) .
0

s The existentialist argument is intended to show that it is -impossible for
me to predict what I will do. For a: defense of the same thesis by an · analytical
· philosopher, see C. Ginet, "Can The Will Be Caused?" Philosophical Review,
Vol. 71 (1962) , pp. 49-55.
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It would be easy to imagine predictions made in circumstances
· that clearly exclude the possibility of any course of action alter
native to the one predicted. Thus, if a. man is falling from a
building and I shout to him, "You are going to be killed," it is
hardly plausible to suggest that his awareness of this prediction
conjures up a range of possible courses of action by which the
prediction will be falsified; nor would it be sensible to say that by
continuing to fall he shows that he has chosen to do so. But to
treat an example like this as fatal to the ,existentialist argument
would be to assume-erroneously-that the latter claims some
sort of. effective omnipotence for human beings. 9 Ex hypothesi,
· · there is in this case no possible action that will keep the falling
· man from being killed . . All the existentialist needs to claim, how
ever, is that in every situation there is some respect in which a
spread of alternatives is open, and that it is impossible for a hu
man being to build himself and his conscious life into a predictive
· scientific theory in such a way as to close down all but one possi
bility of action. The possibilities that are effectively open may be
insignificant ones as in the case of .the falling man, or momentous
ones that will affect the whole subsequent course of our lives. In
any case, as long as the slightest penumbra of possibility surrounds
what is unchangeable in our experience, there is no limit that can
be set to the eventual difference that may be made by the actions
we institute, and nothing can remain wholly immune to the
contingency that is introduced into the world by the possibility
of action.10
It has often been pointed out, even by philosophers who would
9 If proof is needed that no such omnipotence is being claimed, there are
many passages in L'P.tre et le neant which make this very clear. See especially
.pp. 562, 568, 576.
10 In this connection, . the tendency of the existentialists to speak of a
"clioice" of the world, or, as in Heidegger's case, of an Welten twurf, can be
misleading unless two qualifications are understood, One has been stated
explicitly by Sartre: "Nous choisissons le monde-non dans sa contexture
en-soi, mais dans sa signification." (L'P.tre et le neant, p. 541 .) The other is
,that, like some idealists who thought that the absolute was the final subject of
all predications, the existentialists tend to say that the object of all choices is a
certain state of the world even though it is only some relatively minor feature
of the world that can actually be affected by our choosing one way or another.
In other words, we "choose" that the world remain as it is in .those respects in
· which we are not seeking to change it.
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accept much of the existentialist case as presented so far, that it
leaves open the possibility of a study of all human activities on
deterministic principles, provided the inquiry and the predic
tions it produces are somehow kept isolated from the system of ,
events that forms its subject' matter. 11 Since this condition is in
fact often satisfied, at least for all practical purposes, and since
even when it is not, the motive of refuting a prediction in order
to demonstrate the indeterminacy of voluntary human action is
in most cases either weak or nonexistent, it can be argued that
the inability of human beings to think of themselves as deter
mined does ,not really constitute a serious obstacle to the "objec
tive" scientific study of voluntary action. This may well be true,
but it should be noted that in one important case-that of the
scientific inquirer himself-the scientific theory cannot be kept
isolated from the actions it is supposed to predict; and here, at
least, it will open 'up possibilities of action that do not themselves
come within the purview of the theory. 12 From the point of view
of the scientist who formulates a theory, the behavior of all per
sons to whom that theory applies but who are themselves igno
rant of the latter and therefore cannot make it a premise of any of
their practical deliberations, will no doubt seem "determined."
At the same time, to the extent that they are conceded to be capa
ble of comprehending the theory in question in the way that its
formulator already does, their relation to it is potentially the same
as his currently is; and if they were to stand in this relationship
, to the theory, the same indeterminacy would prevail with regard
to the possibilities of action it suggests to them. From the existen
tialists' point of view, it is a kind of accident that human beings
are located at different levels of the knowledge pyramid and the
only proper characterization of their relation to what they know
about themselves is given by what we might call "the view from
the top." This kind of presentation of the human situation is cer11 A very interesting 'discussion of the requirement that knowledge of a
prediction be kept from the person whose behavior is being predicted can be
found in D. Mackay, "The Logical Indeterminacy of Free Choice," Mind, Vol.
69 (1960) , pp. 31-40.
12 For a discussion of the pervasive tendency to overlook this fact, see M.
Mandelbaum, "Some Instances of the Self-Excepting Fallacy," Psy chologische
Beitriige, Vol. 6 (1962), pp. 383-86.
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tainly misleading to the degree that it suggests that we all stand
in the same relationship ·of total "presence" to the whole sum of
what is known about us, but it has the merit of not committing
the self-excepting fallacy by which the special relationship of the
scientist to his theory is virtually suppressed and allowed no place
in our general characterization of the praxis of human beings.18
II
The nature of autonomy-the second kind of freedom distin
guished earlier-can be understood by analogy with the causal
freedom that I have just been describing as well as by inference
from the conclusions reached in the last chapter. 14 This kind of
1s Sartre's theory of human praxis has been extensively developed in

Critique de la raison dialectique.

14 Incomparably the most important statement of the positive existentialist
theory of autonomy is contained in Pt. 4 of L'P-tre et le nt!ant, especially ch. l ,
":£.tre et Faire: la liberte." While the foundation for that theory was laid by
Heidegger, there is no detailed analysis of action as such, . or of practical
deliberation to be found in his works, except as can be extracted from his
discussions of Entwurf and Sichvorwegsein and Sorge. The latter, of course,
provide the basis for Sartre's whole analysis of action, but the advantage of
that analysis lies just in the fact that it effects a partial translation of the
above notions into the language traditionally used for talking about. practical
deliberation. It is a misfortune that this section of L'P.tre et le nt!ant has not
been read with more care by the various exponents and critics of existential
ism, since such a reading would dispel most of the misapprehensions of
Sartre's philosophical intentions by which so much critical discussion of his
work has been marred.
The central assertion of Sartre's theory of autonomy is that "la liberte n'a
pas d'essence. Elle n'est soumise a aucune necessite logique . . . Elle se fait
acte et nous l'atteignons ordinairement a travers l'acte qu'elle organise avec les
motifs, les mobiles et les fins qu'il implique." (L'P.tre et le nt!ant, p. 513.)
Freedom is also said to be "!'unique fondement des valeurs"; and since these
values "se revelent par essence a une Hberte," they cannot be apprehended
"sans �tre mises en question puisque la possibilite de renverser l'echelle des
valeurs apparait complementairement comme ma possibilite." (Ibid., p. 76.)
On the other hand, the "world" of everyday experience which my free acts
help shape does have an evaluative structure and we are often misled into
supposing that an antecedently established structure confronts our liberty
itself. When Sartre describes freedom as "un �chappement au donne, au fait,"
he is signalizing precisely this independence of any such logical compulsion, as
well as the constitutive role of our freedom in relation to the structures of
reasons and ends that emerge from practical deliberation. Thus, "le donne
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freedom has to do with the analysis of the situation in which ac
tion is to be undertaken and not with the possibility of alterna
tive courses of action as the first did. The function of such analy
sis is to select those features of a situation by virtue of which a
certain line of action becomes appropriate, and on the basis of
this determination, to characterize the situation in such a way
that it "points" to that action as its appropriate fulfillment.
When I organize a situation for purposes of action in this way, I
· may be said to transcend the features of it upon which I light by
incorporating them into a temporal Gestalt of which the other
pole is some outcome or resolution that has yet to take place, and
the occurrence of which is at least partly dependent upon my ac
tion. Once this analysis has been carried out and the situation has
been conceptually oriented toward action in the manner .de
scribed, I can speak of the "fact" that the situation has the fea
tures in question as my "reason" for acting in the way I propose
to act, and of this state of affairs itself as calling for a certain kind
of action on my part.
The freedom human beings enjoy in structuring such · situa-.
tions with reference to action�the freedom of autonomy-'
consists negatively in the fact that a situation does not indicate by
itself which of its features are criteria} for what kind of action.
This is no more than to restate .the conclusion of Chapter VI ac
cording to which it makes sense to say that it is. true that X is . a
feature of situation Y, but no sense at all to say that i t ·is true that
situation Y's having feature X is a reason for acting in a certain
way. Positively, this notion of autonomy is intended to signify
that the transformation of a situation offact into one that is ori
ented toward action is itself an act that individuals perform, and
for which they alone are ultimately responsible. 15 This is an act of
n'est ni cause de la liberte (puisque il ne peut produire que du donne) , ni
raison (puisque toute 'raison' vient au monde par la liberte.'' (p. 567)
Another term that Sartre .often uses to convey the relationship of a free agent
to the states of affairs, the "facts" upon which his action supervenes is "recul
neantisant," and by that "pulling back" Sartre says "la liberte fait · qu'un ,
systeme de relations s'etablisse du point de vue de la fin entre 'Jes' en-soi, c'est
dire entre le plenum d'etre qui se revele alors comme monde et l'etre qu'elle
a etre . . . au milieu de ce plenum." (p. 567}
15 See L'£tre et le :neant, pp. , 522 ff. Sartre speaks .· of "la conscience qui
decoupe le motif dans . l'ensemble du monde . . (et) s'est dorine ses fins" and
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conceptualization through which a particular situation is charac
terized by reference to selected features which are thus made to
function as the springboard for action of a certain sort. Thus, to
characterize another person's conduct as "disrespectful" or as
"cruel" is to place it in a particular perspective of action, at the
same time that it states a fact about that person. The autonomous
character of this act naturally requires that it should have been
possible for me to conceptualize the same situation differently,
but this requirement which is closely connected with my causal
freedom is not the whole story. The more important feature of
autonomy is what I have called our logical freedom in evalua
tion, which results from the absence of any standard of truth to
which such acts of evaluative conceptualization should somehow
correspond or by reference to . which they might be justified.
The relationship between causal freedom and logical freedom
f
or autonomy can now be stated. f ·hu:man beings were not caus
ally free in the sense that there always remain · unreduced alter
native courses of action in some .sphere of their lives; there would
clearly be no point in speaking of them as enjoying evaluative au
tonomy, since the notion of action would have lost its appliGa
tion. But the. existentialists also contend that if human beings
were causally f ree but not autonomous (i.e., not logically free) ,
the concept of action would · have been effectively subverted
again. 16 This is a more difficult thesis to accept because it is by no
means clear that the concept of action, as ordinarily understood,
by itself excludes the availability of objective moral truths. But
while we may hesitate to make this logical freedom an element in
the concept of action, the arguments of Chapter VI appear to
show that in the full sense appropriate to human beings, action
requires both a range of possible alternatives and an autonomous
structuring of the action situation through which the latter is
oriented toward some possible course of action as its ap propriate
he argues that "cette organisation interne que la conscience s'est donnee
. . . est rigoureusement correlative du decoupage des motifs dans le monde."
(p. 525)
is Thus, Sartre explicitly declares that "angoisse," considered as an aware
ness, however indistinct, of the absence of extrinsic justification for one's
action, is a . condition of action itself and "fait partie . de !'action meme."
(L'Existentialisme est . un humanisme, · p. 33.)
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resolution. What this comes to, in practice, is that all established
and "impersonal" ways ·of tieing situations of fact to projects of
action, however natural and rationally compelling they may
seem1 are in principle decomposable . into the elements of fact
and evaluation. Stated in this way, the existentialist doctrine
would take the form of a claim that it is always possible in princi
ple to dismantle the whole structure of established evaluative
concepts, and thereby to reach kind of ground-zero of the moral
life which will serve as a base-point for our understanding of the
latter. It is to say that there is no association of ari evaluative atti
tude with a type of situation that is so inveterate or so inevitable
as to be able to resist permanently such analytic isolation and re
combination of its elements. Of course it may be that no exact
translation of an implicitly evaluative concept into factual and
evaluative components will be possible because of the indefinitely
large range of implications for action that such a concept may
suggest, depending on the circumstances, but at least the general
lines on which such a translation . would proceed can be made
clear. If human beings are, in principle, capable of carrying out
this kind of analysis of what seem at first to be seamless unities of
description and evaluation, they must also be capable of experi
encing for themselves both the absence of logical controls over
the way in which these unities are constituted and the act
character of the evaluative judgment by which factual premises
are associated with conclusions that direct to action.
The preceding remarks suggest that we need to think of auton
omy in two rather different ways. 17 First, there is the logical free
dom which consists simply in the absence of any independent
standard of truth or validity governing the way in which evalua
tive premises are associated with factual premises. Still, a negative
logical freedom of this kind might conceivably obtain without a
person's ever recognizing it for what it is or finding any positive
equivalent for it in his own moral experience. This possibility
makes it necessary to consider autonomy as an attribute or capa-

a

11 The distinction between negative and positive aspect of autonomy is
reflected in Sartre's statement that "l'injustifiabilite (du choix) n'est · pas
seulement la reconnaissance subjective de la contingence absolue de notre
etre, mais encore celle de l'interiorisation et de la reprise notre compte de
cette contingence." (L'P.tre et le neant, p. 542.)
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bility of persons, rather than as just a feature of the language
used for the formulation of moral judgments. Even if we accept
the "decomposability-in-principle" of all concepts in which fac
tual and evaluative claims are associated with one another, we
may well wonder whether there are not people who are unable to
make sense of this notion and who do not in fact experience any
logical gap between the set of factual premises describing their sit
uation and the course of action which they consider to be right.
In what sense could such persons be said to possess a freedom that
they are unable to recognize in their actual moral experience? It
might be argued, too, that such an inability is not exceptional
but typical of the familiar moral situation in which most of us
find ourselves. This situation is one in which we more or less un
thinkingly accept and employ a wide range of implicitly evalua
tive concepts for the purpose of identifying and describing per
sons, situations, objects; institutions, etc. To the extent that we
do this-and all of us of course do-we live in a preevaluated
world; and the more habitual our acceptance of an established
way of tieing situations of fact to certain specified modalities of
, action, the less sense we are likely to have of either the first
personal act�character of evaluation, or of the . absence of logical
limitations on the form that evaluation takes. Indeed, to the
moral consciousness that is firmly rooted in some operating moral
consensus of this kind, the claim that human beings are autono
mous in either of these senses will seem not j ust problematic
but directly contrary to the plain testimony of common sense.
Here, then, is a situation in which the 'vulgar moral conscious
ness' appears to deny the applicability to it of the very conclu
sions with respect to autonomy which we have felt compelled to
accept. We are therefore forced to ask what features of ordinary
moral consciousness justify us in applying to it the very character
ization which it rejects; and also, to what extent this rejection it
self might have the effect of limiting the relevance of the en- '
riched existentialist concept of · action to that ordinary moral
consciousness.
This issue of how the concept of moral autonomy is to be
meaningfully applied to persons who do not in fact recognize
themselves as autonomous has been the occasion of a rather ser157
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ious disagreement among the existentialists themselves. 18 Briefly,
this disagreement has turned on the question whether freedom or
autonomy can be said to be capable of degrees, or whether it is
necessarily absolute and total wherever it exists. In the existen
tialist idiom, this becomes the question whether the consciousness
that confers the evaluative indeterminacy on natural events by
virtue of which we ·are enabled to set them in alternative perspec
tives of action is a special reflective development of ordinary
consciousness, or whether this function is attributable to all states
of consciousness. Sartre has defended the latter view, and Mer
leau,Ponty and others have argued for a conception of freedom as
susceptible of degrees of realization. They have argued that it is
possible simply to be, e.g., a worker or a bourgeois, without hav
ing the special form of self-cqnsciousness that at once detaches us
from our condition and communicates to it the volitional charac
ter of which I have spoken. This amounts to saying that it is not
only possible but normal for human beings to remain almost en
tirely within a single mode of evaluative conceptualization which
they share with others; and which they tend to treat as an unana
lyzed whole without ever feeling a need to resolve it into its fac
tual and evaluative components, and consequently without hav
ing any sense of autonomous .activity on their own part in connec
tion with the use of such concepts. As Merleau-Ponty puts it,
these "public" evaluative concepts constitute a kind of inter
monde between the evaluative indeterminacy · of things and the
self-conscious evaluative activity of the individual.19
Sartre, by contrast, has argued that there is, in addition to the
explicit reflective form of self-consciousness which he concedes is
by no means universally shared, a "nonthetic" form of self
consciousness which is a necessary structural feature of all con
scious experience, and through which we all are aware of . our
1s See M. Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenologie de la .percep.tion, p . 496. These ·
criticisms of Sartre's conception of the pour-soi are developed further in
Merleau-Ponty's posthumously published Le visible et /'invisib le, pp. 75-130.
For a defense of Sartre against Merleau-Pon ty's criticisms, see F. Jeanson, Le
pro bleme morale et la pensee de Sartre, pp. 302-1 1 .
19 For a moi:e detailed explanation o f ·this notion of an intermonde see
Merleau-Ponty, Phenomeno logie d.e la perception, pp. 409, 410.
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own moral freedom. 20 It may be that this prejudgmental form of
self-consciousness amounts to no more than the capability in
principle of all human beings for the kind of explicit objectifica
ti<;m of their situation that breaks down established fact-value
unities. 21 If such an analysis were permissible, then to say that a
man is absolutely free would mean th 11t there is no feature of his
condition that could not be made · a theme for self-conscious re
flection and, thereby, the object of a range of possible attitudes
and the point of departure for different courses of action. But it
often seems that Sartre's . categorical attribution of freedom to
human beings goes well beyond any purely dispositional interpre
tation; and to the extent that it does, it has the disadvantage of
making it sound as though the task of organizing our experience
around foci of self-conscious reflection were accomplished ab ini
tio.22 By thus introducing the sophistication of more highly devel
oped levels of self-consciousness into all states of mind, the illu
sion is created that all choices are made from the vantage point of
an absolute self-consciousness that has surrounded its entire na
tural condition with the halo of evaluative indeterminacy that
frees for action. Considered as a. description of the state of mind
20 See Sartre's account of this "pre-reflexive" or "non-thetic" consciousness
of self, L'P.tre et le neant, pp. 66-23. Applying this doctrine to freedom, he
says that · since "rien n'existe dans Ia conscienc� si non comme conscience
non-thetique d'exister . . . je dois necessairement posseder une certaine
comprehension de la liberte." (Ibid., p. 5 14.) A similar distinction between
ontological and pre-ontological understanding of .being is made by Heidegger,
Sein und Zeit, p. 12.
21 This is suggested by Sartre's conception of human existence as a
pouvoir-etre which seems to imply that freedom while very different from our
ordinary powers and capacities, has in some sense a dispositional character and
does not therdore have to be constantly in exercise. Thus, Sartre can say that
"nous sommes tels, par le choix meme de notre liberte, que nous pouvons
toujours faire apparaitre l'instant comme rupture de notre unite ek-statique."
L'P.tre et le neant, p. 544.
22 This seems .to be suggested by the following passage:
(Le choix) ne fait qu'un avec la conscience que nous avons de nous-ineme.
Cette conscience . . . ne saurait etre que· non-positionnelle: elle est con
science 0nous puisqu' elle ne se distingue pas de notre etre. Et comme notre
etre est precisement notre choix originel, Ia conscience (de) choix est
identique Ia conscience que nous avons (de) p.ous. (L'P.tre et le neant, p.
5 3 9.)
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that accompanies action in the great majority of cases, this ac
count is, of course, simply false. Since a categorical attribution of
total freedom will always tend to be understood in this way, it
seems much wiser to guard against such a misr epresentation of or�
dinary consciousness by adopting the progressive and disposi
tional form of the theory of autonomy that is favored by Mer
leau-Ponty.
The advantages of this version of the theory are considerable
and obvious. If freedom were always total and not susceptible of
degrees, then everyone would · be · equally free; the slave who
fought to free himself would enjoy no greater freedom than the
slave who passively accepted his chains. In Merleau-Ponty's
words, there would be no "natural analogue" to ontological free
dom, since the latter would be equally compatible with all condi
tions of life. In order to account for actual progress from a condi
tion of slavery to one of freedom, we would obviously have to as
sign much greater importance within our theory of freedom to
those acts of reflective moral consciousness by which a: gap is
opened up between our situation and a range of possible alterna
tives. We would also have to de-emphasize correspondingly the
role attributed by Sartre to nonthetic consciousness, on the
ground that the freedom associated with the latter proves almost
impossible to distinguish from the simple absence of logical res
traints discussed above.
At the same time, in avoiding Sartre's error, we must be careful
not to fall into its opposite. If it is a mistake to talk about human
beings in such a way as to suggest that their relationship to their
situation and themselves is wholly in the volitional mode and
that they are always subtly detached from whatever positive char
acteristics they possess by the logical freedom with which they are
endowed, it would be equally erroneous to conclude that the only
sense of autonomy that is applicable to most human beings is the
first one distinguished above, i.e., autonomy conceived as the
mere absence of any logical obstacle to the dissolution of the
specious unities of fact and value which are the common currency
of the moral life. This would amount to saying that in most cases
the application of the second sense of autonomy, which requires
at least a measure of personal realization of this freedom, must re-
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main entirely hypothetical. Now there certainly is an important
hypothetical aspect to the existentialist attribution of autonomy
to human beings, since its characterization of our condition takes
the form of a number of implications which we would have to ac
cept if we were to follow through to the end of a certain path of
reflection on our moral experience. It may be freely conceded
that most of us have not gone very far along that route, and as I
have already remarked in connection with Sartre, one legitimate
criticism of the existentialist doctrine of autonomy is that it
seems to imply that we have p.1oved much farther toward a condi
tion qf self-conscious moral freedom than many of us in fact have.
At the same time, all of us in at least some area of our lives do
think of ourselves as devising and choosing our own policies of
action within a measure of logical' freedom. 23 This freedom may
be thought of as operating only in the less important areas of our
lives, and as limited in its range by objective norms . over the va
lii;lity of which we exercise no control. After all, autonomy does
not have to .be all-pervasive in order to be genuine. Just as causal
freedom requires not that we be omnipotent but only that in
some area of _our lives there remain some unreduced alternative
courses of action, so an attribution of autonomy should not be
taken to imply that we have actually carried out an analysis into
factual and evaluative components of all the action-directing con
cepts we employ, or even that we have recognized the possibility
in principle of such analyses. It would imply merely that some
where in our actual moral practice we reveal our ability to carry
out this kind of analysis, and are aware of a hiatus between
our situation and our projects of action. I do not think it is outra2s This point is clearly made by Sartre in L'Existentialisme est un hµman
isme. when he declares that the "angoisse" which he elsewhere explains as
"!'absence totale (le justification en meme temps que la responsibilite l'egard
de tous," is not some exotic experience unknown to the great mass of
humanity.

a

11 s'agit d'une angoisse simple, que tous ceux qui ont eu des responsabilites
connaissent. Lorsque, par exemple, un chef militaire prend la responsabilite
d'une attaque et envoie un certain nombre d'hommes la mort, ii choisit
de le faire, et au fond il choisit seul. Sans doute il y a des ordres qui
viennent d'en haut, mais ils sont trop larges et une interpretation s'impose,
qui vient de lui . . . 11 ne peut pas ne pas avoir, dans la decision qu'il
prend, une certaine angoisse." (p. 32)
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geously audacious to suggest . that any human being who is capac
ble of moral judgment at all is very likely to be capable of some
form of such analysis. If so, the existentialist attribution of auton
omy to such an individual would signify not just that there is no
logical obstacle in the way of extending such an analysis to all
fact�value concepts, but also that there is a positive presumption
that he can raise the kinds of question that lead into such anal
yses of an indefinitely large class of these concepts. No doubt he
may break off at some point, either because he no longer really
knows how to perform the analysis at the level of generality that
has been reached, or because he resists the demand for such anal. yses on philosophical grounds of his own. Even so, if we hold
that such philosophical objections must fail, theri the "decompos
ability-in-principle" of all such concepts signifies simply our justi
fied presumption that human beings are in fact capable of press- '
ing that analysis at least some distance, and in any case cannot
justify their refusal to press it further; As in the case of causal
freedom, where even the most exiguous residue of alternative pos
siblities of action suffices to bring an element of uncertainty into
the whole structure· of our predictive knowledge, so a very small
amount of effectively realized autonomy sets us on a track of
moral interrogation on which there can be no turning back.
III
Very little has been said up to this point about choice, and yet
the concept of choice is of fundamental importance to the ethical .
theory of existentialism, as the writings of Jean-Paul Sartre in
particular make clear. 24 It is tiine now to turn our attention to
24 Although the whole of Pt. 4, ch. l of L'l!..tre et le neant has a direct
bearing on the. topic of choice, Sartre's detailed discussion of it begins on p.
539. Of particular importance in this section are the identification of choice
as "l'acte fondamental de la liberte" (p. 539) and the equating of choice
and action. "Notre description de la liberte ne distinguant pas entre le
choisir et le faire, nous oblige :t renoncer du coup distinction entre !'inten
tion et l'acte." (p. 564) It should also be noted that, while Sartre some
times. speaks as though the fact that a thing has been chosen were the
reason why it has value, his true view of the relationship of goodness and
choice seems to be rather that to assign a value to a thing is to choose it.
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this concept, and to attempt to dispel some of the persistent con
fusions and misinterpretations that have been characteristic of
much critical discussion of its place and function within existen,
tialist philosophy. These clarifications will in the first instance
bear upon the nature of choice itself, and are intended to show
that the choice of which the existentialists make so much is not,
as many critics have supposed, a kind of psychological event. The
positive account of choice which I will propose is one that follows
quite directly and obviously from my earlier discussions of logical
freedom in evaluation, once these misunderstandings are set
aside; and after outlining it briefly, I will show how it can . be
made to yield acceptable interpretations of such characteristically
existentialist uses of the concept of choice as ''choice of oneself"
and "total choice."
If the assumption that choice must be a psychological event is .
the most serious oqstacle to an understanding of the existentialist
position, another potential source of misunderstanding. has al
ready been dealt with in the discussions of this chapter and the
preceding one. I have in mind the very widespread tendency to
suppose that choice is not only an inner act .of self-determination,
but also that it can properly supervene only after the action
situation has been analytically laid out in such a way that its ac- .
tion-relevant features are made. evident. This is indeed the classi
cal, Aristotelian account of choice, and as I have already shown,
it rests on the further assumption that there are independ�ntly
valid moral principles by which the identification of these £eaThus, in L'£tre et le neant, p. 541 , he can say that "la valeur des choses, . .
ne [fait] rien d'autre qu'esquisser mon image, c'est dire mon choix." Finally;
Sartre's clarification of the sense in which choice can and cannot be properly
described as "absurd" is · of importance:

a

Ce choix n'est pas absurde au sens ou, dans un univers rationnel,
phenomene surgirait qui ne serait pas relie aux autres par des raisons: i1
absurde en ce sens qu'il est ce par quoi tons les fondements et toutes
raisons viennent l'etre, ce par quoi la notion meme d'absurde re�oit
sens. (p. 559)

a

un · ·
est
les
un

Once again, there is no discussion of choice as such in Heidegger,is writings,
but there are numerous passages in which he uses the terms "Wahl" and
"Wahlen" in a way closely similar to Sartre. See, for example, Sein und Zeit,
pp. 42, 268, 283, 287.

163

PRINCIPLES AND PERSONS

tures of the situation is controlled. By contrast, the existentialist
concept of choice is one that embraces this initial characteriza
tion of the action-situation itself. 25 What this means is that the
choices we think of ourselves as making on the basis of a certain
analysis of the morally relevant features of a situation are only
the visible tip of a mu.ch more radical choice which includes that
analysis itself. It also means that no feature of any state of affairs
can confer on itself the status of being what is called a "good
making consideration" or reason, and that it acquires this status
only within the context of the very system of evaluative prefer
ences for which it is supposed to provide some measure of hide
pendent support. The force of the existentialist thesis that to
treat some feature of _an existing situation as a reason is
implicitly at least-to choose or decide that it should be one, is to
remind us that once we understand the underivability of our eval2s "Les motifs, les mobiles et les fins, comme aussi bien la maniere de saisir
les motifs, les mobiles et les fins sont organises unitairement dans les cadres de
cefre liberte et doivent se comprendre a partir d'elle." (L'P.tre et le neant, p.
529.) . This triad-"motifs, mobiles, fins"-represents the structure of action
and of choice according to Sartre and a correct u�derstanding of its meaning
is of great importance. First, a "motif" is "la raison d'un acte . . . !'ensemble
des considerations rationnelles qui le justifient." (Ibid., p. 522.) It is also
"objective" since it designates "l'etat de choses contemporain, tel qu'il se
devoile a une conscience" (p. 524) or some portion thereof. It would
presumably include also any purely predictive judgments of the effect of
acting in one way or another. The "motif" is thus something very like a
factual premise in a practical syllogism; and with respect to it Sartre has three
main points to make. It is, he argues, identical with the "mobile" or motive
considered as a subjective disposition like · ambition or jealousy, since to be,
e.g., ambitious in the sense that is relevant to the understanding of action is
precisely to take some state of affairs as a reason-"motif"-for acting in a
certain way. (See p. 525.) Sartre's second point, which has already been made
clear, is that the ends or "fins" to which action is directed are posited or
chosen and chosen from among the possible outcomes which can be influenced
by something it is in my power to do. (L'existentialisme. est un humanisme, p.
50.) Finally, and most fimportant, Sartre asserts that no "donne," no appre
hension of ll state of afairs can yield a "motif" except "dans et par le projet
d'une action" i.e., no "fact" becomes a "reason" except by virtue of an
evaluation which is at bottom the same choice as· the choice of the end. "11 n'y
a pas de signes dans le monde" (ib/d., p. 50) , and all justification however
elaborate it may become takes place within a systeni of choices which imply
"un recul par rapport au donne . . . une rupture de continuite." (L'P.tre et le
neant, p. 557) ; and this holds true whether the "continuity" is, as Sartre says,
'.'purement logique (raison) ou logico-chronologique (cause, determinisme) ."
(Ibid., p. 548.)
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uative judgments from anything that could be called a truth
(whether necessary or contingent) , we have no alternative but to
espouse them as our own choices.
Nevertheless, this very clarification of the scope of the existen
tialist concept of choice reinforces the difficulties associated with
the interpretation (referred to at the outset) of choice as an epi
sode in the mental life. If the determination of what are the mor
ally relevant features of any given situation is to be thought of as
having been accomplished in the course of such episodes, then
simply at the factual level the claim that the existentialists ap
pear to be making will strike many people as obviously and even
grotesquely false. Very likely they will have no recollection of any
such episodes in their own past, and the notion that they have
been making such radical choices all along without being aware
of it will strike them as highly implausible as indeed it would be
if this were an accurate statement of the existentialist view.26
From earlier discussions in this chapter and the last, it should be
clear that the existentialists are not making a claim of this sort.
They are not saying that some event occurred in our past of
· which we nevertheless have no present recollection; but rather,
that. there is no valid alternative mode of description of what did
occur in the relevant portions of our past that does not make use
of the concept of choice. This leaves open the possibility that at
the time we did not think of what we were doing as making a
choice or at least not a choice of fundamental moral principles.
But even if we did not, perhaps because we believed that those
principles were truths of some sort, the existentialist tells us that
we must now retrospectively revise our description of what we
did and that from now on, we must think of ourselves as choosing
in a great many contexts which we may previously have thought
of as beyond the range of choice. 27
2a Heidegger does speak of i "forgetting" (Vergessen) that is characteristic
of the inauthentic self, but what is forgotten ("suppressed" would be a better
word) is not choice-episodes in our past but the radical choice-character of
our life as a whole. (See Sein und Zeit, p. 339.)
27 This seems to me to be what Heidegger has in mind when he speaks of
"<las Sichzuriickholen aus dem Man," i.e., the assumption of authentic and
responsible selfhood, as being accomplished through a "Nachholen einer
Wahl" which he explains also as the choice of a choice. The "choice" that is
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In seeking to dispel some of the confusion that surrounds these
existentialist views on the subject of choice, it will be useful to
appeal to a distinction that is widely recognized in analytical eth
ics. This is the distinction between two uses of the verb "to
choose." One of these leaves open the question whether the per
son who is said to choose or to have chosen in fact did whatever it
was that he chose to do. The other use of "choose" carries the im
plication that that person either did (or tried to do) what he is
said to have chosen. Thus we can say that X chose to take a chem
istry course instead of physics, but changed his mind before the
term began and took physics. Alternately, we can say that Cato of
Utica chose death in preference to dishonor, and thereby convey
the fact that he actually killed himself. In the first case, the choice
reported by a statement is not unnaturally interpreted as express
ing a perhaps private resolution or decision-an episode in our
conscious lives that may be of primary importance in leading us
to behave in one way rather than in another but which can (logi
cally) occur without our actually going on to behave in that way.
By contrast, to say in the second sense that X chose to do Y is
really equivalent to saying that X did do Y. Whatever prelimi
nary resolutions may have preceded that action, these are not
what the verb reports; and it is really quite indifferent whether
they took place or not. To choose (in this sense) is simply to act
in a voluntary ·and intentional manner, and the action need not
have anything private or mental about it.
For reasons that are not entirely clear, most critics of existen
tialism appear to assume that as between these · two uses of the
verb "to choose," the existentialists have unambiguously opted in
favor of the first (or psychological) use. Not only is there no basis
in the relevant texts for such an assumption; there is also a great
deal of evidence that this interpretation . of their views is quite
alien to the existentialists themselves. Against it, there are ex
plicit statements by existentialists that any theory of choice as a
kind of datable episode is misconceived; and there is also their
general rejection of the whole doctrine of intramental events that
chosen is presumably one that was not clearly understood as a choice when it
was made. (See Sein und Zeit, p. 268.)
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is presupposed by this ac<;ount. 28 A choice is not one event to
which the action itself is then superadded as a second event. In
stead, a choice is a certain kind of doing, and working out what
the existentialists mean by choice consists in showing what the
special features of this kind of doing are. In this connection, it
will be convenient as well as in accord with the normal linguistic
practice of moral philosophers to ' reserve the term "action" for
the designation of this special kind of doing that is tantamount
to choice.
A primary condition that must be met if a given stretch of be
havior is to qualify as an action is that the person in question
must have envisaged his situation in terms of alternatives of some
kind. He must have believed that there were at least two things
that he could do in the situation; and he must think of himself
as having done one of these rather than the other. This much has
been made clear by earlier discussions of the concept of action,
and need not be discussed further here. Of equal importance is
the fact that every action has an intentional structure. 2 9 Accord
ing to Sartre, a situation must be apprehended in such a way that
certain of its features become "reasons" for trying to bring about
a new state of affairs with which the actual situation is implicitly
contrasted. In other words, the situation in which we are to act
must be analyzed in such a way that its structure reproduces that
of a practical syllogism in which the factual premises at once de
scribe the actual state of affairs and justify the "inference" to the
conclusion which declares that some alternative state of affairs is
to be realized. Thus, . the fact that my friend is in financial need is
a reason for my lending him money in order to restore his sol
vency. In summary, an intentional action is a change I make in a
situation that has been implicitly conceptualized in such a way as
to make it call for that change by reason of some feature that it
bears.
It is perfectly possible for an action of mine to have this kind
2s Sartre's rejection of the "episode" or "occurrent" theory of choice is most
forcefully , stated in L'P.tre et le neant, pp. 543-45. The non-identity of
"choice" with "deliberate choice" which involves "une conscience analytique et
differenciee" is shown in ibid., pp. 539-48; and the special character of
deliberate choice is discussed on p. 527.
2 9 See L'P.tre et le neant, pp. 512 ff.
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of intentional structure without my ever coming to a full stop, as
it were, and going through an explicit verbal recital of the mor
ally relevant features of a situation, the relationships of preced
ence among them, etc. As the discussion of concepts in Chapter V
indicated, there are a great many different ways in which the
possession of a concept can express itself; and inner discourse is
only one of thein. But if the "structuring" of action situations
need not be thought of as concentrated in a single self-declaring
verbal perfoqnance, whether private or public, then the pro
fessed inability of many persons to recall any such acts loses any
importance it may have seemed to have for critics of existential
ism. The error of such critics lies in their assumption that the ex
istentialists must be talking about some single act in which a situ
ation is explicitly parsed for purposes of action. It is doubtful
whether any such episodes need occur even when the choice
under consideration is of the more restricted and familiar kind
that presupposes a certain analysis of the situation; and it is quite
certain that they are highly exceptional, although not for that
reason unimportant, in the case of underlying moral principles.
Presumably even the most chronically forgetful or extroverted
among the critics of existentialism will concede that they often
speak or behave in ways that normally count as treating a feature
of a situation as .· a good- or right-making characteristic; and
while it is readily understandable that many people do not think
of these activities of moral classification and description as
choice-like in character, this fact, so far from having any damag
ing implications from the existentialist standpoint, makes clear
why these critics have difficulty applying the existentialist view to
their own case. They are prepared to regard as a choice only what
they themselves thought of as a choice at the time of making it,
whereas the existentialist position is that we often choose without
clearly recognizing that we are doing so. 80 As I have already
argued, the. existentialist must assume that human beings are ca
pable of understanding the more radical conception of choice
so That it is possible to fail to recognize one's own choices for what they are
without necessarily thereby falling into "bad faith" is stated by S. de
Beauvoir, Pour une morale de l'ambiguite, p. 68. "Dans l'univers du serieux
certains adultes peuvent vivre avec bonne foi: ceux a qui est refuse toute
instrument d'evasion, ceux qu'on asservit ou qu'on mystifie."
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which he seeks to introdu!=e, and that they give evidence of this
understanding in at least some area of their lives; but he emphati
cally does not have to assume that they have identified everything
as a choice that should be so identified. When the existentialist
says that on some occasion a person who does not think of himself
as having made a choice has nevertheless done so, he is saying sim
ply that the objector must accept what may indeed be for him a
novel view of the matter in question, and that he must do so be
cause he cannot show any relevant distinction between this case
and other cases in which he does recognize an element of choice.
It is certainly legitimate to distinguish, as Merleau-Ponty does,
between a retrospective attribution of a choice-character to a seg
ment of the past of a person who did not at the time think of
himself as making a choice and the essentially prospective claim
that we must henceforth treat as choice-like much that we have
not previously so regarded. 31 We may also wish to lay greater em
phasis on the latter and, instead of insisting on the sense in
which the existentialist thesis has always been true, we may pre
sent it rather as effecting a special kind of change in the character
of our moral experience. In either case, however, the net effect of
an acceptance of the existentialist position is to force a person to
vi�w as choice-like something that he had not previously so
viewed.
Turning now to the characteristic existentialist employment of
the concept of "choice" in such phrases as "choice of oneself" and
"total choice," I must once again begin by turning aside a mis
taken conception of what the existentialists intend to convey by
these locutions. They are absolutely not to be understood as de
nials of the' patent fact of initial and continuing human passivity
in the face of multiple features of our situation which we do not
choose. 32 Neither Heidegger nor Sartre has any stake in explain•
31 "Il ne faut pas dire que je me choisis continuellement, sous pretexte que
je po urrais continuellement refuser ce que je suis . . Ne pas refuser n'est pas
choisir. Nous ne pourrions identifier laisser faire et faire qu'en otant
l'implicite toute valeur phenomenale et en deployant
chaque instant le
monde devant nous dans une transparence parfaite." (Ph enomeno logie de la
perception, p. 51 6.)
32 · For . evidence of this recognition of · human limitation, see Sartre's discus
sion of the several aspects of "situation," L'P.tre et le neant, pp. 561-638,
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ing away the brute fact .of the innumerable natural limitations
that confront every human being. Some of these. are physical,
such as the different degrees of strength and skill or of resistance
to disease that are the lot of different individuals. Some of them
are psychological, although the existentialists are not often will
ing to recognize the "given" aspect of such personal traits as cow
ardice or cheerfulness since they so strongly emphasize how often
we make ourselves the accomplices of our "natural" dispositions
and disingenuously seek to represent ourselves as their helpless
victim. Still others are historical and cultural-our having been
born into a certain kind of society at a certain place and time. All
of these features of our situation produce different "coefficients of
difficulty" for the various projects in which an individual in a
given set of circumstances engages himself in order to realize a
certain goal. Not only do the existentialists not deny or minimize
the significance for human action of the historical and natural
environment in which it takes its risj'! : they emphasize repeatedly
the brute contingent givenness-the facticity-of the situation in
which we find ourselves, and the necessity for every human com
prehension of the·world to be rooted in a specific place and a spe
cific time. Similarly, the slave makes himself what he is by his re0
lationship to the fact of being a slave, by his way of setting up a
range of possible meanings that this condition may have, and by
the selection he makes among these possibilities. It is not neces
sary that such a person be able to describe what he is doing as
"making or choosing himself," nor is it even necessary, if we
adopt the dispositional interpretation of autonomy suggested
above, for a person tq detach himself completely from some pre. defined system of self-characterization (e.g., I am a peasant, a
noble, a worker) . Nor should this notion of a "choice of oneself"
be taken to mean that the object of choice is always an image of
the self in some narrow psychological sense that would eliminate
especially the section devoted to what Sartre calls the "coefficients d'adversite"
connected with a project of action. Of interest, too, is Sartre's declaration that
it may be impossible to distinguish, within any given situation, the obstacles
posed by the "existants bruts" it contains from those created by our own
previous choices (p. 558) . Merleau-Ponty makes tnuch the same point,
Pht!nomt!nologie de la perception, p. 517.
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relationships to other human beings and the social and institu
tional framework within which the self develops. In fact, the exis
tentialists believe that it is quite impossible to isolate a self that is
independent of other selves, and in saying that the object of
choice is always the self, they are not in any way restricting the
sphere of choice. What they mean is that our moral personalities
are constituted by the choices we · make, and that no one · can
make these choices for us. To act in a certain way in a certain sit
uation contributes to making us persons of a certain sort; and
there is nothing else that can do so. It might be objected to this
view that it is a truism that follows from the existentialists' defis
nition of moral personality, but it certainly does not imply that
all choice is dominated by a narcissistic image of what the (psy
chological) self is to be.
This point is closely connected with the question of whether
there is anything that can be called a "total" or "original" choice
of oneself. It is Sartre's view that there is, and he has often spoken
of this total choice of oneself as though it were implicit in all the
particular choices we make. 33 But just as Sartre's attempt to think
of freedom as a categorical and degree-less attribute of human
beings generates the difficulties I have already noted, so this at
tempt to think of total choice . a s a kind of super-choice that in
some measure controls subordinate choices is extremely difficult
to reconcile with our sense of psychological reality. In fact, how
ever, such a view is by no means essential to existentialism and
has not been adopted by Merleau-Ponty, for example. 34 In his
33 Sartre's conception of total choice of self is stated in L'£tre et le neant,
pp. 539-55 and pp. 643--63. Notice his statement, on p. 542, of the ''modifica
bilite perpetuelle de . notre projet initial" whjch may, however, require "une
conversion radicale de mon etre-dans-le-monde," if I reverse . the trend of my
previous choices. This is virtually a recognition by Sartre of what Merleau
Ponty speaks of as "une sorte de sedimentation de notre vie: une attitude
envers le monde (qui) lorsqu'elle a ete souvent confirmee, est pour nous
privilegiee." (Phenomenologie de la perception, p. 504.) Sartre does not,
· however, recognize the "intentions non-decisoires" which according to Mer
leau-Ponty, our fully explicit and conscious decisions presuppose (ibid., p.
502) . Heidegger's discussion of choice of self by Dasein are mainly to be
found in the · sections of Sein und Zeit devoted to the authentic recognition
and incorporation of death into life as its ultimate "possibility." See, for
example, pp. 287-88.
34 See Phenomenologie de la perception, pp. 499 ff.
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view, "total choice" can only mean a kind of resultant of all
the particular choices we make. Each of these may, of course,
have implications that extend beyond the particular case, but no
one of them dominates the whole of the moral life, nor can their
meaning be made clear even to the actor himself except in the
light of their ulterior development. To the degree that these
choices acquire a measure of systematic unity, we can speak of a
life as being a kind of unitary choice; but this notion is an essen
tially retrospective one and entirely avoids the bizarre questions
that immediately confront a theory like Sartre's that represents
this choice as somehow operating from the wings throughout the
course of our lives.
Underlying all these conceptions of self-choice is the profound
Heideggerian conception of · man as the being that founds his
own being.as This is the notion that at least in some sphere of
their lives, human beings must take alternative possibilities of ac
tion seriously in such a way that even if, as we say, they fail to act,
they must think of themselves as having acted. In this sphere,
what they are-the identity they bear-is sustained solely by the
spectrum of possibilities they effectively entertain and by what
they do or try to do, so that it is proper to say, as Heidegger and
Sartre do, that human beings have to be, i.e., act out, what they
are. The same idea is at the root of Heidegger's overall character
ization of human being as care.as The human function par excel
lence is not just to set up a gratuitous interplay of actual states of
affairs with alternative possibilities, but to be concerned about
the future in the sense of feeling unavoidably responsible for
what happens whether by reason of action or "inaction." The
force of this characterization lies in the claim that if there were
no area of human life in which the notion of alternative possibili
ties was allowed to retain its full value together with the allied
notion of responsibility for what happens, the difference this
made would be so great as to make it problematic whether we
would want to call such beings "human" at all.
There is a sense in which this nqtion of "founding" one's being
carries over even to those aspects of one's situation that are simss See Sein und Zeit,

ss S ee Sein

und Zeit,

pp. 284-85
pp. 1 80 ff.

and Vom Weseri des Grundes,
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ply given and in no way the outcome of purposive action.87 This
is the sense in which, in order to act at all, one must take certain
relevant features of one'.s situation as the premises of one's action.
A slave, for example, who proposes to change his condition must
first assume it, and there is a subtle but important difference be
tween simply being a slave and objectifying one's situation as a
slave as a prelude -to some action affecting that status. The latter
is an active assumption or taking over of what had previously been
one's "state," and the existentialists argue that only by this ac
ceptance of an identification with one's situation is one able to
act in it. Action thus involves two different and opposed move,
ments: one by which we detach ourselves from a situation through
a contrast with possible alternatives, and another by which we
assume that condition in order-to act upon it.
The most dramatic example of this assumption of features of
one's condition, by which they are lifted into the sphere of ac
tion, is the case of death. 88 From one point of view, it is just a fact
that human beings die, although it is, as Heidegger points out, a
very peculiar sort of "fact" that is quite unlike the empirical
"endings" to which we all tend to assimilate it. In any case, what
ever its peculiarities as a special kind of fact, it is certainly inde,
pendent of our will and confronts us as a final negation of human
effort and purpose. Nevertheless, most human beings spend their
lives avoiding the fact of death, usually by treating it as a "natc
ural" or observable event, i.e., �mething that happens to other
people. According to Heidegger, this motivated avoidance of
death in its authentic first-personal form is itself one way of mak
ing death a theme or a premise of one's life; but' there is another
way of "building death into life" by explicit recognition and ac
ceptance of oneself as a finite being-a being that dies. What is
meant by "Sein zum Tode" is simply living with the understand
ing that one will die and doing what one does as a being who will
87 For discussions of this extended sense of responsibility, see Sein und Zeit,
pp. 280 ff. aml L'P.tre et le neant, pp. 638-42.
ss See Heidegger's discussion of "das Sein zum Tode," Sein und Zeit, pp.
235-67. Sartre has criticized Heidegger's treatment of death as a "possibility"
which I can freely espouse and he proposes instead that death should be
regarded as an element of my "facticity," i.e., of my situation. See L'P.tre et le
neant, pp. 615-33.
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die. To the extent that .one's actions may be said to differ, not
just by virtue of what is done, but also by virtue of the considera
tions on which they are based, a life that by internalizing death
adds a premise to all its practical deliberations constitutes a new
activity, even when in another sense what is done remains the
same. It is hard not to see in this transformation of dea,th into a
distinctive modality of human being a final crowning of the vol
untaristic effort to introduce an element of volition and of free
dom into our relationship to what has always been regarded as
the most unassimilable fact of human life.

IV
While reference has been made to the structure of the practical
syllogism, I have said nothing about the major premise of such a
syllogism which traditionally expresses a universal moral princi
. ple of some sort. This omission has been deliberate since earlier
discussions have eliminated the possibility that any "moral
truths" might be allowed to figure among the premises of practi
cal deliberation as the existentialists envisage the latter. It has
also become clear that if a moral rule .does not express a truth of
any kind, it can have no other status than that of a choice. In
other words, if such a rule directs that in a situation of a certain
kind, a certain type of action be undertaken and if this associa
tion of a type of action with a type of situation can rest neither
on a factual nor on a logical nexus between the two, then all one
can say is that the two are put together, and the only agent that
can do that is an individual human being. Even if through gen
eral acceptance such a rule becomes an integral element in a cul
ture, and is handed down from generation to generation, laden
with the prestige of history and backed by the discipline of a
whole society, its only "reality" lies in being accepted; and that
acceptance, too, must be the act of individual human beings.
Once the question of the "truth" of moral principles has been
abandoned as unprofitable, however, its place is taken by a ques
tion about what this acceptance involves, and what kind of com
mitment for future choices it can constitute. If, as seems obvious,
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the distinctive feature of moral principles is that they are choices
not just for a single situation ,but for all situations of a given
·type, then we must ask whether it is 'i n fact ,possible to choose not
just for one situation at a time but for . a .whole class of situations
and, if so, in what sense such a choice can be binding for later in
dividual choices in situations that come under the general rule. 89
· ao The belief that·- existentialism involves , a repudiation of all general
,principles of. action is widely accepted, even among philosophers who appear
; generally sympathetic to its main theses. ·(See for example the defense of
existentialism, interpreted as rejecting the requirement of universaliiability,
by A. Madntyre, "What Morality Is Not;" Ph ilosophy, Vol. 112 (1957) ; pp.
325...35;) To my knowledge, however, such interpretations ar.e rarely backed
up ·by any actual citation of texts; and .most frequently betray a confusion of
the authentically existentialist. doctrine of the ultimate choice-character of all
moral principles · with the claim that our particular acts of choice are
necessarily �pricious . and arbitrary, although the non-equivalence· of these
views has been specifically pointed out ·by Sartre. (See L'existentialisme est un
humanisme, pp. 73-79.) In the case of Sartre, to whom this antinomianism is
most often imputed, · the charge .is most obviously without foundation. ·In the
·essay just referred to there are many passages in which . particular choices are
declared to have a general or exemplary significance. Thus, "'ii .n'est pas un de
nos actes . qui, en creant l'homme que nous voulons etre, ne, ·Cree en. Iileme
temps une image de l'homme tel que. .nous ·estimons qu'il doit etre." (p. 25) I
have ,already . pointed out that these formulations still leave unanswered
certain questions about the precise sense in which, as Sartre says, what is good
for us is good for all; but there . can be no mistaking Sartre's recognition of the
role of universality in morals when . he says such things .as "je , construis
!'universe! en me i:hoisissant" (p; 70) and "on doit ·toujours . se demander:
qu'arriverait0i1 si tout.le monde en faisait autant." (pp. 28-29)
In L'P.tre et le ntfant there is an important discussion of the relationship of
rules to particular choices in the course of which a parallel between rules of
, grammar and rules of conduct is developed. After explaining his view that
'.' c'est en parlant . que je fais la grammaire" Sartre goes on to argue .that
language,. ·.considered as ''l'exemple d'une technique .sociale ·et universelle,''
suggests a solution to the problem of the relationship of the individual to . the
species which he states as follows (p. 601'-02) :
Sans espece humaine . . . ii ne demeurerait qu'un pullulement irrationnel
et contingent de · choix iildividuels, auxquels nulle Joi ne saurait etre
assignee. Si quelque chose comme une verite . existe, . c'est l'espece humaine
. qui peut nous la fournir. Mais si l'espece est. la verite d'un individu, elle ne
saurait etre un donntf . dans .l'individu sans contradiction profonde . . . . Le
pour-soi ne se constitue pas ·,comme soi-meme a , pattir d'une essence
d'homme donnee a priori; mais, tout au contraire, . . . Ies . liaisons neces
saires qui suivent Jes elements de ressence . d'homme ne paraissent que sur
. le fondement d'un libre choix; . en ce sens, chaque pour-soi· est responsable
dans . son etre de !'existence d'un espece · humaine.
In the case of Hei<legger, if there . is no repudiation of . general principles of
action as distinct from the inauthentic routines . of Das Man, there is . also no
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In its broad outline, the existentialist view of the relationship
of particular choices to general rules is quite clear. It is that an
individual can accept a moral rule or policy oniy by acting in ac. cordance with it, and that the particular choices or actions by
which such rules are effectively accepted are th�mselves logically
prior to, and independent of, the rule itself. No verbal declara
tion or inner resolve, however impressive, can by itself, amount
to an acceptance of a moral principle unless it is backed up by ac
tion that conforms to the rule. But if it is an action that consti
tutes acceptance of a moral principle, then no action can do so
any more than any other; or, if it does, it is only in the sense that
some actions have more extensive and more significant repercus
sions than others do, and therefore commit ,us more deeply to a
certain line of action. Apart from the increasing difficulty of dis
engaging oneself from a policy that one has pursued over a pe
riod of time, the earlier choices we make in accordance with a
moral principle do not commit us to it any more finally than do
later choices. The point here is that the whole question of the ac
ceptance of any moral ·principle is always "reopenable" and each
choice that we make in accordance with that principle can be
come the occasion of a new appraisal of all the considerations
bearing upon our acceptance of it. Even if we make these choices
more or less mechanically, and without any re-appraisal of their
ultimate bases, we are implicitly endorsing the principle. This
amounts to saying that there can be no such thing as making par
ticular choices in advance by adopting a rule that will control the
discussion of the place that such principles might occupy in an authentic
moral life. That Heidegger recognizes that they may have such a place,
however, seems to be clearly suggested by a passage in his Kant und das
Problem der Metaphysik (Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1951) , p. 145, in which he
paraphrases with apparent approval Kant's doctrine of the free subjection of
the moral self to its own law in the language of his own account of Dasein:
In der Achtung vor dem Gesetz unterwerfe ich mir selbst. In diesem ,
Mich-mir-unterwerfen bin ich als ich selbst . . . erhebe ich mich zu mir
selbst als dem sich selbst bestimmenden freien Wesen. Dieses eigentiimliche
unterwerfende Sich-erheben seiner zu sich selbst offenbart das Ich in seiner
'Wiirde' . . . Die Achtung ist demnach die Weise des Selbst-seins des Ich auf
Grund deren es 'den Heiden' in seiner Seele nicht weg-wirft. Die Achtung
ist die Weise des Verantwortlich-seins des Selbst sich selbst gegeniiber, das
eigentliche Selbstsein.
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decision we make in cases. that have yet td arise. When the time
comes, the whole matter can be re-opened if only because it can
not be shut off. If we then act in accordance with the rule laid
down on a previous occasion, that decision stands on its own legs
and makes exactly the same contribution to our acceptance of the
principle as does the earlier choice even though the latter may
have represented itself as legislating in advance for future cases.
It can be illuminating to interpret the relation between gen
eral moral rules and p,articular choices as interpreted by the exis
tentialists, by analogy with the relationship of judicial decisions
to statute law, and to argue that individual choices should be re�
garded as further specifications of the' general rules under which
they are made. Thus, to take a familiar example, a judicial deci
sion to the effect that it is indeed illegal to drive a baby-carriage
on an airport runway further specifies the statute forbidding the
use of vehicles on runways: In one important respect, of course,
· this parallel proves misleading since in the legal case, the judge is
placed by the .nature of his office in a subordinate relationship to
a body of statute law that is created by independent legislative ac
tion. In the general moral case, of course, this kind of pre
established relationship to a body of rules is lacking and there is
no distinction comparable to that in the legal case between legis
lative and judicial authorities. We must accordingly think of the
whole corpus of moral rules as the precipitate of particular
choices, i.e., as a body of "law" built up wholly by particular ju
dicial determinations that have taken on a measure of systematic
unity and internal consistency. Since these modifications of the
normal judicial model really amount to an abandonment of it, it
may in fact be better, if we seek analogies, to compare the rela
tionship of choice to moral rules to that of the sovereign power to
the body of statute law which it has created but by which it can
never be finally restrained.40
There is another feature of existentialist ethical theory that is
of great importance in understanding the treatment accorded to
40 It is interesting to note that many of the puzzles about "dispositional"
and "categorical" attributions of autonomy and the relation of the latter to
rules also arise in connection with the sovereign power that is attributed to
political society. For a discussion of some of these, see H. L. A. Hart, The
Concept of Law (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1 961) , ch. 4 et passim.
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general moral rules. Thi� is the view that such rules can be justi
fied only on the ground that they are the most effective policies
for achieving some end that has been judged desirable: 41 The ex
istentialists appear in fact, with certain significant exceptions to
be discussed later, to be committed to what has been called the..
"summary" view of the relationship of moral rules to individual
cases, i.e., the view that moral rules are generalizations summariz
ing the .choices made in particular cases by the person who is said
to· accept the rule, and that they are thus logically posterior to
these particular choices.42 Admittedly, this view does violence to
the sense most of us have of coming into new situations requiring
moral choice with a prior set of accepted policies which we as
sume will be controlling for this situation as it has been for oth
ers in the past. It also runs afoul of the difficulty-encountered
in rule-governed activities such as games-'-which stems from the
fact that q:uite often one cannot even describe the alternative
courses of action between which one has to choose without im
plicitly recognizing a certain rule ( e.g., the rule of promise keep
ing) as applicable to that case.. On the other hand; when .one con
siders less straightforward cases in which we do no.t have this
sense of a choice-situation's being uniquely classifiable under
some single moral rubric, and are torn instead between two con
flicting rules both of which seem to have some· claim to control
our decision in this case, the point of the existentialist argument
becomes both clearer and · more plausible. In such cases, a ques
tion arises about our relationship to the moral rules that are in
conflict, and this is not a question that can be satisfactorily dealt
with by an appeal to rules of precedence stipulating which rule is
41 lh this respect, at least, the existentialists share the views of the utilitar·
ians of whom they are otherwise extremely critical. In S. de Beauvoir, Pour
une morale de l'ambiguitt! (Paris: Gallimard, 1947) , this teleological aspect of
existentialist ethical theory is strongly emphasized. While "utility" is declared
to have no absolute meaning (p. 179) and is quite clearly to be a function of.
choice, the necessity for reckoning the consequences of acting in a certain way
in a given. situation is asserted and blind reliance on moral "recipes" is
condemned. For a · very clear analysis of the role of choice in judgments of
utility generally, see I. M. D. Little, A Critique of Welfare Economies
(Oxford: Clarendon. Press, 1 957) , chs. 2 and 3.
42 I ,borrow the term "summary view" from J. Ra:wls who contrasts it with
the "practice" view of rules in "Two · Concepts of Rules," Philosophical
Review, Vot 64 (1955) , pp. ll-32.
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to be followed in what kinds of conflicts among rules. For what is .
the status of these superordinate rules and what is involved in a
person's adoption of one of them? If a conflict of. rules arises for ·
the first time in a person's entire moral experience, is he to de
duce the proper line of action from a general rule of precedence? ·
This would presuppose that he already accepts the rule ofpreced
ence before he has ever acted on it. He may of course have been
taught this principle and have given sincere verbal allegiance to
it, but in this case as in the case of primary moral .rules the crite
rion of action is the only satisfactory index of what one really ac
cepts in the way of moral principles. It follows that by acting in
accordance with a rule of precedence we in effect choose the pol
icy reflected in that rule, and the existentialists are saying simply
that that choice must be dictated by the end we are seeking to
realize.
For purposes of illustration, let .us take a person who subscribes
to the moral principle that forbids lying, and also the principle
that directs us to avoid actions that cause unnecessary suffering to
others. Let us suppose further that he is - successively confronted
with a number of different situations in which telling _ the truth
would require that he cause significant suffering to others. It may
well be that in all these cases he will choose to tell the truth in
spite of the fact that he is strongly disinclined to hurt other in
dividuals in the way he sees to be inevitable if he does so. How are
we to describe the relationship of these choices to the general rule
against lying, when each ·Of them involves the necessity of a
choice between lying and causing suffering? Is the conclusion:
"Tell the truth" simply deduced from the general rule by subsum0
ing the particular case under it and drawing the consequences?
This would require that the rule contain a rider to the effect that
when 'Circumstances of the kind in question-are present in a case
when the duty of truth-telling is applicable, they are to be ignored·
in favor of that duty. But surely this would be merely an ingenious
post factum . rationalization and if the rule has .. this content, then
it is conferred upon it by the individual choice itself which does
override the other considerations in favor of the duty of truth
telling. A general moral rule may serve as a formula that reminds
us of what our response is to be in situations considered simply as
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situations in which we have either to lie or tell the truth, but they
cannot, by themselves, tell us what to do in any individual case.
For that, a decision has to be made that this principle is to fake
precedence over other considerations that might lead us to act
otherwise; and this decision is logically prior to, and independent
of, the rule itself. 43
The point of the existentialist polemic against the domination
of our understanding of morality by rules can now be stated. As
has already been stated, what is at issue is not the desirability or
the possibility of establishing consistent, long-range moral poli
cies. In so far as the existentialists address themselves to this issue,
their contribution is simply to point out that it is extremely diffi
c11-It and often practically impossible to enunciate, in advance,
principles of conduct that do not have to be successively modified
and qualified by the particular choices we make.44 They are also
concerned to make evident the dangers ,implicit in the sort of reli
ance on rules that really consists in a systematic refusal to look at
the features of particular choice-situations that might lead to a
modification or suspension of the rule. Perhaps the best way to
I

s Sartre's well-known discussion in L'Existentialisme est un humanisme (p.
39-47) of the young man who had to dedde whether to join the Free French
forces abroad or remain with his widowed mother is the most obvious
example of the use of cases of conflict of duty as paradigms for moral
deliberation generally. Unfortunately, this discussion is sometimes interpreted
as showing merely that the young man had to choose arbitrarily between two
opposed moral principles. Of course he had to do that, but Sartre is also
saying that even within a single moral position the necessity to amplify the
principles one accepts by further individual choices can not be avoided and
that these amplifications have the character of "inventions." In his analysis of
another example (pp. 86-88) Sartre seems to assert that even when moral
freedom is the guiding principle of action, contradictory alternatives may
arise which can only be resolved by choice.
44 The refusal to recognize and to deal with this difficulty typically involves
the pretense that the issue at stake has been irreversibly closed, whether by a
previous decision or by the "nature" of the case itself; and as such it offers a
paradigm case of "bad-faith." This does not mean that we have an obligation
constantly to r_e-open every matter that has been decided. What it does imply
is that we must ourselves recognize and not try to conceal from others that our
refusal to re-open is itself a decision. See, for example, Heidegger's statement
that the "resoluteness" of a decision does not mean that the authentic self
must "sich au£ die Situation versteifen . . . (sie) muss verstehen dass der
Entschluss seinem eigenen Erschliessungssinn nach frei und ofjen gehalten
werden muss fiir die jeweilige faktische Moglichkeit." (Sein und Zeit, p. 307.)
4
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characterize the existentialist attitude toward moral rules is to say
that it sees them as emerging from a progressive resolution of in
dividual cases, and as gradually increasing in stability and relia
bility, but also as never wholly immune from review and revision.
In a sense, however, this st�tement of the existentialist view of
the dependence of all general moral policies on particular choices
may prove misleading. It fails to bring out the degree to which
every particular choice is itself general in character.45 I have al
ready tried to show that every action and every choice must in
volve an appreciation of the relevant features of the agent's situa
tion and that these features will normally be repeatable traits
that can be designated by means of universal predicates. Simi
larly, the other element in choice-the projected transformation
of the existing situation-can only be described as the bringing
about of a certain type of situation. To use an exampl�, I may say
that . I helped a neighboring family because everyone ought to
help those who are in distress. To say this is to identify the fea
ture of the situation by reference to which my action has to be
characterized, and it may be possible to justify this criterion by
showing that it is derivable from yet more general criteria of ac- ·
' tion. When I cite general rules in this way as the reasons for my
action, I really only re-describe what I have done by l aying bare
45 I do not, of course, wish to be understood as claiming that Sartre defends
the doctrine of the universalizability of moral judgments in the extreme form
in which it requires that all proper names occurring in such judgments be
replaced by general terms. (See E. Gellner, "Ethics and Logic," Proceedings of
the Aristotelian Society (1955) , Vol. 55. pp. 158-78.) While he quite clearly
does not hold the view that an action may be right in one situation and not
in another without there being some relevant difference between the situa
tions, I suspect that he would lay great emphasis on the difficulty in practice of
enunciating the general principle which is implicit ,in one's action and to
which one is prepared to commit oneself as controlling all cases of the same
type. We often feel a great deal surer that we have done the right thing on a
particular occasion than we are that everyone ought to do the same thing on
all "like" occasions, if indeed we are clear as to what those would be. No
doubt, we must seek to reduce this kind of uncertainty by reflecting on our
principles of action but it is doubtful that it can ever be eliminated. When
this feature of moral choice is overlooked, as it often is by contemporary
analytical philosophers, a very peculiar picture of the moral life results in
which an action must announce its own fully universal principle on pain of
not being "moral." For a statement of such a view as well as a caricature of
the "existentialist" position, see R. M. Hare, "Universalizability,'' Proceedings
of the Aristotelean Society (1955) , Vol. 55, pp. 295-3 12.
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the deeper-intentional structure of that action. Whatever level of
generality this description of my action attains; the principle so
exposed can be accepted only . by the action that falls under it;
and each such action, logically, commits me to .th<:: principle quite
, as much as any other. What is. meant by saying. that .the individ
ual choice is logically prior to the principle it instantiates is that
when I have described an action. by reference to the.most general
· criteria that ·apply toit, I still have to decide whether by perform
. ing that action I shall accept· the principle ipiplicit in it or not;
·and this decision, cannot itself be derived from .that principle. By
actingin one way, I accept the principle arid by acting in another
I reject it. However automatic that policy may become with time,
my acceptance of it remains contingent upon my actions in par
ticular cases, each of which can, in principle, be made to raise all
· the issues of the moral life. Nothing commits one to a moral prin
ciple except •an individual action, and no individual action , can
do ,so for .once and for - alL Like Descartes' woI'ld which has to be
, sustained in existence . from moment to moment by the omnipo
tence of God, so the ,acceptance of moral principles is effectuated
. by the very actions which are subsumed under them, arid remains
. conditional upon - such future actions.
· There are several important objections that can be raised to
the position which I have been presenting in this section. One of
these is addressed to the .view that a person's actions are the ohly
satisfactory· index of his . moral convictions and it consists in ar
guing that this forces too rigid a standard . of consistency on the
· shifting amalgam of professed· beliefs, unwilling compliances and
partial defaults that mark even the most firmly defined charac
ters.46 This criticism has considerable merit since there is · a dan
ger that the use of action as a criterion of conviction may be mis
interpreted as a new version of the kirid- of moral rigorism which
46 For a.good statement of these and other objections to usjng action as the
· sole criterion of moral conviction, see P. Gardiner, "On Assenting to a Moral
Principle," · Proceedirigs of the. Aristotelian Society (1954/55) Vol. 55, pp.
23--44. In this connection · it should be noted .that Sartre's statement that "le
choix etant identique au. faire, suppose pour le distinguer du reve . et du
souhait, un commencement de realisation" (L'P.tre et le neant, p. 563)
amounts to· an express endorsement of action in some form as a criterion of
moral attitudes.

t OQ

: FREEDOM AND CHOICE

refuses to allow any weight to special circumstances a:nd treats im
perfect .or irregular compliance with a professed, moral principle
. as equivalent to a repudiation of it. In fact, few of us are capable
of perfect conformity to any principle even in the most favorable
circumstances; and when we waver and act in violation of princi
ples which we profess, this may reflect a real lack of any stable
conviction rather . than a rejection of the principle in question.
· There are, moreover, , cases in which, by . reason of obstacles that
may be either external or internal in nature, compliance presents
special difficulties which justify us in saying that a man really be
lieves· that one ought to act in. a certain way, even if he did not do
so himselfon a given occasion. In such cases, it is often proper to
s.eek assurances that an effort to comply was made in good faith,
and that the individual in question is not just using the difficulty
as an excuse for non-performance: · Nevertheless, when all allow
ance's have ,been made and a realistic standard of conformity has
been defined, the core ·of the existentialist position remains in. tact. In so far as we have even semi-definite moral convictions, the
proof that we have them is provided by the way we act. While we
often give peo·ple credit f or the convictions they profess and may
not have the opportunity to express in action, that attribution to
them of a moral belief always remains conditional upon and re
vocable in the light of their relevant actions, should occasions for
the latter arise.
There is another kind of objection to the existentialist treat
ment of moral rules, however, which is inspired by the feeling
that the existentialist just cannot, with the means at his disposal,
give a strong enough sense to the notion of being bound by a .
rule. 47 If no action or set of actions can by itself constitute such
conclusive acceptance of a moral principle that .further actions of
the same type become no more than applications of a rule that is
no longer subject to further "ratification by action," to what ef47 Sartre's reply to this objection that "les valeurs ne sont pas serieuses
puisque vous Ies choisissez'.' is characteristically pungent. "A cela je reponds
que je suis bien fftche qu 'ii en soit ainsi; mais si j'ai supprime Dieu le pere, ii
faut bien quelqu'un pour inventer Ies valeurs. II faut prendre• Ies choses
comme elles sont. Et par ailleurs, .dire que nous inventons Ies valeurs ne
signifie autre chose que ceci: Ia vie n'a pas de sens, a priori (L'Existentialisme
est un humanisme, p. 89) .
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fective restrictions will the moral agent be subject? Without the
acceptance of rules, so the argument runs, there would be no such
thing as morality; and if a rule is accepted, one must act in ac
cordance with it in cases subsumable under it. People must, in
other words, be prepared to act on principle, contrary to inclina
tion; and to the objector it is just not clear how the existentialist
with his doctrine of the permanent re-0penability of �ll moral
questions can do justice to this feature of morality. The charge
implicit in this objection is that existentialism cannot make sense
of moral obligation; and while this charge will be fully consid
ered in the next chapter, some preliminary clarifications of the
existentialist position can be offered here.
In this connection, the existentialists' doctrine of our relation
to past events generally and to our own past choices and actions
in particular has peculiar relevance since from the perspective of
any present situation in which we have to act all previous occa
sions of a similar kind in which we have followed a certain prin
ciple lie in the past. 48 Now to say with the existentialists that past
decisions are just events, and that it is just a "fact" that we re
solved these earlier situations in a certain way is equivalent to
saying that they do not have any automatic and indefeasible nor
mative significance for the person who is presently faced by a sim
ilar situation. Even if the practical and social necessity for uni
formity and consistency is kept in mind as one reyiews such past
choices under a rule, these considerations, too, form part of a
comprehensive set of data which must be structured for action
once more by a new moral choice. Certainly a situation that falls
into a class of situations in which we have acted in the past car
ries with it implicit suggestions as to what its decisively impor
tant features are, and these are suggestions that we may accept by
acting once again in the same way. But in any important sense
the problem we . confront now is the same one we confronted
when we first had to bring such a situation under some general
policy, and it is complicated only by the addition of considera
tions concerning the likely effect,s of changing our policy now.
48 See Sartre's discussion of my past as an element in my situation, L'£tre et

le neant, pp. 577-585.
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Furthermore, this set of .considerations does not evaluate itself
now anymore than it did then; and even if we follow the es
tablished rule "blindly," this too is a new choice-a choice not to
re-appraise the elements in an action-situation-and this choice
not to choose contributes in a special way to the acceptance of a
certain policy. What is often called, with somewhat pejorative
connotations, "existentialist individualism," is in fact just this
doctrine that the individual moral consciousness is the permanent
forum before which all considerations that may be relevant: to ac
tion, including our own and others' past choices, appear, arid in
which precedents are decisive only because they are made
so. 49
Against this background, it may be possible to isolate within
our hypothetical objector's rejection en b loc of the existentialist
position, a IllOre restricted point which the existentialist can
surely accept. This is that without a certain level of correspond
ence' between our verbal acceptances of moral principles and our
effective acceptances of them through action, human society
would be reduced to chaos. Consistency and principled behavior,
for social purposes, are largely a matter of correspondence be
tween what we say publicly and what we do; and it can be con
ceded that as a person (or for that matter, a society) gradually
succeeds in bringing a wider and wider range of cases under stable
policies, our sense of the logical freedom of choice in each individ
ual case may progressively give way to a view of ourselves as pro
ceeding under orders. It does not follow that in the sense stipu
lated by the existentialists these individual decisions are no longer
logically free nor that the descending order of practical delibera
tion that starts from a verbally accepted moral principle enjoys a
logical priority, in the determination of what is to be done, over
the ascending order that proceeds from a certain action in a situa
tion characterized in a certain way to an acceptance of a general
rule. All it means is that from a practical point of view, our logi49 For a discussion of the senses in which existentialism is and is not
"individualiste," see S. de Beauvoir, Pour une morale de l'ambigu'ite, pp.
218 ff., et passim. Also, J.-P. Sartre; L'Existentialisme est im humanisme, pp.
90 ff.
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cal freedom may in certaip. circumstances become a less important
feature of our choices than the coherency and predictability of
the system of practice which they collectively compose; and a rec
ognition of this fact is in no way incompatible with a strong em
phasis on this residual logical freedom of the individual, even
after an impressive degree of order has been achieved-if only for
the purpose of . reminding us that no system is proof against
shocks and accidents that may force us to rebuild it from the
ground up.
There is, then, a sense in which we may be said to choose inde
pendently of rules even in those situations which are most natu
rally subsumed under such rules, and in which we seem to our
selves to be simply applying a familiar and accepted rule without
any hesitation or deliberation. It has already been pointed out
that this independence of individual choice that plays such . an- '
important role in existentialist ethical theory is to be interpreted
not in a psychological or descriptive sense as denoting a hitherto
unnoticed episode in our. inner lives, but rather in a logical sense
that makes it a function of the absence of logical restrictions on
the criteria we use in evaluation. There are not, therefore, two
choices whenever we act-one under the rules and one- outside
the rules. Insteaq, every choice made under the rules is in princi
ple capable of being transformed by successive re-description into .
a choice that is.outside the rules because it is a choice of the rules
and of the criteria of evaluation they incorporate. Sometimes, in
exceptional situations for which , no governing principle readily
suggests itself, we are made aware that we are in fact choosing
those features of the situation that are to be the indices for what
ever action we may take. Most of the time, however, we live
within the pre-evaluated and anonymous world that our lan
guage presents us with, and here the criteria of choice are so
firmly established that a great effort is required to conceive alters
natives to them-much less think of these systems of moral classi
fication a calling for a choice by us. It is a fact that many existen
tialists habitually construe the whole of our moral experience
on the model of the cases in which we are either forced, or force
ourselves, to become aware of the whole set of moral procedures
that we apply, and in effect incorporate these into a description
1 86
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of · what we are doing. But, whatever its · bias in favor of such
cases, existentialism is not just an ethical theory for crisis situa
tions; and the most banal choices "under rules" are al_so choices
outside the rules because they are made in a logical freedom that
can become an explicit theme of reflection;

187

CHAPTER VIII

AUTHENTICITY AND OBLIGATION

Thus far, my discussion of the ethical theory, of existentialism
has concentrated almost exclusively on the evaluative j udgments
of individual human beings, and has attempted to define the
nature of the freedom in which those evaluations are made.
Nothing has been said about the moral relations in which such
. autonomous individuals stand to one another, nor about the
compatibility of a general ethical theory of the type outlined in
earlier chapters with a recognition of some kind of moral obliga
tion toward other human beings. This lack of attention to the so
cial aspect of morality, it must be admitted, reflects a correspond
ing neglect on the part of most of the existentialist writers; and
this neglect has led many critics to conclude that the concepts
used by the existentialists in the analysis of evaluation are radi
cally incapable of dealing with the phenomenon of moral com
munity and the complex moral relationships to other human
beings which such community comports. This charge has at le'ast
a prima facie plausibility about it which makes it all the more
necessary to explore in detail the implications of the views devel
oped so far for the whole topic of moral relationships among
human beings. In this' chapter, I will attempt to show that, while
the existentialists do not have a fully developed theory of obliga
tion, they have presented in embryo at least a conception of what
the basis of moral relations between human beings should
be.
This apparent lack of interest on the part of the existentialists
in the social dimension of morality is in striking contrast to the
curren.t orientation of much moral philosophy in the English189
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i,peaking world.1 On the whole, the latter may be said to assume
the existence of a. more or less stable and harmonious society with
a developed moral · code and a highly articulated set of concepts
defining the different role-relationships in which human beings
may stand to one another, as well as the rights and duties asso
ciated with these roles. Under . these circumstances, the job of
moral philosophy is typically conceived to be the making explicit
of the principles and rules. with which, in such a state as this, _ we
are assumed to be familiar, even if we may be unable to state
them very dearly. Usually the acceptance of such rules is taken
.for- granted and is not itself the subject of inquiry; but when a
justification of the whole corpus of moral principles is called for,
it is characteristically provided by arguments showing that an ac
ceptance of these principles-is in some sense definitive of human
nature. 2 Since the human nature such writers have in mind is, in
fact, the fully moralized human nature of a stable and relatively
harmonious society, there is · a sense in which in spite of its circu
larity this argument can claim a certain rough truth.- In any case,
one main result of approaching the subject matter of morality
from this angle is that purely individual decisions (i.e., decisions
for which a determinate moral context is lacking) , ate treated ei
ther �s external to the whole province of morality, or are assigned
to the interstices of the moral life in which the moral rules we do
accept leave us free either to ·act or not ·to act in a certain way.
If we consider the examples used by the existentialists · from
this point of view, sharply different presuppositions immediately
become evident. These examples almost uniformly concern indi
viduals who are forced to act under circumstances in which the
support given by established moral institutions is for one reason
or another unavailable. Even when the background of choice is a
functioning society to which the moral agent belongs, it is usually
described in such a way as to undermine any assumption that a
1 For a somewhat different characterization of the contrasting approaches to
ethical questions of existentialists and most English-speaking philosophers, see
I. Murdoch's contribution to the symposium on "Vision and Choice in
Morality," Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Sup. Vol. 30 (1956) , pp.
32-58.
2 See, - for example, R. S. Peters, "Nature and Convention - in Morality,"
Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, Vol. 51 (1950-51) , pp. 223-53.
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moral consensus or any gem,iine moral reciprocity exists. The par
adigm situation from which a general characterization of moral
ity is to be derived is thus one in which the individual moral
agent is compelled to choose and to act in isolation from, or in
the absence of, any collectively accepted and reciprocally applied
body of moral rules. Correspondingly, the "normal" situation in
which such guidarice and support are available receives relatively
little attention from the existentialists. Since action in such cir
cumstances is, as we shall see, permanently threatened with "in
authenticity," it qualifies at best as a borderline example of the
"moral." The latter is thus made coextensive with the whole prov
ince of human action, and no special importance is attached to
the distinction between broader questions of individual self
determination and the kinds of question that are usually thought
of as being answered by reference not to an individual ideal but
to a rule that is common to at least some group of human beings.
Instead of excluding the former-as often happens-from the
moral sphere because they do not clearly involve the application
of shared rules, the existentialists tend to feel that rule-governed
situations can be included within it only to the extent that they
can be shown to involve individual choice. Or, to put the same
point another way, morality as a whole is the province of individ
ual self-determination, and the social dimension of morality and
relationships with others come in simply as one element in the
design of an individual life.
It would be unprofitable here to debate the advantages and dis
advantages of a conception of morality that takes individual
choice in its purest .form as its paradigm case, and sees in shared
moral rules only a special case of individual self-determination. 3
The more important issue is to determine just how adequate an 
account of the moral relationships among human beings can be
given by a theory that sets out from these root assumptions. As I
have already indicated this inquiry carries one well beyond the
limits of any moral theory that has so far been provided by the
leading figures in the existentialist movement. In fact, it assumes
s An interesting discussion of the place of "rules" and "ideals" within
morality as a whole can be found in P. Strawson, "Social Morality and
Individual Ideals," Philosophy, Vol. 36 (1961) , pp. 1-17.
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the character of an effort to expand the few hints and suggestions
that have been thrown out into a positive account of moral obli
gation. The possibility of such an extension of existentialist ethi
cal theory is precisely what I want to establish in this chapter. Be
fore undertaking this task, it will be useful to examine a little
more closely some of the reasons that have made the existential
ists so reluctant to develop any account of obligation at all.
I
It is not difficult to locate the sources of the antipathy which
the concept of obligation typically evokes in existentialist philos
ophers. The root notion in that concept is one of being bound in
the sense of being subject to an effective restriction on the per
missible range of human choice. Traditionally, this restriction it
self has been thought of as independent of, and unremovable by,
human volition. Indeed, many moralists have argued that it must
be independent of choice if .we are to be able to talk-as we all
d�f what we ought to do even when we do not do it.4 If moral
ity were, at bottom, a matter of will and choice as the existential
ists believe, then all obligations would be self-imposed. An obli
gation I have created, however, is one from which I can release
myself; and the latter, so the argument goes, is no obligation at
all. Particularly in cases in which our practice is at variance with
our declared principles, the decision to act in a way that violates
a recognized obligation might appear to be tantamount to .such a
release; and the sense in which, barring special circumstances,
one could still be said to believe sincerely that acting otherwise
would really have been right becomes very unclear. Moreover, be
yond this special difficulty, there is the general problem of how
the will can bind itself at all if it is not confronted with objective
4 The view that moral obligation must be independent of human volition
should not be confused-although it often is-with the quite different
requirement that it be of such a nature that · there can be conflicts between
what we want to do and what it is our obligation to do. Sartre, as his theory
of obligation shows, is certainly prepared to recognize that conflicts of the
latter type occur but at the same time he holds that obligation as such is
constituted by joint acts of choice.
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moral relationships in re ,;1.nd, as Hume said, "has no object to
which it could tend but must return to itself in infinitum." 5 A
will-created obligation would thus turn out to be simply an in
definitely prolonged series of acts of will which could never pro
duce an uncancellable change in the "relation of objects" by
which it would then be bound. By contrast, a truly binding obli
gation must have its basis outside the will, and would impose a
restriction upon the will in much the same way as the antecedent
determinacy of fact is supposed to define the go�l of theoretical
inquiry. Once the meta-ethical stamp of intellectualism is thus set
upon the concept of obligation at the very outset, it becomes au
tomatically unincorporable into any ethical · theory based on the
idea of moral autonomy; and it is to this fact that ·the existential
ists' avoidance of the concept of obligation can most obviously be
traced.6
There are, however, other sources of this negative attitude to
ward the concept of obligation that are internal . to the existen
tialist analysis 0£ human being itself. For the existentialist, and
for Sartre in particular, the primordial relationship in which
every human being stands to every other tends to be one of con
flict. 7 This is not to deny that agreement and cooperation among
5 See his Treatise of Human Nature, ed. Selby-Bigge (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1888) , Bk. 3, Pt. 2, sec. 5 "On the Obligation of Promises," especially
'the footnote on pp. 5 1 7-1 8.
s Thus, I would interpret Sartre's very strong denial that anything can
oblige me to adopt any course of action (L'/!,tre et le nt!ant, p. 69) not as a
denial of the possibility of obligation as such but rather of there being
obligations which simply confront the moral agent without his having in any
way helped create them. It should be · noted, also, that Sartre speaks of the
unavoidability of choice as "une obligation perpetuelle," but this use of the
term is so different both from traditional conceptions of obligation and from
Sartre's own conception of self-created obligations that I have not given it any
special attention.
1 "Le conflit est le sens originel de l'etre-pour-autrui" (L'ittre et le nt!ant, p.
431) . In Pt. 3, ch. 3, of L'/!,tre et le nt!ant, Sartre seeks to establish this thesis
by detailed analyses of "les relations concretes avec autrui," among them love,
hate, and sexual desire; and in each case he argues that we are caught between
the alternatives of sadism and masochism, of treating the other as an object for
one's self, or oneself as an object for the other. · While neither of these
strategies can succeed in · suppressing our awareness of subjectivity and
freedom-whether our own or the other's-Sartre insists that ' the disjunction
they form is exhaustive. "C'est • • . en vain que la realite-humaine cherche-
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human beings ever occur, nor is it to attribute a disposition to
hostile and aggressive behavior to all human beings. Like Hegel
in his famous analysis of the dialectic of the master and the slave,
Sartre has in mind a type of conflict that is rooted in the very
structure of the reciprocal relationship in which two human cons
ciousnesses stand to one another. 8 The basis of this conflict is
moral, and it lies in the fact that there can be no guarantee that
the choices made by the "other" as an autonomous moral being
will coincide with, or even be compatible with, my own. The ap
pearance of another being enjoying the same moral freedom as I
do is thus a challenge to, and a potential disruption of, "my"
moral world which the other may well perceive simply as a set of
facts or objects cut off from the context of possibility and first
personal choice with which I andow' them. Since another human.
being cannot be the effort of transcendence that I am, and within
which I experience and give meaning to my world, he can only
know me and my world in the objective mode and this knowing col
lapses the properly evaluative dimension of my actions and leaves
them stranded as so many natural events awaiting another eval
uative interpretation which may or may not coincide with mine.
Because this "collapsing-cognitive" apprehension �f my values as
"mere facts" is conceived by Sartre to be primary and inescapable
in my relationship to other human beings, the advent of . the
"other" is a harbinger of conflict and not of concord. Even if the
other moral consciousness proved to be in harmony with my own
evaluations, there could be no gl;larantee of the indefinite contin-

a

rait sortir de ce dilemme: transcender l'autre ou se laisser transcender par
lui. L'essence des rapports entre consciences n'est pas le Mitsein, c'est le
conflit." (p. 502) Although this inevitable conflict is said to be the origin of
the "guilt" of each human being in relation to every other, this guilt - can
evidently not be expiated and even if I were to act in accordance with Kant's
categorical imperative and make the moral freedom of the other my end;
"cette liberte deviendrait transcendance-transcendee du seul fait que j'en fais
mon but." (p. 479) It seems quite clear that this denial of the possibility of
mutuality among human beings is in conflict with Sartre's later views as
expressed not just in Critique de la raison dialectiq ue, but in L'existentialisme
est un humanisme, and was in fact abandoned by him.
s Sartre's most powerful description of this antagonistic relationship of
human · consciousnesses to one another can be found in the section entitled
"Le regard," Pt. 3, ch" l, of L'P.tre et le neant. Sartre's play, Huis Clos, has the
same theme.
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uation of that harmony in which the possibility of conflict is
therefore always latent. Thus, either by anticipation or in actual
fact, the presence of another autonomous moral being like myself
imposes upon me the ordeal of having my actions "devaluated"
in the medium of another consciousness. In its most radical form,
this devaluation may extend not just to the evaluative ordering
of my world which . I effect through my . actions and choices, but
to my very status as a moral personality. That is to say, another
moral consciousness can do more than simply evaluate .a situation
differently from the way I do and thereby reduce my evaluations
to the status of "facts." It can also deny me the status of a moral
agent altogether and treat me merely as an instrument to-or an
obstacle in the way of-the realization of its own values. It can,
in short, treat me as a thing rather than as a person, and repudi
ate or never recognize at all those principles of reciprocity that
hold between human persons who mutually recognize one an
other as such. The appearance of an alien moral consciousness
involves not just the threat of a conflict with my "values, " but the
threat of my being absorbed into the moral world of the other
through being denied recognition as an autonomous moral being.
When views such as these of other human beings as primarily
sources of ultimate moral conflict dominate a theory of human re
lationships, it is not surprising that there should be little pla<:e
within the latter for a doctrine of moral obligation. Sartre has, in
fact, sometimes written as though there were no possibility of any
genuine mutuality among human beings-only the alternatives
of an aggressive imposition of one's own moral perspective upon
others, or a kind of masochistic submission to their aggression.9
But this is not the whole story. Sartre is at least as emphatic in his
assertion that the refusal of recognition to alien moral personali
ties, like the refusal to recognize one's own autonomy, can "suc
ceed" only through what he calls "bad faith.'' That is, in order to
seal off rily world from the intrusions of an independent moral
consciousness, I must first locate and identify the latter, much in
the way in which the hypnotic subject must "know" where a
given object is in order not to be able to find it. Sartre's point is
that there is an internal contradiction in such denials of moral
9 L'£tre et le ntfant, p. 5.02.
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personality to \\-hich th!:!re corresponds a very special duplicity or
dishonesty in our relation to ourselves. More generally, in spite of
his very sharp distinction between the evaluative sense that my
actions have for me and the moral appreciation that may be
made of them by others, Sartre recognizes that we cannot simply
dismiss or disallow the image others form of us. In one dimension
of our being-the public and the social dimension-we are, so he
says, what we are for others; we cannot invoke our own conflict
ing sense of ourselves to invalidate that public assessment of what
we are. 10 Sartre does not, it is true, develop this doctrine of public
ity and of the authority of an external view of our actions as the
basis for a theory of obligation; and he sometimes seems to be say
ing merely that we must accept the fact that we are for others
something quite different from what we are for ourselves. But
elsewhere in his writings he does appear to be defending-and
even pressing to the limits of paradox-the view that it is the
public signification of my actions that is controlling in moral con
texts, and that to the degree that the moral consciousness issues
into the world and creates or accepts definite relationships to oth
ers, it cannot by itself contro�, in the sense of modifying by its
own individual fiat, its situation vis-a-vis those persons.11 In this
sense at least, "being bound" is an inescapable feature of any
· moral experience that is -more than a private reverie.
As I have already noted, it is in the work of Maurice Merleau
Ponty that a recognition of the central importance of this ele
ment of publicity receives a specifically moral interpretation, and
some suggestive hints are given as to the way in which a theory of
moral community might be developed in a manner compatible
10 For Sartre, the experience of shame is "une reconnaissance de ce que je
suis bien cet objet qu'autrui regarde et juge." (L'P.tre et le nt!ant, p. 319.) As

one would expect, Merleau-Ponty's conception of the relationship among
human consciousnesses differs significantly from Sartre's. For Merleau-Ponty,
the consciousness of the other as an object is exceptional and marks a
withdrawal from a shared understanding that human beings have of them
selves and of others as active, purposive beings. See Pht!nomt!nologie de la
perception, pp. 412 ff.
11 It does not, of course, follow that we are the prisoners of the other in the
sense of having to accept our identity for the other as our own sense of
ourselves. As Sartre says, "je m'echappe d'autrui . en lui laissant mon Moi
aliene entre les mains." (L'P.tre et le nt!ant, p. 345.)
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with the fundamental existentialist doctrine that all morality
rests ultimately on choice. Where Sartre is willing to recognize
only the self-defining activity of human consciousness, set over
against the moral opacity of the en-soi, Merleau-Ponty introduces
a third, intermediate level-that of collective, funded mean
ings-which constitutes precisely the impersonal moral milieu in
which most of our experience is situated. Not to reject the evalua
tions that are proposed to us by the community in which we live,
is not ipso facto to choose them unless, Merleau-Ponty argues, we
are prepared to suppress the distinction between our ordinary
mode of consciousness and the specially cultivated mode in which
all choice situations are antecedently marked out as such. 12 Mer
leau-Ponty is even willing to go so far as to say that, if negation is
the basic attribute of subjectivity, it is possible only by virtue of
the tissue of collective meanings upon which it supervenes. 13 No
one of these has for Merleau-Ponty, any more than for Sartre, a
compulsory hold upon the individual moral agent; but if he can
opt out of any one of them, he can do so only in favor ·of another
publicly defined mode of consti:uing a certain type of situation,
which may be recognized already, or which may have yet to es
tablish its credentials.
Merleau-Ponty is here emphasizing, against Sartre and Hei
degger, the essential place of the "On" or "Das Man" in any ade
quate account of the moral life. These writers condemn the ano
nymity of all "values" that are not, in the first instance, one's own
first-personal choices, and see in any reliance upon collectively
held standards of evaluation and action the antithesis of the fully
self-conscious autonomy which they call authenticity. By contrast,
12 Phenomenologie de la perception, p. 516. The cellttal difference between
Sartre and Merleau 0Ponty on this point is not that the. latter recognizes the
"sollicitation" of the social milieu-Sartre recognizes that just as clearly-but
rather that Merleau-Ponty attributes a "privileged" status to long-established
policies and does not feel that "la gt!neralite du rt5le" must be consciously
assumed in a purely individual choice as Sartre appears to do. (See L'£tre et
le neant, pp. 602--03.)
1s "Si c'est par la subjectivite que le neant apparait dans le monde, on peut
dire aussi que c'est par le monde que le neant vient l'etre. Je suis un refus
general d'etre quoi que ce soit accompagnee en sous-main d'une acceptation
continuelle de telle forme d'etre qualifiee (Phenomenologie de la perception,
p. 516) .
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Merleau-Ponty views the mediating function of public "mean
ings" as an indispensable element in the dialectic between the in°
dividual and the moral community to which he belongs. It would
be a great mistake, however, to suppose that he assigns to these
impersonal signifkations any kind of objectivity in the sense of
ultimate independence of choice that is denied them by Sartre or
Heidegger. 14 His point is simply that individual choice exercises
itself, not in the first instance upon all the logically possible op
tions associated with a given situation, but rather upon the stand
ing, socially established ways of interpreting those situations. He
is also recognizing the fact that tl}ese evaluations present them
selves with a certain impersonality, and that when we simply "go
along" with them as most of us do most of the time, we are doing
something that is subtly different from what we do when we ex, plicitly adopt or reject them. The dialectic of moral self
definition is thus a confrontation of individual choice and es. tablished moral codes, and not, except in extreme cases, one be
tween individual choice and · an en-soi that has been stripped of
-all the accretions that an established moral tradition in a histori
cally continuous society imposes upon it.
It has been widely recognized among existentialists that the
true locus of these collective evaluations is the language we use.
This is true of the writers who like Heidegger and Sartre are most
insistently hostile to all supra-individual tendencies in morality,
and also of those who like Merleau-Ponty recognize the inter
dependence of individual choice and cumulative or "funded"
evaluations. 15 In Merleau-Ponty's own words, the function of lan
guage is to make us see ourselves as another "other," that is, to es14 See for example his Phenomenologie de la perception, pp. 518-19.
1s Thus Sartre can say that " (la totalite du langage) ne ·peut rien etre si ce
n'est la praxis elle-meme en tant qu'elle se manifeste directement autrui,
le langage est praxis comme relation pratique d'un homme un autre et la
praxis est toujours langage par ce qu'elle ne peut se faire sans signifier. . . .
En fait les 'relations humaines' sont des structures interindividuelles dont le
langage est le lieu commun." (Critique de la raison dialectique, p. 1 80.) In
spite of the Marxist overtones of this passage, its meaning is not really very
different from Heidegger's characterization of speech as "das 'bedeutende'
Gliedern der Verstandlichdeit des In-der-Welt-seins, dem das Mitsein zu
gehort, und das sich je in einer bestimmten Weise des besorgenden Miteinan
derseins halt." (Sein und Zeit, p. 161.)
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tablish an intersubjective milieu within which the privileged po
sition of the self is suppressed in favor of a standpointless and
neutral mode of reference to all selves. 16 Similarly, when our
choices receive expression in language, they are cast into a me
dium over which no individual has complete control, and which
can therefore serve to express the joint evaluative attitudes of
many. This is preeminently not a language in which a sharp dis
tinction is made between our characterization of "situations" and
our evaluative construals of them. When we use the words of this
language to convey our own individual attitudes and choices, the
latter are thereby subtly modified because the public language in
which they are expressed lends them certain implications · and
subjects them to certain criteria of reasonableness that may run
counter to the actual sense of our choice and may even cause our
own judgments to appear "alien" to us. This phenomenon of the
alienation of moral attitudes when they come to be expressed in a
public and objective language has generated a counter-demand
for the no doubt impossible elimination of all dependence upon
an established moral consensus in our language and our personal
moral choices. The real point of the existentialist argument on
this issue, as it emerges from Merleau-Ponty's critique of Sartre, is
not that we are, or should ideally be, entirely free of all depend
ence upon an in ter-monde of public moral meanings; but rather
that, whatever our degree of commitment to the latter, we can
never be finally locked into any set of evaluations by the logic
of our language. Certainly the very impersonality of the moral
concepts we use, coming down to us as they do from a nameless
past, conceals their origins in choice. When this happens, the
rationality and order that are the achievement of a progressive
systematization of individual choices come to be regarded as tran
scriptions of a rationality that is somehow implicit in the very sit
uations with which our moral codes and concepts are designed to
deal. In these circumstances, the inhibitions against revisionary
individual choices are no longer just the practical difficulties that
are inevitable whenever a system of commitments is called into
question, but the kind of logical and metaphysical difficulty that
1s See his "Sur la phenomenologie du langage," Signes (Paris: 1960) pp.
105-122, especially p. 121.
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prevents an individual from even thinking of himself as a poten
tial critic of the code he has inherited. What the existentialists
have done is precisely to resist the sorcery of language by which
the objectivity of an established social consensus as reflected in
the articulation of our moral concepts becomes confused with an
other _kind of objectivity that choice is powerless to modify.
Nevertheless, important as all these observations on the role of
publicity in the moral life undoubtedly are, they remain undevel
oped in the writings of the existentialists. Their most serious at
tempt to provide a constructive theory of moral relationships
among human beings is to be sought instead in their elaboration
of the notion of authenticity, and in their effort to show that the
very autonomy which as we have seen defines the moral condition
of man, can also yield a principle of reciprocity on which a
human community can be founded. I turn now to an examina
tion of this doctrine of authenticity with a view to determining
whether or not the existentialists are right in thinking that a pos
itive ethic can be founded on the concept of moral autonomy. 17
17 While both Heidegger and Sartre disclaim any intention of drawing
directly normative conclusions from their "ontologies" of human existence,
and deny indeed that. any such can be drawn, there can be no doubt that both
of theni in fact make a normative use of the concept of autonomy. In
Heidegger's case, it is quite clear that the denial ·of normative intentions has
to do with the possibility of- using his theory of Dasein to generate answers to
specific questions about what is right and wrong. (See Sein und Zeit, pp. 294,
298, 312) • Heidegger himself states that "der durchgefiihrten ontologischen
Interpretation der Existenz des Daseins liegt . . . . eine bestimmte ontische
Auffassung von eigentlicher Existenz, Sein faktisches Ideal des Daseins
zugrunde." (p. 31_0) . He goes on to say that while "existentiale" or, as one
might say, "second-level" analysis can never authoritatively settle "existent
ielle" or ,"first-level" questions about possible courses of action and obliga
tions, it nevertheless .has a certain "first-level" content.
"Wenn das Sein des Daseins wesenhaft Seinkonnen ist und Freisein fiir
seine eigensten Moglichkeiten, und wenn es je nur in der Freiheit bzw.
Unfreiheit gegen sie existiert, vermag dann die ontologische Interpretation
Anderes als ontische Moglichkeiten (Weisen des Seinkonnens) zugrunde
zulegen und diese auf ihre ontologische Moglichkeit zu entwerfen? Wenn
die Analytik als existentiell eigentliches Seinkonnen die vorlaufende Entsch
lossenheit zugrundelegt, ist diese Moglichkeit dann eine beliebige?" (Sein
und Zeit, pp. 312-13.)
To this last question Heidegger's answer is plainly "No"; and he develops a
theory of conscience according to which Dasein constantly calls itself back
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II
Up to this point, moral autonomy has been described simply as
a state in which human beings find themselves. Unavoidably,
they see their situation in terms of possible alternatives among
which they must choose; but they do not choose to see the world
in this way. 18 So conceived, moral autonomy is not itself the
source of any directives f or human conduct; it is, instead, the re
lationship to ourselves and to the world that is presupposed by
any such search for specific principles of action. Quite obviously
it would be pointless to urge humari beings to achieve moral au
tonomy when it is their inescapable state of being. On the other
from its absorption in the world to a recognition and acceptance of itself as a
free and responsible being. In spite of the metaphorical character of this
treatment of conscience as a "call," Heidegger makes it quite clear that it has
no mystical implications and that : to hear the "call" is . simply "sich in das
faktische Handeln zu bringen,'' i.e., to act in the full sense of that term. Once
again, conscience does not tell us for what we are responsible or what we
ought to do. "Die Antwort vermag nur der Entschluss selbst zu geben . . •
ihrer selbst sicher ist die Entsclilossenheit nur als Entschluss," (Ibid., p. 298) .
Very significantly, a "public conscience" that does gives answers to questions
about conduct is identified as the voice of Das Man (p. 278) ; and "morality"
is described as emerging from a conscience that is wholly individual (p. 286) .
For Heidegger's discussion of conscience and guilt, see Sein und Zeit, pp.
267-301.
Sartre's denial that ontology has normative implications can be found in
L'P.tre et le neant, p. 720. Especially in L'Existentialisme est un humanisme
he defends a view that is very similar to Heidegger's with respect to the use
of autonomy as a goal, namely that it can yield a certain style of moral
existence that excludes conduct based on "bad faith" but does not give
answers to specific moral questions. Like Heidegger, Sartre's rests his case for a
normative use of autonomy on the fact that "I'homme est un l!tre Iibre qui ne
peut, dans les circonstances diverses, que vouloir sa Iiberte"; but he does not
develop a theory of conscience and appears to hold simply that freedom, as
the "nature" of man, implies a "volonte de Iiberte" without showing any
concern about possible charges of circularity against which Heidegger defends
himself at length. (Sein und Zeit, pp. 314-16.) At, the same time as he shares
this general position with Heidegger, however, Sartre also associates the
Kantian notion of reciprocity with this "volonte de Iiberte,'' as Heidegger
does· not, and argues that while the content of morality is variable, its form is
universal and this "form" includes not just the individual autonomy on
which Heidegger insists but a respect for the autonomy of others. See
L'Existentialisme est un humanisme, pp. 84-86.
1s See Sein und Zeit, pp. 284-85 and L'P.tre et le neant, pp. 558-59.

20 1

PRINCIPLES AND PERSONS

hand, if the existentialists wish to say (as they clearly do) that we
can, and also that we should, choose to be free and autonomous
beings, and that the achievement of this autop.omy is the proper
objective of a truly human life, the autonomy that is thus to be
achieved cannot be the same as the autonomy that is. a datum of
human life.
As I have already suggested, a way out of this difficulty is pro
vided by Merleau-Ponty's "dispositional" interpretation of moral
freedom. If . th� latter is conceived as a capacity for envisaging
one's situation in terms of alternative possibilities of action, then
it is certainly possible to distinguish between having such a capac
ity and activating it, and also between exercising it only within a
very restricted area of one's life and seeking to extend it to all as
pects of life. Whether one has such a capacity at all is presumably
very much like the question whether a given type of being has the.
capacity for learning a language. One either has it or one has
not-it is not chosen or achieved. But if autonomy is understood
not just as a latent capacity but as the progressive development
and exercise of that capacity, then it is, at the very least, not
senseless to make this development itself a goal of moral effort.
Interpreted now as identifying an object of choice and purpose
ful effort, the concept of autonomy would generate a directive to
realize in ourselves an intensified moral self-consciousness, and to
subject wider and wider tracts of our experience to analysis in
terms of alternatives of voluntary action. It would presumably
also direct that in relation to others one should do whatever one
can to encourage . and facilitate the development by them of · a
similarly . heightened moral self-awareness; It is of course not at
all easy to say just what steps would be required to this end but it
seems highly probable that they would involve far-reaching and
radical changes in our method of moral education. 19 In any case,
the mode of life in which this distinction between choice and
non-choice is rigorously enforced, and in which every choice is in1e The relationship between moral education and an ethical theory based
on the .concept of autonomy is discussed in A. Montefiore "Moral Philosophy
and the Teaching of Morality," Harvard Educational Review, V<:>l. 35 (1965),
pp. 435-449. Of fundamental importance for any consideration of this ques
tion is J. Piaget, The Moral Judgment of the Child, trans. M. Gabain (New
York: Free Press of Glencoe. 1932) .
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dividual in character, is what the existentialists mean by an au
thentic human existence. Authenticity may indeed be regarded as
the prime existentialist virtue; and it consists in the avoidance of
that false relation to oneself and to others that is set up when
choices are represented as something other than what they are
something for which the individual is not responsible. Inauthen
ticity, by contrast,- is the arch-principle of mystification in the
relationship between human beings and in the relationship of an
individual human being to himself. As Sartre's writings make very
clear, it is the main obstacle in the .way of any truly human rela
tionship based on a reciprocal recognition of one another as fully
responsible moral agents. The authentic human being is one who
· has so thoroughly defined his relationship to the moral attitudes
characteristic of the community to which he belongs-either by
assimilating or by modifying or by wholly rejecting them-that
l;ie is able to make moral judgments in his own name and not
just in the ventriloquistic and impersonal manner of a communal
morality.
It still remains to ask whether the progressive development of
this way of looking at the world-this profound moralization of
the self-is a good thing and also, more importantly, whether the
recognition of oneself as an autonomous moral being can provide
a logically sufficient and necessary condition upon which moral
relationships among human beings could be founded. It is this
latter claim that is unmistakably suggested in the writings of the
existentialists-particularly Sartre-but which has never been
argued by any of them. 20 Some critics who have noted both this
claim and the failure to support it by argument, have treated it as
simply a hasty borrowing from Kant of a principle that does not
emerge from the existentialist analysis of human nature at all but
that is needed if the latter is · not to issue in an unacceptable
20 Sartre does give at least a sketch of such an argument in L'Existentialisme
est un humanisme, pp. 81--82, when he tries to show that "la mauvaise foi est

. . . un mensonge" and that "!'attitude de stricte coherence est !'attitude de
bonne foi." What he is · getting at here is the fact that the person who
claims t<i be confronted by moral "donnees" cannot present what are really
his claims and preferences in a form that makes a reciprocal understanding
with others possible. The latter. must either take or leave his "intuitions" of
moral truth, and in any case there is no basis for true mutuality.
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moral solipsism. 21 This way of treating the existentialists as sim
ply inconsistent plagiarists in their constructive ethics, in its own
way begs the same question to which Sartre and others have yet
to give a reasoned answer: is the recognition of oneself as an au
tonomous moral being uniquely fitted to provide a principle of
respect for and cooperation with other like beings? At this point,
the interpreter of existentialism must make the effort alluded to
at the beginning of this chapter, the effort to determine whether
or not a constructive argument in support of the existentialists'
affirmative answer to this question-the argument that the exis
tentialists have failed to provide-can in fact be found.
It is always tempting to seek to justify the designation of some
goal of human effort as a universally valid moral idea1 by claim
ing that the human capability by which this goal is achieved rep
resents the essence of man. Thus, we might be led to argue that
a capacity for autonomous choice is the quintessentially human
function and not simply . one capacity among many, whose rela
tionship to and priority (if any) over other traits and powers of
human beings has yet to be determined. It may indeed be the
case, as the existentialists seem often to assume, that there is a cer
tain progression in our ways of conceiving our own natures, and
that this progression converges upon a definition in terms of ca
pacity for autonomous choice. 22 Thus, we begin with the "nat
ural" attitude in which we virtually coalesce with "what we are,"
i.e., with the attributes of physique, race, nationality, and culture
that distinguish us from other human beings. At this stage, the
capacity for self-objectification and self-choice may play virtually
no part at all in our image of ourselves. This is also the stage at
21 See for example, O. Bollnow, "Existentialismus und Ethik," pp. 995 f.
22 Such a development seems to be postulated by S. de Beauvoir, Pour une
morale de l'ambiguite, p. 51 ff. where she speaks of adolescence as the period
in which "l'individu doit enfin assumer sa subjectivit�'."A similar progression
toward a stage of moral autonomy is described in detail in Piaget, The Moral
Judgment of the Child, especially ch. 4. Piaget describes autonomy in a way
that is strikingly similar to the conception of reciprocity outlined in this
chapter. "The morality of autonomous conscience does not tend to subject
each personality to rules that have a common content: it simply obliges
individuals to place themselves in a reciprocal relationship with each other
withoµt letting the laws of perspective resultant upon that reciprocity destroy
their individu.al points of view." (p. !197)
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which the cleavages between the various natural commumt1es
into which human beings organize themselves are most absolute
and unbridgeable. But when these characteristics that separate one
human group from another lose their importance and their crite
ria! status, as they tend to do with increasing communication and
cooperation among these groups, the capacity for autonomous
self-determination very likely will assume a prominence it did not
previously have, although even then (as Sartre's analysis of bour
geois personality shows) an ostensibly disinterested and "objec
tive" attitude may conceal highly restrictive criteria of equality. 23
Even if it could be shown, however, that our various and
partial conceptions of human nature converge on one in which
the capacity for self-objectification and self-determination is
separated out from all . the irrelevancies of race and nationality
and economic class, the properly normative question would still
remain unanswered. What claim after all has this special capacity
to be treated as the cornerstone of morality, whatever its place in
some hypothetical schedule of human development may be? Un
less the existentialist can show persuasively that the human capac
ity for interpreting experience sub specie possibilitatis generates
distinctively moral relationships to other beings sharing this ca
pacity, how can he defend himself against the charge-often
made by crities-that he is simply proposing another form of
moral essentialism and that what he puts forward as the essence
of human nature reflects no more than his own arbitrary prefer
ence for one human capacity over others? I am assuming here
that however large a place a writer like Sartre wishes to make for
autonomous choice within his account of moral personality, he is
not prepared to present that account itself as no more than his
own choice. 24 I am also assuming that the only satisfactory answer
to this challenge would be a moral one, i.e., a demonstration that
autonomy provides the basis for moral community as other "es- ·
sences" do not, and that "ontological" assumptions about what
2s See, for example, Sartre's acrid reflections on "bourgeois universalism" in
its relation to colonial populations in his Preface to Frantz Fanon, Les damnes
de la terre (Paris: F. Maspero, 1961) .
2'l This seems clear from Sartre's statement that "le choix est fondement de
l'�tre-choisi mais non pas fondement du choisir." (L'P.tre et le neant, p. 561.)
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really constitutes human. nature merely conceal the need for this
kind of supporting moral argument.
While an argument must be made along these lines in behalf of
the existentialist position, it is important not t� pitch one's ex�
pectations too high. Even if it proves to be possible to show that
the achievement of authenticity has a special relevance to some
conception of obligation that is· consistent with . other stands
taken by the existentialists on issues of ethical theory, it would by
no means follow that this is the only goal to which our actions
and choices must ultimately be directed. At times, some of the ex
istentialists seem to espouse this latter view and have gone so far
as to suggest that from the ultimate goal of moral freedom all
other subordinate goals can somehow be extracted. 25 Clearly,
however, such an extreme downgrading of "empirical" desires
and goals to the status of mere symbolizations of an ultimate and
exclusive goal of freedom would prove as implausible as Hegel's ·
quite similar treatment of finite conation, and would seriously
underestimate the independence and-in another sense of the
term-the "autonomy" of the quite ordinary needs and desires
that we all share. It may well be, as I will suggest later on, that
authenticity is not just one more goal with no particular relation
ship to any others we may have; and that instead, it interpene
trates the whole corpus of our antecedently established aspira
tions in a peculiarly intimate way. But . even if this proves to be
the case, there can be no justification for simply assuming that
this relationship is of the means-ends type or that' all goals other
than self-conscious moral freeqom have a purely derivative and
instrumental function.
There is a still more important caveat to be entered at this
point. It is one thing to argue, as I propose to do, that certain dis
tinctively human capabilities have a special importance in con
nection with the establishment of relationships among human
beings that can effectively bind them to the performance of cer2s See, for example, S. de Beauvoir, Pour une morale d'ambiguttt!, p. 114,
, where freedom is described .as "la source d'ou surgissent toutes les significa
tions et toutes les valeurs." While Mme. de Beauvoir also speaks of freedom as
"la condition originelle de toute justification de !'existence," she too often
speaks. of freedom as though it stood in a end-means relationship to other
subordinate goals.
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ta.in actions. It. is quite another matter to argue · that the posses�
sion of these capabilities by itself constitutes a .sufficient condition
for its being true that we have a moral obligation to respect the
moral freedom of other human beings. If certain existentialists,
like Simone de Beauvoir>hold, as they appear to, ,that the fact
that we are autonomous beings provides a sufficient condition of
our being under such . an obligation to all human beings, .l can
only say that l thinkthis is a mistake.26 There are a number of fa
miliar difficulties in the way of - any effort to prove that man
ought to be a moral being at all, i.e., that he has a duty. to consti
tute communities with other beings like himself-whatever trait
or capability is taken to provide the basis of that likeness-,within
which everyone is recognized as having a right to equal considera
tion. Many attempts have been- made in the course of the history
of moral philosophy to show that there is such an unconditional
duty, but it .is difficult not to feel that they have succeeded only
· by being circular and by inserting among the fundamental attrib
. utes of moral personality the very disposition to communar life
that then duly emerges in the conclusion. Ifwe agree with Aristot
le's view that a wholly non-social being would have to be a beast
or a God, as · I think we must, and if, as can be plausibly argued,
living in the society of other human beings necessarily involves
an implicit assent to the validity of some general rules governing
relations between members of the group, then the interesting and
important question for the philosopher is to determine how and
on what basis this relationship among human beings is to be con
stituted, arid not to prove that it ought to be set up at all. If a
person were really disposed to challenge this assumption · that
human beings must, ·one way or another, live together on ·the
basis of some shared understanding, and to reject root and
branch the discipline and the restrictions that such a mode ·of life
inevitably requires, it is not clear how one could even seek to per
suade him to do otherwise, although one might well predict that
26 See her Pour une morale de l'ambiguite, pp. 95-103. Sartre is more
cautious and admits that "la liberte comme definition de l'homme, ne depend
pas d'autrui"; but he argues that "des qu'il y a ·engagement, je suis oblige de
vouloir en meme temps que ma liberte la liberte des autres." L'Existentialismt!
est un humanisme, p. 83. Whether ''oblige'' here refers to the obligation of
logical consistency or of practical necessity is not altogether clear.
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he would be unable to carry out consistently his plan of living
without any dependence on others. On the other hand, if as can
normally be assumed to be the case, there is an initial disposition
to find some basis for moral community, then it can be shown
that certain capabilities which we "naturally" possess assume a
special importance. By themselves, however, these capabilities,
whether they be the ability to reckon consequences or to choose
between alternative courses of action, do not declare that they
must be used for the purpose of establishing a moral community
among human beings.
III
It is time now to turn to ,the concept of obligation itself, and to
take note of certain of its features before going on to ask what the
special relationship between authenticity and obligation ma-y be.
We may begin by considering the way in which claims that
human beings have certain general duties can be established in
the face of possible challenge. As has already been pointed out,
such challenges are often met by arguments intended to show
that the mode of conduct that is being called for is somehow part
and parcel of our human nature, and thus cannot rationally be
rejected by us. Since all conceptions of what constitutes our na
ture are themselves open to challenge, many philosophers have
come to feel that the nature to which appeal is made must be one
that has somehow been recognized as such by the person to whom
the argument seeking to establish the reality of the obligation is
being made. In the history of political philosophy, this percep
tion has led to the elaboration of contractarian theories of obliga
tion like Rousseau's, which justify all limitations on what may
permissibly be willed by reference to certain postulated acts of as
sent by the very persons who are thus subject to what are really
self-imposed obligations. The effect of such theories is to base all
obligations on the obligation to keep a promise, and while some
of the proponents of this view have associated it with excessively
literalistic conceptions of the form assumed by these contractual
undertakings to which they appeal, the notion of promises as the
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basis of obligation generally can be separated from these irrele
vancies. When this distinction has been made, the conception of
promises as self-engaging acts proves to have great power and
suggestiveness as a model for understanding moral relationships
among hum;m beings. I will argue that, when suitably inter
preted, it can provide the elements of a theory of obligation and
of moral community that can be accepted by the existentialists
consistently with their commitment to the doctrine of moral au
tonomy.21
Promising is, of course, merely the clearest and most dramatic
example drawn froni the larger class of what might be called
self-created obligations. What dis,tinguishes obligations of this
kind is the fact that the obligation is explicitly assumed by a
given person at a more or less definite point in time. This as
sumption is often, as in the case of promising, a linguistic per
formance of a certain kind, and involves the public use of a form
of words that has the effect of placing the person who uses them
under an obligation to the person to whom the promise is made.
The effect of the use of the promise-formula is to license an ex
pectation on the part of the person to whom the promise is made.
What may not be so obvious but is of great importance for our
purposes is that in so licensing another's expectations I must im
plidtly disallow in advance an appeal to any justifications for a
failure to do what I have promised to do, other than those that
fall within a certain more or less precisely defined range of ex
cuses. One "reason" for non-performance that is disallowed by
this formula would certainly be any such statement as "I don't
want to" or "I have changed my mind." A person who tried to
justify non-performance in this way would merely show that he
did not understand the promise-making formula he had used. It
is thus a� intrinsic feature of the latter that it does effectively
"change the situation" between two or more persons in a way
that cannot be canceled by just any subsequent decision not to do
what one decided to do in making the promise. The change thus
made is not some magical modification of the relationships in
27 In the outline I give here of a theory of obligation I have drawn at
various points on the views of John Rawls as stated in "Justice as Fairness,"
Philosophical Review, Vol. 67 (1958) , pp. 164-94, and in other articles.
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which "objects" stand to us, but rather a linguistically effected
change in the relationship between the person who makes the
promise and the person to whom it is made. Given normal cir
cumstances, once a person has put himself "on the hook" by en
gaging in the promise-making practice, he has bound. himself in a
way that carries with it all the externality and rigor that any
deontologist could require.
It has sometimes been alleged. that even self-created obligations
require as a condition of their effectiveness that there be moral
principles such as "Promises are to be kept," the truth of which is
certified by an act of intellection that is logically prior to all par
ticular acts of promise-making. In this way, the authority of spe
cial obligations is assimilated to what is assumed to be the stand
ard case in which rational necessity is the basis of moral author
ity. It is perfectly possible, however, to agree with the cognitivist
that "Promises are to be kept" is necessarily true; and yet, to hold
at the same time that this is an analytic truth which generates an
actual obligation only if we decide to engage in the promise
making activity. Thus, we come to be obliged only because we
choose to use the promise formula, and if we chose never to use
it, we would not be under an obligation. It would not make sense
to argue that Pacta sunt servan da means that we ough t to engage
in promise-making practices; and therefore the obligation is one
that we put ourselves under when we do so engage. It is of course
true that most people do not think of themselves as deciding to
take part in, or not to take part in, the promise-making activity
which is a going social concern into which we are in some sense
"born." The established· social character of this practice does not,
however, imply or require that there is any corresponding "nat
ural" obligation with respect to promises at all; and it seems ..
much more plausible to treat the whole logically structured activ
ity of promise-making as a human contrivance, as Hume thought,
and as one which does not have to be thought of in cognitivist
terms at all.
To be sure, self-created obligations are usually held to be only
one type of obligation. There are many others such as the obliga
tion to deal justly with _ other human beings, or the obligation to
prevent unnecessary suffering, which do not seem to lend them-
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selves so readily to an analysis along these lines, and certainly do
not involve any express acts of self-commitment as promise
making does. But the case of special obligations still provides a
useful clue, because it is quite possible that even where such ex
plicit verbal performances are absent, there may be other less ob
vious means by which, in effect, we authorize an interpretation of
what we do or say, which becomes ah implicit element in our re
lationship with other persons and has much the same force as an
obligation. For example, it can be argued that simply by speaking
a language we authorize others. to assume that we are saying what
we believe to be true, so that when we lie, we violate an obliga
tion accepted implicitly through our use of language. So too,
when we accept what has been determined by some principles of
justice as our fair share in some distribution, the other partici
pants are justified in assuming that we accept these principles
and will abide by them ein like cases even when it may be more
advantageous to us not to do so. In this case, we have again and
by our own. action (though not by any explicit linguistic per
formance) accepted a rule of action-in this case, a rule of jus,
tic�and have, in effect, disallowed "I don't choose to" as a de
fense in the case of non-performance.
These examples suggest that the notion of a self-created obliga
tion may be susceptible of generalization. While Hume was per
haps the first to propose a conception of rule-governed reciprocity
as the basis of moral obligation generally, it is Kant's vision of
the human community as a kingdom of ends that most clearly
suggests the form this conception might take if pressed to the ·
limit. 28 In place of Hume's rather skimpy list of the possible
forms of reciprocity, Kant makes the principle of reciprocity the
governing norm for all relationships among human beings. If I
must never, as Kant says, treat any other human beings merely as
a means (i.e. as a thing) , then 1 must judge only those actions to
be morally permissible which I can justify to those affected by
them, by appealing to considerations which I would be prepared
2s In his Grundlegung einer Metaphysik der Sitten, ed. E. Cassirer (Berlin:
B. Cassirer, 1913) Vol. 4, pp. 291 ff. Kant's notion of a kingdom of ends is
frequently referred to by Sartre, and while his comments are often critical,
there can be no mistaking the. influence of Kant's ethical theory on his
treatment of moral questions,
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to accept if the situation were reversed. What is important here is
not so much the actual content of these jointly acceptable rules of
conduct, nor Kant's claim that this content can be uniquely de
termined by purely logical tests, but rather the mode of human
relationship within which this consensus emerges. Each human
being recognizes all other human beings as being, like himself,
morally free and as endowed with the capacity for understanding,
accepting, and carrying-out jointly acceptable' policies; and this
recognition becomes a principle of respect 'for the moral freedom
of others through each person's disallowing an appeal to mere
disinclination or subjective preference as a ground for non
performance of obligations deriving from those policies. A "king
dom of ends" as Kant calls it, or a "moral community" is simply a
human society in which the fundamental relationship in which
all the members stand to one another is that of persons to whom
a rational justification by reference to considerations they can
freely accept is due for all actions that significantly affect
them.
There are, to be sure, features of Kant's conception of a moral
community that pose difficulties for any radically voluntaristic
ethical theory that seeks to appropriate it. It has already been
pointed out that Kant did not for one moment suppose that the
obligations connected with this mode of human relationship were
self-created in any sense that implies choice. Furthermore, while
he recognized that we can and too often do choose not to comply
with the requirements of the moral law, he did believe that all of
us unavoidably recognize the controlling normative status and
validity of the mode of human relationship on which the king
dom of ends rests.29 In other words, with every Willkur there is
associated a rational will; and the presence in each of us of the
latter insures that, whatever our professions, we will all be aware
at some level of the true moral quality of our actions. What these
assumptions seem to support is a belief that a moral community
is always and necessarily realized among rational beings, even
when it remains "invisible" by virtue of their failure to act in the
manner required by the principles whose validity, on this ac
count, they nevertheless recognize. But when we consider the ac29 See ch. !I, n. 6.
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tual state of most, if not all, human societies, it becomes highly
problematic not only whether any of them would qualify as a
moral community in the sense of one that effectively realizes a ra
tional and just ordering of human relationships, but also whether
there is the kind of universal though tacit recognition of the au
thority of this ideal. At the very least, the evidence is ambiguous.
If we sometimes seem to give a paradoxical recognition to the
ideal of true mutuality by seeking to justify inherently unjust ar
rangements to the very· persons who suffer most from them, there
are also large and unrecognized lacunae in our moral conscious
ness that are hard to reconcile with tht view that we always envis
age and judge our own actions from the standpoint of a member
of a community of rational and moral beings. In any case, doubts
about the degree of acceptance that the ideal of a moral commu
nity finds at any level make it necessary to go more deeply into
the questions that were taken care of for Kant by his assumptions
about the rational will present in each of us.
These are questions about the institution and acceptance of
moral community among human beings. They are rendered more
difficult by other weaknesses in the Kantian scheme, and by the
unavailability to us of a number of alternative rationales of obli
gation which Kant, to be sure, repudiated, but which other moral
philosophers have used extensively. If passing Kant's test of the
validity of moral maxims is at most a necessary condition of the
rightness of an action, and not a sufficient condition as he·seems
to have supposed it to be, then we will still be confronted by a
number of formally valid but incompatible policies of action in
any given situation. It becomes evident that if such conflicts are
to be :resolved and jointly acceptable policies are to emerge, a de
tailed consideration of specific empirical claims and needs will be
necessary. Moreover, if we cannot simply assume, as Kant does,
that there is a natural and unconditional obligation to submit
one's claims to a rational adjudication, neither can we argue that
treating other human beings as ends is the only rati.onal policy
for the conduct of life when prudence and self-interest are the
standard of rationality. Here again the evidence is far from clear
and may even be generally favorable to this thesis. Even so, there
is a notable disproportion between the strictness of the obligation
213
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to respect- other human . beings, as most of us would interpret it,
and the incomplete, and in many respects ambiguous state of the
evidence showing that to·do so will always be in our interest. But
if we drop, or in one way or aqother qualify, these supporting
·assumptions which have been associated with the conception .of
a moral community, the effort to realize this community will
inevitably come to seem . more like ene possible policy, among
others, which we might. adopt in our relations with' other human
beings . .It will also · be one which we must think of ourselves as
ch oosing and as choosing for · reasons · that themselves reflect cer
tain evaluative preferences r;in our. part.
If we were to allow this last point to stand without any further
elaboration, however, . we would in effect have given up all pros
pect of establishing any special connection betwe.en authenticity
and obligation; and this chapter is intended to show. precisely
· that such a connection exists. In fact, the assertion that adherence
to theideal of a moral community is an arbitrary choice needs. to
be qualified in two important .respects. First, it needs to be
• pointed . out that while adoption of the principle of moral reci
procity and mutual respect does - involve a choice, repudiating
that•policy in a really consistent way would . be extremely difficult.
All of us are reared in societies in which .the notions of reciproc
ity and of justificatiOQ. play some role, however. ambiguous and
. ,precarious that role may be; .• and while every individual is, in
· principle, free to assume iri his own case, ·or reject, the "choices"
made by others that are reflected in the moral code of the society
in which he is reared, there is, in practice, an obvious limit to the
degree to which he can consistently reject these principles while
continuing to be a member of that or . any society. Since, we have
been formed by these practices, we cannot repudiate them in toto
and continue to be the social beings .they have made .u s. Even
when we ostensibly reject only some portion of these rules, there
is a great likelihood that we will go on tacitly appealing to and
counting on the rejected principle, at least in cases in which it .is
�dvantageous to us to do so. If we do, . we could hardly refuse .to
accept the authority of the principle in those cases in which it
would require the sacrifice of some short-run -interest. of. our own.
, In this sense, .the authority of moral principles might be said to
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be just the reverse side of the practical difficulty of rejecting more
· than a sharply· limited segment of prevailing moral practices
without committing inconsistencies of this kind. There is no por
tion of that corpus of rules that is . in principle immune to revi
sion, but the abandonment of the whole would be tantamount to
the dissolution of all social relationships based on reciprocity
with other human beings. In this sense, principles are authorita
tive and independent of our wills; and their authority would be
simply that - of the standing presumption that we do wish to con
'tinue to benefit from existing forms of mutu·ality, as well as of the
practical difficulty of consistently doing anything else. Of course,
this presumption may be shown to be false in particular cases,
hut it could still be used to account for the general authority that
is claimed for the whole range of forms of social cooperation.
In some sense, then, moral communities do exist, and in some
measure .all of us have been formed by them, and as a practical
matter would find it very difficult to ''opt out., of the obligations
they entail, even 'if we were so mihded. The . further point that
needs making is that if we· are dissatisfied with the various "nat. ural" communities to which we belong, and are dissatisfied not
because these associations involve the acceptance of obligations to
other human beings, but because these obligations seem arbitrary
and irrational and irrelevant to our real needs and desires, then
only a purified conception of obligation a:s joint self-commitment
based on mutual respect for one another's status as autonomous
moral agents affords much prospect of a stronger and more satis
factory mode of human relatioilship. 80 More specifically, if what
we want is more community and not less, then only self-initiated
obligations will prove to be effectively binding when the support
ing assumptions . on which other conceptions of obligatfo_n rest
have been abandoned. To be sure, when I signify to others a de
sire to work out with them understandings that will then be
jointly accepted as norms governing my actions and theirs, I do
.· not thereby surrender the right to criticize or to seek to revise the
, so This .is the sense in which I would understand Merleau-Ponty's somewhat
cryptic statement that- "la moralite est a faire." Merleau-Ponty himself explains
this statement as meaning that. "apart from a pure heteronomy accepted by
both ,sides. . . . there is no given universality; there is only a presumptive
universality." (The Primacy of Percep tion, pp. 30-31.)
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policies we progressively �laborate. I do, however, place myself in
a position in which, barring quite exceptional circumstances, I
must regard a refusal by me to do what these understandings re
quire of me as �njustifiable, and therefore, as wrong in the only
sense of that term for which any common authority can be
claimed. Even if I invoke my inalienable power to re-open the
questions that were resolved by our joint understandings, and ·
proceed to answer them differently and thus cancel that under
standing, I cannot by the fiat of my will alter the fact that this
was a shared, a public understanding, in which one crucial ele
ment was the surrender of unrestricted discretionary powers by
all parties. I could consistently repudiate the publicly understood
content of that understanding only by retreating into a kind of
solipsism of the present moment, in which I deny that anything
that I may have permitted myself to be understood as accepting
at some moment in the past has any relevance to, or authority
over, what I now judge to be my right. Certainly these under
standings, like all policies that have a temporal stretch to them,
are effectuated by a whole series of choices that we make over a
period of time; but here, the initial choice has a quite special
function which is both to create a locus of moral objectivity and
to place it beyond our own sole control. That locus of objectivity
is the "other"-the moral community that is constituted by these
joint understandings; and if one maj or attribute of autonomous
moral personality is the ability to reopen and to decompose into
their elements of "fact" and "value" all policies of action that are
proposed to it, then another equally important power is this abil�
ity to alter our situation vis-a-vis other human beings in a way
that gives rise to a sense of right and wrong that we cannot re
pudiate.
Inevitably, a theory of obligation constructed on these lines
will have a narrower range of application than our ordinary con
cept of obligation is thought to have; and to many, there will
quite understandably seem to be as little continuity between the
one and the other as there is, according to some critics, between
our ordinary understanding of what is involved in choice and the
existentialist version of that concept. The existence of these dis
continuities may be freely conceded; as may the fact that there are
216

AUIBENTICITY AND OBLIGATION

great practical difficulties. in the way of a review, in the light of
this sharpened concept of obligation, of what are ordinarily
thought of as being our duties to one another. Nevertheless, even
in the absence of such a review, we are not entirely without
means of giving effect to the ideas presented above. We can, after
all, ask ourselves whether a ,given policy or principle is one that
others could accept consistently with what we know about their
needs ap.d aspirations. While nothing, finally, can take the place
of participation by those affected in the formulation or review of
such policies, raising questions in this hypothetical form may at
· least enable us to eliminate many alternative courses of action on
the ground that others can have no rational motive for assenting
to them. Thus, it may be that many · of the social arrangements
and practices in the design and institution of which most people
have had no share whatever, can be defended at least as interim
expedients on instrumental or utilitarian grounds, and thus as
presumptively ·acceptable to those affected by them, even though
ex hypothesi they cannot claim any degree of "obligatoriness" in
the special sense now attaching to that .notion. If we seek, wher
ever possible, to transform that presumptive consensus into a real
one by the widest kind of consultation and discussion, it is hard
to see what justification there could be for dismissing this revised
conception of obligation simply on the ground that it involves a
break with more familiar, and current ideas on the subject.

IV
Now that an account has been given of both authenticity and
obligation, the question of whether there is some special relation
ship between them must be faced. Does recognition by human
beings of one another as morally autonomous bei.ngs, together
with a disposition to intensify and extend wherever possible the
kind of self-awareness on which this recognition rests, supply a
uniquely suitable basis for a moral community characterized by
binding relationships among its members?31 There are reasons for
s1 The notion of authentic existence or Entschlossenheit as developed by
Heidegger seems to be wholly lacking in social or other-regarding implica-
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thinking that it does, assuming always that there is a disposition
to communal living based on something other than force or fear.
It must also be assumed that the human beings who are so dis
posed have needs and desires that are not so hopelessly disparate
as to be incapable of joint satisfaction, and that the powers with
which these persons are endowed are not so incommensurate as to
cancel out any motive that the stronger party might have for
coopera_tion with the weaker. These material conditions seem to
be roughly satisfied by human beings as we know them; and so,
too (although here, no very great assurance is appropriate) is the
further condition that the kind :of choice of which the persons en
tering into these relationships to one another must be capable is
not just momentary preference, but a long-term commitment to
joint policies, with all the implications for disciplinary controls
over the actions of individuals that such policies involve; 32 - Even
though from the existentialist point of view there. can be no
once-and-for-all commitment to such policies that eliminates any
subsequent reconsideration of the issues they pose, no long-range
commitment at all can be made by persons who are constitution
ally unable to resist impulses which may run counter to a line of
conduct they have adopted. Unless these conditions are met, no
stable human community is likely to . be founded on whatever
basis. When they are, however, the special kind of self
consciousness associated with authenticity has a contribution to
make which must now be described.
Let us consider first the implications that a recognition of one
self as a morally au.tonomous being might have for the way one
presents oneself as a candidate for moral relationships to other
tions; and- it is not even clear whether there is, in his view, an authentic mode
of relationship to other human beings, although the passage from his book on
Kant noted in ch. 7, n. 39, makes this seem likely. A hint of such an aspect of
authenticity is contained in Heidegger's brief discussion of Fursorge in Sein
und Zeit, p. 122. In one of its forms, "die Filrsorge, die wesentlich die
eige'ntliche Sorge-das heisst die Existenz des anderen betrifft, und nicht ein
Was, das er besorgt-verhilft'dem Anderen dazu, in seiner Sorge sich· durchsi
chtig und filr sie frei zu werden."
s2 The notion that choice has a temporal stretch to it is common to all the
existentialists, but it must be conceded that until Sartre developed his theory
of obligation in Critique de la raison dialectique there: had been little
emphasis on any element of discipline ·associated with choice.
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human beings. The most salient of these implications can be very
simply stated. If a man thinks of himself as a morally autono
mous being, the very nature of this character that he imputes to
himself is such as to absorb any other feature of his nature which
he might designate as the basis for . his relationships with other
human beings, and on the strength of which he might demand re
spect and acceptance from them. Let us suppose, for example,
that a man· proposes to make the fact that he is a proletarian-or
a white man-or a Buddhist-the primary basis of his association
with other human beings. Since he is at the same time, as I am as
suming, committed to the doctrine of moral autonomy, he will be
forced to admit that his being a proletarian, or a white man, as
sumes the criteria! function he assigns to it only as the result of a
choice on his part. In fact, being a proletarian or a Buddhist or
even a white man in any sense which implies the imposition of
priorities by which, e.g., being a white man takes precedence for
purposes of action over being something else, inescapably turns
out to involve an exercise of the same autonomy that presides
over the whole moral life. If this is so, then to demand that one
be respected in one's capacity as a white man or as a proletarian
is to demand respect as one who "chooses hi.mself'.' as a proletar
ian, and could have "chosen himself" as something else. This, in
turn, is indistinguishable from demanding recognition as a free
moral agent-with this reservation, that it is not explained why
respect is to be confined to those moral agents who freely choose
themselves in this one way. The relevant point here, however, is
that once the agent adopts the autonomist view of his own moral
activity, every subsequent role he espouses must be understood as
a mode of self-determination for which he bears final responsibil
ity. For this reason, if he is prepared at all to enter into an asso
ciation based on reciprocity and mutual recognition with other
human beings, he can do so only in his capacity as a free moral
agent. H he is an autonomous moral being, then in every subordi
nate goal he sets himself, and in every principle he adopts, he is
also bringing into play that fundamental capacity for self
determination. He cannot repudiate or remain indifferent to the
latter without, at the same time, withdrawing the claim he makes
for the subordinate goals that are its expression.
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This line of reasoning can quite obviously be extended so as to
yield conclusions that cast light not just on the role in which I
can present myself as a candidate for moral relationships with ·
other human beings, but also on the terms of cooperation which I
can offer to my prospective partners in a moral community. If
they, too, are autonomous mor�l agents, and if they, too, can have
obligations only by placing themselves under obligations, then
what could I offer them except respect for this freedom of self
definition and self-engagement which they, like me, enjoy? Even
if they were not to share my conception of moral personality,
which, as I am assuming, is based on the doctrine of autonomy,
and were to give priority to other attributes they possess, it seems
clear that from my standpoint their establishment of these priori
ties would have to be regarded as itself an exercise of that same
autonomy. In this context, it is important to emphasize once
again a point that has already been made. This is that while
self�conscious autonomy absorbs our other desires, wants, and as
pirations by transforming them into so many forms of self
determining choice, it does not follow that these wants must be
somehow derivable or deducible from the fact that we are
autonomous beings. Quite obviously, many of them will pre-date
the recognition of one's autonomy as a moral being; and in any
case, they are absorbed into this autonomou� condition not by
some process of logical derivation, but by passing through a crit
ical review as a result of which they are put forward, if at all, as
claims with which others have to reckon as my choices, whatever
their previous history and no matter how initially passive in re
lation to them I may have been. 88 They must, in other words, be
assumed. The point that I am making here is simply that if .we ac
cept the doctrine of autonomy at all, we cannot avoid thinking of
other human beings, for the purposes of possible moral relationas Sartre's views with respect to the logical relationship of "original" and
"secondary" choices to one another are stated in L'£tre et le neant, pp.
548-50. While he makes quite clear that this relationship is not one of
deducibility but a looser one in which particular choices may contribute to a
larger thematic unity from which they cannot be strictly derived, it would be
too much to claim that he endorses the interpretation I have offered of total
choice as a "resultant." Thus, Sartre argues that I can make errors about the
nature of my own original choice and this inevitably suggests that it has a
more "categorical" or "occurrent" character than I have suggested it does.
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ships with them, as standing in this relationship to their own
desires and wants.
This point has implications w�ich make clearer how the aspi
ration to authenticity may facilitate the formation of moral rela
tionships that can be truly binding. From what has already been
said, it follows that the moral community that the existentialists
project is one in which the only condition of membership is the
very capacity for choice and self-commitment itself, and in which
the members reciprocally recognize one another as "choosers."
The force of this identification resides in the fact ,that it requires
that each individual who is a member of such a community must
regard himself, and be regarded by his fellows, as the sole and re
sponsible arbiter of his own interests, and as controlling what
may be called his "input" of claims into the public adjudicatory
forum in which a common poli cy that resolves conflicts among
claims must be formulated. 34 Thus the donnees of every moral
problem · are provided by the expressed preferences of human
beings, each of whom speaks for himself and whose "vote" must
be allowed to register as it stands, and not be interpreted out of
existence or tacitly overridden by some theory of human- nature
that by-passes or disallows the explicitly declared preferences of
the individual. Nothing is more alien to the general ethos of exis
tentialism than the kind of moral paternalism that "knows bet
ter" than the individual moral agent what is good for the latter,
or worse still, what the latter "really" wants. As often as not, th_is
is done by appealing to some view of what is involved in moral
personality as such; and when, as frequently happens, this view
turns out to have substantive moral implications, these are es
, tablished as antecedent premises on which subsequent joint deliberation must proceed, and which it is powerless to revise. By
contrast, the existentialist insists that every element entering into
the consideration of a moral problem must be "sponsored" i.e.,
must come in as the declared preference of one of the parties to
such a deliberation; and his declaration is to be authoritative
S4 See S. de Beauvoir's statement, Pour une morale de l'ambigu'itt!, p. 198,
that while "le bien d'un individu ou d'un groupe d'individus merite d'etre
pris comme but absolu de notre action . . . nous ne sommes pas autorises de
decider a priori de ce bien."
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for the other participants in the sense that none of them has the
right to look behind or interpret this preference in any way that
is not authorized by the person whose preference it is.
Perhaps the most important feature of the relationship be
tween authenticity and obligation remains to be described; and
in order. to grasp its significance, one must understand how precar

ious and conditional such moral community as exists at any
i
gven time appears to the existentialists. As I have already indi
cated, there are writers on ethical theory who seem to assume the
existence of a moral community as a presupposition of any dis
tinctively moral activity on the part of individual human beings
who belong to it. On this view, it does not make any sense . to

speak of the defining principles of such a community as reflecting
any kind of choice on the part of its members; they constitute in
stead a datum . of the moral life antecedent to, and presupposed
by, the choices of individual moral agents. I have indicated too
that existentialist writers, by contrast, are typically much more
strongly impressed by the fraudulence of what p·asses for moral
consensus, and by the fragility and the partiality of such genuine
consensus as does exist. Because they see so clearly the insecurity
and the ambiguity of our actual moral practices as judged by the
standard of true mutuality, the existentialists conceive the rela
tion of each individual to the moral community in the volitional

mode and that community itself as . a realisandum or as an "end
less task" in the Kantian sense. This view in turn is inspired by
the perception that our moral failures are as often due to our not
recognizing certain classes of human beings as candidates for
moral relationships at all, as they are to nonaperformance of duties
within the sphere in which we do recognize the authority of

moral principles. Precisely because the concept of autonomy is
formal in . the sense of abstracting..
substantive rules of con
duct, it makes possible a clearer focus upon the morai relation
ship between persons which is the precondition for a successful
resolution of questions of conduct, as well as upon the prob
lematic and vulnerable character of such moral community as ex
ists.
If we now consider these views in the context of the theory of
obligation and of the moral community sketched out in . the

from
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preceding section, it is diflkult not to conclude that the existen
tialists have made a valid and important point. It may well be
the case that natural communities like the family can continue to
exist and even thrive although their members simply fulfill the
duties assigned to them by their roles within these communities,
and no one explicitly formulates the nature of his role to himself
in such a way that "it incorporates a statement of the basic rela
tionships between human beings on which that community rests.
It seems impossible, however, that a moral community such as I
have described should ever exist except as it is sustained by an
awareness on the part of its members of the mode of relationship
to others that it involves and by a conscious determination · to
persevere in it. For the moment we lose the sense of ourselves and
of others as "choosers" or lose our belief in the importance of this
mode of identifying one another, our capability for actions and
decisions that are truly shared will be affected. In a moral com
munity, the whole corpus of rules and policies must remain in
principle permanently open for reconsideration and possible re
vision if that community is to be completely sovereign in the
sense of being able to raise and to resolve in a manner binding on
all whatever issues it may face. But in order to be sovereign in
this sense, the members of a human group must recognize one an
other as endowed with the capacities of choice and self
commitment which make it possible for them to be participants
in such collective choices. 35 To the extent that that recognition is
effectively denied or is restricted by unilaterally imposed limits
on the scope of choice, a moral community ceases to exist, and
with it, relationships of obligation lapse. Those who might other
wise be subject to obligations will not have been permitted to act
jointly with us to change our relations to one another in a way
that would be binding; or perhaps not even they themselves will
have fully grasped their capacity for so altering their own situa
tion. In any case, in the absence of reciprocal recognition of one
another as capable of this special kind of choice, a certain mode
35 This notion of a collective or joint choice, which has been developed so
extensively in the Critique de la raison dialectique, is not a recent addition to
Sartre's ethical theory and can be found as early as L'Existentialisme est un
humanisme where Sartre says that " (la) Iiberte se veut dans le concert." (p.
88.)
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of human relationship becomes an unavailable option; and it is
this mode of relationship that alone renders obligation intelligi0
ble.
Here then, we touch on the deep underlying motive for asso
ciating authenticity with obligation in the way the existentialists
do. Because the various natural communities into which we are
born only very - imperfectly embody the ideal of human mutu
ality, we; as individuals, must continuously define for ourselves
the moral community in which we effectively live. By so doing,
we contribute in differing degrees to the expansion or contraction
of such genuine mutuality as in fact exists; and if it is true, as I
have argued, that mutuality is a condition of obligation, then we
can properly speak of choos_ing to be obliged by choosing the
mode of human relationship that makes obligation possible.
Moreover, like all policies, the poli cy of living together with
other human beings on the basis of a reciprocal recognition of
one another's autonomy becomes effective only through corre
sponding choices made by individual human beings. When
human beings single out their capacity for choice and self
commitment and place a value on it by seeking to extend and in
tensify their awareness of the choices that are open to them, and
when they are able to describe these choices to themselves in such
a way as to make evident the full burden of moral implication
they carry, the. making of . such choices bearing on the constitu
tion of a moral community will at the_ very least be facilitated. If,
at the same time, they understand that only a similar recognition
and prizing of the autonomy of other human beings can provide
the framework withjn which the claims they may wish to make
on others will have a place, they will surely perceive in the exis
tentialists' positive evaluation of our capacity for autonomous
moral choice, not just a facilitating but a necessary condition of
the form of life they seek.

V
There has been one major exception to the existentialists' lack
of interest in the social and institutional aspect of morality. At
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least since the end of World War II, the French existentialists
have evinced a strong and continuing interest in Marxism, and
have indicated-sometimes defiantly and sometimes rather wist
fully-their awareness that its mode of dealing with moral ques
tions represents a direct antithesis to the moral individualism of
their own position. 36 This confrontation of existentialism and
Marxism has led to a number of exchanges which have contrib
uted in some measure to our understanding of the existentialist
approach to questions of social morality; but these have been
largely polemical exercises rather than attempts to build a gen
eral theory of human re1ationships on the foundation of the doc
trine of autonomy. This last is what Sartre had promised to do
"in a coming work'' at the end of Di!.tre et le neant, but that
work has never appeared. 37 In its place, Sartre publishe? in 1 960
the first volume of Critique de la raison dialectique, a major ef
fort to reconcile the principal theses of existentialism with those
of Marxism through a reinterpretation of the dialectical struc
ture of human action OT praxis. 88 In this book, Sartre goes so far
as to speak of existentialism as an "enclave within Marxism" ;
but; while a final judgment on the relationship between the two
as Sartre now understands them must await the completion of the
Critique, a number of critics have already expressed doubts about
the absorption of Sartre's earlier views by his more recently
adopted Marxism and have suggested that on a number of points
of crucial importance it is the latter that has had to accommodate
itself to existentialism rather than the other way around.
By itself, the first volume of Critique de la raison dialectique
is an enormous and-by reason of its formidably complex style
and vocabulary alone-an extremely difficult book to under
stand. Many of the topics it takes up have little or nothing to do
with ethical theory; and its central concern is rather with the phi11 6 See, for example, Merleau-Ponty's Humanisme et Terreur, which marks
the first major attempt by an existentialist to do justice to some of the
insights of Marxism without accepting either its materialism or its determin
ism. Merleau-Ponty's political philosophy was to undergo . considerable revi
sion in his later Les aventures de 'la dialectique (Paris: Gallimard, 1955) .
a1 L 'P.tre et le neant, p. 722.

as A very useful summary outline of the argument of this book can be found
in R. D. Laing and D. G. Cooper, Reason and Violence: A Decade of Sartre's
Philosophy-1950-1960 (New York: Humanities Press, · 1964) .
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losophy of the social sciences. Its principal thesis is that our mode
of understanding of social institutions and of social change is
never wholly independent of our practical attitudes and commit
ments with respect to them, and that both take the form of cer
tain conceptual syntheses or "totalizations" by which our social
environment is organized with a view to action. In essence, this
amounts to a new version of Hegelianism, qualified by a recogni
tion of the underlying contingency of all human actions, individ
ual or collective, and also by Sartre's express endorsement of a
thoroughgoing ontological individualism according to which in
dividual human beings are ultimately the only dialectical agents
and any collective praxis must be -understood as a complex func
tion of an indefinitely large number of individual dialectics. In
any case, a large place within Sartre's statement of this theory of
society. is assigned to the emergence of what he calls "groups"
-human communities based on reciprocity-out of "serial"
aggregates in which human beings cooperate with one another
as they do in a queue, but without any recognition or accept
ance of an effective identity binding them together. The par
adigms which Sartre uses for his . analysis of the emergence of
groups are drawn from revolutionary situations in which a crowd
suddenly acquires a conscious unity of purpose and acts as a sin
gle body. While much of what he has to say about such forma
tions and the circumstances of scarcity and class antagonism
which they presuppose, is very interesting, it would seem to fall
more into the province of social psychology (insofar as the latter
deals with the phenomena of self�identification among members
of an emergent social group) than into that of ethics. Embedded
in this theory of groups, however, there is a long discussion · de,
voted to the "pledge" by which, a "group-in-fusion" is trans
formed into a permanent unit of social cooperation. In the course
of this section, Sartre gives arr account of human relationships
based on self-created obligations which in its essentials runs par
allel to the conception outlined earlier in this chapter. 89 While
some of the special assumptions attached to this theory as well as
the forbidding terminology in which it is couched make it un
suitable for use as a general statement of an existentialist theory
S 9 Critique de la raison dialectique, pp. 381-460.
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of obligation, its main points must be briefly noted here as a
means of substantiating the general thesis of a compatibility be
tween autonomy and obligation which I have been defending.
The most noteworthy feature of Sartre's theory of the pledge is
its recognition that through a promise or its equivalent, human
beings can change their situation vis-a-vis one another in such a
way as to bring into existence reciprocal rights and obligations
which then constitute effective limits on the exercise of each indi
vidual's· autonomy. In language that often recalls-rather
strangely-that of Hume's discussion of obligation, Sartre repeat
edly calls the human group based on reciprocity an "invention"
by which individual human beings produce a new form of rela
tionship to one another by binding themselves (i.e. by restricting
their own liberty of choice) on the condition that others do like
wise.40 This performance requires that each participant become
what Sartre rather awkwardly calls a "third"-a kind of ideal,
and in some sense at least, impartial agent who shares certain
goals with others and identifies their actions in pursuit of these
goals with his own. This new identity typically emerges in the
course of some spontaneous joint action such as the taking of the
Bastille. The pledge is essentially a formalization of the relation
ships so formed and is designed as a guarantee of the permanence
of the newly-formed group against dissolution when the external
dangers that were the occasion for its formation temporarily re-.
cede. Eventually, the . permanent group takes on institutional
form through the increasing differentiation of social functions
and roles within the group and the consequent elaboration of
codes of practice; and since the institutionalized group is always
in danger of relapse into a purely external or "serial" mode of
relationship among its members, the pledge has to be constantly
renewed. Here it is important to note that Sartre recognizes that ·
this renewal occurs not through explicit acts of swearing faith to
one another but through any act of reciprocity such as aiding an
other who is iri need. Indeed, as Sartre says, "it is always a
40 On the other hand, Sartre asserts -against Hume that a. pledge or promise
effect an irreversible changein one's situation: "Le serment n'est ni une
determination subjective ni . une simple determination du discours, c 'est une
modification reelle du groupe par mon action regulatrice." (p. 441)
can
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case---except in emergencies--of renewing the pledge."41
A number of passage; are of particular interest because they ex0
press so clearly both Sartre's recognition of the possibility of a
self-imposed limit on what an autonomous being may do, and his
conception of the · reciprocal understanding on which this self
limitation by each individual rests.42 Thus we are told both that
my belonging to the group is my free project and that this project
by its nature makes a claim on each member of the group. It
amounts, in fact, to an undertaking by me to satisfy the claims
made on me in my capacity as a "third"; and this free undertak
ing is explicitly declared to involve a limitation of my liberty. In
order that I may be aple to count on other members of the group,
each of them must be able to count on me; and they can be ex
pected to respect limitations on what they may legitimately do,
only if I honor their claim to a similar limitation on me. The
pledge thus creates a "transcendence" of the group over its mem
bers which Sartre describes as an absolute right, and which he
also speaks of as a "positing of man as an absolute power of man
over man under conditions of reciprocity." In this way, through
my own choice, obligation becomes a feature of my condition as
it never was before; and it cannot simply be negated by my con
sciousness without thereby authorizing the use of violence by oth
ers to insure compliance. Finally, because the basis of human re
lationships within this newly created body is, for the first time,
mutual recognition of self-imposed obligations toward one an
other, the pledge that brings the group into being is in fact, as
Sartre says, "the beginning of humanity."
This beginning takes on an imperatival character by virtue of its being
permanent in a way that makes it indefeasible for all future time; it
thus refers the recognition of one human being by another back to the
reciprocal affirmation of two common traits: we are one because' we
issued from the primeval slime at the same time and because each one
enabled the other to do so with the concurrence of all the others. Thus
we are if you please a unique species that made its appearance by a
sudden mutation at a: given point in time; but our specific nature unit�s
us qua freedom. In other words, our common being is not an identical
nature in each one of us, but rather a reciprocity that presupposes the
41 Ibid., p. 493. Emphasis added;
42 Ibid., pp. 439 ff.
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setting of conditions on both_ sides; in approaching a "third" I do not
recognize my own inert essence as it is manifested in another example.
I recognize instead my indispensable accomplice in the act that will tear
us loose from the soil, the brother whose existence is not distinct from
mine and comes to me as my existence, but nevertheless depends on
mine as mine does on his (with the concurrence of all the others) in
the irreversibility of a free assent_. . . . We are brothers in the sense
that after the creative act of the pledge we are our own sons, our own
joint invention. Moreover, just as in real families, this fraternity ex
presses itself in the group through a set of reciprocal and unique obli
gations which are laid down by the group on the basis of its situation
and its goals (i.e., general obligations to render mutual assistance and
obligations to perform particular actions or tasks in specific and rigor
ously defined situations.) But as we have just seen these obligations
simply express the shared character of the underlying exigen cy and of
the act of self-creation which has taken place and which constitutes the
irreversible mortgage of our commitment with respect to future action.43

While these and other passages clearly establish a close corre
spondence between Sartre' s conception of obligation and the
theory of the moral community outlined in earlier portions of
this chapter, other features of his position �aise certain questions.
43 "Ce commencement devenant pour chacun nature imperative (par son
caractere de permanence indepassable dans l'avenir) renvoie done la recon
naissance a l'affirmation reciproque de ces deux caracteres communs: nous
sommes les memes parce que nous sommes sortis du limon a la m�me date,
l'un par l'autre a travers tous les autres; done nous sommes, si l'on veut une
espece singuliere, apparue par mutation brusque a tel moment; mais notre
nature spedfique nous unit en tant qu'elle est liberte. Autrement dit notre
etre commun n'est pas en chacun une nature identique; c'est au contraire la
reciprocite mediee des conditionnements: en m'approchant d'un tiers, j e ne
reconnais pas mon essence inerte en tant qu'elle est manifestee dans un autre
exemple: je reconnais le complice necessaire de l'acte qui nous arrache a la
glebe, le frere dont l'existence n'est pas autre que la mienne, vient a moi
comme la mienne et pourtant depend de la mienne comme la mienne depend
de la sienne (a travers tous) dans l'irreversibilite d'un libre consentement .
. . . Nous sommes freres en tant qu'apres l'acte createur du serment nous
sommes nos propres fils, notre invention commune. Et la fraternite, comme
dans les families reelles, se traduit dans le groupe par un ensemble
d'obligations reciproques et singulieres, c'est-a-dire definies par le groupe
entier a partir des circonstances et de ses objectifs (obligations de s'entraider
en general, ou dans le cas precis et rigoureusement d�termine d'une action ou
d'un travail particulier) . Mais ces obligations-nous l'avons vu a l'instant-ile
traduisent a leur tour que la communaute de l'exigence fondamentale et
tout aussi bien de l'auto-creation passee comme hypotheque irreversible de la
temporalisation pratique." (Ibid., p. 45!1.)
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To take one · example, there is in Sartre's account a very strong
emphasis on - the violence to which I expose myself from other
members of the group by virtue of the pledge I have given as a
member. There would seem to be some danger that this emphasis
will obscure the very important distinction between the motive I
have · for keeping faith, and the _ valid basis for my obligation to
do so. My motive may well be fear of the consequences of violat
ing my pledge; but I would be under an obligation even if for
some special reason I did not need to fear reprisals. In one place,
however, Sartre goes so far as to say that the "indepassibilite" of
the commitment assumed through the pledge may vary in degree
from individual to individual, and that the prospect of violence
in the event of infidelity serves to raise the level of this "indepas
sibilite," and thus to make it less probable that I will fail in my
duty.44 This is no doubt true in one sense, but it misses what is
surely the distinctive force of the pledge which is to make non
performance and default unjustifiab le, no matter what our tend
ency to keep or to break faith may be in the face of a certain level
of prospective violence. That prospect may after all confront us
whether or not we have pledged ourselves. What the pledge does
is to disallow in advance any right we might claim either to do as
we please or to resist such reprisals as our failure to comply may
call forth from the group. On the other hand, as I have shown
earlier, Sartre seems to recognize quite clearly that the core no
tion in obligation is that of a logical self-binding, and not that of
a threat; and if at other times he argues that what effectively pro
duces social cohesion is the prospect of violence, this may be ex
plained by his evident feeling that too strong an emphasis on the
internal logical structure of the pledge would tend to suggest that
the latter is no more than a "reciprocal determination of dis
course . . . a mere game of signs and meanings. "45 Nevertheless,
these apparent inconsistencies do create some doubt as to
whether Sartre would give the weight to the notion of logical
self-binding within his conception of obligation which it seems to
deserve, and as long as this doubt subsists, it cannot be said, with
44 Jbid., p. 459.
45 Jbid., p. 447.
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complete confidence, that _his views tally perfectly with those ad
vanced earlier in this chapter.
A question arises also about the limited .character of the groups
within which, on Sartre's view, rights and duties come into being.
The context of discussion makes .amply clear that these groups
stand in antagonistic relationships to other groups or social
classes, and that th-e formation of a group typically takes the form
of a response, through internalization, to a previous identifica
tion of it as a group by an antagonistic social class. It follows that
the community thus formed and the obligations it comports are
in no sense universal and include only those who, by their ac�
tions, demonstrate their affiliation. It may be that in his promised
discussion of the way dialectical relationships among groups
generate the movement of "History" Sartre will develop a theory
along Marxist lines of the eventual emergence, through conflicts
among restricted groups, of truly universal human commun
ity-,-an authentk "cite de } ' . homme." If so, it may well turn out
that in such a society obligation will rest solely on the common
human capacities of autonomy and rationality, and no longer on
the special interests of restricted groups; but Sartre has also told
us that we can know. nothing of the freedom that will character
ize that eventual society and presumably, therefore, nothing of
the form that obligation will assume in it either.46 Nevertheless, it
does seem clear that in Sartre's view the momentum behind the
movement toward such a state will be provided not by the inter
nal logic of the idea of reciprocity but by the progressive resolu
tion of the deepseated conflicts between material interests which,
until they are overcome, render impossible the emergence of a
common interest and the sense of a common human identity.
One may agree with Sartre that moral communities have mate
rial presuppositions, anci still feel that he has underestimated the
logical if not the causal power of the notions of reciprocity and
justification. Even if it turns out that genuine social cooperation
among different interest groups must await the emergence of new
relationships of production and distribution of goods, the most
46 Questions de methode (Paris: 1960) , p. 32. This study is bound in the
same volume as Critique de la raison dialectique.
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general features of such .a new economic system itself must, one
would think, be derived from, or at least pass the test of, some
conception of the social arrangements that could justly be ac
cepted by all elements in a society. This in turn presupposes a use
of the notion of reciprocity beyond the limits of any restricted
group. It is clear, too, that no restricted group can ever employ its
moral vocabulary beyond the limits of its internal affairs for the
purpose of justifying a refusal to seek larger and more compre
hensive forms of social accommodation. It would, after all, be
rather incongruous to claim a right to disregard systematically
the interests of the very groups from whom a recognition of that
right is then solicited. Insofar as such extra-mural use of the
moral notions operative within a restricted group is contem
plated at all, its legitimacy would be dependent on its taking the
form of an appeal for a wider recognition and realization of the
idea of reciprocity; and this is what Sartre with his rather fanati
cal emphasis on the limited character of groups has thus far
failed to make sufficiently clear.
· It is at just this point, of course, that the need will be most
keenly felt for a truly and unconditionally universal form of obli
gation-one that goes beyond both the Sartrian conception of ob
ligation as effective only inside restricted pledge-groups and the
wider, "no right not to . . ." conception of obligation presented
earlier in this chapter. This would have to be a type of obligation
that would permit us to assert that it is our positive duty, in all
historical circumstances and in all social classes, to do what we
can to bring into existence a truly universal human community.
Sometimes the demand for such a conception of obligation is dep
recated on the ground that the only relevant weakness of the
available theories of obligation is that they provide us with noth
ing to say to individual human beings or restricted moral com
munities (if there are such) that in actual fact neither seek nor
propose a wider sphere of moral relationships. This, it may be
claimed, is not a very serious deficiency, since the stance of such
an individual or community, in the unlikely event of its being
consistently maintained, could only be defined as a repudiation
of the assumptions under which alone a wider moral community
can even be sought. One may concede the foi:ce of this rebuttal
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and still feel that a conception of obligation as reciprocal self
binding cannot provide an adequate basis for certain moral atti
tudes to which, if we have them at all, we are likely to attach
great importance. Specifically, we do feel that we have moral obli
gations of various kinds toward many human beings who are ei
ther temporarily or permanently incapable of true participation
in a moral comm:µnity because they cannot "bind themselves."
Children, for example, are unable, before a certain age, to grasp
the notion of justification and to make long-range commitments;
and feeble-minded or deranged persons are permanently incapa
citated in this respect. Then too, there are persons who have
reached maturity in cultures quite different from our own in
which the idea of basing moral relationships on voluntary recip
rocal understandings is quite upfamiliar. Even at certain levels of
our own society there are persons whose experience has been such
that they are unable to attach much, if any, meaning to such
ideas. Nevertheless, many people feel that moral restraints on
what ,may permissibly be done are operative in these cases, in
spite of the absence of any relationship based on mutual recogni
tion of one another as autonomous moral beings. The question
therefore arises of how such an extension of the notion of obliga
tion beyond the range of effective moral community can be justi
fied.
This is not a question that can be answered in a way that is
likely to satisfy those who raise it. It is perhaps just possible that
a deeper analysis of the principle of reciprocity and of the cog
nate notion of justification might show that even within re
stricted moral communities based on a common economic inter
est or shared racial characteristics there is nevertheless a tacit rec
ognition given to the primacy of the human capacity for ra
tional choice.47 If so, it could be argued that moral relationships
within such groups reflect a recognition that equal consideration
47 Sartre may be implying something of this kind . when he says that "le
malaise secret du mattre, c'est qu'il est perpetuellement contraint de prendre
en consideration Ia rt!alite humaine en ses esclaves (soit qu'il compte sur leur
addresse ou sur Ieur comprehension synthetique des situations, soit qu'il
prenne ses precautions contre Ia possibilite permanente d'une revolte ou
d'une evasion) , tout en Ieur refusant le statut economique et politique qui
definit en ce temps Ies �tres humains." Ibid., pp. 190-91.
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is due to their members by virtue of their possession of this attrib
ute of human nature, and not by virtue of the other (e.g., racial)
characteristics which may, nevertheless, for other reasons be sub
joined to it as criteria of membership in this group. Obviously,
such an analysis would present grave difficulties, but if any prog
ress could be made in this direction, the basis would be laid for
an even stronger charge of inconsistency against any group that
refused like consideration to members of other groups in the
event that circumstances were sufficiently favorable to permit
them to extend that consideration without undue risk to them
selves. Perhaps, too, other parallel lines of argument might be
constructed to deal with the case of those who are incapable, .
whether temporarily or permanently, of sustaining moral rela
tionships of the type proposed. After all, all of us are children be
fore we are adults and any one of us may become mentally inca
pacitated, ·so we do have a stake in seeing to it that such persons
are treated as having, within the limits of feasibility and pru
dence, the same rights and duties as they would have if they
could speak for themselves, since in choosing for them we may
well be choosing for ourselves. More than this it would probably
be unfair to ·ask an ethical theory to establish. No ethical theory
is li.kely to · be able to show that loving concern for other human
beings and perhaps for animate creation as such is a duty; and to
this . rule existentialism forms no exception.
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CHAPTER IX

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF
EXISTENTIALISM

In earlier chapters, I have on several occasions made a distinc
tion between the substantive theses that are defended by the exis
tentialists with respect to the nature of value and freedom, and
the wider influence and signific�nce that are often claimed for ex
istentialism as a philosophical movement. I have also pointed out
that my interpretation of existentialism as a movement of reac
tion against certain long-standing tendencies within the Western
philosophical tradition raises serious questions about the ap
propriateness of the considerable popular response to existential
ism. This response cannot, after all, have been inspired by a sense
of liberation from the chains of a Platonic intellectualism that is
in fact almost completely unfamiliar to the great mass of those
who are drawn to existentialism in some of its more accessible
forms. As I have noted, one might, in these circumstances, be
tempted to conclude that the whole popular excitement over ex
istentialism rests on an elaborate misunderstanding. On the other
hand, if it could be shown that there is an affinity or parallelism
between the developments within the history of moral philoso
phy which I have tried to outline and wider movements of West
ern life and culture, then it might become possible to interpret
the reception accorded to existential philosophy-discounting
certain purely eccentric manifestations-in such a way as to make
it genuinely relevant to the actual content of existentialist doc
trine. In this final chapter, I propose to argue that a parallelism
of this kind does exist, and that in spite of its profound involve
ment with a somewhat arcane philosophical tradition, existential
ism may appropriately be regarded as the philosophical expres235
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sion of a movement within Western-and perhaps world
culture, the importance and scope of which can hardly be exag
gerated.
This way of posing the question of the wider significance of ex
istentialism assumes that philosophy in general, and ethical
theory in particular, develop in substantial independence from
other movements in the societies that cultivate them; and that a
special explanation is therefore in order when major interest in
some philosophical doctrine is shown by the general educated
public. Those who, like the Marxists, reject this assumption and
- treat philosophical doctrines as coded expressions of the situation
and prospects of some society or social class at a certain stage in
its historical development will naturally approach the whole
question I am raising here in a quite different way. Marxists have
in fact characterized existentialism, in both its philosophical and
popular forms, as a philosophy whose clientele is the Western en. trepreneurial bourgeoisie. What is said to be the desperate sense
of isolation of that group from the forward movement of history
allegedly finds its counterpart in the extreme moral individual
ism of the existentialists. While many interpreters of existential
ism have been content to attribute its special ethos to particular
crises in the life of countries like Germany after World War I
and France during and after World War II, and have thus failed
to provide any intelligible account of the strong elements of con
tinuity with earlier phases of Western moral philosophy that ex
istentialism reveals, there have been Marxists like G. Lukacs who
recognize these historical affinities and are prepared to convict
virtually the whole post-Kantian tradition of proto-Fascism.1 The
grotesque distortions of history to which this line of interpreta
tion has led cannot be dealt with here. Instead, by giving a brief .
account of the extra-philosophical movements with which the
gradual emergence of voluntaristic ethical theory does run paral
lel, I hope to show that any characterization of that evolution in
purely political or economic terms misses its deepest significance.
1 The high-water mark of Marxist denigration in this field was set by
Lukacs' Die Zerstiirung der Vernunft (Berlin: Aufbau-Verlag, 1954) .
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I.
While there are great and obvious difficulties in the way of any
attempt to chart the evolution of the sense of selfhood within a
society or a culture, it is impossibie not to feel that a profound
and accelerating change has been taking place over a period of
several centuries in the way human beings conceive their powers
and responsibilities as moral agents: For a very long time
indeed, for the vast majority of us, until quite recently-the cir
cumstances of life of almost all human beings have been so ne�
cessitous and so restricting as to make it virtually impossible for
them to think of themselves as exercising effective control over
any significant aspect of their lives. Under conditions of enforced
passivity, or rather, of activity exclusively within the limits of cer
tain pre-established social roles, it was inevitable that such ideas
as were formed of moral personality should have had a strongly
"naturalistic" cast. When one's mode of life and social role are
not susceptible of any significant modification, a clear-cut distinc
tion between one's nature as a human being and one's "station
and duties" will not be easy to make. As a result, what one
"ought" to do will quite naturally come to be thought of as some
thing very like self-evident truth, capable of being "read off"
from the social world we inhabit. It seems plausible, moreover, to
suggest that intellectualism and its cognate ethical theories build
upon (and owe a large measure of their plausibility to) such a
mode of life in which the possibilities of significant choice are so
radically curtailed as to find only a subordinate place in the pic
ture human beings form of themselves as moral beings.2
Now it is this state of affairs in which human beings are born
into a world of wholly determinate social roles and relationships
that has been gradually changing. At first, during earlier centu�
ries of the modern era, and indeed up to the nineteenth century,
2 This 'view seems to have the support of S. de Beauvoir, when she says that
"moins Ies circonstances economiques et sociales permettent a un individu
d'agir sur le monde, plus ce monde lui apparait comme donne." (Pour une
morale de l'ambiguitt!, p. 68.)
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an enlargement of the possibilities of life was realized for only a
tiny and privileged fraction of the total population. More re
cently, larger and larger segments of the population of Western
countries and significant minorities within the non-Western world
have been drawn into this movement. What is of special interest
in that evolution from the standpoint of this study is not so much
the immense and fateful transformation of the material instru
mentalities of human life, but rather the progressive internaliza
tion and, as it might be called, "voluntarization" of much that
was previously accepted and espoused without question and in
deed without any sense that an individual commitment might be
involved. As the objective possibilities of freely fashioning one's
own life have increased, ideas of self-determination and of the ne
cessity for a personal ratification by each individual of the mode
of life proposed to him by his society have come, to occupy a
larger and larger place in the conception we form of ourselves. 3
To a considerable extent, of course, this sense of a personal parti
cipation in the creation of the self attaches to relatively superfi
cial details of personal style and manner, but it has also pene
trated to the deeper lev�ls of selfhood and to basic ideals of life
and modes of relationship with other human beings. At all levels,
this new and essentially critical form of self-consciousness reduces
the claims of custom and authority to set the course of an individ
ual life to so many donnees, all equally subject to the judgment
and decision of the individual moral consciousness.
It would not, I think, be an exaggeration to say that for the
first time in human history large numbers of human beings have
come to think of themselves as autonomous moral agents, capable
of raising and resolving for themselves all questions about what
they are to do. Here, then, is a real analogue to the drama of tran
sition from .i. pre- or quasi-moral condition to a full assumption
of responsibility for one's own life that is celebrated by the exis
tentialists. No doubt we were moral beings all along in the sense
a For an excellent interpretation of the theme of autonomy in nineteenth
century history, see F. Schnabel, Deutsche Geschichte im neunzehnten Jahr
hundert, (Freiburg: Herder and Co., 1 929) . Vol. I . Many interesting com
ments on the "culture of the will" can be found in the critical essays of Lionel
Trilling. See The Liberal Imagination (New York: Doubleday, 1 950) , and
The Opposing Self (New York: Viking Press, 1955) .
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of having a capacity for 9hoice, and of exercising it within the
narrow limits set by the technological and institutional frame
works of earlier societies; but it is also true that in a special sense
we make. ourselves moral beir;igs by adopting a certain perspective
on - our lives and . on those of others. Because _ the existentialists
concentrate their attention not so m uch on the finer internal sub
structures of a fully moralized human life as on the contrast be
tween being- a fuUy self-conscious moral agent and the condition
-of life in which free moralpersonality is either not recognized or
is suppressed, they speak with special directness to the highly fo
cused and explicit kind of moralconsciousness that has emerged
in its distinctive form in the course of modern Western history
and is still new enough not to be disposed to take itself for
granted. In spite of passing fads and excesses of one kind or an
other, the recognition given to existentialism as well as to its fore
runners in •.he history of ethical theory may accordingly be re
garded as retlecting an authentic affinity between its main theses
and the movement toward personal autonomy that is perhaps the
distinguishing feature of modern Western culture.
Nothing testifies more convincingly to the existence of this af
finity than do the distinctive preoccupations of much of the imag
inative literature of twentieth-century Europe. I have in mind not
so much the "literature of existentialism" (i.e., the novels and
pl ays that are either written by existentialist philosophers them
selves, or directly inspired by their writings) , but, instead, certain
works that have evidently taken form in virtually complete inde
pendence of any direct philosophical influence and therefore con
stitute evidence of a particularly valuable kind bearing on the
moral atmosphere of the timef The common theme of these
works, as of much of modern literature, is the situation of human
beings who have lost contact - with or repudiated the social in
stitutions and the related systems of belief that .claim to provide
authoritative moral guidance to t�e individual, and who accord
ingly live in what must be-from the standpoint of their previous
experience-a peculiarly truncated moral world. Their, situation
is that now frequently described as "alienated. " This somewhat
4 I have in mind · here writers .as different as Andr.e Malraux and R. M.
Rilke, Samuel Beckett and Paul Valery.
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too glibly employed term is unobjectionable if it is simply meant
to characterize a state in which an individual is thrown back on ·
his own moral resources as a result of being no longer willing or
able to accept the claims to unconditional vali!iity of some exter�
nally imposed code. In any case, among the works of imaginative
literature that seek to render this situation, there ar:e those that
can only be called testaments of despair, and others that seek
with very different degrees of success to project an affirmative
ideal of what human life can be under this new dispensation. Per
haps only in the work of Franz Kafka are the stark lineaments of
this truly modern situation rendered without artificial despair or
enthusiasm, and above all without any tincture of ideological
partisanship. 5 The extraordinary power and directness with
which Kafka's fables speak to the modern imagination make it
very difficult to believe that they do not express something in our
sense of life that goes much deeper than any literary fad.
I do not wish to be misunderstood as suggesting . that this spe
cial affinity that existentialism has with the modern spirit is so
close as to preclude the possibility that the latter might find ex
pression in any other conception of the moral life. There is, after
all (as I have noted) , a variant concept of autonomy that associ
ates it with the existence of objective norms, and attributes to
each human being the capacity and, the right to interpret and
apply these norms for himself. Moreover, as a matter of historical
fact, the movement toward a liberalization of the conditions of
social life has typically based itself on such intellectualistic con
ceptions of autonomy rather than on a radical voluntarism of the
existentialist type. Nevertheless, while conceding all this, one
may still wonder whether such ostensibly intellectualistic de
fenses of liberalism are not more deeply tinged with voluntarism
than their leadjng proponents have often grasped. Not only does
the assignment of a right to each human being to interpret moral
laws for himself suggest a measure of scepticism with respect to
the patency of these laws; but it is also not clear how in practice a
5 I .have developed this view of Kafka's work at greater length in my article,
"Kafka and the Primacy of the Ethical," Hudson Review, Vol. 13 (1960) , pp.
60-73.
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right to interpret would be distinguished from a right to choose
one's principles of action.· Once people come to think of them
selves as having to "dedde" questions of interpretation at all lev
els of the moral life, the intellectualistic compulsion to duplicate
each such decision in the form of a corresponding determination
of an objective moral principle and thus to project it into some
antecedent realm of truth seemslikely to lose much of its power.
If that is so, the final destination . of all ideologies of self
determination and · moral freedom m'.ay be expected to approxi
mate to a position very like that which the existentialists now
represent.
II
Throughout the period during which these changes have been
taking place, there has been . an accompanying current of specula
tion about the effects that might be expected to follow upon a
widespread acceptance of a voluntadstic and individualistic con
ception of morality. Since the middle of the last century, this
speculation has reached flood proportions and it has ranged from
expressions of exalted enthusiasm over the prospect before us to
warnings of the dangerous implications of moral freedom. In the
latter category, writers from Dostoevsky onward have laid great
emphasis on what they take to be the demoniacal character of an
unqualified moral freedom, and have argued that the only logical
issue for such a freedom must be a violent act of destruction di
rected against the values of the established social order and ulti
mately against the self, i.e., suicide. The assumption shared by
writers who take this view is that the freedom they condemn is of
such a nature as to be incapable · of findfog expression through
the acceptance or creation of any stable moral relationships to
other human beings, and therefore must assume the form of a vi
olent repudiation of previously accepted values for which there is
no longer felt to be any adequate foundation. Such views as these
appear to be rather widely accepted, and have certainly in
fluenced the, reception accorded to existentialism in many quar241
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ters. They are also exploited by certain versions of religious "exis
tentialism" which expose their adherents to the icy drafts of
non-being just long enough for them to become thoroughly
chilled and correspondingly amenable to being led back into
what is, in spite of certain renovations suited to the contempor
ary taste, still recognizably a religio-moral edifice in the old style. 6
There are, I think, good reasons for believing that this
"Dostoevskian" view of the implications of moral autonomy is
mistaken. At the same time, however, it is important to under
stand that, it owes such plausibility as it possesses to an experience
of disorientation and shock that often does accompany a shift
from one general conception of morality to another like that of
existentialism. This disarray reflects a belief that no distinction is
any longer possible between purely individual preferences and
generally valid moral principles. The' source of this belief may be
found in a feeling that while existentialism may not prejudice
what we can say in a normative way, it often seems to leave us
without a means of . saying it. It rules out any use of the factual
model for interpreting moral truth, and yet provides no new
means by which we can express an order of values that is not
finally arbitrary. The result is that moral judgments as a class are
pushed into a· limbo in which no general rational principles oper
ate at all. The impulse to claim general authority for certain
principles still survives, but it is saddled with an ethical vocabu
lary that cannot give a meaning to this conception. I am ·forced to
see that my favored moral judgments and their opposites are pro
foundly alike in being nonlogical acts of preference, but I am un
able to point to anything that substantiates my sense of the
unique status enjoyed by my principle, beyond the very fact that
it is JI1ine, and that can hardly serve as a basis for any kind of sua Sartre has explicitiy declared that "!'apparition, dans l'entre-deux-guerres,
d'un existentialisme allemand correspond certainement-au moins chez Jas
pers-'-a une sournoise volonte de ressusciter le transcendant." (Critique de la
raison dialectique, p. 21) . Sartre declines to discuss the case of Heidegger . in
this connection on the ground that it is too complex. In. Heidegger's writings
since the war, however, with their suggestions that man must listen for the
"call of being," there are unmistakable signs of such a return ·to a more
traditional conception of being as a source of a message that has relevance to
human concerns. See Heidegger, Ober den Humanismus (Frankfort: V.
Klostermann, 1949) , pp. 28-29.

242

SIGNIFICANCE OF EXISTENTIALISM

prapersonal authority.7 To the extent that I do not merely iden
tify with my own preferences, but try to accept a moral principle
only when the grounds for its acceptance are such as to be equally
compelling for everyone, I am searching for a standard that is not
itself internal to one .of the two conflicting views: At this final
level of the moral life, however, there is none. to be found: and
the realization that there is no possibility of an extrinsic justifica
tion for the moral life can lead to doubts as to whether, under
these new auspices, that life is possible at all.
Nevertheless, however painful we may find this dislocation of ·
the moral life that is produced by the apparent absence of any
model for the expression of an ordering of values that is. not
purely individual, it will very likely be temporary and may yield
in time to a saner appreciation of the possibilities that are still
left open by a morality of freedom. I have already tried to show
that there are such possibilities, and that among them is a type of
human relationship characterized by effectively binding obliga
tions. Instead of investigating these possibilities that are left open
by an acceptance of a morality of freedom the Dostoevskian critic
proceeds to read the psychological reactions noted above and the
destructive forms of conduct in which they sometimes find expres
sion back into the. very do. ctrine of moral autonomy itself of
which they are then declared · to be the necessary logical issue.
This is a plainly inadmissible procedure. What those who einpl0y
it forget is that if the world does not have a <'meaning": in the re
qll,ired sense of generating absol'ute moral directives, then neither
does this fact about the world-that it does not provide absolute
norms-have the power to do so, 8 No policy of action is justified
7 This seems to me to be what Sartre is saying , when he speaks of the
di$covery that "toutes les activites humaines sont equivalentes" (L'£tre ·et le
nt!ant, p. 721) .
s One could wish that Albert Camm, had grasped this point more· dearly. In
his Le Mythe de Sisyphe (Paris: Gallimard, 1942) , he appears to argue that
the .very pointlessness of human effort is to be espoused ast the one value that
survives the wreck of all the rest. This is in effect to substi ute a penchant for
action for action's sake Jor all the ordinary reasons we have for acting in one
way rather than another, and fr-0m such a view it is just a step to an
identification of true autonomy with the life-style of the· . hero and the
"adventurer"· and the ethos of the acte gratuit, which Sartre has rightly
declared to be something very different from authenticity. See my review of
Camus' book, Philosophical Review, . VoL 66 (1957) , pp. 104-07.
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by the fact that its opposite-in this case, the traditional moral
norms that the nihilist violates-is not somehow endorsed by the
universe. It is, of course, possible that a perception of the fraudu
lence of an endorsement of this type which we had previously
taken at face value may have the paradoxical effect of making a
violation of the norm so endorsed seem attractive. There is · no
reason, however, to think that this type of reaction would be very
widespread; and where it occurs it would seem more likely to be
motivated by the oppressive rigidity of the moral discipline that
has been cast off than by anything inherent in the experience of
moral autonomy as such.
We should not, however, jump to the conclusion that, because
there is no valid basis for the prophecies of calamity we have
been reviewing, we should look forward to a general acceptance
of an autonomist ethic with unreserved enthusiasm. There are, in
fact, certain drawbacks connected with the use of the concept of
autonomy: first, as an instrument for describing the moral reality
of the world we actually live in; second, as representing an ideal
which we should seek to realize ever more fully in our own lives
and in those of others. To these I now tum.
III

The difficulties connected with the use of the concept of auton
omy as an instrument of description has already been touched. on
in the course of an earlier discussion of the divergent interpreta
tions of moral freedom put forward by Sartre and
Merleau-Ponty. 9 The point was made that there are real and im
portant differences among human beings with respect to their de
gree of internalization and explicit assumption of the policies im
plicit in their modes of conduct. While all human beings may
very well possess the capacity to transform automatic and custo
mary behavior into fully intentional "action," there is no reason
to think that it is equally easy for all of them to do so; and it is
manifest that they in fact bring areas of greatly varying extent
within their lives under explicit decisional control. If under these
9 See ch. 7, pp. 158 ff.
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circumstances . we nevertheless proceed to give an account of our
own moral experience and that of other persons in which we
make use of a set of concepts that at least suggest that an exhaus
tive "voluntarization" of our experience has already taken place,
a very peculiar picture of the actual moral world will result. Spe
cifically, all distinctions of degree and quality with respect to the
responsibility individuals bear for their �ctioris will be erased
when the latter are portrayed as endowed with a full awareness of
the whole range of options that confronts them.
Nowhere does the danger inherent in this procedure emerge
more clearly than in Sartre's critical essays, especially in his "exis
tential psychoanalyses" of Baudelaire and Jean Genet, but also
with certain differences in his treatment of anti-Semitism.10 In
these often very brilliant and perceptive studies, Sartre applies
his general doctrine that the function of a properly conceived
psychoanalysis is to disengage from our actions the total choice of
ourselves which we in fact have made and for which we alone are
responsible. This conception of psychoanalysis is contrasted with
the Freudian position, which, according to Sartre, seeks the sense
of our actions in an "unconscious" which is disjoined from the
ego and its choices and for the content of which we--our con
scious selves-bear no responsibility.11 To the degree that this
proposed revision of psychoanalytic theory corrects a tendency to
transform the unconscious into an inaccessible and mysterious en
tity, it can have a very beneficial effect; but questions begin to
arise when Sartre proceeds to impute the total life-policy he in
fers on the basis of a scattering of biographical data to the subject
of the investigation as his choice of himself. The difficulty here
stems not so much from the fact that the events of a man's life
may admit of several interpretations and that Sartre often does
not seem to recognize the inherent ambiguity of the evidence
10 Sartre, Baudelaire (Paris: Gallimard, 1947) ; Reflexions · sur la question
fuive (Paris: P. Morihien, 1 946); and Saint Genet: comedien et martyre (Paris:
Gallimard, 1952) .
11 A quite different and, I think, more accurate interpretation of Freud's
doctrines in their bearing on morality can be found in P. Rieff, Freud: The
Mind ofthe Moralist (New York: Viking Press, 1959) . In certain respects the
"ethic of honesty·: which Rieff attributes to Freud is not so very different
from Sartre's own position, although the affinity is much closer in the case of
Merleau-Ponty.
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with which he has to deal, but rather from Sartre's failure to
make any allowance for the ·inevitable discrepancies between his
- own perspective on :the system . of choices that is an individual
human being; and the often much more limited . perspective of
thatindividualhimself. Even if we do noU:hallenge the accuracy
oi' any ofthe assumptions of fact that underly Sartre's interpreta• tion of. a given individual's life, and concede a real plausibility to
his version of the' latter's total· choice of himself, it still remains to
· be determined whether ,that individual ever entertained a com
parable vision of himself and his life and, if so, with what degree
. of clarity -and explicitness and completeness; This is to say that in
some sense an individual must be able to recognize himself in the
account the existential psychoanalyst gives. of his life. While we
may be prepared to impute to aperson some intentions and some
choices that he is unwilling to recognize as his own by appealing
to notions like Sartre's "bad faith," there; must be real limits in
· the form of empirical controls of some kind on the use that can
be made. of such arguments if they are not to turn into .devices for
establishing any hypothesis about another person's intentions
which it may please us to advance. In Sartre's analyses, there is
often a kind. of non-stop escalation from a· not very large eviden
tial base to highly abstract formulations of- the total choice
through which these data are to receive a meaning. Little or no
attention .is paid to any evidence bearing on the relationship be
tween the subject'.s perspective on his own life-the sense the re
corded events had ;for him--,-and the -analyst's perspective on. that
life. If these differ in ways that cannot be accounted fot by ad hoc
hypotheses of bad faith, and if (as seems likely) , the sqbject's pic
ture of his own moral history is a much more blurred and ambi
.guous one in which . alternatives and consequences are not laid
out with anything like the clarity characteristic 6£ the analyst's
presentation, then to substitute the explicitness and completeness
of the latter for the opacity and particularity of the former will
inevitably intFoduce serious .distortions into our understanding
of the i
I fe under- consideration.
The criticism ,I- am suggesting can be expressed in the· follow
ing way. It has already'beeri shown that Sartre, like most existen
tialist�, adheres to the doctrine of on:toiogical individualism ac:246
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- cording to which all act�ons are the actions of some individual
human being, and the rationale of all actions must be in some
sense an internal structure of that individual's life. One major
implication of this doctrine is that all the- accounts and explana
tions that historians and social scientists give of apparently collec. · tive actions must decompose the latter into an indefinitely large
number of individual acts with their conve;gent> (or divergent)
rationales. 12 Except perhaps in the case. of groups bourid together
' by explicitly acknowledged quasi-legal:relationships, the practical
difficulty of. performiµg such an analysis would be formidable
and very likely insuperabler,,but _quite apart from such difficul
ties, an even more serious issue arises at the level · of -theory; If, as
:-is so often the case, the individuals participating in such collec
tive movements have very imperfectly and partially internalized
the rationale of the action imputed to . them, m_ay not any advan
tage gained by substituting individualistic for holistic concepts in
the explanation of such actions be balanced by a corresponding
' distortion, through overexplicitness, ofthe actions of the individ
ual participants? In any case, a greae deal of our linguistic appa
ratus for the description and explanation of action seems to be
designed so as to permit us to talk about collective actions with·ouuhe. kind of i:ipputation .ofconscious intention on the part of
individual persons on which the existentialist appears to insist.
This holistic idiom in which much of our discourse about history
and society is carried on has on occasion played into the hands of
those who believe that there is a genuinely supraindividual kind
·of agency, but that fact by itself does not seem to be a sufficient
. justification for refusing to recognize the ambiguous and indeterminate character of the relationship of individuals to collective
actions which makes an intermediate mode of describing such ac
tions a practical . necessity.
The second major criticism of existentialism which I wish to
suggest is one which, like the first, concerns a possible failure to
appreciate the limits that in practice must be observed in seeking
, to achieve an ideal--,,-that · of self-conscious moral freedom-which
12 For a critical discus.sion of the claims of "methodological individualism,"
see · E. · Gellner, "Explanations in History,"' Proceedings _of the Aristotelian
Society (1 956) , Supplementary Vol. 30, pp. 157�76.
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in itself is perfectly valid, Specifically, it needs to be understood
that by assigning an unqualified priority to the special kind of
freedom and self-awareness that the existentialist prizes so highly,
we may be led to sacrifice other elements of moral personality. Is
it not likely that a conception of the self that is centered on its ca
pacity for explicit volitional self-determination -and that pro
claims the desirability of an intensification and extension to all
areas of life of a highly developed sense of the alternative possi
bilities of action and of the necessity for choice will tend to inter
fere with a certain spontaneity and naturalness in our relations to
others and to ourselves? To be sure, Sartre has declared that
choice may equally well occur not just after conscious deiibera
tion but also when we act passionately and on the spur of the mo
ment. In this way, he may seem to have forestalled an interpreta
tion of his views as encouraging a hypertrophy of the volitional
life. Nevertheless, it is hard to �esist the conclusion that the effect
of a conscious and principled espousal of the ideal of authenticity
might be just that; and if so, there are good grounds for fearing
that the strenuous culture of the moral will thus initiated might
not be an unambiguously desirable goal.
The fact is that there are a good many important aspects of
human life to which the notions o.f choice and decision apply
only in a rather strained sense. 13 It is by no means clear, for exam
ple, that one can choose to love or to trust another human being.
It is certainly possible to choose, not to perform the actions that
are the natural expression of such attitudes; and it is even possi
ble to perform or' to try to perform those actions even in the ab-.
sence of the real feelings with which the latter are normally asso
ciated. It seems very likely however that any attempt to substitute
a kind of volitional fiat for these feeling-states or, worse still, to
transform the latter into volitional acts would produce at best a
very unstable and imperfect facsimile of the "real thing." This
point, in turn, may be developed in such a way as to suggest a
1s In formulating this criticism of existentialism, J have benefited from a
study of the work of Erik Erikson, especially his Childhood and Society (2d.
ed.; New York: W. W. Norton and Co., Inc., 1963) , and Insight and
Responsibility (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., Inc., 1964).
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wider dependence of our systems of choices on the affective dispo
sitions by which they are accompanied. While no set of facts
about what we like and dislike can by itself settle any question
about what we will do or ought to do, it does seem to be true that
an effort of self-definition that is not based on a certain measure
of self-knowledge and a recognition of one's own proclivities and
interests is unlikely to develop much momentum. There is a sense
in which all of us may be said to learn what our long-run prefer
ences really are and what kinds of lives we are effectively willing
and able to lead over the long pull. This is the kind of knowledge
of ourselves that other persons with longer and wider experience
of the world can often help us to acquire. While we are often and
no doubt rightly unwilling to accept such counsel, it would be
folly to deny that there are any such "facts" about ourselves that
need to be taken into account. Sometimes the existentialists seem
to have come close to makirig such a denial, as for example when
they insist that all such predisposing affectiv:e states themselves
express some deeper choice that we ourselves have made. As I
have already suggested, there is no obstacle of principle to a
broadening of the existentialist concept of a "situation" to in
clude psychological factors, both those that are common to all or
most human beings and those that may be idiosyncratic, in such a
way as to do justice t� the affective dimensions of selfhood while
still reserving a central place for the act of critical appraisal and
choice. It is clear that in the absence of such a recognition of the
special importance of' these affective states; a purely volitional
ethic that isolates action and choice from the underlying powers
and interests of the psychological self might prove a brittle and
impermanent guide to life.
This sense that volitional activity emerges from and is sus
tained by the very aspects of human personality that it is called
upon to criticize and perhaps to redirect, has so often been asso
ciated with a failure to do anything like justice to the special
function of the moral will, and the special kind of independence
in which that function is performed that even a reference to it
may be misunderstood as an abandonment of the whole notion of
autonomy. Such is not my intent here; and the positive thesis for
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which I am arguing is one that is perfectly consistent with the
central doctrines outlined in earlier chapters. This conception of
the place of the moral will within human personality as a whole
may be conveyed by means of a somewhat hackneyed simile to
which I would · append just one further detail. If we compare
human personality to an iceberg, then the relatively small ex
posed portion could be regarded as. corresponding to that portion
of our lives that is subject to the scrutiny ofthe moral will. The
much larger submerged portion of the iceberg would represent
the habitual and quasi-automatic-although by no means neces
sarily "unconscious"-routines of human life insofar as these are
not made the theme of moral interrogation. The innovation I
propose is simply that this iceberg should be thought of as one
that can be tuTned over in any direction so that t- here is no por
tion of it that cannot be exposed. In terms of this image, then,
the point I have been trying to make about the dependence and
the independence of moral choice would simply be that the . ice
berg cannot be , completely exposed at any one time and that a
particular portion of it can be exposed only if other portions are
submerged. Literally, this amounts to saying that while none of
the multiple relationships we continuously sustain to the whole
ofour human .environmentis immune to becoming the object of
critical attention and revisionary choice, it is not possible for al L
such relationships to be subject to such a review.,simult'aneously
or continuously without grave consequences for the integrity of
the very moral life they compose. In fact it is tempting to go
somewhat further and to suggest that successful critical revision
of certain elements in our moral experience can . occur• only to the
extent that others remain undisturbed. '.To the extent that some
existentialist writers may have tended to suggest that the strength
that accrues to. human beings from the undisturbed operation of
such settled dispositions is to be replaced by a conscious and total
and continuous act of explicit self-creation, they have not only
very greatly exaggerated the powers of critical self-objectification
that human beings possess but have also run the danger of muti
lating human nature as a whole in the interest of one-albeit a
central one-of its faculties.
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IV
Serious as these reservations and criticisms which I have just
been formulating certainly are, they clearly call for a more care
ful effort to set the theses of existentialism in the context of other
valid perspectives on the human fact, and not for a simple aban
donment of the former. There is, however, another line of criti
cism which needs to be taken into account if the long-run interest
of what the existentialists have to say is to be justly assessed. The
criticism I have in mind would take the form of an initial recog
nition that during a period of transition from one "form of life"
to another such as I have attempted to describe, a philosophy
such as existentialism might legitimately claim a certain perti
nence and interest. It would then go on to question whether that
interest could survive the disappearance of the mode of life and
of social relationships that gave real point to the existentialist's
denials, by providing him with something to reject. When every
one has come to think of himself as an autonomous moral being
and the choice-character of all moral principles has been univer
sally acknowledged, will not the reiteration of the corresponding
existentialist theses come to seem truistic and even vacuous in the
absence of any living sense of morality's possibly being anything
other than what it is universally understood to be? Just as com
munism is sometimes described as an ideology that has a point
and a function only during a difficult period of transition from
preindustrial to industrial society, may not existentialism and all
the other versions of post-Renaissance Western individualism be
by-products of a transition from one sense of moral selfhood to
another and may they not come to seem extravagant and even in
certain respects unintelligible in a society that has completed this
transition?
In spite of the surface reasonableness and plausibility of this
argument, it is, I think, mistaken, and that for reasons on which I
have not touched before but which go a long way toward explain
ing the contemporary appeal of existentialism. The fact is, that
especially in some of its more popular formulations, existential-
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ism is at least as much a protest against certain trends within the
urban and industrial society of the present day as it is a repudia
tion of the closed, morally determinate society of the past. As so
many commentators on the current cultural scene have made
clear, there is a very real question about the place that the ideal
of personal autonomy can claim in the emerging society of the fu
ture. It may be that the very technological and scientific progress
that has so immensely expanded the possibilities of human life
will impose forms of social organization that limit the exercise of
personal freedom quite as drastically as did the penurious and
technologically primitive society of the past. Even today it is as
difficult for a great many people in our society to think of them
selves as autonomous participants in a joint and voluntary shap
ing of their lives as it ever was for their fellows of another day.
)'here are even more pessimistic observers who see the whole
stretch of post-Renaissance Western history with its ideal of per
sonal autonomy as a kind of false dawn which, they believe, is
now yielding to a quite different kind of society in which individ
ual freedom will not be a value at all. However that may be,
there can be no denying tht; existence of forces within our socie
ties and perhaps within ourselves as well that make for deperson
alization and moral passivity, whether we view these as survivals
from a dark past or as harbingers of an even darker future. While
these persist, they will in greater or lesser measure hinder the
emergence of a society in which, through reciprocal recognition
and acceptance, human beings can jointly and freely participate
in the direction of their own affairs. And as long as that goal is
not achieved, one may hope that existentialism-under whatever
name-with its insistent emphasis on the centrality within
human nature of the capacity for constructing alternatives and ·
for choosing among them, will elicit an intelligent and serious re
sponse.
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161n; on nonthetic consciousness,
158-59; on reasons, 164n, 167; on
death, 173n; on moral principles,
175n; ·on conflicts of principle,
180n; on human relationships, 19396; on inauthenticity, 203; on bour
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Kant's theory of, 38-43 passim, 212;
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