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Of the philosophical movements of the twentieth century existentialism is one of the most powerful and thought-provoking. Its engagement with the themes of authenticity, freedom, bad faith, nihilism, and the death of God captured the imagination of millions. However, in the twenty-first century existentialism is grappling with fresh questions and debates that move far beyond traditional existential preoccupations, ranging from the lived experience of the embodied self, intersectionality, and feminist theory to comparative philosophy, digital existentialism, disability studies, and philosophy of race.

The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Existentialism explores these topics and more, connecting the ideas and insights of existentialism with some of the most urgent debates and challenges in philosophy today. Eight clear sections explore the following topics:


	methodology and technology

	social and political perspectives

	environment and place

	affectivity and emotion

	death and freedom

	value

	existentialism and Asian philosophy

	aging and disability.



As well as chapters on key figures such as Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Sartre, and Beauvoir, the Handbook includes chapters on topics as diverse as Chicana feminism, ecophilosophy and the environment, Latina existentialism, Black nihilism, the Kyoto school and southeast Asian existentialism, and the experiences of aging, disability, and death.

Essential reading for students and researchers in the areas of existentialism and phenomenology, The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Existentialism will also be of interest to those studying ethics, philosophy and gender, philosophy of race, the emotions and philosophical issues in health and illness as well as related disciplines such as Literature, Sociology, and Political Theory.
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‘The Present Age’ Revisited

In an 1846 literary review entitled ‘The Present Age’ (den nuværende tidsalder), Søren Kierkegaard offers a scathing indictment of modern Western culture. He refers to its shallow conformism, its obsession with meaningless gossip and trivial distractions promulgated by the press, and most of all, the emergent boredom of mass society born out of a lack of self-defining commitment or ‘passion’ (lidenskab), what Kierkegaard calls ‘earnestness’ (alvor), a way of living that faces up to the unsettling freedom, contingency, and finitude of the human condition. According to Kierkegaard (1946: 67),


This indolent mass understands nothing and does nothing itself, this gallery, is on the look-out for distraction and soon abandons itself to the idea that everything that anyone does is done in order to give (the public) something to gossip about.



Kierkegaard’s account of the existing individual and his critical diagnosis of modernity would be echoed and amplified a generation later in the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche. And, by the early 1920s, it would find its way into the lecture halls of the University of Freiburg, where a young Martin Heidegger would begin influencing a generation of prominent students with his penetrating analyses of human existence (or Dasein), an existence that is always making or fashioning itself against the backdrop of a world that it did not choose but has nonetheless been ‘thrown’ (geworfen) into and that moves irrevocably towards its own death.1 These figures, among many others in the late nineteenth and early 20th century, set the stage for the explosion of a cultural and political movement in the 1940s and 1950s that came to be known as ‘existentialism’ with its epicentre in the Fifth arrondissement of Paris, the Latin Quarter, the oldest district of the city around the Sorbonne and its intellectual and artist-filled cafes, bookshops, and cinemas. It was here that Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, along with literary and philosophical compatriots such as Albert Camus, Jean Wahl, Gabriel Marcel, André Gide, Jean Genet, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty addressed and popularized the questions of la condition humaine, exploring what it means to be ‘engaged’ (engagé) in the concrete social and political realities of the day, and creating one of the most important movements in the intellectual history of the West.

But where does this movement, rooted in principles of commitment, authenticity, and freedom find itself in our own present age? Many scholars, even those trained in contemporary European philosophy, see it as a largely moribund moment whose heyday in mid-20th-century France has long passed. Even the Society for Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy (SPEP), the second largest philosophical organization in North America is sometimes jokingly dismissed as the Society for the Prevention of Existential Philosophy.2 Jean Baudrillard (2001: 3) sums up the situation when he writes, ‘We have thrown off that old existential garb … Who cares about freedom, bad faith, and authenticity today?’ It is certainly true that existentialism as a cultural and political force has faded; its influential figures are no longer winning Nobel Prizes in Literature—as Sartre and Camus both did—nor are they appearing in the pages of Life, Time, Newsweek, and the Atlantic, as they regularly did in the 1950s and 1960s. It is also true that existentialism has generally been marginalized and neglected in mainstream Anglophone philosophy departments, criticized for its jargon and for failing to meet the standards of rigor and clarity characteristic of so-called ‘analytic philosophy.’ But the aim of the Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Existentialism is to show that the methods and insights of existentialism are not only alive and well but are thriving in disciplines across the humanities and social sciences and are even shaping current debates in the ecological and environmental sciences as well as the allied health professions. But, as we will see, the use of the word ‘contemporary’ in the title of this volume is more than just a reference to existentialism’s current cross-disciplinary relevance, but also to original and timely interpretations of classic issues in existentialism and of its major figures, including reinterpretations of the free-will vs. determinism debate, the meaning of existential rebellion, authenticity, and human flourishing, and even clarifying the meaning of the word ‘existentialism’ itself.

This latter point is especially important for readers. What, exactly, does the ‘ism’ in ‘existentialism’ refer to?3 It certainly does not refer to a coherent system, ideology, or a unified school of thought, such as we might associate with contemporaneous philosophies of rationalism, empiricism, or idealism. Kierkegaard (1941: 173), for example, is well-known for trashing the German idealist G.W.F. Hegel for his panoptic metaphysical system because ‘it makes the subject accidental and transforms existence into something indifferent, something vanishing.’ Nietzsche (1997: 9) will make this point even more forcefully, writing: ‘I mistrust all systematizers and avoid them. The will to a system is lack of integrity.’ Indeed, none of the major figures self-identified as existentialists primarily because they didn’t want to be associated with promoting an ideology or a system. Even Sartre and Beauvoir, the movement’s two most famous popularizers, initially rejected the label. ‘My philosophy,’ as Sartre writes, ‘is a philosophy of existence. I don’t even know what Existentialism is.’ Beauvoir (1992: 38) confirms the point in her memoirs, arguing that her work was taking shape well ‘before I had ever encountered the term Existentialist; my inspiration came from my own experience, not from a system.’4 And it is here, in Beauvoir’s words, that the core idea of existentialism begins to emerge. Existentialism refers to an examination or analysis what it means to be human, and it begins not from a dispassionate, theoretically detached ‘view from nowhere,’ but from within the situated, flesh-and-blood particulars of one’s own lived and embodied experience. Heidegger (2021: 37), writing to one of his students in his early Freiburg years, will describe this methodological starting point in the following way:


I work by proceeding concretely and factically from out of my “I am”—from out of my spiritual and altogether factical background/milieu/life context. I work from out of that which is accessible to me as the lived experience in which I live.



And what comes out of this analysis of one’s own existence, of the concrete ‘I am,’ is a set of overlapping ideas that hold this disjointed and anti-systematic movement together.

First, existentialists reject the notion that there is some pre-given nature, being, or ‘essence’ that makes us who we are. They promote the idea that ‘existence precedes essence,’ which means our essence is not given to us in advance.5 We are burdened with the responsibility to make or create ourselves through our own moment-to-moment choices and actions. Second, existentialists forward the idea that, unlike other beings, we are self-conscious and exist for ourselves. This means that, given the limitations of our embodiment and the sociopolitical constraints of our time and place, we are ultimately free and responsible for who we are and how we respond to, make sense of, and give meaning to our situation. Third, existentialists are critical of the all-too-human tendency to conform to the routinized norms, practices, and institutions of mass society and encourage a way of living that resists social convention so as to be authentic or true to oneself. To this end, authenticity, rebellion, and revolt are common themes in existentialist philosophy and literature. Fourth, existentialists generally agree that freedom is the source of all value, but because existence is always being-in-the-world, one’s own freedom is invariably bound up with the freedom of others.6 Freedom, then, is not an isolated or individual affair. It involves an ethical obligation, where we have a moral and political responsibility to help others realize their freedom so that we can realize ours. This means the existentialist, in Sartre’s (2001: 306) words, ‘wants freedom for freedom’s sake and in every particular circumstance. [But] in wanting freedom we discover it depends entirely on the freedom of others, and that freedom of others depends on ours.’

Taken together, these existentialist themes have transformed the landscape of contemporary philosophy and social science. They have, for example, challenged foundational assumptions in cognitive science by dismantling the so-called ‘Cartesian’ account of the mind as a disembodied, atomistic substance and pioneering the now widely accepted notion of embedded, enactive, embodied, and extended (4E) cognition; existentialism’s critique of methodological detachment and its focus on the concrete particulars of everyday life provide access to the situated and oppressive nuances of lived-experience, laying the conceptual groundwork for current approaches to feminist theory, aging, disability, and LGBTQIA+ studies, Latinx philosophy, and critical race theory; its dismantling of traditional philosophical dualisms (mind/body, subject/object, realism/idealism, etc.) has also opened up fresh paths for interpreting our relationship to the natural world and has illuminated moral and ontological affinities with Indigenous and East Asian philosophies; and its engagement with the ultimate questions of nihilism, death, and the meaning of life has shed light on ways to cope in the age of anthropogenic climate change, species extinction, artificial intelligence (AI), and global pandemics. And beyond the academy, we see existentialism leaving a lasting mark on the allied health professions. To combat the growing trend of biomedicalizing the human condition, there is, for example, renewed interest in existential approaches to psychotherapy and psychopathology.7 And there is a deepening recognition of how existentialism can inform our understanding of aging, illness, and disability by demonstrating how bodily dysfunctions are not separate and distinct from the person who lives and experiences them.



Overview of the Volume

The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Existentialism consists of 40 chapters that are organized into eight sections. The chapters not only offer original interpretations and re-evaluations of classic questions and topics in the canon of existentialism; they also explore different ways existentialism has been decolonialized, diversified, and pluralized, eclipsing its Eurocentric roots, and expanding its global reach and the landscape of philosophy and the social sciences in general.



Part 1: Methodology and Technology

Chapters in Part 1 address core methodological questions in existentialism and the role existentialism plays in understanding ourselves in an increasingly technological and digitalized world. Lawrence Hatab starts off the volume with a chapter that problematizes existentialism’s methodological starting point, that ‘existence’ precedes ‘essence,’ by showing how existentialism rejects essentialism but still deploys essential concepts. But, drawing on Heidegger’s notion of ‘formal indication,’ Hatab demonstrates how existentialism’s deployment of such concepts can be performed in ways that are non-essentialist. In the next chapter, Anthony Vincent Fernandez explores how existential phenomenology—with its focus on the essential structures of subjectivity—has had an enormous impact on qualitative research methods across a range of different disciplines and how it has fostered an increase in interdisciplinary dialogue and collaboration. Hans Pedersen follows by surveying the relationship between existentialism and the rise of artificial intelligence (AI), focusing specifically on the so-called ‘control problem,’ that is, the prospect of human beings losing control over the very AI they created. Patrick Stokes’ chapter examines ways we can rethink death in the digital age, the possibility of ‘digital immortality,’ and the problems that such a possibility poses to the question of human existence. Rebecca Longtin’s paper concludes the section by drawing on Heidegger’s pioneering critique of modern technology and exploring the existential risk that emerges as we increasingly blur the distinction between life-online and life-offline.



Part 2: Social and Political Perspectives

Chapters in Part 2 focus on the impact of existentialism from social and political perspectives. Patrick Baert, Marcus Morgan, and Rin Ushiyama set the stage by highlighting the interdisciplinary relevance of existentialism, exploring the importance of ‘existence theory’ in contemporary sociology. The authors highlight core concepts of existence theory, situate these concepts within the context of modern Western culture, and examine the application of these ideas to intersectional issues of race, class, and gender. William Remley follows by drawing on Sartre’s later philosophy to help us understand the group psychology of extreme, far-right political thought and action and the role that social media plays in dispersing this ideology. Laura McMahon expands on Sartre’s later engagement with politics, examining his idea of ‘hot groups’ that challenge an oppressive status quo. McMahon draws on the Occupy Wall Street movement to illustrate the internal tensions of these groups and how these tensions relate to the question of individual and communal freedom. Niall Keane follows by exploring how Hannah Arendt’s conception of the human as a political being is deeply informed by existential motifs but simultaneously challenges the overly subjectivist tendencies of existentialism. Antony Aumann’s chapter draws on the work of Gloria Anzaldúa and others to engage different justifications for revolt or rebellion against conformism to the ‘public’ in the existentialist tradition and the moral, social, and political implications of these acts of resistance. The final chapter of this section, co-authored by Lori Gallegos and Emma Velez, examines the existentialist conception of self-creation from the perspective of Chicana feminisms and how Chicana forms of self-creation serve as an act of resistance against racism and sexism, offering a unique liberatory function for women of colour and for future generations.



Part 3: Environment and Place

Chapters in Part 3 address existentialism’s impact on understanding our relationship to place and to the natural world. Janet Donohoe begins by drawing on Albert Camus’ Myth of Sisyphus to explore a fundamental tension of the human condition between dwelling on this earth and the uncanny feeling of being placeless, that to be human is to neither dwell fully nor to be utterly emplaced; it is, like Sisyphus, to forever occupy a liminal space of the ‘in-between.’ Gerard Kuperus follows with a paper that reflects on the meaning of place in the work of Heidegger and Nietzsche. Drawing on the landscape sculpture of Andy Goldsworthy as a point of departure, Kuperus examines the relationships between place and temporality, its role in conceptions of authenticity, and the vital part that art plays in our understanding of place and truth as unconcealment. Ruth Rebeca Tietjen’s chapter explores how existentialism’s recognition of our own finitude opens us up to a deeper understanding of our ecological crisis, of the finitude of the earth itself, and the opportunities and risks of living with the ‘climate emotion’ of eco-anxiety. Mariana Ortega’s paper engages the intersection of existentialism and Latina feminist theory to examine the experience of mestizaje, the condition of being of mixed racial or ethnic ancestry as well as mixed intellectual traditions, resulting in ‘multiplicitous selves’ that live in a state of ‘being-between-worlds,’ never feeling at home or at ease in the world. And Carlos Alberto Sánchez concludes this section with an introduction to Mexican existentialism (or ‘Mexistentialism’) and examines how, unlike European existentialism, the struggle of Mexican existence is uniquely situated in a post-colonial, geographically determined place, and historically determined time.



Part 4: Affectivity and Emotion

Chapters in Part 4 explore different ways existentialism has shaped our understanding of affectivity and emotion. Robert Stolorow opens the section with a personal reflection on trauma and the existential interconnections between love, loss, and the experience of finitude. Emily Hughes follows with an analysis of Kierkegaard’s conceptions of anxiety and despair and how these conceptions can help psychiatrists and psychologists gain insight into the comorbidity of anxiety and depression in clinical practice. Luna Dolezal draws on Beauvoir and Frantz Fanon to reflect on the affectivity of shame. Dolezal problematizes Sartre’s pioneering conception of shame by showing how the experience is invariably bound up in unique power relations and one’s relative social position. Ellie Anderson rounds out the essays in this section by drawing on Beauvoir’s account of love in non-monogamous relationships. Anderson highlights the nuance and complexity of Beauvoir’s account and her controversial critique of monogamy, demonstrating that love is not just a feeling-state but an act of valuing that fosters a reciprocal recognition of the fundamental contingency and ambiguity that lies at the heart of all relationships.



Part 5: Death and Freedom

Chapters in Part 5 offer original interpretations of the givens of death and freedom in the existentialist tradition. Adam Buben begins with a heterodox reading of death, suggesting that the embrace of mortality is not a necessary component of a meaningful life. Turning to the work of Miguel de Unamuno and Camus, Buben forwards the possibility that some existentialists are, in fact, quite hostile to the idea of death, and the desire for personal immortality may be consistent with some core existentialist tenets. Matthew Ratcliffe follows with a phenomenology of freedom. Integrating the ideas of Sartre, Beauvoir, and Knud Ejler Løgstrup, Ratcliffe shows how one’s own possibilities are irrevocably bound up in the possibilities of others and the extent to which freedom necessarily entails a basic form of interpersonal trust. Richard Polt’s chapter asks whether, in the 21st century, we have outgrown the notion of existential choice. Distinguishing existential choice from other forms of choice, Polt defends the existentialist position and argues that freedom, truth, and meaning are inseparable. James Haile III concludes this section with a novel interpretation of the writings of Fredrik Douglass, a formerly enslaved man writing about subjectivity and freedom. Haile shows that Douglass is also concerned about the construction of one’s origin or, more specifically, how does one write about origins if one has been refused an origin?



Part 6: Value

Chapters in Part 6 challenge the idea that existentialism, rooted as it is in the Nietzschean idea of God’s death, is a fundamentally negative and amoral philosophy with little to offer regarding questions of value and normativity. Devon Johnson begins the section with an analysis of Black nihilism, contrasting it with European nihilism and its relation to anti-Black racism. Drawing on Fanon and key figures in contemporary Africana and Black existentialism, Johnson explores possible responses to Black nihilism and the elements that constitute Black pessimism and Black optimism. Lee Braver’s and Irene McMullin’s chapters continue the engagement with the question of nihilism. Braver’s chapter offers a novel reading of Nietzsche’s and Heidegger’s accounts, highlighting the significance of the polysemy of the question in light of the priority that both thinkers give to language. McMullin’s addresses the affective, life-orienting power of values. She challenges Sartre’s overly negative conception of value, rooted as it is in structures of dyadic conflict and hostility, by turning to different kinds of positive values, such as beauty, where self and world are experienced as existing in harmony rather than conflict. Katherine Withy engages the significance of ‘existential crises’ in the existentialist tradition, exploring their different incarnations and identifying their common root in the vulnerability of values and meaning in the wake of the death of God. Withy suggests the flipside of this vulnerability is our ability to choose our values—which we are especially called to do now, given the existential crises threatened by the impending climate catastrophe. Steven Crowell follows by addressing the criticism that existentialism’s account of authenticity—as indicative of a valuable or praiseworthy life—is grounded in a pernicious ‘decisionism’ that is empty of any moral content. Focusing on Heidegger’s account, Crowell argues that a proper understanding of the existential norm of authenticity will show that it is invariably bound up in a shared world, which entails that we have a moral responsibility towards those who share this world with us. Gordon Marino concludes the section with a chapter arguing that Kierkegaard can perhaps best be understood as a moral phenomenologist who powerfully illuminates the myriad ways in which we live in states of self-deception, avoiding, and turning away from the possibility of a righteous life.



Part 7: Existentialism and Asian Philosophy

Chapters in Part 7 examine the ontological, affective, and moral affinities between existentialism and East Asian philosophy. Jason Wirth starts things off with a comparative analysis of the problem of nothing in Sartre and Nishitani Keiji. Wirth demonstrates how Nishitani exposes Sartre’s reluctance to give up on the idea of the ego and shows how genuine liberation requires what Nishitani and Zen call the ‘Great Death’ of the ego-self which can transform our relationship to nothingness and emptiness (śūnyatā). Rick Anthony Furtak draws on affinities between Nietzsche’s concerns with nihilism and the Kyoto School of Buddhist philosophy. Arguing, like Nietzsche, against pessimistic nihilism, Furtak argues that the Kyoto School illuminates how the background of nothingness that undergirds the existence of all things can be accessed through the affective power of love, where the Godhead of absolute nothingness can be called ‘nothingness-qua-love.’ Stephen Harris turns to the Indian Buddhist tradition to engage the core existentialist themes of finitude and death-anxiety. Drawing on three different presentations of the Buddhist notion of saṃvega, the existential dread that can shake us out of complacency, bringing us to a realization and acceptance of the inevitability of death, Harris demonstrates how saṃvega is transformative both in terms of our self-understanding and of our capacities for compassion. Eric S. Nelson concludes this section with an analysis of existential Confucianism, notably the ‘heart-mind’ teachings of Wang Yangming and his student Wang Ji. Nelson shows how these figures—offering a conception of relational individualism, the continuity of awareness and action, and world in the incipient moment—challenge the themes of forlornness and alienation so common to European existentialism.



Part 8: Aging and Disability

Chapters in Part 8 explore the enormous contribution existential philosophy has made to our understanding and acceptance of aging and disability as essential to the human condition. Fredrik Svenaeus starts things off with an essay on the phenomenology of frailty in old age, examining the extent to which the phenomenon has been largely avoided or neglected in existentialism, and arguing for why the experiential study of frailty is so important in making the lives of older persons and their care takers more bearable. Kirsten Jacobson continues the analysis of old age, focusing on the temporal dimension of the future for aging adults and how we can reframe the experience through practices of, what Jacobson calls, ‘spiralic’ storytelling that serves to model existentially healthy approaches to growing old. John Russon expands on the temporal theme of aging with an examination of the significance of the ‘midlife crisis,’ discerning what it reveals about the meaning of living our lives and perhaps opening us up to the possibility of authentically embracing our own mortality. Shannon Mussett’s chapter draws on Beauvoir’s path breaking reflections on aging and the dehumanizing working conditions of capitalism. Mussett argues, contra Beauvoir, that in the late-stage capitalism of the United States the elderly are not simply silenced and rendered useless but continually exploited and brutalized deep into old age. Dylan Trigg follows by presenting an argument that problematizes the idea in empirical psychology that nostalgia is a positive emotion, suggesting that nostalgia, especially in old age, can result in a ‘chronophobic’ relationship to the present that is not necessarily conducive to health or well-being. Joel Michael Reynolds concludes the section and the volume by drawing on the pioneering work of S. Kay Toombs and her experience of multiple sclerosis. Reynolds explores how disability can disrupt the meaning-structures of existence and highlights the need for a more equitably habitable world, especially when it comes to issues of accessibility.



Conclusion

Because of their enormous philosophical and cultural impact and their contemporary significance, this volume engages extensively with the work of the ‘big five’ (Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Beauvoir, and Sartre). But the critical trends in existentialism today have been largely decolonialized and informed by a much larger, non-Eurocentric cast, including those from East Asia, the Caribbean, and the Global South. For this reason, the influence of a diverse range of figures such as Frantz Fanon, Gloria Anzaldúa, and Keiji Nishitani among others loom large in this collection. The Routledge Handbook of Contemporary Existentialism casts a wide net, offering an inclusive and nuanced analysis of what it means to be human and the myriad ways in which existence is mediated, constrained, and often oppressed by the embodied, geographical, social, and political situation we have been thrown into. Thus, in addition to offering a comprehensive overview of current research in existentialism by world-renowned and emerging scholars in the field and providing a valuable resource for students, the Handbook demonstrates existentialism’s enduring relevance by focusing on concrete life as it is lived and engaging with the most pressing social, political, and ethical concerns of the day.

Kevin AhoMegan AltmanHans Pedersen (eds.)



Notes


	The generation of Heidegger’s students at Freiburg and later at the University of Marburg include such 20th-century luminaries as Hans-Georg Gadamer, Hannah Arendt, Karl Löwith, Hans Jonas, Alfred Schutz, Herbert Marcuse, Leo Strauss, Günther Anders, Gerhard Krüger, Jacob Klein, and Jan Patočka.

	We first heard this joking reference at the University of South Florida from our own teacher, the late Charles Guignon, a leading Anglophone existentialist who refused to attend the annual SPEP conference because, in his mind, there was no existentialism being done at the conference.

	Although there were earlier incarnations of existentialism, in Nietzsche’s conception of ‘life philosophy’ (Lebensphilosophie), for instance, in Karl Jaspers’ ‘philosophy of existence’ (Existenzphilosophie), and in Heidegger’s own ‘existential analytic’ or ‘analytic of Dasein’ (Daseinsanalytik), the word ‘existentialism’ was not officially introduced until 1943, when Marcel used it to describe the work of Sartre and Beauvoir.

	Sartre’s line is cited in Beauvoir’s memoir (1992: 38). Even though they initially rejected the label, Sartre and Beauvoir later came to embrace the term existentialism and used it for their own ends. ‘Our protests were in vain,’ writes Beauvoir. ‘In the end, we took the epithet that everyone used for us and used it for our own purposes’ (Beauvoir 1992: 38).

	Sartre is often cited for introducing the one-liner, ‘existence precedes essence,’ in a 1945 public lecture entitled ‘Existentialism is a Humanism.’ But the idea was introduced much earlier in Heidegger’s Being and Time (1927), when he writes (1962: 42), ‘The ‘essence of Dasein lies in its existence.’ And Heidegger’s account is informed by Kierkegaard’s (1941: 170) who, in Concluding Unscientific Postscript (1846) writes, ‘existence is a process of becoming, and that therefore the notion of the truth as identity of thought and being is a chimera of abstraction […] the knower is an existing individual for whom the truth cannot be such an identity as long as he lives in time.’

	Of all the major figures, Nietzsche stands alone among the so-called existentialists in rejecting the idea of free-will and moral responsibility because he sees them as being largely bound up with unhealthy Christian values of guilt, sin, and ressentiment.

	Scholars working in science and technology studies (STS) are deeply indebted to existential and phenomenological critiques of biomedicine, where it is generally agreed that beginning in the mid-1980s, a paradigm shift occurred from medicalisation (where, after the Second World War, medicine began to expand its jurisdiction into areas that used to be viewed as moral, social, or legal problems) to biomedicalisation (where technoscientific changes to the organization, maintenance and constitution of health care are delivered through overlapping and diffused technological infrastructures and commercial interests) (Clark et al. 2010). This intensifies, what Michel Foucault (1980), called ‘biopower,’ a force that is transforming vast swaths of the aging, ill, and disabled into so-called ‘docile bodies.’
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Part 1Methodology and Technology





1 Existential Phenomenology and ConceptsThinking with Heidegger

Lawrence J. Hatab

DOI: 10.4324/9781003247791-3


The standard meaning of existentialism can be spotlighted by way of the traditional notions of ‘essence’ and ‘existence,’ which are a Latinized inheritance of the Greek distinction between ‘what’ something is, its fundamental nature, and ‘that’ something is, its mere presence as a perceived entity. With Plato’s epistemology, for example, the simple claim ‘that is a horse’ is actually a complex correlation of the particular creature at hand and the general idea of ‘horse’ that defines it and governs any particular cases one might experience. For Plato, without the universal form (horseness), any encounter with individual cases would lack what-knowledge to explain immediate that-perceptions—in other words, mere existence is unintelligible without some grounding essence. A core example in this vein would be Aristotle’s claim that human beings have an essence as ‘rational animals’—their capacity to grasp cognitive grounds, which exceeds the contingencies of physical existence and the capacities of nonhuman animals.

As portrayed in the writings of Søren Kierkegaard and Jean-Paul Sartre, existentialism can be understood as reversing traditional essentialism by stressing the priority of existence, because generalized essences pass over and conceal the uniqueness of concrete lived experience, especially where human existence is concerned. Sartre’s classic dictum that ‘existence precedes essence’ captures the reversal: ‘what’ a human being may be is not preordained or grounded in a divine mind because only the particular decisions of existing individuals bring about those aspects of our lives that mark who we are and how we exist. In general terms, existentialism aims to rescue becoming and time from the principle of ‘being’ (Nietzsche), individual subjectivity from objective universals (Kierkegaard), and the freedom of consciousness from fixed determinations (Sartre).

Herein lies a problem facing existentialism as a philosophical venture. In the tradition, essential knowledge has been associated with ‘concepts,’ as illustrated by Plato’s doctrine of eternal forms, which offer secure knowledge of a changing world by way of stable principles that unify and govern the vicissitudes of experience. Since Plato, such grounding concepts have been variously depicted as definitions, necessary and sufficient conditions, prototypes, Fregean abstractions, superordinate universals, and tracking capacities. Following the Cartesian subject-object divide, the received view in modern philosophy has been that concepts are mental representations that play a causal or mediational role linking the thinking subject with objective knowledge of reality. Moreover, a common supposition has been that such mental concepts supersede the vagaries of natural language; yet such ideas are communicable between subjects by verbal conveyances that can trigger conceptual understanding. Here is the problem that has not always been adequately addressed: existentialism cannot rest simply with immediate existence if it is to provide a philosophy of existence, which is meant to deliver broadened horizons and deepened insights exceeding the course of everyday life. As such, it has to be a conceptual endeavour—after all, the notion of ‘existing individual’ is a concept, not a biography.

To be sure, human language needs proto-conceptual aspects if it is to provide bearings beyond one-off experiences, some word usage that is expansive, inclusive, and communicable, that can gather experience into forms of repeatable sense, which is evident in ordinary words that track perceptible or practical patterns. Indeed, even a young child understands ‘Pick up your toys’ without being able to answer the question ‘What is a toy?’ But that is why traditional essentialism presumed that everyday natural language is not rational enough and cannot rise to the level of secured conceptual knowledge. But with the reversal stroke of existentialism, we must ask: if it is to be philosophical, can there be ‘existential concepts’ that are not of the essentialist kind, that can offer reflective bearings on pre-reflective experience without distorting or losing altogether the vibrancy of concrete existence? In many cases, existentialism has simply deployed its own concepts without confronting the problem of how and in what way philosophical concepts can be different from both everyday and essentialist versions. One thinker who tackled this question head-on was Martin Heidegger. Even though he resisted the label of existentialism, his early phenomenology engaged the problem of existential concepts in a profound and penetrating manner with his notion of formal indication (formale Anzeigen).


Formally Indicative Concepts

In his masterwork Being and Time, Heidegger does not offer any explicit or technical discussion of formal indication, yet the importance of this notion for his phenomenology has been made clear with the release of lecture courses surrounding the publication of Being and Time (see Hatab 2016). For Heidegger (1995: 293), all philosophical concepts are formal indications: ‘formal’ in gathering the focal sense of human experience (Dasein), and ‘indications’ in pointing to (an-zeigen) engaged circumstances and meaning-laden activities that cannot be fully captured in formal concepts. Philosophical concepts themselves arise out of ‘factical life experience’ (pre-reflective embeddedness in meaningful practices) and then point back to tasks of enactment (Heidegger 1999: 7, 43, 62–63). Formal indications aim to mirror the temporal/historical contingencies of facticity; so, they are not exact and secured but rather ‘vacillating, vague, manifold, and fluctuating’ (Heidegger 1999: 3). As indications of finite existence, philosophical concepts cannot be construed as a priori, necessary structures or fixed universals that can ground thinking for demonstrative techniques (Heidegger 2004: 62).

Heidegger specifically distinguishes formalization from generalization because formal concepts are not objective classifications by way of collection and division; they gather the meaningfulness (Bedeutsamkeit) of factical concerns and how such concerns are engaged and enacted (Heidegger 1999: 9, 39–45). A formal indication is a verbal experiment in sense-making that simply shows a region of existence, in a manner unlike traditional conceptual criteria that are presumed to govern thinking (such as necessary and sufficient conditions). Rather than giving sense to otherwise unintelligible experience, formal indications gather the already implicit sense of factical life concerns. The ‘already’ is analogous to the standard epistemological criterion of a priori concepts, but not in terms of their supposed ‘pure’ condition detached from temporal, historical, and situated contexts.

Although factical existence is both the origin and destination of philosophical thinking, Heidegger (1999: 11) concedes that everyday tendencies present obstacles to the emergence of philosophy. Ordinary understanding is given in moods and practical familiarity, and here things are known by acquaintance (bekannt) but unrecognized (unerkannt) in their ‘being’ because we lack concepts (Heidegger 1997: 159). Everyday familiarity blocks philosophical insights because of its pervasiveness, constancy, and unquestionable character (Heidegger 1997: 160). Philosophy amounts to an illuminating disruption of factical life by inquiring into its underlying meaning, and such questioning does not arise by logical argument but by its own disposition of primal moods such as anxiety and wonder (Heidegger 1998). Such moods present a disorientation that nevertheless prepares the possibility of a reorientation through the formation of concepts that articulate the implicit significance of human existence; yet they retain elements of finitude shown in factical life and the interrogative openness of philosophy’s own inception (in seeking insight). In summation, philosophical concepts (Begriffe) are ‘comprehensive notions’ (In-begriffe) that comprehend (begreifen)—at once—both something ‘whole’ and the very impulse of a ‘philosophising existence,’ which comes from being ‘gripped’ (ergriffen) by the import of philosophical questions in primal moods (Heidegger 1995: 7–9).

When Heidegger works with formally indicative concepts, he often uses the phrase ‘as a whole’ (im Ganzen) to express the reach of conceptual understanding. Wholeness here is not a fixed boundary of classification; rather, it offers a philosophical version of the minimal function of proto-concepts mentioned earlier: an expansive, communicative, repeatable gathering of meaning. Conceptual wholes are variable in extension and flexible in shifting contexts (Heidegger 1995: 348), and they include human participation in different degrees of possibility and purpose (Heidegger 1995: 353, 363). Most importantly, conceptual wholeness involves the correlational scope of multiple concepts intertwined in their use: ‘formally indicative concepts ... can in an exemplary sense never be taken in isolation’ (Heidegger 1995: 298). Such scope is often implicit, but nevertheless articulable as an ‘expanse’ of relevance and significance (Heidegger 2010: 83–87).1 The most comprehensive scope is found in Heidegger’s threefold conception of ‘world,’ understood as contexts of meaningfulness. Beginning with the 1919/1920 lecture course, Heidegger (2013: 27) delineates a self-world (Selbstwelt), a with-world (Mitwelt), and an environing-world (Umwelt). The first two are named later in Being and Time as Jemeinigkeit, or mineness (the personal relevance of existence) and Mitsein, the social condition of being-with-others (Heidegger 2010: 41–42). These are not three separate worlds but one world with three dimensions, each one interlaced with the others (Heidegger 1999: 79). The upshot is that Dasein is not a separate interior self; it is extended out to its engagement with other Daseins in natural and cultural environments.

Heidegger’s early phenomenology insists upon both the necessity and the limitations of philosophical concept formation. For him, ‘philosophy is something living only where it comes to language and expresses itself,’ and the language of concepts is the ‘essence and power’ of philosophy (Heidegger 1995: 291). Yet once expressed, concepts are prone to a fundamental misunderstanding. Because of the reflective ‘idleness’ of philosophy, concepts can be taken as ascertainable entities in themselves (with a life of their own in philosophical sentences), rather than formal gatherings of a ‘specifically determined and directed questioning’ having to do with a ‘transformation of human Dasein’ (Heidegger 1995: 292, 294). Heidegger (1995: 293) clearly states that ‘formal characterization does not give us the essence,’ because concepts are indications of the task of philosophy that can only be exhibited and played out in life. But notice that Heidegger (1999: 43) wants to find in concepts an ‘existential’ modification of what ‘essence’ can mean in philosophy, the traditional approach to which can be diagnosed as fixing on the formal features of concepts apart from their indicative character.

In Being and Time, Heidegger (2010: 42) pointedly claims that ‘the “essence” (Wesen) of Dasein lies in its existence.’ Rather than simply reversing essence and existence in a Sartrean manner, Heidegger (2010: 117) wants to coordinate them, which highlights how formal concepts are intrinsically tied to indications of factical existence. Such concepts are termed ‘existentials,’ to distinguish them from standard essentialist ‘categories’ that mark objective conditions of extant entities (Heidegger 2010: 44–45). That is why the question of ‘being,’ for Heidegger (2010: 6–8), cannot be reduced simply to the nature of ‘beings;’ and so the ontological ‘difference’ between being and beings requires ‘its own conceptualization’ (Heidegger 2010: 6), which will first be articulated in the ‘already available’ sense of Dasein’s everyday life (Heidegger 2010: 8). Indeed, the roots of an existential analysis must be found in the ‘existentiell’ (factical) comportment of individual Daseins (Heidegger 2010: 13). In this way, Heidegger does fit in with existentialism because philosophy must be pitched from and towards personal existence—but not in a subjectivistic or individualistic manner because Da-sein is the site for the disclosure of being and is always situated in an environing world. Moreover, Dasein is essentially finite, which is indicated in the very phenomenology of philosophy: its questioning spirit (Heidegger 2010: 7) shows that ‘being’ human cannot be reduced to any actual or fixed condition (whether subjective or objective); it is rather a temporal/historical open tendency ‘to be’ (Heidegger 2010: 42), which must matter to Dasein as concern for its own being and possibilities (Heidegger 2010: 12).

Because phenomenology, for Heidegger, draws from what is already meaningful in factical life and bestowed by historical influences, philosophy cannot assume some pure presuppositionless starting point; it involves a circular ‘interpretation’ of what is in play beforehand in a pre-reflective manner. And such indicative reflection cannot be reduced to determinative ‘arguments’ that dictate thought with logical schematics. Yet such a hermeneutics of facticity is not a ‘vicious’ circle because it can have disclosive force if it lets phenomena ‘show themselves’ in an appropriate manner (Heidegger 2010: 7, 28–31)—which unfolds as a kind of self-manifestation rather than demonstrative ‘proof.’ At one point in Being and Time, Heidegger (2010: 314–15) explicitly concedes the circularity of his own hermeneutic phenomenology, but he alludes to its philosophical efficacy in a reader-response manner: The interpretation of Dasein’s being has the character of a formal ‘sketching out’ (Entwerfens) that will ‘let that which is to be interpreted only now itself come into words.’ Dasein is the being (Seiende) that is to be interpreted, and when exposed to the words of the interpretation, it ‘can decide from out of itself (von sich aus) whether as this being (Seiende) it has the constitution of being (Seinsverfassung) that has been disclosed in the sketch in a formal-indicative (formalanzeigend) manner’ (Heidegger 2010: 315; translation modified).

In the end, formal indication in philosophy cannot simply be a matter of intellectual comprehension; its indicative character gathers a meaning that initiates a launch into concrete enactment guided by its formal sense (Heidegger 2001: 27). As opposed to Husserl’s emphasis on intentional consciousness (consciousness-of essences), concepts indicate a ‘behavioural engagement’ (Verhalten), namely comportment-towards situated contexts, their import, and how they are enacted (Heidegger 2001: 40–41). The proper comportment towards a factical situation is not simply a matter of cognition but ‘savouring’ (auskosten) its significance (Heidegger 2001: 26).



The Concept of Care

To flesh out my analysis, I will illustrate how formal indication works by taking up the central concept of care (Sorge) in Being and Time. To begin, there are significant ways in which Heidegger’s use of concepts differs from typical philosophical rubrics. There is an ‘argument’ in Being and Time, but it has its own factical atmosphere that requires existential ‘participation’ in its course (Heidegger 2013: 192), rather than a detached display of premises and inferential procedures. Most important is what I call a ‘presumption of immanence,’ which means that philosophy must draw from immediate conditions of existence, which calls for ‘absolute sympathy’ towards pre-philosophical life (Heidegger 2000: 92)—rather than a remedial treatment of flaws or obstacles that need correction (common sense, emotions, practical activity, ordinary affairs) or standard philosophical questions that dictate the terms of investigation in an abstract manner (What is knowledge?). The ‘creative’ aspect of concept formation will involve experiments with language that can elicit philosophical insight (drawn from a reader’s own factical experience), as in Heidegger’s selection of care in response to the question of being, of what it means ‘to be,’ a selection that does not load the investigation up front with standard cognitive assumptions. Accordingly, initiating philosophical discourse in factical life is a dispositional orientation; yet, if one accepts that orientation, the conceptual course of analysis can be confirmed in a way that is not simply dispositional.

The concept of care is the pivotal element in both the structure and content of Being and Time—pivotal in the sense of its central importance and the way in which Heidegger’s text ‘pivots’ around this concept. Care shows how the initial phenomenological analysis of Dasein’s being-in-the-world can be grasped and organized as a ‘whole,’ but the concept also points ahead to the broader question of the meaning of being, specifically with respect to temporality and finitude. An analysis of care, therefore, provides a telling focus for appreciating the rigor and power of Heidegger’s conceptual project.

Heidegger’s (2010: 60) general strategy is to undermine modern philosophy’s division of self and world into subject and object, a reflective consciousness over against an external world. Dasein in its everyday existence is for the most part immersed in non-reflective practices, involvements, and social relationships, which are not perceived as a transaction between mental representations and exterior conditions. Dasein is ‘in’ its world in the manner of inhabitation, or ‘dwelling’ (Heidegger 2010: 54). Dasein’s being is the meaning of a world that matters to Dasein in the range and import of its possibilities, tasks, and future projects, which are launched by present concerns enabled by an inherited past. So, Dasein’s being is not that of a discrete entity (understood objectively or subjectively); it is rather a temporal movement extended out amidst its natural, cultural, and social environments.

Dasein’s factical world of everyday engagements takes priority over the reflective and theoretical projects of traditional philosophy. That priority is shown in the analysis of Zuhandenheit and Vorhandenheit, respectively (in loose terms) practical engagement and objectified presence (Heidegger 2010: 66–76). Zuhanden dealings are a ‘blended’ condition of self and circumstance, where something like riding a bike has an automatic efficacy and flow. The analysis of such engagements is specifically correlated with a coming critique of a subject-object ontology (Heidegger 2010: 66, 88), to show how and why that ontology is a second-order derivation from Zuhandenheit—when an interruption or breakdown in a practice (a flat tire, for instance) prompts ‘objective’ attention to things and properties, along with ‘subjective’ awareness of an interest now put on hold. A disturbed reaction to an interruption shows two key elements of Heidegger’s phenomenology: (1) the intrinsic meaningfulness of the practice that was implicit in the blended engagement, not a value transported ‘to’ the practice ‘from’ an intention of reflective consciousness; and (2) the temporal structure of an ‘aim’ set in motion ‘earlier’ that is ‘now’ blocked. We also find here something basic to Heideggerian ontology: a ‘positive’ disclosure of meaning stems from a ‘negative’ disruption (Heidegger 2010: 74–75)—which embodies the ever-occurring contingency of existence, its being ‘otherwise’ to human expectations and interests (Heidegger 1999: 76–77).



Care and Wholeness

Section 39 of Being and Time begins by reiterating the ‘manifold’ elements of Dasein’s everyday being-in-the-world and introduces the task of gathering these elements as a ‘whole.’ This is where the concept of care allows a unified articulation of Dasein’s existence. Often Heidegger’s use of formal indication draws not only from factical existence in general terms, but also from what can be called factical language, that which precedes the formal, technical, and systematic language of rational disciplines. Heidegger will frequently prepare the deployment of concepts by citing pre-technical meanings, not to repair these meanings in the direction of rational precision but to show the indicative relation between philosophical concepts and familiar usage. However, the ‘wholeness’ of concepts does not simply reiterate customary usage; rather, it articulates certain meanings that are only implicit in factical language (Heidegger 2009: 15–19). This is particularly true regarding care (Sorge) in relation to the verbs sorgen and besorgen. In German, Sorge relates to several meanings: anxious worry (as in the cares of life), need, carefulness, caring for, taking care of, and caring about. Heidegger (2010: 191–200) wants to draw out all these meanings in the concept of care. Indeed, in recognizing a basic ‘double meaning’ of care (anxiousness and concerned devotedness), Heidegger (2010: 199) insists that it is a single phenomenon with a twofold structure. This is how care can serve as an organizing pivot in the text, pointing back to the earlier analysis of being-in-the-world and forward to anxiety, being-towards-death, and the possibility of authenticity.

As a unifying whole, care is not simply a nominal term, nor is it simply a ‘collection’ of different elements, but rather a concept that looks back to and explicates the existential force and reach implicit in all elements of being-in-the-world previously analysed (Heidegger 2010: 181). Care will provide a way to ‘hold together’ (zusammenfassen) the different structures of Dasein’s being that are already a unitary phenomenon in the double meaning of care, which now only needs to be explicated (Heidegger 2010: 182). The ‘positive’ strand of care indicates the full range of Dasein’s dwelling in the world and is specifically called the ontological basis for the two basic forms of Dasein’s dwelling: concernful dealings with one’s environment (Besorgen) and other Daseins (Fürsorge) (Heidegger 2010: 192–93). Care in its ‘negative’ strand points towards the coming analysis that will push Dasein’s being to its limit and prepare the question of fundamental ontology (Heidegger 2010: 183), where the meaning of being is understood as radically finite and temporal.

The unity of care as Dasein’s ‘wholeness’ is opened up by the basic mood of anxiety (Heidegger 2010: 182). Mood had already been established as essential to Dasein’s disclosiveness (Heidegger 2010: §§29–30), and anxiety serves as a mood that reaches farther than any particular mood, especially in its link with death. Being ‘thrown’ into the world at birth and towards the finale of death are primal facts that mark the ‘whole story’ of life. All living things die, but Dasein can be aware of the meaning of death in life, that all meaning will be lost in death, and such awareness can shake a sense of meaning in the face of a pending ‘nothing,’ or meaninglessness (Heidegger 2010: 187), and thus a condition of non-being, since being is identified with meaning (Heidegger 2010: 188–89). What rounds out Dasein as a ‘whole,’ therefore, is not some completed state or generalized content, but the existential disclosure that all meaning, Dasein’s being as a whole, is permeated by a looming absence of meaning. Yet Heidegger’s analysis does not portend nihilism or pessimism, nor does it dwell on an experience of despair that marks some versions of existentialism. For Heidegger, the recession of meaning in anxiety retains a structural relation to conditions of meaning. That is why it is crucial to stress the unity of care in its twofold structure of positive and negative strands.

Dasein’s attachment to life now gets clarified as fleeing from the primal force of anxiety (Heidegger 2010: 186–89). Yet such absorption in the world is not a deficiency that anxiety is meant to diagnose, but rather a positive, disclosive condition of meaning that now can be understood as a movement propelled by a lack. In other words, we care about the world because we are radically finite: all instances of caring-about, caring-for, and being-careful are what they are by virtue of being linked with a looming negativity. The care structure, therefore, is a ‘double movement’ of meaning in the midst of its absence. In this way, being-toward-death is constitutive of the ‘meaning of life,’ just as a brush with death can sharply open up the value of things in ways quite different from ordinary comportments. Death, therefore, ‘illuminates the essence of life’ (Heidegger 1995: 387). What is ingenious about Heidegger’s analysis is that an absence of meaning is not the opposite of meaning but a possibility that is intrinsic to the very unfolding of meaning. A standard feature in the traditional model of concepts is that they should have clear and distinct boundaries that cannot be infected by otherness or contrariety, as in the classic principle of noncontradiction. But for Heidegger, a phenomenology of the concepts ‘being’ and ‘non-being’ shows their reciprocity in a non-contradictory manner, which stems from a visceral affective disposition, not mere logic, not even a dialectical logic. A concept works by gathering comprehension, and even if it radiates to multiple, even contrary uses, it persists as that radiating term. All told, the concept of care is a formal indication that is extended into complex correlations and counter-relations, which exceeds typical requirements that concepts be uniform, stable, and clearly marked off from each other.



Care and Authenticity

I conclude this account of care by noting a problem in understanding Heidegger’s phenomenology. Dasein’s world-disclosive environment is early on characterized as ‘fallen’ and ‘inauthentic’ (Heidegger 2010: 129, 175), which is easily misconstrued if Heidegger’s text is not read carefully. Fallenness and inauthenticity do not indicate any deficient condition of Dasein that must be transformed or superseded; it is simply the original, everyday immersion in world concerns, which Heidegger (2010: 129, 179) calls a primordial and essential condition of Dasein’s being. Yet inauthenticity harbours a concealment of Dasein’s radical finitude by way of immersion in the realm of beings and a confinement to common, familiar forms of understanding. Heidegger’s descriptions of inauthenticity at times do seem akin to a Kierkegaardian or Nietzschean assessment of ordinary life as a diminishment of existence that needs to be overcome, wherein authenticity would involve a counter-social individuality and creative escape from conformity. To be sure, in broaching being-toward-death, Heidegger (2010: 188) does speak of its radical individuation, a solus ipse. Yet such individuation is confined to death as radically mine, as shareable with no one. In authentic existence, the three-fold concept of world is not lost or renounced because being-toward-death brings Dasein right back to its occasions of concernful Zuhandenheit and pushes it towards ‘caring relations with others’ (fürsorgende Mitsein mit der Anderen) and its engagement with factical possibilities (Heidegger 2010: 298–99).

In the context of this analysis, authentic existence can be understood in two registers: (1) In anxiety Dasein understands its authentic ‘self’ not as some particular being but as the finite throw of care and being-toward-death. Authentic care amounts to understanding Dasein’s comportment towards beings as finite, as possibility rather than full actuality, wherein Dasein ‘exists finitely’ (Heidegger 2010: 330). (2) In a more personal sense, authenticity can allow individual Daseins to discover their own particular and richer modes of care, because inauthentic commonalities and conformities (das Man) have been disrupted by anxiety, which opens room for new possibilities of personal discovery. In general terms, authenticity is a ‘modification’ of inauthenticity (Heidegger 2010: 130), in that the disruption of meaning permits a more sharpened, care-ful attention to meanings that can be care-lessly weakened by familiarity and comfort. So being-toward-death can bring fresh meaning to life by overcoming stale conditions of everydayness.

Despite Heidegger’s occasional warnings against taking inauthenticity as a deficiency, a muting of normal involvements is one of the shortcomings of Being and Time, in my view. The ‘de-worlding’ character of anxiety that allows a turn to ‘fundamental ontology’—the path towards an original dimension of ‘being as such’—is, I submit, what alone drives the rhetoric of ‘inauthentic fallenness,’ as something that ‘falls short’ of being itself by concealing its full meaning (the being-nothing correlation). But it seems to me that so-called fallen inauthenticity could have been effectively rendered in a more neutral manner (as we will see), without any implication of deficiency. As it stands, however, Heidegger’s chosen form of demarcation deflects too much from factical being-in-the-world, which can conceal or diminish many philosophical implications intrinsic to the early stages of Heidegger’s analysis, something that my notion of ‘proto-phenomenology’ has tried to emphasize and explore.



Proto-Phenomenology

In my work I have fashioned a new vocabulary and focus drawn from Division I of Being and Time—emphasizing language and extending to questions of child development and the difference between speech and writing (Hatab 2017, 2020). The notion of proto-phenomenology is meant to capture Heidegger’s distinctive analysis of Dasein’s first world of factical existence, that is, the sense of the lived world before philosophical reflection takes hold with its typical agenda of rational ordination. My approach gives more sustained attention to everyday phenomena and their implications, especially regarding Heidegger’s treatment of Zuhandenheit and Vorhandenheit, which too often is framed in terms of practical and theoretical ‘entities’ (tool use and disengaged objects). What is underplayed is the dynamic process of how engaged practices are experienced and modified by reflective objectification. Heidegger offers the phrase ‘concernful absorption’ (besorgenden Aufgehen)—here is a more neutral term than fallen inauthenticity—to name the blended ‘field’ character of non-reflective performance, which is then altered by focused attention to practical environments and purposes by force of some disturbance. That dynamic is not restricted to instrumental usage because concernful absorption is reiterated in a wide range of Dasein’s comportments: in the general meaning of being-in-the-world, in Mitsein, circumspection, care, and temporality.2 Zuhandenheit pertains to the whole milieu of concernful dealings and environments, including disclosive speech.3 And Vorhandenheit applies to a broad scope of ‘objective’ references, from everyday things and their aspects to abstract concepts and scientific constructs.4 To capture such a far-reaching dynamic, I employ the indicative concepts of immersion, contravention, and exposition, which can apply to any mode of absorbed dealings, any kind of disruption or privation, and any kind of ‘reified’ reference—including ‘subjective’ phenomena such as ‘intentions.’ Along with its connotation of articulation, ex-position captures the ‘positioning apart’ of self and world that generates the subject-object divide.5 What I offer, then, is a conceptual revision of the first stages of Heidegger’s phenomenology in Being and Time (see Hatab 2018). My account emphasizes the positive disclosive character of everyday being-in-the-world, to counter the distraction that can follow from designating it as ‘fallen’ and ‘inauthentic.’

I add to this analysis the bi-directionality of immersion and exposition. A contravened practice prompts expositional attention to descriptive, motivational, and evaluative factors that are implicit in the activity but not consciously articulated or overtly operational in the facility of immersion. Learning a new practice, however, is a contravention of familiarity, and so it does involve expositional attention to descriptions, intentions, and inferences (for instance, learning a foreign language). But the learning process itself relies on an immersive background of comprehensions and capacities that enable the process (reading skills, for instance) and that are not foregrounded with expositional attention. Moreover, when a learned practice has been mastered, it settles into the immersion of second-nature facility that no longer requires reflective guidance. Immersion and exposition can also coexist in a practice, with relative degrees of emphasis for each depending on circumstances. In addition, immersion applies to a wide array of non-reflective dispositions, settled habits, and comprehensions that need not be overt or brought to awareness. So, immersion can be attentive in a current practice and non-attentively recessed in a background of readiness. Recessed immersion is still ‘in being’ as potentiality and when enabling attentive immersion. It should be evident that even authentic existence cannot be understood apart from immersive experiences—in everything from ordinary habits to refined skills that do not require reflective governance.

Exposition is no less real than immersion in its disclosive function; indeed, immersion can involve deficiencies that exposition can repair. One can be immersed in ways of living and thinking in a manner that can be an impediment to improved or advanced understanding: in other words, unexamined biases or habits that block new possibilities at all levels of life; also superficial or simplistic beliefs that conceal the richness and complexity of natural or cultural phenomena. Contravening disturbance to immersed conditions can prompt expositional interrogation and examination, which can open new horizons (and the possibilities of authentic existence). Of course, such problematic elements of immersion have driven the traditional philosophical preference for reflective thinking—which, however, generated the epistemological and ontological constructs that phenomenology puts in question. The virtue of reflective exposition in opening up what immersion can conceal does not alter the phenomenological priority of factical immersion that philosophy has concealed.

In my research, the phenomenological priority of immersion is fortified by tracing adult life back to childhood, where we first get acclimated to factical horizons in absorbed conditions of joint attention, imitation, and habituation—an acclimation that from the start is a field-dynamic of embodied enactment in social, practical, and material environments. That preparatory period is not left behind in a linear progression because early developments are sustained in a nested, assimilating manner through to maturation (Hatab 2020: Chs. 2–3).

Drawing from Heidegger’s threefold conception of world, I work with the notion of dwelling in a personal-social-environing-world, and I bring language into this account by advancing a non-representational concept of ‘dwelling in speech.’ With the priority of face-to-face conversations about concernful dealings in the world, factical speech is disclosive in an immersed, presentational manner, not a ‘signification’ relation between words and the world. Moreover, factical talking and listening is presumed to be a ‘co-minded’ venture, not a transfer of representational beliefs joined to verbal signs that are externally delivered and internally processed by an interlocutor. Indeed, early language acquisition is thoroughly embedded in performative, embodied, interactive, and social environments—and so extended out into the world of engagements, not a processing or computation of mental states.6 When children first come to speak, words are not signs or representations or conveyors of semantic meaning but rather ways of being-in-the-world. As words first come forth, caregivers react with excitement and encouragement, and there the child senses the meaningful camaraderie of dwelling in speech. Moreover, as children develop and mature, disclosive occasions in an immersive speech-world blend into memory and shape meaningful experiences that need not be articulated after habituation. My study argues that non-vocalized human ‘experience’ and ‘thought’ are the result of language-informed effects becoming recessed into the background and internalized as silent traces of speech (Hatab 2020: Ch. 3). Here developmental questions help explain how we come to experience a meaningful world and how that experience is informed by language from the start.

Another feature of my research involves the comparison of orality and literacy, and how philosophical constructs and methods have been made possible by the technology of writing, which is derived from a more original speech-world. The expositional picture of language in philosophy and linguistics—words, sentences, propositions, signification, grammatical structure, as well as representational relations between ‘concepts’ and ‘objects’—stems from the temporal, aural flow of speech being converted into stable visible objects, and their subsequent perceived relations and permutations being isolated from factical settings and studied in a new virtual space of their own (Hatab 2020: Chs. 4–5). All of this is surely disclosive in its own way—indeed it has shaped the Western intellectual tradition—but it is subsequent to, and cannot be foundational for, the primal condition of dwelling in speech.

All things considered, concepts should not be restricted to their ‘sentential’ life in written texts that by nature are detached from sentient life, which includes what moves people to write in the first place. Concepts, then, are not ‘in mind’ but in use: the ‘taskscapes’ of conversing, reading, writing, and even inquiring into the meaning of a concept—all in particular occasions and specific contexts of use. As such, concepts are not fixed or settled constructs but rather focal possibilities for speaking and thinking at work in the world, which from everyday talk to the most refined scientific work is nothing settled or complete or beyond question. The openness of a concept ‘at work,’ its becoming, is its very being.

Proto-phenomenology is itself an expositional endeavour that yet attends to the priority of pre-reflective existence. The concepts of immersion, contravention, and exposition are not constructs that bring intelligibility to a confused world. Rather, as indications they show meaningful processes that are evident in life, and that ‘build’ expositional possibilities out of a factical base. And the role of contravention in disclosure shows a finitude that cannot be repaired by full actuality. Moreover, the imprecise complexity of natural language shows that concepts—from the everyday to the philosophical—should not be measured by ‘frames’ of abstract purity. Rather, like headwords in a dictionary reference, they radiate to an ambiguous array of meanings and fluctuations.

Finally, following Heidegger’s hermeneutical pluralism, a concept-word can track different as-indicators that span a wide range of uses: for instance, ‘tree’ taken as a physical object, a living thing, a resource, an obstacle for a road builder, a shady spot, a home for birds, a thing of beauty, the cherry tree in our yard—all easily tracked by a single word with different meanings, each fully real in their uses and reducible to none, except perhaps phenomenologically as ‘something’ rather than ‘nothing.’



Notes


	Citations of Being and Time will note the original German pagination, which all translations deploy in the margins.

	See Heidegger (2010: 54–57, 125, 129, 211, 223, 225, 354).

	See Heidegger (2010: 68, 70, 82, 161, 224).

	See especially Heidegger (2010: § 69b).

	Such a positioning-apart can be drawn from Heidegger’s (2000: 84–85) early use of hinstellen and herausstellen.

	In current cognitive science, a deliberate departure from interiority is found in so-called 4E cognition: knowledge that is extended, embedded, embodied, and enacted. A phenomenology of immersion—where one’s attention is more there in an environment than launched from an internal ‘mental’ domain—provides experiential evidence for an extra-subjective, extra-cranial mode of comprehension.
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Despite being founded as a philosophical research programme, phenomenology had an almost immediate influence on a range of empirical disciplines. Today, we find phenomenological subfields across the social, health, educational, and psychological sciences, as well as in art and design. Philosophers are familiar with at least a few of these fields, such as phenomenological psychopathology, phenomenological sociology, and phenomenological applications in the cognitive sciences. But phenomenology has also had a significant influence on the development of qualitative research methods in psychology, nursing, anthropology, education, and sport science, among several other disciplines. Owing in part to debates between philosophers and qualitative methodologists over the proper interpretation and application of Husserl’s epoché, many philosophers are now familiar with Husserl’s influence on qualitative research (Giorgi 2010, 2011; Smith 2010, 2018; van Manen 2018, 2019; Morley 2019; Zahavi 2019, 2021; Zahavi and Martiny 2019; Barber 2021). This chapter, by contrast, considers how existential phenomenology has influenced qualitative research.

While there may not be an agreed upon definition of existential phenomenology, I use the term to refer to phenomenological approaches explicitly concerned with human existence, or the human condition—including the work of Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, among others. Of these, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty have arguably had the most significant influence on qualitative research methods. Moreover, while qualitative studies often explore broadly existential themes—such as freedom, responsibility, authenticity, or death—I here focus on a more specific way that existential phenomenology has informed qualitative research. Some qualitative researchers draw directly on what the existential phenomenologists call ‘existential structures’ or, simply, ‘existentials.’ There’s no exhaustive list of existentials—but they include structures such as selfhood, temporality, spatiality, affectivity, and embodiment, among other features of experience and subjectivity. Phenomenologists typically consider these structures to be essential or universal features of human existence. Heidegger (1962: 38), when introducing his ‘analytic of Dasein,’ or analysis of human existence, explains that he aims to exhibit ‘not just any accidental structures, but essential ones which, in every kind of Being that factical Dasein may possess, persist as determinative for the character of its Being.’ Put simply, if these structures constitute the essential features of human existence, they should be constitutive of any experience that we might consider. Every experience includes some sense of selfhood, some affective attunement, some temporal flow, and so on. Whereas the existential phenomenologists articulated these structures themselves, qualitative researchers have found them to be useful guides for studying a range of human experiences.

To explain how existentials are used in qualitative research, the chapter proceeds in three sections. First, it briefly introduces the basics of qualitative research. Second, it motivates why philosophical phenomenologists should be interested in qualitative studies, providing examples of how such studies are already influencing philosophy. And, third, it shows how qualitative researchers have drawn on phenomenological accounts of existentials to inform their approaches to both data analysis and study design.


What Is Qualitative Research?

It’s difficult to determine a precise moment that qualitative research methods emerged. One might argue that it goes back over two centuries, originating with the field of hermeneutics, understood as a method of textual interpretation. However, qualitative research methods—at least when understood as involving the generation of new empirical data—were developed over the course of the 20th century, initially in the fields of anthropology and sociology. From the 1970s, many of these methods were formalized, and qualitative research spread well beyond the social sciences (Brinkmann, Jacobsen and Kristiansen 2014). Today, any discipline concerned broadly with human experience or culture is likely to employ qualitative methods to study beliefs, concepts, social norms, or cultural practices, among many other aspects of human life.

In contrast with quantitative approaches, qualitative research involves the generation and analysis of non-numerical data. Often, this data takes the form of interview transcripts, observational notes, open-ended surveys, or other texts, such as diary entries. Some qualitative approaches even analyse non-textual objects, such as human artefacts, images, or artworks. The data can be analysed in various ways, although most approaches involve some kind of coding, where words or phrases are labelled so that they can be grouped or organized into common categories. Moreover, an analysis can be conducted inductively or deductively. An inductive approach is bottom-up: Data are analysed on their own terms, without bringing in outside concepts or theories to facilitate interpretation. A deductive approach is, by contrast, top-down: Data are analysed with outside concepts or theories, which frame or guide the researcher’s interpretation.

In some disciplines, such as psychology and nursing, approaches to data generation and analysis tend to be quite systematic—in some cases, even formulaic. Methodological textbooks provide explicit guidance on which kinds of questions should be asked, how an interview should be conducted, and how transcripts should be analysed. In other disciplines, such as anthropology, methodologies tend not to be so formalized. Ethnographic methods, for instance, often involve long- or short-term fieldwork, where the researcher both participates in and observes a range of activities and practices. Interviews might be brief and informal. And the interview transcripts and observational notes are often analysed in a more holistic way.

It’s difficult—if not impossible—to provide an overall characterization that accurately represents all approaches to qualitative research. Methods can differ considerably across disciplines, and even within disciplines. This diversity is also reflected in how qualitative researchers take up and apply insights from existential phenomenology. There’s not one ‘existential’ approach to qualitative research. Rather, in most cases, insights from existential phenomenology are incorporated into the broader methodological norms of the respective discipline, adding a new layer of depth, nuance, and sensitivity to existing approaches.



Why Should Philosophers be Interested in Qualitative Research?

On the face of it, the aims of philosophers and the aims of qualitative researchers move in opposite directions. Whereas philosophers have traditionally been concerned with essential and universal truths, qualitative researchers tend to be concerned with contingent and particular aspects of human life. For example, when a philosopher asks questions such as ‘What is beauty?,’ a good philosophical answer is one that is true in all times and all places. If their account turned out to be true only of some cases of beauty, then it wouldn’t be a good philosophical answer. By contrast, when an anthropologist studies beauty, they’re more likely to ask, ‘What does this particular cultural group find beautiful?’ or ‘How does this community conceptualize beauty?’ They’re interested not in some universal conception of beauty, but in how beauty is experienced and understood within specific cultural contexts.

These two kinds of inquiry may move in opposite directions. But this doesn’t mean that they’re necessarily in conflict. In some cases, they can be mutually informative. An anthropologist might rely on a philosophical concept of beauty to determine whether the experiences someone describes should be classified as experiences of beauty in the first place or might be better classified as some other kind of aesthetic experience. And a philosopher might test their concept of beauty by considering whether it adequately captures how beauty is understood across various cultures.

While qualitative researchers have always appealed to philosophical and theoretical literature as foundational for their methodologies, philosophers haven’t always shown as much interest in qualitative research. Among the existential phenomenologists, engagement with qualitative research has been quite mixed. Heidegger (see, e.g. 2001), despite making concerted efforts to spread his ideas in the field of psychiatry, paid relatively little attention to the results of psychiatric research and didn’t seem to consider how—or even whether—phenomenological accounts of mental illness might inform his own philosophical thought. Merleau-Ponty (see, e.g. 1964, 2010), by contrast, developed his philosophical work in critical dialogue with the sciences, including with studies in the psychological, social, and health sciences. While much of this engagement was with experimental research, he also drew upon individual case studies from psychiatry and neurology, which often included qualitative descriptions of experience and behaviour.

Today, philosophers have become even more interested in drawing upon and critically engaging with scientific research, including qualitative studies. This is motivated, in part, by a growing concern with contingent and particular aspects of human life. For example, rather than inquire into the nature of shame as a universal human experience, feminist philosophers explore the distinctive features of feminine shame (Bartky 1990; Mann 2018). And rather than develop an account of the essential structures of embodiment, philosophers of race consider the distinctive bodily experiences of racial minorities (Alcoff 2006).

When philosophers inquire into the experiences of particular groups or populations, rather than into the nature of experience as such, they tread into a domain that has traditionally belonged to qualitative researchers. But most philosophers haven’t been trained to conduct their own empirical studies. Instead, many philosophers simply draw upon and generalize from their own first-person experiences without engaging with relevant work on qualitative research methods, such as the extensive literature on autoethnography (e.g. Chang 2016). When philosophers do rely on the experiences of others, they often draw on texts such as memoirs or diaries, which are not typically produced with the primary aim of providing detailed descriptions of experience. In some cases, these methodological differences might be justified by the differing aims of philosophers and qualitative researchers. In other cases, philosophers might do well to incorporate qualitative methods into their work.

Over the last few years, we can see the start of a ‘qualitative turn’ in philosophical phenomenology, evidenced by more explicit engagement with qualitative research methods. Today, some philosophical phenomenologists not only draw upon and engage with the results of qualitative studies, but also conduct their own qualitative studies—usually in collaboration with researchers from other disciplines. These kinds of collaborations take various forms: Sometimes philosophers collaborate on the initial design of the study, helping to formulate research and interview questions that might inform philosophical discussions. In other cases, they contribute to a later phase of a study, collaborating on data analysis or on writing up the results and explaining how they contribute to philosophical and theoretical debates.

How do these studies contribute to more traditional forms of philosophical inquiry? And what do philosophers gain from qualitative research? At the very least, these studies have the potential to add a degree of concreteness or nuance to philosophers’ more generic or abstract analyses. Consider, for instance, Jenny Slatman and her colleagues’ study of how women experience scars after undergoing surgery for breast cancer. By interviewing women who had this procedure and analysing the interview transcripts with a combination of qualitative and philosophical methods, they were able to identify a range of bodily experiences that a traditional philosophical study might not have anticipated or adequately characterized. For example, immediately after the surgery, some women adopted a clinical or biomedical perspective, appreciating the skilful suturing of their own body (Slatman, Halsema and Meershoek 2016: 1618). And, when it came to concealing their bodily asymmetry, women reported quite different experiences of using a prosthesis. One woman explained that she didn’t wear the prosthesis to restore her original appearance for herself, but to ensure that her appearance didn’t bother others (Slatman, Halsema and Meershoek 2016: 1619). Without concrete empirical examples, philosophical descriptions of these kinds of experiences might come off as merely speculative or lacking in nuance. Empirical material can make philosophical accounts of the dynamics of embodied experience more concrete, fleshing out the often-oversimplified examples that we find in philosophical texts.

But qualitative studies aren’t limited to fleshing out philosophers’ more generic and abstract accounts of human experience and subjectivity. The results of empirical qualitative research can also challenge philosophical concepts, motivating philosophers to clarify or even revise their accounts of human existence. Susanne Ravn and Simon Høffding (2017; Ravn 2021) exemplify this kind of contribution through their studies of expert dancers and musicians. Ravn, drawing on her studies of elite sports dancers, argues that they can experience their bodies as simultaneously individuated and extended, such that the feeling of togetherness they experience with their dance partner doesn’t override or supersede their sense of individuation (Ravn and Høffding 2017: 63). Høffding, drawing on the experiences of expert musicians, argues that they don’t necessarily fall into a pure flow state, or what Hubert Dreyfus (2005, 2007) calls skilful coping. Rather, the musicians are often quite reflective and self-conscious, even while expertly performing. This suggests that skilful coping and reflective thinking are not polar opposite experiences, but often occur simultaneously (Ravn and Høffding 2017: 64).

Whether an individual qualitative study will help to flesh out or even challenge phenomenological concepts and theories is often difficult to anticipate. We can’t know in advance precisely what we’re going to observe, or how our informants are going to describe their experiences. However, when qualitative researchers explicitly incorporate phenomenological concepts, such as existentials, into their data analysis or even the design of their study, it’s often easier to determine whether and how their findings relate to the broader philosophical literature.



Influences of Existential Phenomenology on Qualitative Research

Existential phenomenology has informed qualitative research in various ways, and to varying degrees—from general inspiration to specific methodological guidance. Some Heideggerian approaches, for example, highlight the impossibility of extricating oneself from personal and theoretical presuppositions, thus shaping how the researcher orients herself towards her own biases when conducting a qualitative study (McConnell-Henry, Chapman and Francis 2009). Rather than attempt to bracket or suspend their biases (as sometimes attempted in Husserlian approaches to qualitative research), the researcher instead attempts to make them explicit, cultivating an awareness of how their biases might problematically shape the interview questions or the data analysis.

In contrast to qualitative approaches that draw upon phenomenological methods, approaches that draw on existentials tend to produce knowledge that’s more closely aligned with philosophical research and, thus, may be of more interest and value to philosophers. In this section, I provide an overview of how existentials have been used in qualitative research, including in both data analysis and study design.


Existential Approaches to the Analysis of Qualitative Data

Qualitative researchers most often draw upon existentials when analysing data, such as interview transcripts or observational notes. Why do they incorporate existentials at this late phase of their study? Qualitative research is often (but not always) conducted with an open or exploratory attitude. The researcher may have a general topic of interest or a broad research question. But they don’t usually stipulate an explicit hypothesis about what they expect to discover. Whereas natural scientists try to avoid bias by formulating a hypothesis in advance, qualitative researchers often try to mitigate the effects of bias in the opposite way—by not presuming too much about their potential findings. Many phenomenological approaches to qualitative research attempt to mitigate the effects of bias by bracketing, suspending, or bridling their presuppositions—often attributing this practice to the Husserlian epoché (e.g., Dahlberg, Dahlberg and Nystrom 2008; Giorgi 2009; van Manen 2016). However, even those methodologists who are strongly committed to bracketing theoretical presuppositions have still found ways to reincorporate specific philosophical concepts in later phases of their study, including in data analysis.

Two qualitative methodologists who propose this kind of approach to data analysis are Max van Manen and Peter Ashworth. Van Manen (2016) allows for various approaches to analysing qualitative data, but suggests that, in some cases, it can be helpful to analyse qualitative data through what he calls ‘guided existential inquiry.’ Originally, van Manen (1990: 101) suggested only four existentials: ‘lived space (spatiality), lived body (corporeality), lived time (temporality), and lived human relations (relationality or communality).’ In more recent work, he introduces other existentials, such as ‘lived things and technology (materiality)’ as well as ‘death (dying), language, and mood’ (van Manen 2016: 302–3). His list of existentials is meant to be illustrative rather than comprehensive or exhaustive, and can in principle include any ‘universal themes of life’ (van Manen 2016: 302).

When analysing a personal narrative or description of experience from the perspective of relationality, for instance, the researcher might ask how the person experiences themselves in relation to others, how they experience their community, or how their relation with others changes when interacting in online spaces. When analysing this same material from the perspective of the lived body, by contrast, the researcher might ask how the person attended to their own body, whether they became explicitly aware of their body, and how they experienced their own body in contrast to the bodies of others. Van Manen presents existentials as useful guides for analysing qualitative data, but also for structuring and presenting a study’s findings in publications. The use of existentials is not, however, essential to van Manen’s (2016) methodology—he offers this as just one possible way of analysing and presenting one’s findings.

Ashworth (2003: 147) presents a similar, but more formalized, approach to using existentials in data analysis—although he refers to them as ‘fractions’ or ‘fragments’ of the lifeworld, emphasizing their essential interrelatedness. He lists eight concepts: selfhood; sociality; embodiment; temporality; spatiality; project; discourse; and moodedness. Like van Manen, Ashworth does not consider his list to be exhaustive. Each fraction constitutes an essential feature of experience, such that any experience one investigates necessarily involves every fraction—every experience includes some element of selfhood, some temporal flow, some kind of affective attunement, and so on. Using this list of fractions as a heuristic, the researcher can remind herself to consider the experience in question from each perspective, piecing together a holistic account.

Ann and Peter Ashworth (2003) demonstrate this in their study of the lifeworld of a person living with Alzheimer’s disease. They don’t prioritize any individual aspect of the experience from the start. Rather, they consider the experience of Alzheimer’s from each perspective, in turn, examining elements of selfhood, sociality, embodiment, and so on, until they’ve pieced together a holistic view of this person’s experience.

In addition to Ashworth, several other phenomenological psychologists have incorporated existentials into their approaches to data analysis, including many psychologists often associated with Giorgi’s more Husserlian approach, such as Scott Churchill (2022; Churchill and Fisher-Smith 2021), Clark Moustakas (1994), James Morley (2024), and Frederick Wertz (2023). The division between Husserlian and existential approaches to qualitative research is not as strict as it’s sometimes portrayed to be. In most cases, phenomenological qualitative researchers are quite eclectic, drawing on a wide range of philosophical and theoretical resources that help them make sense of the often complex and multifaceted experiences that they investigate.

In addition to psychologists, anthropologists also use existentials to analyse and make sense of their qualitative data, including both interview transcripts and observational notes. But their use of existentials is usually less systematic than in the above approaches. In general, anthropologists tend not to use the more formalized methods of data analysis found in many other disciplines. From a philosophical perspective, this less formalized or systematic approach may be seen as a positive feature of anthropological inquiry: Anthropologists tend to engage with phenomenological concepts in rich and nuanced ways, and their approaches to analysing data and presenting findings are akin to at least some styles of philosophical writing and argumentation. Perhaps the most well-known figure in existential anthropology is Michael Jackson (2012; Jackson and Piette 2015), who draws widely on existential, phenomenological, and pragmatist approaches. To illustrate how existentials can be used in anthropological research, however, I turn to the work of Thomas Csordas, who draws on Merleau-Ponty’s account of embodiment to understand a variety of complex behaviours, experiences, and social situations, such as religious practices around ritual healing.

Csordas (1990: 5) uses embodiment as a ‘paradigm,’ which he defines as ‘a consistent methodological perspective that encourages reanalyses of existing data and suggests new questions for empirical research.’ In his own example, he draws on concepts of embodiment from Merleau-Ponty and Pierre Bourdieu to reanalyse practices of faith healing in North American Charismatic Christianity. The practices involve complex interactions among religious leaders and followers. One element of these practices proved especially challenging to understand: glossolalia, or speaking in tongues. When Csordas (1990: 24) conducted his study in the 1980s, Pentecostal glossolalia was typically understood in one of three ways: ‘as a phenomenon of trance or altered state of consciousness (Goodman 1972), as a mechanism of commitment to a fringe religious movement (Gerlach and Hine 1970), or as a ritual speech act within a religious speech community (Samarin 1972).’ Csordas (1990: 24), however, was not interested in the social function of glossolalia or its accompanying mental states. Rather, he asked, ‘what can the ritual use of glossolalia tell us about language, culture, the self, and the sacred[?]’

How did Merleau-Ponty’s account of embodiment help him answer this question? Csordas points out that glossolalia is perceived as gibberish by outsiders, yet its meaning is immediately apparent to those within the respective religious community. He argues that glossolalia therefore challenges conventional accounts of speech as straightforward representations of thought. With this in mind, he sought out alternative theories of speech and language, including in the work of Merleau-Ponty. As Csordas (1990: 25) interprets him, Merleau-Ponty understands speech not as the external expression of some internal thought, but as ‘a verbal gesture with immanent meaning,’ as ‘an act or phonetic gesture in which one takes up an existential position in the world.’ When conceptualized in this way, glossolalia can be seen as a kind of speech that, rather than expressing an internal thought, expresses the speaker’s habitation in a sacred space where they have received a gift from the divine and are brought closer to God. Csordas (1990: 26) argues that the absence of the semantic element is precisely how glossolalia ‘reveals the gestural meaning of language, such that the sacred becomes concrete in embodied experience.’

In addition to Csordas, several other anthropologists—such as Robert Desjarlais, Tim Ingold, Bernhard Leistle, Kalpana Ram, Jason Throop, and Jarrett Zigon—have incorporated existentials into their work. They draw upon a range of concepts—including embodiment, mood, emotion, empathy, understanding, intersubjectivity, and responsivity—to make sense of diverse cultural practices and experiences. Examples of similar kinds of existentially informed qualitative inquiry can be found across a variety of disciplines, including nursing (Klinke, Thorsteinsson and Jónsdóttir 2014; Klinke et al. 2015), psychiatry (Pienkos, Silverstein and Sass 2017; Feyaerts et al. 2021), and dance studies (Legrand and Ravn 2009), to name just a few.



Existential Approaches to the Design of Qualitative Studies

While existentials are most often used when analysing qualitative data, it’s also possible to incorporate them into the design of empirical qualitative studies. In most cases, this is done implicitly. Once qualitative researchers become familiar with existential phenomenology, this familiarity often influences how they formulate their research and interview questions, or even what they attend to and notice when conducting observations. In this section, however, I focus on an approach that explicitly incorporates existentials into the design of qualitative studies: Phenomenologically Grounded Qualitative Research, or PGQR (Klinke and Fernandez 2023; Køster and Fernandez 2023).

PGQR is inspired by the success of ‘frontloaded’ phenomenology in the cognitive sciences, which uses phenomenological concepts in the design of experimental studies (Gallagher 2003). This contrasts with a ‘retrospective’ approach to phenomenology, which involves the critical reinterpretation of existing studies (Gallagher 2003: 88–91). For instance, when Merleau-Ponty critically engages with experimental research in Phenomenology of Perception, he takes a retrospective approach, critically reinterpreting the results of psychological and neurological studies from a phenomenological perspective. Gallagher argues that these kinds of reinterpretations should not be seen as definitive conclusions, but as speculative hypotheses that should be confirmed by experimental testing. To design experiments that can test a phenomenological hypothesis, we typically need to frontload phenomenological concepts into the design of the study—otherwise it’s not clear whether the study investigates the relevant aspects of experience.

Gallagher provides an example of frontloading phenomenological concepts in an experimental study of the neural correlates of various senses of selfhood. Typically, when performing everyday activities, I have a simultaneous experience of agency and ownership—I feel not only that I am the one bringing about my own actions, but also that the body performing these actions is mine. Once we draw this conceptual distinction, however, we can also come up with cases where I might experience one sense of selfhood without the other. If I’m pushed by someone else, for instance, I’ll have a sense of ownership (it’s my body being pushed) without a sense of agency (someone else pushed me). With this distinction in hand, the cognitive scientists were able to design a study that could identify some of the neural signals associated with a sense of agency, since they could create situations where one’s sense of agency would be disrupted (Gallagher 2003: 94). Only by using the right phenomenological concepts were the scientists able to isolate the relevant aspect of experience.

Qualitative research is not typically conducted in an experimental setting. However, it’s still possible to frontload phenomenological concepts into the design of interview-based or observational studies. But why should we want to frontload phenomenological concepts in qualitative research? For the same reason that we might frontload in the cognitive sciences: It focuses the study on a specific aspect of subjectivity or experience, allowing the researcher to inquire into this experience in considerably more depth than they might otherwise be able to. This can be preferable to more exploratory approaches for at least two reasons: First, if the researcher is already an expert on the particular topic of the study, they may be in a good position to identify key gaps in current knowledge and would therefore benefit from using an approach that allows them to investigate a specific aspect of experience that we don’t currently have a good understanding of. Second, because many aspects of experience are pre-reflective (i.e. we don’t typically reflect upon them, but they can in principle be brought to reflective awareness) the researcher may need to guide the informant’s attention towards aspects of their experience that they wouldn’t normally attend to—and a more focused study can better facilitate this kind of reflection.

Allan Køster’s (2019, 2020, 2021, 2022) study of long-term grief following early parental bereavement provides a clear example of this approach. Based on his knowledge of the psychological literature on grief, he knew that we have well-established accounts of the emotional aspects of grief (i.e. grief involves a feeling oriented towards the lost loved one, which often comes in waves). However, by reviewing memoirs and other first-person narratives, he found that some people referred to a different kind of affective alteration—something more subtle, more difficult to put into words, but also more pervasive (see, e.g. Barthes 2010). Those who reported this experience didn’t describe it in much detail, but they seemed to refer to shifts in their affective disposition that continued years after the loss of their loved one. Køster suspected that they were describing shifts in what phenomenologists refer to as ground moods or existential feelings (Guignon 2003; Ratcliffe 2008), typically understood as pre-reflective, non-intentional affective states (i.e. affective states that are not directed towards or about anything, but instead constitute the affective background within which we have other kinds of intentional states). To determine whether people actually underwent a change in their affective dispositions and, if so, what this change is like, Køster directed his informants to reflect on this aspect of their affective experience rather than on their emotions or other feelings that might be more salient to them. Most participants hadn’t seriously reflected on these experiences and didn’t have ready-made words to describe them. They relied largely on metaphorical descriptions, describing life as feeling like being in a bubble, being behind glass, or watching a party from a distance (Køster 2022). Køster (2022) introduced the term ‘world-distancing’ to characterize this feeling of being separate or apart from one’s everyday environment, even while being in the midst of it.

It may have been unlikely that the informants would provide these kinds of descriptions if they were interviewed in a more exploratory or open-ended manner. Without explicit directing or prompting, informants are more likely to discuss aspects of their experience that are more readily apparent to them and that they have a ready-made language to express, such as their emotional life. To direct informants towards their experience in the right way, the researcher needs to be familiar with the relevant existentials, specifically formulating their interview questions to help orient informants towards these pre-reflective aspects of their experience (which is not to suggest that they use the phenomenological concepts in the interview itself).

PGQR is most appropriate when the researcher is already an expert on the topic of their study. Drawing upon their subject expertise, they can identify aspects of an experience that haven’t been adequately articulated in the relevant literature and design a study that specifically investigates one or more of these aspects. This approach, however, comes with a risk: The researcher might select an aspect of experience that doesn’t differ in any significant ways from typical or everyday experiences. For example, one might decide to investigate temporal alterations in anxiety disorders, only to find that their informants have little to say about whether, or how, their experience of lived time alters when they’re anxious. If this were to occur, then the study might produce no interesting or valuable results. Typically, this risk can be mitigated by conducting extensive preliminary research, including exhaustive reviews of the relevant literature or preliminary interviews.

While there are certainly advantages to frontloading phenomenological concepts into the design of a qualitative study, there are also cases where other approaches are better suited. For instance, if the researcher is not an expert on the topic of investigation or there’s little existing literature to build on, then a more exploratory approach may be more desirable. In such cases, establishing a more holistic account of the relevant phenomena might even provide a foundation for focused or tightly delimited investigations in the future.




Conclusion

Existential phenomenology has had significant influence on qualitative research methods across a range of disciplines. For the most part, however, this influence has not been reciprocal. Phenomenological qualitative researchers draw extensively upon classical and contemporary philosophical texts. But philosophers—including many of those who collaborate on qualitative studies themselves—have often ignored the extensive body of phenomenological qualitative studies produced by researchers in other disciplines over the last few decades.

The reasons behind this lack of mutual engagement remain unclear. One obstacle is that many philosophers are simply unfamiliar with phenomenology’s influence in disciplines such as education, nursing, and anthropology. A more considerable obstacle, however, is the difficulty of understanding how—or whether—these qualitative studies relate back to philosophical concerns. Reading through these studies as a philosopher, it’s often easy enough to see that the phenomenological tradition influenced the methods being used. But it’s more difficult to determine whether the results of the study have any implications for current philosophical discussion and debate. In my own experience, this difficulty is at least partially alleviated when qualitative studies explicitly appeal to phenomenological concepts, including existentials. Whether they’re used to design a study or to analyse data, the conceptual framing helps to situate the results with respect to broader philosophical inquiry. This isn’t to suggest that, by conducting a study in this way, one guarantees that that its findings will have philosophical implications. Rather, using a shared conceptual frame can help to determine how the study fits within existing discussions, making its potential implications more readily apparent. Moreover, by clarifying how existentials are used in qualitative research, we can facilitate not only constructive dialogue, but also genuine collaboration, between philosophers and qualitative researchers.



Acknowledgements

I would like to thank Bernhard Leistle, Simon Høffding, and Susanne Ravn for their helpful comments on an earlier draft of this chapter.



References


	Alcoff, L. M. (2006) Visible identities: Race, gender, and the self, New York: Oxford University Press.

	Ashworth, P. (2003) ‘An approach to phenomenological psychology: The contingencies of the lifeworld,’ Journal of Phenomenological Psychology, 34, no. 2: 145–56.

	Ashworth, A., and Ashworth, P. (2003) ‘The lifeworld as phenomenon and as research heuristic, exemplified by a study of the lifeworld of a person suffering Alzheimer’s disease,’ Journal of Phenomenological Psychology, 34, no. 2: 179–205.

	Barber, M. D. (2021) ‘On the epoché in phenomenological psychology: A Schutzian response to Zahavi,’ Journal of Phenomenological Psychology, 52, no. 2: 137–156.

	Barthes, R. (2010) Mourning diary, R. Howard (trans), New York: Hill and Wang.

	Bartky, S. L. (1990) Femininity and domination: Studies in the phenomenology of oppression, New York: Routledge.

	Brinkmann, S., Jacobsen, M. H., and Kristiansen, S. (2014) ‘Historical overview of qualitative research in the social sciences,’ in P. Leavy (ed.), The Oxford handbook of qualitative research, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 17–42.

	Chang, H. (2016) Autoethnography as method, New York: Routledge.

	Churchill, S. D. (2022) Essentials of existential phenomenological research, Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

	Churchill, S. D., and Fisher-Smith, A. M. (2021) ‘Existential phenomenological research: A “human science” alternative for psychology,’ in B. D. Slife, S. Yanchar, and F. C. Richardson (eds), Routledge international handbook of theoretical and philosophical, psychology, London: Routledge. DOI: 10.4324/9781003036517-29

	Csordas, T. J. (1990) ‘Embodiment as a paradigm for anthropology,’ Ethos, 18, no. 1: 5–47.

	Dahlberg, K., Dahlberg, H., and Nystrom, M. (2008) Reflective lifeworld research, 2nd ed., Lund: Studentlitteratur.

	Dreyfus, H. L. (2007) ‘The return of the myth of the mental,’ Inquiry, 50, no. 4: 352–65.

	Dreyfus, H. L. (2005) ‘Overcoming the myth of the mental: How philosophers can profit from the phenomenology of everyday expertise,’ in Proceedings and addresses of the American Philosophical Association, 79, no. 2: 47–65.

	Feyaerts, J., et al. (2021) ‘Uncovering the realities of delusional experience in schizophrenia: A qualitative phenomenological study in Belgium,’ The Lancet Psychiatry, 8, no. 9: 784–96.

	Gallagher, S. (2003) ‘Phenomenology and experimental design toward a phenomenologically enlightened experimental science,’ Journal of Consciousness Studies, 10, no. 9&amp;#8211;10: 85–99.

	Gerlach, L., and Hine, V. (1970) People, power, and change, Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs- Merrill.

	Giorgi, A. (2011) ‘IPA and science: A response to Jonathan Smith,’ Journal of Phenomenological Psychology, 42, no. 2: 195–216.

	Giorgi, A. (2010) ‘Phenomenology and the practice of science,’ Existential Analysis: Journal of the Society for Existential Analysis, 21, no. 1: 3–22.

	Giorgi, A. (2009) The descriptive phenomenological method in psychology: A modified Husserlian approach, Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press.

	Goodman, F. (1972) Speaking in tongues, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

	Guignon, C. (2003) ‘Moods in Heidegger’s Being and Time,’ in R. Solomon (ed.), What is an emotion? Classic and contemporary readings, 2nd ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 181–190.

	Heidegger, M. (2001) Zollikon seminars: Protocols—conversations—letters, M. Boss (ed.), F. Mayr and R. Askay (trans), Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press.

	Heidegger, M. (1962) Being and time, J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson (trans), San Francisco, CA: Harper & Row.

	Jackson, M. (2012) Lifeworlds: Essays in existential anthropology, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

	Jackson, M., and Piette, A. (2015) What is existential anthropology? New York: Berghahn Books.

	Klinke, M. E., and Fernandez, A. V. (2023) ‘Taking phenomenology beyond the first-person perspective: Conceptual grounding in the collection and analysis of observational evidence,’ Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 22, no. 1: 171–91.

	Klinke, M. E., Thorsteinsson, B., and Jónsdóttir, H. (2014) ‘Advancing phenomenological research: Applications of “body schema,” “body image,” and “affordances” in neglect,’ Qualitative Health Research, 24, no. 6: 824–36.

	Køster, A. (2022) ‘A deeper feeling of grief,’ Journal of Consciousness Studies, 29, no. 9: 84–104.

	Køster, A. (2021) ‘The felt sense of the other: Contours of a sensorium,’ Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 20: 57–73.

	Køster, A. (2020) ‘Bereavement and the meaning of profound feelings of emptiness: An existential-phenomenological analysis,’ in C. Tewes and G. Stanghellini (eds), Time and body, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 125–143.

	Køster, A. (2019) ‘Longing for concreteness: How body memory matters to continuing bonds,’ Mortality, 25, no. 4: 389–401.

	Køster, A., and Fernandez, A. V. (2023) ‘Investigating modes of being in the world: An introduction to phenomenologically grounded qualitative research,’ Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 22, no. 1: 149–69.

	Legrand, D., and Ravn, S. (2009) ‘Perceiving subjectivity in bodily movement: The case of dancers,’ Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 8, no. 3: 389–408.

	Mann, B. (2018) ‘The difference of feminist philosophy: The case of shame,’ Puncta. Journal of Critical Phenomenology, 1, no. 1: 41–73.

	McConnell-Henry, T., Chapman, Y., and Francis, K. (2009) ‘Husserl and Heidegger: Exploring the disparity,’ International Journal of Nursing Practice, 15, no. 1: 7–15.

	Merleau-Ponty, M. (2010) Child psychology and pedagogy: The Sorbonne lectures 1949–1952, T. Welsh (trans), Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press.

	Merleau-Ponty, M. (1964) The primacy of perception: And other essays on phenomenological psychology, the philosophy of art, history and politics, J. M. Edie (ed.), Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press.

	Morley, J. (2019) ‘Phenomenology in nursing studies: New perspectives-commentary,’ International Journal of Nursing Studies, 93: 163–67.

	Morley, J. (2024) ‘Meditation, Lucidity, and the Phenomenology of Daydreaming,’ in Susi Ferralello and Christos Hadjioannou (eds.), The Routledge Handbook of Phenomenology of Mindfulness, 457–473.

	Moustakas, C. (1994) Phenomenological research methods, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage publications.

	Pienkos, E., Silverstein, S., and Sass, L. (2017) ‘The phenomenology of anomalous world experience in schizophrenia: A qualitative study,’ Journal of Phenomenological Psychology, 48, no. 2: 188–213.

	Ratcliffe, M. (2008) Feelings of being: Phenomenology, psychiatry and the sense of reality, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Ravn, S. (2023) ‘Integrating qualitative research methodologies and phenomenology—using dancers’ and athletes’ experiences for phenomenological analysis,’ Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 22: 107–127.

	Ravn, S., and Høffding, S. (2017) ‘The promise of “sporting bodies” in phenomenological thinking – how exceptional cases of practice can contribute to develop foundational phenomenological concepts,’ Qualitative Research in Sport, Exercise and Health, 9, no. 1: 56–68.

	Samarin, W. (1972) Tongues of men and angels: The religious language of Pentecostalism, New York: MacMillan.

	Slatman, J., Halsema, A., and Meershoek, A. (2016) ‘Responding to scars after breast surgery,’ Qualitative Health Research, 26, no. 12: 1614–26.

	Smith, J. A. (2018) ‘“Yes it is phenomenological”: A reply to Max van Manen’s critique of interpretative phenomenological analysis,’ Qualitative Health Research, 28, no. 12: 1955–58.

	Smith, J. A. (2010) ‘Interpretative phenomenological analysis: A reply to Amedeo Giorgi,’ Existential Analysis, 21, no. 2: 186–93.

	Van Manen, M. (2019) ‘Rebuttal: Doing phenomenology on the things,’ Qualitative Health Research, 29, no. 6: 908–25.

	Van Manen, M. (2018) ‘Rebuttal rejoinder: Present IPA for what it is—Interpretative psychological analysis,’ Qualitative Health Research, 28, no. 12: 1959–68.

	Van Manen, M. (2016) Phenomenology of practice: Meaning-giving methods in phenomenological research and writing, New York: Routledge.

	Van Manen, M. (1990) Researching lived experience: Human science for an action sensitive pedagogy, Ontario: Althouse Press.

	Wertz, F. J. (2023) ‘Phenomenological methodology, methods, and procedures for research in psychology,’ in H. Cooper, M. N. Coutanche and L. M. McMullen et al. (eds), APA handbook of research methods in psychology: Research designs: Quantitative, qualitative, neuropsychological, and biological, Vol. 2, 2nd ed. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association, 83–105.

	Zahavi, D. (2021) ‘Applied phenomenology: Why it is safe to ignore the epoché,’ Continental Philosophy Review, 54: 259–73.

	Zahavi, D. (2019) ‘Getting it quite wrong: Van Manen and Smith on phenomenology,’ Qualitative Health Research, 29, no. 6: 900–7.

	Zahavi, D., and Martiny, K. M. M. (2019) ‘Phenomenology in nursing studies: New perspectives,’ International Journal of Nursing Studies, 93: 155–62.








3 Existentialism and Artificial Intelligence in the 21st CenturyThoughts on the Control Problem

Hans Pedersen

DOI: 10.4324/9781003247791-5


It might seem surprising and odd to suggest existentialism as a sub-discipline within philosophy capable of adding something meaningful to the quickly growing philosophical literature on artificial intelligence (AI). One might think that sub-disciplines like philosophy of mind, philosophy of language, and ethics can more naturally and fruitfully be brought into the larger discussions currently happening concerning what AI systems are, what they can(not) do, and what pitfalls are associated with them.

There is, however, historical precedent for using existentialism to engage with research in AI. This mainly stems from Hubert Dreyfus’ hugely influential What Computers Can’t Do and the updated version, What Computers Still Can’t Do. In fact, the leading textbooks for upper-level undergraduate courses in AI taught in computer science departments still cite Dreyfus’ work (Russell and Norvig 2022: 267, 1004–5; Luger 2009: 17, 700–1) when discussing important philosophical criticism of early approaches to AI. In these works, Dreyfus critiques the early attempts to develop AI systems in the 1960s–1980s. Dreyfus uses the work of existentialist philosophers like Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty to argue that these approaches to AI that rely on giving systems hard-and-fast, clearly defined rules for what to do are bound to fail. This approach is perhaps epitomized by so-called ‘expert systems,’ which were a prominent approach to AI in the 1970s–1980s. The expert systems approach tried to create AI that performed well in limited domains by putting the knowledge of human experts in that domain into a hopefully exhaustive list of ‘if-then’ conditional steps that could approximate how human experts arrived at their decisions (Russell and Norvig 2022: 40–42).

This is, of course, oversimplified, but the crux of Dreyfus’ criticism of this rules-based approach to AI is that humans, Dreyfus argues, mostly act through a ‘skilful coping’ with our environment that does not rely on clear rules but instead on a more intuitive grasp of the situation and what it calls for. ‘It seems,’ Dreyfus (1993: xxviii) says, ‘that when a person has enough experience to make him or her an expert in any domain, the field of experience becomes structured so that one directly experiences which events and things are relevant and how they are relevant.’ And ‘[w]e are all masters in our everyday world’ (1993: xxviii). Putting these two claims together, Dreyfus maintains that we are all experts in our everyday actions like walking down a sidewalk, opening doors, drinking from a cup, etc., so we directly perceive what is important to the performance of any of those actions without needing a specific rule or set of rules to do so. However, Dreyfus (1993: xxii) thinks that the traditional approach to AI was working with the ‘conviction that people are storing context-free facts and using meta-rules to cut down the search space.’ On this view, we have an assortment of facts about the world in our heads and then a set of rules telling us when to apply those facts and which facts are important for a given situation. Dreyfus argues, though, that any attempt to develop a robust, exhaustive representation of the facts that describe the situation of action in which we would want AIs to act in lines of code is bound to fail. Even if that attempt to build all of the necessary facts into an AI was successful, any attempt to formalize the meta-rules that supposedly guide our decisions about which facts are relevant to which action in a programming language would fail, because those rules do not exist.

Dreyfus’ arguments against the early approaches to AI largely turned out to be mostly correct. While there were some success stories using the expert systems approach, like the MYCIN system that could diagnose blood disorders as well as some doctors, most attempts to replicate the work of human experts in specific domains fizzled out, and this failure led to what many AI researchers refer to as the ‘AI winter,’ when much of the early promise of AI came to seem illusory, many of the companies promising AI breakthroughs failed, and many computer scientists shifted the focus of their research away from AI to other areas (Russell and Norvig 2022: 42). Programmers could not achieve human-level intelligence in various domains, because the full complexity of human thought and action could never be adequately captured by precisely defined rules built into the programming code, no matter how many rules they put in or how clearly these rules were defined.

However, Dreyfus’ arguments against traditional AI might very well not hold up when applied to the current approaches to AI. Contemporary AI research relies more on machine learning, vast amounts of data, and neural networks (Russell and Norvig 2022: 44–45). With the machine learning approach, AI systems are not given strict rules to follow but rather figure out the best ways to make decisions after going through large training sets of data that allow the systems to gradually sharpen their skills, much like human learners do. Researchers have accepted that they cannot represent everything an AI needs to make good decisions in, for example, clear ‘if/then’ statements and have found that they do not need to. The emergence of the internet has created a huge pool of data for AIs to be trained to successfully recognize patterns in ways that even their creators cannot always predict, coming closer to Dreyfus’ ideal of the ‘expert,’ who can intuitively grasp the correct decision without following a set of rules to get there. While there were AIs capable of machine learning in earlier eras,1 the increased focus on neural networks provided a more powerful architecture for AIs that, combined with the availability of large amounts of data, has enabled the significant advances that we have seen in AI in the last decade or two. For simplicity’s sake, moving forward I will refer to the current dominant approach to AI simply as the ‘machine learning approach,’ even though as I said, machine learning has been around for decades. In the ‘Introduction’ to the updated version of his arguments, What Computers Still Can’t Do, Dreyfus (1993: xxxiii–xlvi) does consider the at-that-time nascent shift towards machine learning and acknowledges that this approach to AI avoids some of his criticisms of earlier approaches. Dreyfus (2007) again considers more contemporary approaches to AI in his later article, ‘Why Heideggerian AI Failed and Why Fixing It Would Require Making It More Heideggerian,’ and while again acknowledging that machine learning and neural networks do represent progress, still argues that these approaches cannot solve the fundamental problems he has pointed out.

I am not going to take up the Dreyfusian argument concerning the continued limitations of the machine learning approach to AI here, though I do think there are interesting questions to ask about the most optimistic projections of the potential capabilities of the machine learning approach.2 I am going to work with the assumption that this new approach has been reasonably successful in overcoming some of the fundamental problems that plagued past approaches to AI and that there will continue to be advances in AI stemming from the machine learning approach, even if these advances might fall short of the most extreme optimistic predictions. Even given these assumptions, though, I do not think that this means existentialism no longer has anything to add to the current philosophical analysis of AI. There is and has been a tendency, manifested in different ways in different eras, to reduce human existence to something that can be fully captured and explained by mechanistic and/or computational conceptual schemas. For instance, in the 1700s, following the emergence of the stunning elegance and explanatory power of Newtonian physics, we see works like La Mettrie’s (1912) Man-a-Machine (L’Homme Machine) attempting to fully explain human existence in terms of mechanistic forces like those described and calculated by Newtonian physics. Since the entrance of computers into the popular consciousness in the mid-20th century, we have become used to all sorts of analogies and outright equivalences being drawn between human thought and computer processing. What remains valuable about the existentialist tradition is that existentialist thinkers have consistently pushed back against this tendency and have sought to make clear what it is about human existence that is not reducible to these schemas. I do not want to argue that human existence is better or worse than the existence of AI, but I will argue (by way of a specific example) that it is important to be clear about the differences and potential similarities between our existence and that of AI as AI become more sophisticated and ubiquitous, as there are important consequences of keeping these differences and similarities in mind when it comes to thinking about the advances we are seeing in AI and how we should handle them.

Another caveat or note of stylistic difference from Dreyfus—I will not be nearly as polemical or definitive in my conclusions. Dreyfus tended to be very definitive, arguing that computers will never be able to do a specific task. I do not pretend to have a deep enough understanding of current approaches to AI to be so definitive, and even if I were, the advances in the AI realm are happening so quickly that what is inconceivable one year becomes conceivable by the next.

Now we can turn to the specific issue I want to discuss here from the existentialist perspective: the AI control problem. The control problem refers to the potential issue we will have, or currently do have, exerting control over AIs as they become more powerful, more intelligent, and more autonomous. The most extreme version of this is portrayed in science fiction films like The Terminator or The Matrix, where AI systems somehow achieve consciousness along with full autonomy, become much more powerful and intelligent than humans, move completely beyond our ability to control them, and then proceed to try to wipe out or enslave all humans. By autonomy here, I mean the ability to determine one’s own goals. In The Terminator/Matrix scenario, AI systems were created with certain goals meant to serve human interests but gained consciousness and decided to pursue other goals that were explicitly detrimental to human interests. Though I will not give a full argument here, I think this most extreme situation is unlikely. As leading AI researcher and computer science professor, Stuart Russell says (2019: 16), ‘No one in AI is working on making machines conscious, nor would anyone know where to start, and no behaviour has consciousness as a prerequisite.’ As Russell puts it, the issue is twofold. As philosophers know, the problem of consciousness is a very difficult one. We still do not understand how consciousness is created by the human brain, so computer scientists have no idea how to create consciousness in computer systems. Furthermore, AI systems would not be better at doing the sort of things that we are interested in using them for (e.g. reading scans to diagnose cancer, finding patterns in whale sounds to ‘translate’ them, finding new molecular combinations that lead to breakthrough pharmaceuticals, etc.) if they were conscious, so there is no incentive for AI researchers to try to create conscious AI. As I said above, I will try not to definitively say that some such thing can never happen, since the technology is advancing and changing rapidly. It might be the case that researchers unintentionally put together an AI system in such a way that consciousness emerges, but again, I think this unlikely. The large-language-models (LLMs) like ChatGPT that we take to be the apex of at least widely available AI right now use statistical models to predict which string of words is most likely an appropriate response to a user query. The depth and relevance of LLM responses is impressive, but I think of them as scaled up versions of the now ubiquitous auto-complete tools on our phones and in our email programmes, quantitatively more powerful, but qualitatively the same. We generally do not worry that our email programmes will gain consciousness, so I would suggest that we should not worry about LLMs doing so either at the moment.

The version of the control problem that Russell considers more realistic and thus more worrisome is the scenario in which AI systems become very powerful and very intelligent without being conscious or fully autonomous. The worry here is that even if AI systems are given goals by us and stick to the pursuit of those goals, they will have a good deal of autonomy in determining how to pursue those goals and might do so in ways that will be detrimental to us. The AI systems would, however, be too powerful and too intelligent for us to rein back in once set in pursuit of these goals. The classic example of this is Nick Bostrom’s (2014: 123–25) paperclip maximizing AI system. Bostrom imagines AI developed to maximize the production of paperclips. This AI finds ways to gather all available metal on the planet and turn it into paper clips, but at this point, it must still pursue its goal of making more paper clips. So, it turns to other available materials including things we need to survive and possibly human bodies themselves. If the paperclip maximizing AI still seems too fanciful to worry about, Russel (2019: 193) gives us a more realistic example. He imagines a robotic AI personal assistant, Robbie, who is a more powerful, more intelligent version of the ‘virtual assistants’ currently available like Amazon’s Alexa or Apple’s Siri. Similar issues arise here, though they might not be as apocalyptic as with Bostrom’s paperclip maximizer. Russell (2019: 215) constructs a situation in which Robbie’s owner, Harriet, is double-booked—she has an important business meeting and is scheduled to have her anniversary dinner with her husband at the same time. To solve the problem, Robbie finds a way to delay the flight of the person she is supposed to have her business meeting with, allowing her to have dinner with her husband. Robbie acts in a way that benefits Harriet but is to the detriment of many other people. We can easily imagine this type of scenario becoming more nefarious and widespread if many people have such personal assistants. When generalized, this, I think, is the version of the control problem most worth considering. We are not necessarily thinking about AI as an existential risk to the human race but rather as something that can do quite a bit of medium-level damage even when programmed to pursue goals that are beneficial to (at least some) humans, because this AI has become too powerful and too intelligent for us to easily control.

Here is where I want to introduce the first properly existentialist considerations to show how existentialism can perhaps help us think through the control problem. Heidegger and Sartre, in different ways, talk about how a distinctive feature, maybe the distinctive feature, of human existence is that we are, paradoxically, not identical with ourselves. For Heidegger, this idea is often captured with the term, ‘transcendence,’ to convey the way that we always exist beyond ourselves.3 In Being and Time, Heidegger articulates this idea through his discussion of ‘thrownness’ (Geworfenheit) (1962: 174) and ‘projection’ (Entwurf) (1962: 185) as fundamental parts of our being. Our existence fundamentally stretches beyond the present into the past as we come into a situation that has always already been structured so that certain options show up as salient, and our existence stretches into the future, as it can only be adequately understood when we recognize that our actions are structured and made intelligible by objectives and even ways of life that are not yet. ‘Dasein,’ for Heidegger (1962: 185), ‘is constantly “more” than it factually is, supposing that one might want to make an inventory of it as something-at-hand and list the contents of its being.’ Even in the case of inhabiting a relatively stable identity (like being a professor), we need a constant recommitment to that identity lest we slip out of it, suggesting that we never fully become identical with any identity, even one we might inhabit for decades. The issue runs even deeper for Heidegger, as he makes clear in his discussion of being-towards-death (1962: §53). One might think that perhaps we can get to some stage of life where we have done everything we projected for ourselves, converted all of our potential into the actual, and could exist without projecting towards anything further. However, authentic being-towards-death, for Heidegger, reveals that we exist beyond any and all specific identities and ways of living. When we confront death, and all our everyday concerns and identities fall away, we realize that we still exist as possibility (in this case, the possibility of dying) that transcends ourselves.

For Sartre, this idea is captured in his distinction between being-in-itself and being-for-itself and the way these two modes of being are intertwined in human existence. That which is purely in-itself is perfectly identical with itself. ‘Being-in-itself,’ for Sartre (1956: 28), ‘has no within which is opposed to a without, and which is analogous to a judgment, a law, a consciousness of itself. The in-itself has nothing secret; it is solid.’ Everyday objects have this sort of being. Humans, though, exist as being-for-itself and can never have this sort of self-identicality. As Sartre (1956: 139) describes it: ‘In its coming into existence human reality grasps itself as an incomplete being. It apprehends itself as being in so far as it is not…Human reality is a perpetual surpassing toward a coincidence with itself which is never given.’ For Sartre, we exist apart from our current actions, identities, and projects. Consciousness, as nothingness, is the ability to negate and create distance from our actions and identities and also the inability to ever be perfectly identical to any identity or even set of identities. It is this distance that allows what we think of as existential issues in the popular sense to arise for us. Since we can ‘step back’ and consider our lives as a whole, we can ask ourselves whether our lives are going well or poorly, whether they have any larger meaning, whether particular identities still suit us, etc. And I would suggest, this distance also allows death to have its peculiar existential import for us beyond the animalistic, biological impulse to preserve ourselves at all costs. Awareness of death forces us to confront these questions about what our lives have amounted to, if anything, and if we find our lives to be lacking or incomplete in some way, we get more anxious and angry thinking about the possibility of dying.

Now what does any of this have to do with the control problem? To use Sartre’s terminology, we must remember that AI is purely in-itself. It is purely identical with itself with no capacity to consider its existence as a whole and deem that existence meaningful or not. As Gary Marcus and Ernest Davis (Marcus and Davis 2019: 29) say of the Go-playing AI, AlphaGo:


AlphaGo simply doesn’t care about questions like ‘Is there life outside the Go board?,’ let alone ‘Is it fair that my human masters leave me to do nothing but play Go all day?’ AlphaGo literally has no life or curiosity at all beyond the board…If you want to personify the algorithm (if that even makes sense at all), you would say that AlphaGo is perfectly doing what it is doing, with zero desire to do anything else.



We as humans might be prone to see a programme doing some cognitive tasks very intelligently and as skilfully as the brightest humans, if not better, like playing Go or answering queries as ChatGPT does and assume that the AI’s existence is like ours in other ways. And indeed, as I suggest above, I think the steady stream of analogies and metaphors connecting computer algorithms and human thinking has conditioned us to do exactly this. However, by making the ontological difference between AI and humans clear and keeping it clear, we can see that an AI cannot be concerned in the same way we are about not completing projects, not living a ‘meaningful’ life, having an identity crisis, etc. What this implies is that an AI cannot be upset if its goals, and indeed its ‘identity,’ are abruptly changed or just deleted. To extend this further, AI has no inclination to avoid ‘death,’ i.e. being erased or just turned off. It has no animalistic, biological instinct to avoid dying, and it also has no existential grounds for avoiding death either. That is, it cannot care if its existence has amounted to anything it considers meaningful. This means that if an AI, even a very powerful and intelligent one, starts pursuing the goals we gave it in ways that we do not like, it will have no intrinsic inclination to fight us giving it a different goal or just turning it off. For instance, IBM’s Watson AI defeated the best human players on Jeopardy! in 2011 and was then shifted into the field of medical diagnosis (Lohr 2021). Now Watson is a ‘collection of software tools that companies use to build A.I.-based applications—ones that mainly streamline and automate basic tasks in areas like accounting, payments, technology operations, marketing and customer service’ (Lohr 2021). So, we could say, if we anthropomorphize Watson, that its identity went from being a gameshow contestant to a doctor to being a sort of office tech assistant. Watson cannot step back from its current identity to assess its trajectory or feel like these shifts in its identity have been for the better or the worse and could not be upset if IBM decides the whole idea is no longer profitable and decides to shut Watson down.

Russell (2019: 161) has two responses to the idea that we can simply solve the control problem by turning off an AI that is behaving in ways detrimental to us. First, he says,


This won’t work, for the simple reason that a superintelligent entity will already have thought of that possibility and taken steps to prevent it. And it will do that not because it wants to stay alive but because it is pursuing whatever objective we gave it and knows that it will fail if it is switched off.


I am not in a position to dispute Russell if there is a technical reason why it would be impossible to programme an AI with a ‘kill switch’ that could stop it entirely whatever it is doing, but absent such a technical reason, it seems to me that he is missing the point here a bit or is perhaps still caught in a bit of anthropomorphizing. He acknowledges that an AI does not ‘want to stay alive’ but rather would be driven by its programming to complete its objective to thwart being turned off. Given this, why could we not in principle have a way to override its pursuit of the objective and turn it off built into its code? His second response is at a more practical level and is more compelling, I think. He (Russell 2019: 161) states, ‘There are some systems being contemplated that really cannot be switched off without ripping out a lot of the plumbing of our civilization.’ In other words, if we want very intelligent, very powerful AIs to do difficult, important tasks, and they start doing those tasks reasonably well, it will be very hard to shut them down without causing lots of collateral damage. If the financial system, healthcare system, air travel system, etc. all start to rely more and more on powerful AI, crippling any one of those systems to stop an AI we are losing control over might do a great amount of damage and would be practically impossible, even if technically possible. From the existentialist perspective, though, what is important to keep in focus is the fact that an AI intrinsically cannot care about its death or diversion towards a different objective. If there are technical or practical reasons that prevent us from using this fact to exert control over AI, that is our fault and not something fundamental about AI itself.

Moving on, suppose we grant that Russell is right that turning off an AI that is acting in ways detrimental to us is not an option. What then? Are there other options for controlling a very powerful, very intelligent AI? Russell’s preferred solution is quite interesting and, as I hope to show, somewhat similar to certain existentialist themes. Russell (2019: 172) argues that the problem is what he calls the ‘standard model’ of AI development, according to which, ‘we build optimizing machines, we feed objectives into them, and off they go.’ In other words, AIs are thought of as ways to optimize certain objectives—producing as much of a desired good as possible, getting to a specific goal as effectively as possible, etc. And indeed, this standard model is based on what Russell (2019: 9) sees as the basic definition of intelligence in AI research: ‘Machines are intelligent to the extent that their actions can be expected to achieve their objectives.’ So, the ‘intelligence’ in ‘artificial intelligence’ boils down to acting in a way that achieves a given objective. The problem, then, on the standard model is how to specify the right objectives for AI, making sure those objectives are actually beneficial for humans, and putting the right constraints on the actions the AI takes to reach those objectives to make sure that an AI cannot achieve an end through means that are detrimental to humans. Russell (2019: 172) thinks that the standard model is fundamentally flawed—we can never be sure that the objectives we give AI and the constraints we put on the actions it can take to achieve those objectives are formulated well enough to prevent it from inadvertently doing something harmful to humans.

Russell (2019: 173) proposes three principles that can serve as the basis for an alternative approach to AI


	The machine’s only objective is to maximize the realization of human preferences.

	The machine is initially uncertain about what those preferences are.

	The ultimate source of information about human preferences is human behaviour.



Russell’s second point is what I take to be the key difference from the standard model—Russell’s proposed approach no longer treats the objectives given to the AI as fixed, instead seeing the objectives as somewhat unstable and potentially in need of frequent revision. In Russell’s words (2019: 175), this will make AIs ‘humble’ because they are ‘uncertain about the true objective,’ and this ultimately entails constantly checking to see if the objectives they are pursuing actually do align with human preferences based on continual observance of human behaviour.

This, I think, is an instance of trying to address the control problem not by being clear about how AI existence differs from human existence but rather pointing out an approach to designing AI that brings it closer in a way to human existence, at least human existence as understood by various existentialists, though I doubt Russell sees his suggested alternative this way. In Heidegger’s later work, a persistent theme is the danger of the near hegemony of calculative thinking, by which Heidegger means understanding thinking (and intelligence) purely in terms of means/end reasoning. In his ‘Memorial Address,’ Heidegger (1966: 46) describes calculative thinking as follows: ‘calculation is the mark of all thinking that plans and investigates…Calculative thinking computes. It computes ever new, ever more promising and at the same time more economical possibilities.’ This is quite close to Russell’s definition of intelligence presupposed by artificial intelligence researchers—an intelligence that seeks new, ever more promising, and ever more effective (economical) ways of reaching a set objective. Heidegger thinks that we have gotten to a point where we can only think in terms of calculative thinking, making things in the world, and indeed other people, appear only as standing reserve to be used to accomplish whatever objectives we believe are set for us. We have become closed off to different ways of understanding thinking and different ways in which the world can manifest itself. Heidegger proposes ‘meditative thinking’ as an alternative to calculative thinking. Meditative thinking, at least in part, ‘demands of us not to cling one-sidedly to a single idea, nor to run down a one-track course of ideas’ (1966: 53). Meditative thinking entails an openness to the possibility that one’s understanding of things is not complete and can never be complete. Heidegger, of course, would recoil at the suggestion that AI could practise meditative thinking, and I am not suggesting that either, but I do think it is interesting to notice the parallel here between Heidegger’s proposed alternative to calculative thinking and Russell’s proposed alternative to the standard model an AI. Both involve a recognition of the danger posed by reducing thinking/intelligence to the calculative reasoning that pursues ever more efficient paths to reach set objectives. And both call to loosen the grip of means/end reasoning that takes any end as fixed, allow an openness to the possibility of other ends, and foster a humility about our ability to understand the world around us.

There is also a parallel between Russell’s alternative approach to AI and some of the key concerns found in Sartre’s and Beauvoir’s work. Sartre (2001: 292) famously defined existentialism as the idea that ‘existence precedes essence.’ We are thrown into existence without any fixed objectives that could give our existence a clear and stable meaning. The realization of this fact of human existence often elicits discomfort, and indeed, existential angst. In an effort to rid ourselves of this discomfort, we engage in ‘bad faith’ behaviour and try to act as if we are purely ‘being-in-itself,’ to use Sartre’s terminology. That is, we try to see ourselves as things with clearly defined and fixed objectives to produce a sense of comfort and meaning in our lives. Beauvoir argues that this effort to deny our existence as being-for-itself leads to pernicious consequences in the practical sphere. She uses the term, ‘serious man (l’homme serieux),’ for the sort of person who sees the objectives they pursue as fixed and written into reality, i.e. the sort of person who takes their objectives entirely seriously instead of recognizing their contingency. In her words, the ‘serious man puts nothing into question…Therefore, the serious man is dangerous. It is natural that he makes himself a tyrant’ (Beauvoir 1976: 49). She gives multiple examples to make her point—officials in the Communist party or the Catholic church, ‘vigilantes’ who carry out lynchings in the US, or even ‘ordinary’ government officials who ‘revere’ the ‘Highway’ or the ‘Economy’ (1976: 48–50). The serious person, who ascribes absolute value to their aims, is then willing to sacrifice the interests of others to achieve these aims. We see a similar parallel as we did above with the standard model of AI and Heidegger’s distinction between calculative and meditative thinking. The standard model of AI effectively models AI on the serious person, and an AI that takes its objectives as absolutely fixed becomes dangerous in the same way that the serious person does. Again, there is an important disanalogy to keep in mind. An AI is not using its ‘seriousness’ to escape from the discomfort of not having a fixed meaning for its existence the way that we as humans might, since it is purely in-itself, but this comparison with Beauvoir offers us another path of understanding the problems with the standard model and possibly thinking through how to solve them.

Continuing along the path of the dialectic that she constructs in The Ethics of Ambiguity, Beauvoir (1976: 52) claims that the recognition of the problems with seriousness might occasion a swing to the opposite stance—nihilism. After recognizing that one should not take any objective to have some absolute value, one might conclude that no objective has any value at all, and any action directed towards any objective is undesirable. The nihilist ‘decides to be nothing’ (Beauvoir 1976: 52). Interestingly, Russell recognizes a sort of parallel move when considering the AI control problem. Once one realizes the problems caused by giving AI fixed objectives, one might say, a ‘solution is to avoid putting objectives into the machine altogether’ (Russell 2019: 166). Like Beauvoir, Russell (2019: 166) does not find this to be a good solution:


Without objectives, there is no intelligence: any action is as good as any other, and the machine may as well be a random number generator. Without objectives, there is also no reason for the machine to prefer a human paradise to a planet turned into a sea of paperclips.



In other words, adopting this solution negates the being of artificial intelligence by making it unintelligent and completely unhelpful.

This brings us to what I consider one of the core questions addressed by various existentialists: how can we strongly commit to our projects while also recognizing the ultimate contingency and lack of grounding for those projects? I think at least Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Sartre, Beauvoir, and Camus provide their own responses to this question, and I do not have the space to even summarize all of their views here, but I do want to note we can see an interesting parallel with Russell’s approach to solving the control problem. Again, there is a fundamental difference, since humans, on the existentialist view, have a tendency to try to avoid the recognition of the contingency of their projects and to avoid owning up to the true nature of their existence, while AI does not have this issue. The challenge, though, for AI researchers following Russell’s suggestion is to craft some approximation in the operating structure of AI of the sort of proper commitment to objectives recommended by existentialists. In Heidegger’s (1962: 355) terms, being resolved to act also means being ‘free for the possibility of taking it back.’ I have nowhere near the understanding of the technical aspects of current approaches to AI to see how to implement such an approach or judge if it is even possible. However, it seems that if there is to be a workable solution to the control problem, it might have to proceed along these lines, and it might be fruitful for AI researchers to engage with existentialism to think through the issues.


Notes


	Arthur Samuel developed a programme to play checkers that could teach itself to improve in the 1950s (Russell and Norvig 2022: 37).

	See Marcus and Davis (2019) for an interesting, though non-existentialist, critique of the almost-exclusive focus on the machine learning approach to AI.

	While the term ‘transcendence’ is not that prominent in Being and Time, Heidegger uses it quite frequently in his lecture courses in the mid- to late 1920s, i.e. around the time of the publication of Being and Time and immediately after. See, for example, The Basic Problems of Phenomenology (1982) and The Metaphysical Foundations of Logic (1984).
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Introduction

When Jean-Paul Sartre wrote his highly accessible short book Existentialism Is a Humanism in 1946, based on a lecture he’d given the previous year, part of his aim in doing so was to dispel some popular stereotypes about existentialist philosophers that had already taken hold among the general public. It didn’t really work. Even today, if you ask people to picture an existentialist, you’ll no doubt get a description of someone who is somewhat obtuse, angsty, and driven by obsessions with freedom, absurdity – and, perhaps most of all, death. Like most stereotypes, this one is somewhat unfair, and obscures both the richness of existentialist thought and the diversity of views among those philosophers who, whether they accept the label or not, have been labelled existentialists. Still, the point about existentialists being obsessed with death isn’t completely wrong. Existentialists have paid particular and sustained attention to death, and with good reason: while we share our mortality with all other creatures, our awareness of our mortality picks out a seemingly unique and structurally decisive feature of the human experience. All creatures must die, but only humans (as far as we know) are aware of their own inevitable demise. In seeking to understand what it is for creatures like us to exist (rather than simply to be), death is perhaps the most salient limit-condition on what we are. No description of the human condition is complete without acknowledging the ever-present reality that each of us is doomed to die.

If, taking quite a broad view, we reckon (proto-)existentialism to begin with Søren Kierkegaard (and not, say, Pascal or even Augustine), then it is an interesting historical quirk of fate that existentialism commences right at the dawn of the era of electronic communication. Kierkegaard makes extensive (and critical) use of the newly invented electric telegraph, both as an analogy for humans’ relationship to time and eternity, and as an emblem for the arrogant vapidity of his age (Stokes 2020). Even if we hold existentialism to begin a bit later, it remains a body of thought that developed alongside rapid technological developments, including those that served to delay death and those that spread death on an unprecedented industrial scale. (Penicillin was discovered the year after Being and Time was published; the atomic bomb was invented two years after Being and Nothingness appeared. Correlation, needless to say, does not imply causation.) Thinkers associated with existentialism such as Martin Heidegger explicitly theorised what he called ‘The Question Concerning Technology,’ considering the ways in which technological developments frame our understanding of the natural and human worlds and our sense of the extent of our agency. Existentialism is not just a philosophy of the smoke-filled Parisian café or of angsty, windswept introspection; it is also a philosophy of the railway, the telephone, and the fallout shelter.

But what about the internet? With the increasing digitisation of human life, and the unprecedented speed and extent with which we can communicate with others and access information, has the human landscape been altered in ways that existentialists would find significant? One particularly effective way to consider this question is to ask how death, that great invariant of human existence, appears to us now in the digital era. In this chapter, we will consider first what existentialists had to say about the nature of death, and then lay out the nature of being-for-others and how this might relate to death. We will then look at three ways in which the internet has – or so it has been claimed – opened up new avenues for cheating death. What we will see is that the developments of the 21st century have not shown the analyses offered by figures such as Kierkegaard, Sartre, and Simone de Beauvoir to be wrong, or no longer applicable. Rather, their thought can help us understand both what genuinely has changed and what has not. The digital age has not changed what we are; rather, it has made the gaps the existentialists identified at the heart of human being more salient.



Existentialist Approaches to Death

While existentialists have an undeniably persistent preoccupation with death, different figures within the tradition tend to emphasise different aspects of our mortality. For Heidegger, for example, it is the fact of our finitude that predominates. Death is both ‘the possibility of the impossibility of any existence at all’ (Heidegger 1962: 307) and yet also the ‘ownmost’ possibility (Heidegger 1962: 294) of Dasein – the field of subjectivity that we each find ourselves to be. Fleeing from this ‘fugitive’ knowledge of our inevitable death, and its exhaustion of possibility, tends to shape our comportment towards existence in distorted or inauthentic ways. Heidegger notoriously recommends we meet the fact of our death with what he calls vorlaufende Entschlossenheit, usually translated ‘anticipatory resolution’ – though this translation misses the German word’s literal connotations of ‘running ahead,’ not so much passively waiting for death as throwing ourselves towards it (Pattison 2013: 29).

Heidegger is, of course, writing in the aftermath of the trauma of the First World War and its spectacle of mechanised death on an unimaginable scale. His work, in lineage with Kierkegaard, represents what Adam Buben (2016) has called an ‘existential compromise’ between two competing ways in which death has been thought throughout philosophical history: an Epicurean view of death as annihilation, and a Platonic view of death as something we will survive in some kind of afterlife. Both approaches try to make death something we should not fear, whereas existentialists argue that death is indeed something that should have a profound affective impact on how we live our lives.

While Heidegger appeals to the certainty of death to make that point, other writers, perhaps no less influenced by the wars of the 20th century, tend to emphasise not so much the certainty of death as its radical contingency and randomness. Beauvoir (1969: 92) is perhaps the best example here, with her infamous and startling declaration that:


There is no such thing as a natural death: nothing that happens to a man is ever natural, since his presence calls the world into question. All men must die: but for every man his death is an accident and, even if he knows it and consents to it, an unjustifiable violation.



Of course, Beauvoir is not suggesting that death is somehow either preventable or supernatural. From a scientific perspective, in which we view human being as just another animal or organism, death is a purely natural event. Bodies die as an inevitable result of the way in which we are put together physically, even if the specifics of how each of us dies differ in each case. (In the sense of ‘natural’ I’m using here, even an ‘unnatural’ death is ultimately natural: if you throw me off a cliff, the laws of nature will determine both the injuries I receive and whether they are fatal or not). But viewed subjectively, from the first-person perspective, the idea that I will die is outrageous and even, in some sense, incomprehensible. Sure, I can see why this body is inevitably going to die someday just insofar as I am a physical organism, and if I have a terminal illness or a severe set of risk factors for heart disease or similar, I can understand why that death might be immanent or even unavoidable. But the idea that my subjectivity can’t simply go on – that there will be no me at the centre of experience – is, in some deep sense, unthinkable.

But it is not simply the sheer fact of death that makes every death an ‘accident’ in this sense. It is also the uncertain timing of death. When we recount the lives of people who have died, we inevitably turn that life into a story; and how a story ends is an integral part of its narrative meaning. Death, in stories, comes at a time that serves the narrative structure. But in real life, death often does not function like that: death is often random, sudden, and even absurd, and may not play any special narrative role (Behrendt 2015). Whatever meaning we assign to it is usually retrospective. While we live, death is not the final conclusion to our story that we will come to in good time, but a constant threat of final and permanent interruption that looms over every moment.

Perhaps the figure who best unites both these strands of existentialist thinking on death is Kierkegaard, who explicitly thematises the ‘uncertain-certainty’ of death. For Kierkegaard (1993: 75), death is the ‘schoolmaster of earnestness [Danish alvor, “seriousness”]’ precisely because of its dual character of inescapable certainty and radical, destabilising uncertainty:


The certainty is that the axe lies at the root of the tree. Even if you do not notice that death is passing over your grave and that the axe is in motion, the uncertainty is still there at every moment, the uncertainty when the blow falls – and the tree.

(Kierkegaard 1993: 93)



All must die, but none know the hour. For Kierkegaard, this certain-uncertainty gives death a unique capacity to motivate us. We have all heard the somewhat trite, ‘inspirational’ slogan ‘live every day as if it’s your last,’ but for Kierkegaard this motto only captures half the picture. To live each day as if it is your last is to act as if you do know when death will come. What true earnestness demands of us is, like death itself, duplex in character:


Earnestness, therefore, becomes the living of each day as if it were the last and also the first in a long life, and the choosing of work that does not depend on whether one is granted a lifetime to complete it well or only a brief time to have begun it well.

(Kierkegaard 1993: 96, emphasis added)



In other words, live each moment such that if you were to die right now, your life would have been worth living regardless of the interruption (see, e.g. Stokes 2006, 2013). The significance of death is therefore not so much the event of dying itself, nor whatever comes after death (if anything), but the way in which finitude, and the ever-present possibility of annihilation, colours how we are to live now. Living in the face of death, whether that takes the form of resolution, earnestness, or some other approach, is thus a key preoccupation of existentialist thinkers across the board. Before we move on to consider how death has been altered by the digital era, however, we need to make a short side-excursion through another concern common to many existentialists, and its implications for how we exist for ourselves and for others.



The Divided Self and Being-For-Others

There are, notoriously, no non-controversial definitions of who is or is not an existentialist thinker. Even Sartre’s infamous ‘existence precedes essence’ slogan, though useful, arguably doesn’t apply to every figure we might want to count in a rollcall of existentialists. Rather, we might conceive of existentialism as a set of philosophical writers, texts, and gestures all held together by family resemblances (to borrow a term from Wittgenstein) of overlapping themes, preoccupations, and moods. There is probably no one set of beliefs or commitments common to, say, Kierkegaard, Karl Jaspers, and Beauvoir, but each arguably presents interlocking aspects of a common approach.

Central to that approach is an emphasis on the first-person perspective. Existentialist consciousness is always-already situated consciousness. It is always the consciousness of a being whose being is, unlike that of other beings, in question for itself. Other things simply are, and as such are pure positive plenitude. That is also true of one dimension or aspect of our being too. In one sense each of us is simply an object in the world, subject to physical laws, a body which can be located in time and space and measured in its size, location, and velocity. But unlike every other such entity, we have a perspective on the world, and can call the world into question in a way that no other being can.

From a purely objective viewpoint, terms like ‘I’ and ‘mine’ (and ‘you’ and ‘yours’) are simply indexical ways of naming specific persons. We could swap these pronouns for the name of the speaker without loss of information; hence ‘Elmo is scared’ is true regardless of whether the speaker is Elmo or someone else, and knowing that it is Elmo speaking adds nothing, strictly speaking, to the propositional knowledge that we have gained by hearing the sentence. But, as we saw above, saying ‘I’ can make all the difference. There is an irreducible for-me-ness to experience, a property that Heidegger called jemeinigkeit, that is an irreducible feature of our consciousness.

When Sartre calls this dimension of our being ‘being for-itself’ (pour-soi), he emphasises the way in which this being is uniquely open to self-negation. I can look at my facticity – my past, my bodily constitution, and the relationships and expectations which I find myself enmeshed within – and find that I am not determined by them. I cannot simply repudiate my facticity (I cannot choose to have been born five years later, to have a different first language, to be six inches taller, or to have different biological parents) but I can choose how I respond to these facts about myself and choose what I do next. I may notice my moods, my emotions, my past patterns of behaviour, but in noticing these things I separate myself from them and open up the possibility of acting against rather than in accordance with them. In short, what I find myself to be does not determine what I can do – which is to say, paradoxically, that I am not what I find myself to be.

A different way to put this is that consciousness never coincides with itself. As soon as you contemplate yourself, make yourself an object of consciousness, you are already in some sense separate from or beyond yourself. As Jaspers (1971: 22) put it, in self-examination we are ‘making our existence into an object for ourselves, acting upon it and manipulating it’ yet even as we do so, the self ‘must at the same time let us know that we never have it in hand.’ Consciousness can never catch sight of itself, because as soon as it makes itself object, that object is necessarily distinct from the subject. Interestingly, this is a thought that philosophy has repeatedly re-discovered, from the 6- to 7th-century BCE Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad (‘You can’t see the seer who does the seeing; you can’t hear the hearer who does the hearing; you can’t think of the thinker who does the thinking; and you can’t perceive the perceiver who does the perceiving’ (Anonymous 1998: 351)) to Wittgenstein’s (1981: 151) declaration that the eye that sees is not part of the visual field. The eye can see its reflection in the mirror, but it cannot see itself directly. And in the same way, we can only see ourselves in a way that makes us no longer identical with ourselves. A chasm opens up at the heart of our own being.

But we do not merely live in a world on our own: we are also objects for other subjects too, which repeats that same split. But when I contemplate myself – when I think thoughts like ‘Why am I so angry about this? Maybe I’m overreacting’ – it is only my own freedom that is at issue for me. When other people view me as an object, however, I am suddenly exposed to another consciousness and their freedom. Sartre’s (1969: 259–62) account of phenomena like shame turns on the ways in which these different dimensions of our being interact. In Sartre’s famous example of peering through a keyhole and suddenly becoming aware of being seen while doing so, there is an ‘irruption’ into the world of a dimension of being that is not subject to one’s own choice. ‘The Look’ (le regard) of the other makes me aware of a dimension of my being that I cannot simply deny, but which I can never control or bring fully within the ambit of my own freedom. I can certainly try to influence what you think of me, but ultimately, I can never fully determine how I appear to you. Equally, though, I cannot pretend that how I appear to others is not me. It is me you see peering through the keyhole, and it is me I feel compelled to defend in that moment – which I do not by rejecting identity with the person currently peering through a keyhole, but by supplying an innocent explanation of my behaviour. (And if we do deny our identity with the shameful action – ‘Anyone who knows me knows that is not who I really am’ – we are in fact engaged in Sartrean ‘bad faith’).

With respect to the problem of death, this split between the first-person and the third-person becomes particularly stark, because it is here that subjectivity is utterly decisive. Heidegger (1962: 240) famously argued that death is Dasein’s ‘ownmost’ possibility, because nobody can die my death for me. To this, Sartre (1969: 534) replies that the only sense in which this is true is one in which death is not uniquely ‘ownmost’ at all: nobody can love my love for me, feel my emotions, keep my promises for me in this sense either. Of course, someone else could, say, keep a promise I have made to do some specific thing by doing it on my behalf – but then, someone can die in my place in that sense too. ‘[T]here is no personalising virtue which is peculiar to my death’ unless ‘I place myself already in the perspective of subjectivity’ (Sartre 1969: 535), at which point it is not the fact it’s death that makes it my own.

In any case, once we die, that subjectivity, that being-for-itself, is no longer in play. At death, we are ‘engulfed in the in-itself’ (Sartre 1969: 540) – that is, we become past and therefore fixed. We can no longer generate meaning for ourselves; it is only in the memory of the living that the life of the dead can have even provisional or relative meaning. A ‘dead life’ is thus ‘a life of which the Other makes himself the guardian’ (Sartre 1969: 541). We are responsible for the dead because we are ‘obliged to decide freely the fate of the dead’ (Sartre 1969: 542), that is, whether we will remember them individually or dissolve them into classes (e.g. ‘the ancestors’), whether we will carry on their projects and traditions, and so on. In doing so, we determine the meaning of the life of the dead; we can allow the dead to continue to exert an influence over how the living live, or we can repudiate them and ‘throw the dead back into inefficacy’ (Sartre 1969: 543). And so, in the end:


The very existence of death alienates us wholly in our own life to the advantage of the Other. To be dead is to be a prey for the living. This means therefore that the one who tries to grasp the meaning of his future death must discover himself as the future prey of others. […] the fact of death without being precisely allied to either of the adversaries in this same combat gives the final victory to the point of view of the Other by transferring the combat and the prize to another level – that is, by suddenly suppressing one of the combatants. In this sense to die is to be condemned no matter what ephemeral victory one has won over the Other; even if one has made use of the Other to “sculpture one’s own statue,” to die is to exist only through the Other, and to owe to him one’s meaning and the very meaning of one’s victory.

(Sartre 1969: 543–4)





Digital Being

The situation I have sketched above may well appear, at first blush, to be essentially irrelevant to the sort of technology with which we find ourselves surrounded today, at least as regards death. Death, after all, is a basic, biologically determined limit-condition to our existence. While it is certainly the case that some technologies have helped us live longer, no technology to date can defeat the fact of death as such. Certainly, no internet-based technology can do so. We are sometimes told we are living in a fourth industrial revolution (Floridi 2014), characterised by a sudden, exponential, historically unprecedented explosion of data. Digital infrastructure is of course unevenly distributed, and it is important not to take material conditions in the ‘Global North’ as being the condition of humanity as such. Nonetheless, it is true that a large percentage of our species now lives surrounded by a quantity of information that utterly dwarfs what existed for the entire previous history of humanity. We are utterly awash with data. Yet death, surely, remains inexorable. No amount of data storage will keep your heart beating.

It is true that most of the changes the internet has wrought in our lives are matters of degree rather than kind. We have faster access to information, easier modes of communication, and are present in the lives of more people, and in a more mediated way, than we previously were. You can now appear to thousands of people all at once all over the world and communicate with them in real time. Your presence and your identity as a person is thus distributed across space (Heersmink 2017) in ways that would have been impossible for most of us until just a few years ago. However, this is in many ways just a continuation of trends that began at the dawn of the age of electric communication two centuries ago. The tweet and the TikTok video are very much the descendants of the telegraph, even if their reach is greater than that of their forebear.

Still, this electronic presence in the lives of others is a noteworthy expansion of the scope, if not the character, of our being-for-others. The vast majority of people who have ever lived were never photographed, never had their voice recorded, never had their likeness painted or drawn, and left few or no written traces of their existence. They were unknown to all but the few people who happened to live in their immediate vicinity. Today, by contrast, your being-for-others can extend to all points of the globe, to be seen and judged and interacted with by large numbers of people you will never see in the flesh or even find out exist. In that sense, the affordances of the internet massively expand your being-for-others, in a way that in the past was only available to a famous few.

We might want to resist this implication by saying that what is presented online is not really us in the way that Sartrean being-for-others really is us. After all, it is easy to claim that the personas we present online can be quite different from how we present ourselves to others face-to-face. The gap between how we appear to others online and how we see ourselves is often described, both in everyday discourse and in academic discussions of the internet in terms of an implicit or explicit contrast between our online lives and our ‘real’ selves (see, e.g. boyd 2008). This anxiety is almost as old as the world wide web itself: Peter Steiner’s famous New Yorker cartoon of a dog sitting in front of a desktop PC explaining to a (canine) friend that ‘On the internet, nobody knows you’re a dog’ dates from 1993, a time when internet access was far from ubiquitous even in the US. The idea that people present a highly idealised version of themselves in online environments has persisted through the era of social media, and the prevalence of actual deception, from financial scams to romantic ‘catfishing,’ has only fanned that suspicion. Yet arguably, this is really just an extension of how we present ourselves to others in offline contexts too. As the existentialists have taught us, we need to avoid the idea that there is some ‘real’ essence of the self, such that the problem with social media is that this essence is misrepresented or distorted. (The young Kierkegaard (2007: 21–22) describes being subject to the illusory hunt for a ‘real’ self: ‘I imagined, if I may so put it, my soul shut up in a box with a spring lock in front, which the external surroundings would release by pressing the spring.’) We are continually presenting the best version of ourselves to others, or at least the version of ourselves we want others to receive. Yet what we are online for others ultimately both is us and escapes us, because we can never, ultimately, determine how others see us.

Hence our online selves are much harder to disavow identity with than those early anxieties might have led us to expect. If we compare Sartre’s keyhole-gazing scenario with an online equivalent – say, a Senator’s Twitter account appearing to ‘like’ a pornographic tweet – there doesn’t appear to be any great structural difference merely because one is face-to-face and the other electronically mediated. The gap in which the person’s shame, embarrassment, panic, or indignation lives is precisely the gap between how I appear to myself and how I appear to the other qua body, not the physical gap between the seer and the seen. (The only real difference is that the keyhole-gazer can’t argue their account was hacked, or that a member of their staff must be responsible.)

But if online being-for-others is real being-for-others in this way, then that will have implications for our online experience of death, too, as we will now consider.



Posthumous Existence

Relatively few philosophers have considered the question of whether and how internet technologies can provide a kind of survival of death (see, e.g. Buben 2015; O’Neill 2016; Stokes 2021). This is unsurprising. Philosophy of death has almost always invoked purely physical, organic definitions of death, despite the difficulties this entails (see, e.g. Feldman 1992; Belshaw 2009; Nowak and Stencel 2022), which is both understandable and, in some respects, tracks the urgency of defining death in certain medical contexts. If we need to know, for example, whether harvesting a patient’s ventilated organs will count as taking tissue from a dead person on a ventilator or killing a living person, the question will naturally present itself as being about which physical states should count as death and which as life. But when we view death as an existential problem, as a matter of how we are to relate here and now both to the deaths of others and to the fact of our own impending mortality, the internet arguably does create new questions about survival.

There are at least three ways in which digital technology has been posited as capable of saving us from death, though not to the same degree (or presented with the same enthusiasm). First, we can achieve a kind of digital afterlife through the preservation of our ‘digital remains.’ Every day, users of internet-based services like social media platforms, video streaming services, and even ‘old-fashioned’ email, are leaving behind digital traces of themselves after they die. We live with increasing embodiment in what has been called ‘digital flesh’ (e.g. Gibson and Carden 2018), a metaphor chosen because it captures the way in which we become vulnerable to others in the online space. And flesh is both vulnerable to death and, for a little while at least, survives it. This is true of digital flesh as much as the organic kind. We leave behind online remains that continue to present our ‘face’ to the world, for as long as the data remains undeleted, and the server remains accessible. These digital remains appear in the same ‘place’ where we appeared to others (especially those others who didn’t get to see us in person very often, or at all) and look the same as they did before we died. This serves to create a strong sense of continuity around digital remains, and thus a sense of the persistence of the dead person in the life of the living (Kasket 2019).

This may not sound like much of an afterlife, perhaps no better than the ‘afterlife’ of a mummy on display in a museum, or the embalmed corpse of a saint or dictator on show for tourists and pilgrims. But insofar as these digital relics allow the dead to persist among the living as objects of recall and regard, they are preferable to simple obliteration. If the dead are prey to the living, it is because the living give the dead their being through their attention; something that has simply ceased to exist cannot be prey. In other words, our being-for-others persists in the world because there are others still alive to remember us. And given that being-for-others really is a dimension of our own being, not just a bunch of ideas other people have about us (otherwise reactions like shame or pride simply wouldn’t be possible), there is at least a kind of survival in being thus remembered after we die. Pre-internet, this form of survival was hampered by the limits of organic memory. Of the billions of people who have ever lived, almost all are now completely beyond the realm of human knowledge, because they left no records or other traces and there is nobody living who can remember them. Material decay and the limits of organic memory curtail just how long our being-for-others can persist in the world.

The internet, by contrast, never forgets. Or rather it does forget, but it is much worse at forgetting than organic human beings are on their own. This is in fact a problem, as it turns out that forgetting is a crucial part of how humans manage to live together successfully at all; once you store all information by default and make all moments of the past equally accessible, you create new problems whereby we cannot put people’s pasts in proper perspective or let them recover from their mistakes (Mayer-Schönberger 2011). Yet it remains the case that the internet also makes it easier for the living to remember the dead as, at least in part, they were. Every day spent online, we are weaving a web that will outlive us, a record of how we looked, how we sounded, what our passions and antipathies were, and who we loved. In that, we are allowing our being-for-others to persist after our biological deaths in a way that would otherwise be, if not impossible, then at least far less assured.

The second form of digital afterlife is like the first, but far more interactive. This is where we take a person’s digital remains – all those online traces they generated while they lived and have now left behind – and reanimate them. In 2015, a Russian entrepreneur named Roman Mazurenko was killed in a car accident in Moscow. As a way of memorialising him, his best friend Eugenia Kuyda, herself a tech entrepreneur, took the thousands of text messages Roman had sent her over the years and used them to train an artificial intelligence-driven chat bot. Anyone can now download Roman as an app and chat to ‘him’ for free (Newton 2016). This was not an entirely new idea, however. Startups with names such as Virtual Eternity and LivesOn had already offered early (and not especially successful) versions of such a service, while in 2013 an episode of the British TV series Black Mirror, ‘Be Right Back,’ had envisaged a highly advanced version of such a service.

It’s very early days, but one thing that makes at least the concept of these nascent technologies powerful is that they replicate one of the key ways in which the dead person was present in the lives of others while they lived. So much of our interaction with others is mediated through computers and phones rather than face-to-face; that was increasingly true before COVID-19, and it became even more true as hybrid working and video-based meetings became increasingly prevalent over the course of the pandemic. As discussed above, the sameness of digital artefacts before and after the user dies provides a strong sense of continuity for their survivors. A chat bot based on a dead person, though somewhat more exotic, could also come to look very much like the sorts of mechanisms through which we engage with the living. As ‘deepfake’ technology advances and visual and audio reconstructions of the dead become increasingly indistinguishable from the living person, it is not hard to imagine a relatively near-future scenario in which talking to such a chatbot becomes practically indistinguishable from talking to a living person via a video chat platform.

There may well be psychological benefits to having such systems in our lives. Having chatbots of the dead may well bring considerable comfort to the grieving and could also feature in more or less ceremonial practices of mourning (Elder 2020). But there are also risks, and not just psychological risks about not ‘letting go’ of the dead. As Buben (2015) has argued, the danger is that these technologies could come to be experienced as a replacing of the dead rather than a tool for remembrance of the dead – a substitute for a missing loved one rather than a means of remembering that loved one. Buben’s worry here is that using the dead in this way reduces them to what Heidegger called ‘standing reserve,’ turning dead persons into mere resources for the living. In exploiting the dead in this way, such chatbots may be the most blatant demonstration of Sartre’s point about the living preying upon the dead. Reduced to sheer being-for-others, deprived of the freedom of consciousness, we are able to make the dead serve our purposes in whatever way we like.

This brings us back again to that ontological point about the gap between being-for-self and being-for-others. It seems clear that these two forms of online survival, if they can even be called that (and even if they count as survival, they don’t count as immortality: data is highly vulnerable to both deletion and corporate failure, and it is notable that most of the startups that have offered these sorts of ‘death tech’ services have since closed) does nothing to overcome that gap. Digital remains help me to persist quite a lot longer after my death in the minds of the living, helping to overcome the limitations of organic memory. Reanimated digital remains, such as a chatbot based on a dead person, could extend that sort of survival for others even further, preserving not just how I sounded and looked but preserving something of my way of interacting with others long after my biological death. But none of these solve the problem of death from a subjective, first-person perspective. There is no subjectivity in digital remains that we can identify with or anticipate becoming. A chatbot does not have a perspective that we can identify as our perspective.

Of course, to return to the point about the non-coincidence of the self with itself discussed above, we could say that in this, the chatbot is simply replicating what is always the case with regards to my future (or even present or past) self. If I imagine myself ten years or ten minutes from now, I am that future self in the mode of not being it. In making that future self into an object for myself, I distinguish myself from it. In that sense, while I may not be identical with a future chatbot based upon my online traces after I die, I am not identical with my future pre-death selves in an important sense either.

This brings us, finally, to the third form of (proposed) digital immortality. What if we could simply upload our minds into a computer somehow? This transhumanist scenario is a drastically more speculative idea, though there are already organisations claiming to work on this possibility. The Terasem Foundation, for example, plans to allow people to develop a ‘mindclone,’ a replica of the subject’s mind constructed out of information recorded about the person while they are alive. Upon death, this ‘mindclone’ would effectively take over from the deceased, continuing to speak and act on their behalf. One day, the idea seems to be, we may find ourselves working, socialising, and voting alongside mind-clones, and will come to understand mind-clones as being identical with the deceased persons they are based upon. The idea is, ultimately, for minds to simply be uploaded into computers, where they can continue to interact with the world after the physical body has died.

There are of course no end of technical impediments to the idea of mind-uploading, but there are also possibly insurmountable philosophical difficulties too. What would make an uploaded mind identical with the mind of the living person it is based upon? If the mindclone is brought into being before the person has died, which one is the ‘real’ person, and how could that identity transfer from one to the other upon death? Would an uploaded mind have consciousness? If it did, would it be the same consciousness as that of the living person – and how do you even reidentify consciousnesses? One key lesson of 20th-century existentialism and phenomenology is that speaking of consciousness as a countable, re-identifiable entity is to turn consciousness into a ‘thing,’ when it is perhaps best thought of as a ‘place’ where opposites ‘collide’ (Kierkegaard), a ‘clearing’ (Heidegger), or a ‘no-thing’ (Sartre).



Conclusion

Regardless of whether and how these knotty philosophical problems can be solved, what both chatbots and the possibility of mind-uploading suggest is that whether we will be these future continuers of our identity will depend in very large measure upon the human projects and concerns that stipulate (however fuzzily) where the boundaries of human identity begin and end. In good existentialist fashion, our attention is shifted from the third-personal, objective question of whether people can survive their death through these technologies, to the first-personal, present-tense question of how I now stand in relation to these future (putative) selves.

Yet even if we are these future chatbots or mindclones in some sense – even if they will continue to embody our being-for-others as a genuine dimension of our existence after our bodies have died – these forms of digital immortality also serve to show us the limits of technology in the face of death. I might live on through my being-for-others, but the extinction of my first-person perspective closes off the senses of survival that I might care about most fundamentally. Assuming that computers are not conscious, living on as a chatbot or a piece of software offers no way of surviving for-ourselves. The internet can help us persist in the world for others. We will exist as their prey, and perhaps being prey is better than not being at all. But we cannot, it seems, survive for ourselves in this way, at least not in the fullest sense. Thus, the existentialists’ lessons drawn from the fact of mortality continue to hold even after the digital revolution. Perhaps someday our technology will offer a genuine challenge to our mortality, and with it the finitude that structures our being across time. When that happens, many of the things existentialist philosophers took to be historically and culturally invariant truths about the human situation will need to be rethought. Until then, however, the schoolmaster of earnestness still gets the final word.
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This chapter provides an existential account of our current technological age, the digital age, through Martin Heidegger’s descriptions of human existence and technology. Multiple scholars have used existentialism to analyse the dangers of the internet, social media, and human connections mediated through dating apps (Aho 2016; Dreyfus 1999; Lopato 2016). My goal here is to address our technological age as a whole, both in terms of its inescapable realities and its existential dangers. I will avoid the idea that technology is not an ‘authentic’ part of who we are and how we move throughout the world. There is no longer a strong division between life online and life off-line as digital technology becomes a more pervasive part of everything we do. While older generations remember a time when you had to ‘dial up’ the internet on a computer hooked up to a modem, Gen Z finds themselves more immersed in internet technologies, their experiences inescapably mediated through social media, instant messaging, and other smartphone apps. The world has changed—it is infused with digital technologies. Heidegger can help us to understand this new digital existence. Heidegger (1889–1976) plays an important role in the history of both existential philosophy and philosophy of technology and, moreover, illuminates their mutual relationship.

In what follows, I will explain how digital technology has fundamentally transformed our existence and our relationship to the world. The first section applies Heidegger’s account of tools in Being and Time to contemporary digital technology to articulate their existential significance for our orientation to the world. The second section turns to Heidegger’s warnings about the dangers of modern technology to describe the way digital technology relies upon harmful modes of calculating, controlling, and accelerating everything. The conclusion briefly reflects on why existential analysis, rather than simple edits to code or policies, is necessary for addressing the crises of our digital age.


An Existential Account of Technology

One of the major contributions of existential philosophy has been its reinterpretation of human existence. In general, existentialism challenges essentialism—that is, the idea that there is a universal human nature that defines who we are and what we should do. Instead of outlining essential features of human nature, Heidegger describes our existence as an activity. To be human is to be an ongoing project, a series of undertakings, rather than an object that has specific characteristics and a predefined purpose. Moreover, these activities involve tools. As this section will explain, our existence is tied to technology.


Tools and Being-in-the-World

In Being and Time (1927), Heidegger defines human existence not as a noun, but as a verb: being. To be human is to be an act, not an object (Heidegger 1996: 44). We define ourselves through our activities, through projects that we care about. Additionally, actions always have a context in which they unfold. For this reason, Heidegger refers to human existence as Dasein, which means being (sein) there (da), or as being-in-the-world. For Heidegger, it is important that our existence is inseparable from this world. We are not subjects that stand apart from the world as object. Moreover, for Heidegger, the world is also a verb. Instead of an object, place, or container for things, the world worlds (Heidegger 2001: 43). Welten (to world) expresses the world as a mode of being. In other words, the world is a how, not a what. It is how things appear. A world discloses things to us; it is a way that things reveal themselves.

In describing our being-in-the-world, Heidegger gives tools a particularly important role. Tools are necessary to our activities, but they have a deeper meaning for Heidegger than simply being a means to an end or instruments for our purposes. Namely, tools reveal how we are oriented in the world. For Heidegger, part of the problem with philosophy is that it approaches everything through reflection. Reflection stands back from things and observes them, which places us in a different position than how we typically act in the world and move through life. As Heidegger explains (1996: 65), ‘“Practical” behaviour is not “atheoretical” in the sense of a lack of seeing.’ Instead, ‘action has its own seeing’ (Heidegger 1996: 65). When I am involved in an activity, I am not standing back and reflecting. I am immersed in the action with the tool that it requires. Tools thus reveal something fundamental about our existence that philosophical reflection typically overlooks.

Heidegger (1996: 64–67) uses a hammer as an example. To understand what a hammer truly is, you need to work with one. Staring at a hammer or making a catalogue of its qualities does not reveal what makes a hammer a hammer—hammering does. For an experienced carpenter working with a familiar, well-worn hammer, the tool will feel like an extension of their body in motion. It is this dynamic between the carpenter and hammer at work that reveals the essence of the hammer. Heidegger calls this dynamic ‘handiness’ or ‘readiness-to-hand’ (Zuhandenheit). The opposite dynamic—standing back and observing a present object—he calls ‘presence-at-hand’ (Vorhandenheit). Presence-at-hand is also translated as ‘objective presence,’ not in the sense of an objective or unquestionable truth but in the sense of treating the thing as an object with specific attributes. More importantly, a tool’s readiness-to-hand disappears when we focus on its presence-at-hand. If you stare at the hammer and reflect on its nature while swinging it, you are likely to hit your fingers and not the head of the nail. The same is true of throwing a ball accurately or jumping from rock to rock across a creek without any missteps. I perform an action best when I am lost in it. Along similar lines, an effective tool is invisible in the action. As Heidegger notes, the hammer comes sharply into presence when it breaks. In breaking, the hammer shifts from readiness-to-hand to presence-at-hand and becomes an object—a mere thing that is not in use. In this sense, readiness-to-hand is more fundamental to our being-in-the-world than presence-at-hand. Tools are more than objects. They are essential to the world and our being-in-the-world.

Graham Harman’s Tool-Being centres the tool and readiness-to-hand in Heidegger’s Being and Time. Harman argues that scholars have skewed the meaning of Heidegger’s readiness-to-hand by treating it merely pragmatically or in terms of Dasein’s system of language and significance. Instead, Harman offers an interpretation of tools that emphasizes how they give birth to a world prior to the meaning and activities that Dasein finds in them. Harman takes the shift from the invisibility of readiness-to-hand to visibility of presence-at-hand to indicate that tools give birth to the world as we know it. He writes, ‘The world of tools is an invisible realm from which the visible structure of the universe emerges’ (Harman 2002: 24). Harman goes beyond Being and Time and argues that all being is essentially tool-being, not because everything is an object of use but because tools draw out the dynamics of the world. As Harman (2002: 21) explains, ‘the tool is a force that generates a world.’

As Heidegger describes in Being and Time and Harman expands upon in Tool-Being, we have an intimate relationship with tools. Tools ground and orient our being-in-the-world and open new worlds. We are inseparable from the world and our world is inseparable from tools. Technology thus calls for existential analysis, and alternately we cannot understand our existence without examining our relationships to tools. Yet Heidegger published Being and Time in 1927, nine years before the first digital computer. It was a different technological era. The following section will transpose his description of tools for contemporary digital technology.



Digital Worlds and Informational Persons

At first glance, the description of the hammer in Heidegger’s Being and Time may seem to have very little in common with the technology we encounter today. In many ways, we no longer associate the word ‘technology’ with tools at all. Previous technological eras, from the stone age to the industrial age, were centred around tools, but the digital age is the information age. Instead of manual or mechanical tools, we have devices that are linked in vast systems through which data flows. Much of our contact with technology is through interfaces that hide its innerworkings: programmes and operating systems that store and process data, as well as hardware, circuitry, servers, fibre optic cables, and other physical components that make it possible. When you swipe or scroll on apps, you encounter information streams. As you read, watch, like, and comment, you engage with content. The phone itself disappears.1 We often describe our relationship to smartphones as more passive than active and as more of a habit or addiction than a skill requiring effort. Our devices are designed to respond to our barely conscious wishes at speeds that feel faster than our neural networks. The touchscreen responds to the slightest gesture; the camera detects and utilizes the subtlest eye movements. Interactions with digital technology seem to require no effort and little thought unless you are someone programming or fixing them. A hammer and smartphone seem incomparable.

Yet for Heidegger, tools are invisible when they work best. A hammer disappears as I use it and becomes present to reflection only when it breaks. Nor am I a subject that stands apart from tools that I manipulate for my use. When I am most in touch with the essence of a tool, it is not an object. Harman’s interpretation of tool-being is also broad enough to include many features of digital technology, especially since he emphasizes tools as parts of systems rather than individual entities. ‘The tool is never found in isolation, but belongs to a system’ (Harman 2002: 22). A tool is always part of a system because it always exists in order to—in German, um-zu. ‘The Um-zu is what plugs one entity into another, undermining its claim to be a present-at-hand substance by swallowing it up into some larger system’ (Harman 2002: 32). Likewise, the landscape of our digital technology only makes sense as a system, a network of linked devices that makes our entire world run in perceptible and imperceptible ways.

More recently, Yuk Hui has used Heidegger’s descriptions of tools in Being and Time to develop an ontology of digital objects—that is, objects we encounter on the internet, including videos, images, social media profiles, etc., ‘that are composed of data and formalized by schemes or ontologies that one can generalize as metadata’ (Hui 2012: 380). For Hui (2012: 381), Heidegger helps us to understand how digital objects both ‘conceal and reveal,’ in the sense of moving back and forth from readiness-to-hand and present-to-hand. The tools we encounter in the digital age may look very different than the industrial age of technology, but we have a similar dynamic with them, especially insofar as they inscribe and ground our activities in the world.

Heidegger’s description of the worlding of the world can also help us to understand digital worlds. For Heidegger, the world is not a physical place or container for physical objects. The world is a how, a way of disclosing and revealing. Understanding a world as a way of revealing things is helpful in our current technological age where the digital ‘online’ world is no longer so easily distinguished from the physical world ‘offline.’ As Luciano Floridi noted in 2014, ‘With interfaces becoming progressively less visible, the threshold between here (analogue, carbon-based, offline) and there (digital, silicon-based, online) is fast becoming blurred’ (Floridi 2014: 43). Floridi (2014: 43) describes the blurring of the digital-online world and the analogue off-line world as ‘onlife experience.’ To describe onlife experience, Floridi uses the example of driving a car while using GPS to navigate. The physical activity of driving the car and the digital information of the GPS navigation are interwoven and inseparable. For Gen Z, navigating a car by using a physical map or directional cues like the sun setting is incomprehensible. The digital worlds opened through our technology can no longer be treated as separate phenomena from our being-in-the-world.

It can be argued that our existence has been digitalized. Colin Koopman’s 2019 book How We Became Our Data introduces the concept of ‘the informational person,’ which describes how from ‘one information system to the next, and across each, we are inscribed, processed, and reproduced as subjects of data’ (Koopman 2019: 4). To underline why our data is so essential to our lives, Koopman describes the nightmare of what would happen if all your personal information was permanently deleted—social security number, driver’s license, educational background, banking information, citizenship, etc. While you would still exist, you would not be able to do much without identification, certification, and other data that allows you to do things in this world. Koopman (2019: 5) observes,


This nightmarish scenario helps us recognize that the loss of one’s informational selfhood would entirely debilitate our sense of self today, even if it would leave intact other aspects of who we are. Our information is today so deeply woven into who we are that were we to be deprived of it, we could no longer be the persons we once so effortlessly were.



Losing the data that defines us would make it impossible to do anything of value in the current world. In this sense, ‘our data are not mere externalia attached to us from which we might detach our truer selves as we please, but are rather constitutive parts of who we can be. Who we are is therefore deeply interactive with data’ (Koopman 2019: 8). Koopman is careful to note that the informational person is a description of what we do and not necessarily who we are. In other words, he is not attempting to provide ‘a grand metaphysics of humankind’ and writes, ‘Whether it is also the case that our data are fundamental to our nature—the essential ontology of our humanity—is a question I leave to the side’ (Koopman 2019: 8). However, Koopman’s description of the informational person explains how essential digital technology is to our activities, and for Heidegger we are what we do. Our essence is existence, and existence is an activity in a world. If we can no longer disentangle those activities from digital technologies, it makes sense to extend Koopman’s analysis of the informational person to Dasein.

If human existence is an activity in a world and the world is the ‘how’ of beings, we cannot investigate our being-in-the-world as separate from the material, technological world in which we find ourselves today. The digital age and its reshaping of the world require us to investigate its essence and the dangers it poses. Heidegger’s notebooks from the 1930s and lectures from the 1950s provide a helpful conceptual framework for this purpose.




The Existential Dangers of Modern Technology

In ‘The Question Concerning Technology’ (1953), Heidegger asserts that the essence of technology involves our existence because we are entangled in it. Heidegger (1993: 311) writes, ‘Everywhere we remain unfree and chained to technology, whether we passionately affirm or deny it.’ Moreover, our attempt to regard technology as ‘neutral’ hides both its essence and our chains. He states, ‘we are delivered over to it in the worst possible way when we regard it as something neutral’ (Heidegger 1993: 311–12). Modern technology is not simply a set of neutral tools that we use as means to some end. Instead, Heidegger argues that modern technology is a systematic reordering of the world that seeks to make everything available for our uses. This reordering of the world is far from neutral and has dangerous consequences.

Despite the fact that Heidegger’s analyses are based on the industrial age, our technological era has the same dangers that Heidegger recognized decades ago—specifically, the transformation of everything into one system, the replacement of diverse ways of thinking with calculation, the false sense that everything is present and nothing is concealed, and, lastly, the absence of questioning this way of approaching the world. This section outlines Heidegger’s description of these dangers and describes how the digital age has intensified them to a crisis point.


Challenging and Enframing

Heidegger describes modern technology as a new mode of revealing that he calls challenging (Herausfordern). Heidegger (1993: 320) defines challenging as the unreasonable demand that nature supply energy which can be extracted and stored as such. Challenging is a human activity that brings something into being and reveals the world, but it is distinct from older activities like poiēsis and technē. Poiēsis comes from the ancient Greek verb ‘to make’ and is used to describe human creation. Technē involves the activities, skills, and knowledge of someone who makes physical things, like a craft. Heidegger (1993: 318–19) says that technē means ‘to be entirely at home in something, to understand and be an expert of it.’ Both poiēsis and technē are responsive, relational modes of creation. Like a potter who observes the nuanced qualities of a specific type of clay and knows how to respond to and work with its possibilities, poiēsis and technē engage with the richness of the material world and understand it cannot be exhausted by human purposes. While poiēsis and technē draw nature out and reveal different aspects of it, modern technology sees everything in nature the same way: as energy to be extracted and stored. Modern technology is a mode of revealing truth, but it reveals a limited truth and conceals our true connection to things in ways that are dangerous. It conceals the fact that there is something outside of human uses and activities, that nature must offer us something in order for us to use it, and that things are more than standing-reserve.

To illustrate this idea, Heidegger compares an industrial energy factory to an old windmill that is only useful on windy days. A windmill is not a modern technology because it works with nature rather than making a demand on it. Heidegger also compares factory farming to traditional modes of farming. Traditional farming involves an intimate engagement with the soil, working with growing seasons and the different issues that may arise—an infestation, a flood, a drought. It is a mode of revealing that responds to nature. By contrast, factory farming makes demands of the soil. It modifies plants and land to grow uniformly in large scales suitable for mechanical production. Everything is done mechanically and with as much efficiency as possible. Its goal is maximum yield at the minimum cost. Challenging sets nature in a new order to expedite, unlock, and expose it (Heidegger 1993: 321–22). By contrast, technē and poiēsis are responsive to how things reveal themselves. They acknowledge that human making is impossible without the vast, mysterious, richness of nature and all the earth offers.

For Heidegger, it is important to note that modern technology transforms everything into energy—a homogenous, consumable unit. A kilowatt of energy extracted from a river dam is the same as a kilowatt of energy produced from a coal factory. The river and the coal become the same when they are transformed into energy to be stored. For Heidegger, modern technology treats everything as something that can be stored for later use. He calls this ‘standing-reserve’ (Bestand). Things simply wait there for us to use them. In Heidegger’s explanation of enframing, things are no longer individually significant but instead are fully defined by how a technological system frames them: ‘the machine is completely nonautonomous, for it has its standing only on the basis of the ordering of the orderable’ (Heidegger 1993: 323). Heidegger gives the example of an airplane. No individual plane matters—it is meaningful only because it is part of an order or system.

As a result of challenging, it seems like everything in the world is at our command. We can change the course of a river, dam it up, and extract energy from it. For this reason, Heidegger calls modern technology enframing (Gestell). Enframing is a way of setting up everything in a specific order as standing-reserve. There are many examples of enframing in the contemporary world. Think about the typical suburb and the way it arranges homes and yards in ways that are presentable for the real estate market. Think about the organization of a grocery store, where everything is packaged and presented as ready for you without a sense of its origins or how it appeared there. While we may appreciate these conveniences and even think of them as achievements of civilization, they express a dangerous attitude towards the world, which Heidegger describes as machination.



Machination and the Abandonment of Being

In a notebook from 1936 to 1938, Contributions to Philosophy (Of the Event), Heidegger describes ‘the abandonment of being,’ a lost sense of the complex and mysterious ways that things reveal themselves to us. This abandonment is the result of a specific mode of engaging with things, which Heidegger calls ‘machination’ (Machenschaft). Machination treats everything as something to be explained and determined quantitatively. Modern technology, its grounding in mathematics, and its emphasis on systematic organization give rise to machination (Heidegger 2012: 95). He describes machination in terms of ‘calculation, speed, and the claim of the massive’—all of which are fundamental to modern technology. Calculation, for Heidegger (2012: 96), is a comportment, an orientation to things or way of engaging with the world. It is an attitude towards being that sees everything as calculable and nothing outside of calculation (Heidegger 2012: 95). It regards even the ‘incalculable’ as simply what has not been calculated yet. Speed is also a comportment.2 Heidegger (2012: 96) describes speed as ‘the inability to withstand the stillness of concealed growth and waiting,’ ‘mania for the surprising,’ and ‘forgetting and losing oneself in what comes next.’ The massive alludes to both mass culture and the way that ‘number already reigns’ (Heidegger 2012: 96). It asserts that the only thing of value is ‘what is accessible to everyone in the same way’ (Heidegger 2012: 96). In each case, we see how quantitative ways of thinking replace qualitative ones. Machination demonstrates faith in what can be organized mathematically and systematically—and technology excels at setting up the world according to this order (Heidegger 2012: 104). At the same time, Heidegger describes calculation, speed, and the massive as having an ‘authority’ that ‘cloaks’ their abandonment of being. They appear to make everything clear and available and hide the fact that they obscure what does not fit within these limited perimeters.

Heidegger argues that the effort to control the world and bring it into a systematic order actually pushes things away. Modern technology illustrates this dynamic vividly. Heidegger was deeply suspicious of the technologies that appeared during his time: airplane travel, radios, televisions, and satellites, which he argued changed our experience of space and time. Modern technology makes things seem immediately present or easily accessible, because we can travel and communicate across great distances in very little time and experience things that are far away that we could never experience otherwise. Yet in Heidegger’s (2001: 163) 1950 lecture The Thing, he wrote that ‘this frantic abolition of all distances brings no nearness; for nearness does not consist in shortness of distance.’ Like enframing, which reduces everything to stand-reserve, technology makes everything ‘equally far and equally near,’ lumped together into some ‘uniform distancelessness’ (Heidegger 2001: 164). This way of relating is dangerous for human existence and our connection to the world.

Modern technology tends to replace all modes of thinking with one: calculation. When we approach everything through calculation, the vast mystery and uniqueness of individual things are concealed because they are reduced to the same thing, standing-reserve, and are only meaningful according to their place within a system. For Heidegger, the result is an ‘age of a complete absence of questioning’ because being is taken to be universal, obvious, and ‘decisively determined’ (Heidegger 2012: 86, 92, 104). We can see many of the same issues in the digital age.



The Computerization of the World

The digital age is the technological era introduced by the computer and brought into full maturity through the internet. While the previous technological era focused on extracting resources and producing goods, the current one is based on computers and how they organize data. Yet the digital age still bears the logic of enframing. To use Heidegger’s language, the enframing of the industrial age transformed everything into standing-reserve, but the enframing of the digital age can be characterized as the transformation of everything into data that can be processed by computers. In his 2001 book The Language of New Media, Lev Manovich describes this transformation as the ‘computerization’ of culture.

The computerization of culture demonstrates the transformation of everything into numerical information that can be calculated. Manovich describes new media as the convergence of two separate technologies: media machines that create images and objects (like film cameras, printing presses, or automated looms) and computing machines (like the original analytical machine). Originally, computing machines did just that and only that—compute numbers. Media machines and computing machines merged for the first time in 1936 with Konrad Zuse’s invention of the first digital computer, the Z1, which could read 35mm film and translate it into binary code. This moment was the birth of new media, or digital media, defined as media that has been ‘translated into numerical data accessible for the computer’ (Manovich 2001: 25). Manovich calls this process of translating media into the logic of computers ‘transcoding.’ It is a major shift in not only technology but also culture because new media must follow how a computer organizes data (e.g. algorithms, processes, modules, packets, etc.). Computerization transforms traditional cultural practices into a different logic and system—namely, data. In the digital era, everything becomes data—something that is fundamentally tied to numbers and calculation.

The transformation of everything into data to be computed means mathematical models and algorithms decide how our world runs. Algorithms are used everywhere—for example, to pre-sort job applications, determine risk and optimize decisions in global financial markets, measure individual teachers’ effectiveness in public school systems, and create predictive models for insurance, health care, and police forces, among many other things. Algorithms have consequences that are similar to what Heidegger describes. These calculations are taken to be neutral, unquestionably true, and all encompassing. Yet algorithms cover over many ugly realities, especially in terms of their social effects. Algorithms automate decision-making at a massive scale and, because they are opaque except to the people who programmed them, they often operate in ways that reinforce and deepen social inequalities. Cathy O'Neil (2016: 3) refers to such algorithms as weapons of math destruction because they tend ‘to punish the poor and oppressed in our society, while making the rich richer.’ Ruha Benjamin (2019: 5–6) describes the effect of these technologies on Black communities as the new Jim Code because they reproduce the social inequality and white supremacy of the Jim Crow South. Her book Race after Technology explains how automated systems in carceral systems, employment, education, healthcare, and housing are erecting ‘a digital caste system’ (Benjamin 2019: 10). Like O’Neil, Benjamin asserts how difficult it can be to detect the underlying racism of these technologies because we assume that a mathematical code will be objective and neutral, unlike humans who are subjective and biased. Benjamin (2019: 10) explains, ‘These tech advances are sold as morally superior because they purport to rise above human bias, even though they could not exist without the data produced through histories of exclusion and discrimination.’ The problem is not simply the algorithms—it is the unquestioned faith in calculation, which is never neutral.

Worse yet, these algorithms can become more and more entrenched because new technologies are based on older codes and systems. In You Are Not a Gadget, computer scientist and pioneer in virtual reality technology, Jaron Lanier (2010: 7), describes how digital designs ‘get frozen into place’ as newer apps and software are designed to work with older programmes. This digital reification is called ‘lock-in.’ Lanier (2010: 9, 11) explains that lock-in turns thoughts into facts and philosophy into reality. For example, many newer programmes are designed to run like UNIX, an operating system originally developed in the 1960s that was the basis for most computers for decades. As Lanier explains, UNIX transcodes everything into a symbolic order in which temporality does not matter. It is a system that expresses ‘a belief in discrete abstract symbols and not enough of a belief in temporal, continuous, nonabstract reality’ because it is based on the ‘idea that a symbol is more important than the flow of time and the underlying continuity of experience’ (Lanier 2010: 11–12). Programmes built on the principles of UNIX are out of sync with the human body and our experience of time. More importantly, what was once a mere decision in the development of computer programming begins to be mistaken as an unalterable reality through repetition and sedimentation. The symbolic order of the computer seems more real and objective than our embodied, lived experience.

Just as Heidegger warned, modern technology is not a neutral tool. Its calculations make assumptions about the world and reorder existence according to one system. Since the calculations and algorithms of our digital world are mistaken for unbiased truths based on mathematical precision, they transform these hidden assumptions and values into an unquestionable truth.



Information and Truth in the Digital Age

The digital age has transformed our sense of truth in ways that are distorted and hide what is really at work. Smartphones in particular have had a dramatic effect on our day-to-day existence and the way we regard our relationship to the world and to knowledge. Once the internet became available 24/7 through handheld devices, our experience of the world was fundamentally changed. The sense that everything is data that can be held in the palm of your hand exemplifies the ‘uniform distancelessness’ that Heidegger (2001: 164) used to describe modern technology. We experience, to use Heidegger’s (2001: 164) phrasing, that everything is ‘equally far and equally near.’ Scrolling endlessly through social media and news feeds as notifications pop up, we have the sense that everything is the same—breaking news of a political insurrection, an urgent message from a loved one, a silly cat video, an ad for a therapy app to combat anxiety. The smartphone can extract our attention so effectively because it has transformed many different types of media (news, social, text, images, video) into the abstract and vast category of content that is displayed in the same way on a screen. When everything is merely content for consumption, it is harder to tell the difference between information, entertainment, and advertisement. Moreover, this constant access to streams of information and entertainment was designed to be addictive and keep us constantly scrolling so companies can collect valuable data about our every thought and desire. As Justin E.H. Smith (2022: 20) explains in The Internet Is Not What You Think It Is, ‘human beings are increasingly perceived and understood as data points… not as subjects at all, but as attention-grabbing sets of data points.’ This trend has given rise to a new description of human users as ‘data cows.’ The Industrial Age exploited natural resources to create goods at new speeds and transport them across greater distances, but our current technological era has found a new resource to mine: us.

This pull on our attention is particularly dangerous because of how it shapes our sense of reality. Specifically, internet and social media algorithms make it appear as if we have all the information we need at our fingertips and conceal the fact that there are more complex truths to consider. Search engines, social media feeds, and targeted ads filter the information we receive according to hyper-individualized algorithms that are designed so we only encounter what accords with what we already think and like. Social media polarizes viewpoints as people become segregated in their own little ‘filter bubbles’ (Pariser 2011). C. Thi Nguyen calls them ‘epistemic bubbles’ because of the role they play in our knowledge of the world. For Nguyen (2020: 142), epistemic bubbles often arise accidently ‘through ordinary processes of social selection and community formation,’ but have an adverse effect because they give us an overinflated sense of confidence in our knowledge and opinions and make it almost impossible to understand alternative points of view. While we appear to be more connected to other people than ever, in actuality we are siloed into narrow perspectives that we fail to question because our social media feeds and search results confirm our beliefs. As Nguyen (2020: 144) points out, ‘Internet technologies create hyper-individualised, secret filters,’ and it is the secrecy that is so threatening because ‘the very opacity of the process makes it harder for a user to successfully evaluate and epistemically compensate for such filtering.’ Social media can also feed hate groups, as the surge of white supremacy online has demonstrated, as well as conspiracy theories that detach individuals from reality. Nguyen (2020: 142, 147) calls such groups ‘echo chambers,’ which are distinct from epistemic bubbles because they discredit alternative points of view rather than simply omitting them and place unrealistic levels of trust in their own resources, thus creating an insider-outsider dynamic that is similar to a cult. Thus, despite encountering unprecedented amounts of information, individuals do not necessarily advance their understanding of the world.

Moreover, our constant access to information streams gives us a false sense of control and familiarity with the world, as well an exhausted sense of overexposure. As Hartmut Rosa (2020: 74) writes in The Uncontrollability of the World,


The technologies and processes associated with digitalization have fundamentally transformed our lives by making nearly the entire world, as it is represented in our consciousness, accessible and controllable in historically unprecedented ways. This world is perceived as only ever being one or two clicks away.



Technology often provides constant forms of connection that do not necessarily help us cultivate reflective, responsive ways of thinking. Instead, we can find ourselves feeling overexposed to everyone and everything. As Rosa (2020: 75) writes,


In the digital age, the self is also at the disposal of “the world” in historically unprecedented ways, not only in the sense of always being reachable via e-mail and direct messages but also with respect to digitally accessible images, data, and information.



The digital age makes technology invade every aspect of our lives. There is no sanctuary or retreat; we are ever present as ‘accessible’ or ‘reachable’ and increasingly concerned that nothing can be concealed.

Like Heidegger, Rosa describes the prevailing character of the modern world as the drive to control the world and ignore what is outside our control. Rosa outlines four dimensions of controllability. We seek control by making the world visible, physically reachable or accessible, manageable, and useful (Rosa 2020: 15–17). Technology, as Heidegger has explained, plays a large role in each of these. Along similar lines, Rosa also describes how the world eludes our efforts to control it. For Rosa (2020: 2), ‘it is only in encountering the uncontrollable that we really experience the world’ because only then ‘do we feel touched, moved, alive.’ Referencing Marx’s concept of alienation and Weber’s concept of the ‘disenchantment’ of the world, Rosa (2020: 23) explains how ‘the world made manageable and predictable has lost not only its colour and its magic, but also its voice, its meaning.’ Rosa (2020: 2) argues that a ‘world that is fully known, in which everything has been planned and mastered, would be a dead world.’ The world is fundamentally uncontrollable and recedes from our efforts to grasp it and contain it as data. Heidegger (2012: 104) expresses a similar concern with calculation’s claim to explainability, ‘whereby everything draws equally close together as everything else and becomes completely foreign to itself.’ Heidegger (2012: 105) calls explainability ‘the relation of unrelatedness.’ With both thinkers, the desire to control and explain everything only pushes the world away and forecloses the possibility of a meaningful relationship with it.

In many ways, the information age is also a misinformation age, but that reality is difficult to confront when we are under the illusion that we have access to all the knowledge in the world. Again, it is not simply the algorithms, internet, or media that is to blame—it is the attitude towards the world. When we think of everything as information that is always available, we become detached from reality and its deeper, more ambiguous truths. Nguyen suggests that like Descartes we learn to question ourselves in radical ways that ‘reboot’ the way we think about the world and the people that we trust as sources of information. We could also adopt Heidegger’s approach and embrace a more poetic sense of truth: truth as aletheia, a process of revealing that always leaves something concealed. Heidegger contrasts truth as aletheia with the concept of truth as ‘correctness.’ Correctness aligns with propositional logic: something is true or false, right or wrong. It is a binary way of thinking, not unlike the binary code of 0s and 1s that is the basis for all computer languages. There is an epistemic humility to the concept of aletheia that the very notion of data lacks. However, as online discourse proves, it can be difficult to have epistemic humility when we feel as though the world is at our fingertips.




The Saving Power?

To summarize, the technological drive to control, calculate, and accelerate gives us a false sense of certainty that is dangerous. It deludes us into thinking that everything is present and accounted for and nothing is concealed or beyond our calculations. It deters questioning, especially the types of questions that would undermine its authoritative claim to truth. It transforms our being-in-the-world in ways that are alienating and stifling and cuts us off from the vast mysteriousness of things.

Yet addressing the root of these problems is not simply a matter of better design or more socially aware coding. Our technological crisis is an existential one that requires us to grapple with these problems at a deeper level. As Heidegger (1993: 333) warns us, ‘What is dangerous is not technology. The essence of technology, as a destining of revealing, is the danger.’ The danger of the essence of technology involves the attempt to control the world, the belief that numbers yield absolute certainty, and the effort to convert everything into numerical information.

In ‘The Question Concerning Technology,’ Heidegger (1993: 340) quotes Friedrich Hölderlin’s poem Patmos at the end as a hopeful gesture: ‘But where danger is, grows/The saving power also.’ The power that will save us from our technological crisis is connected to its very dangers. How are we to interpret this? Modern technology, according to Heidegger, is a mode of revealing that grows from earlier modes of revealing, like technē and poiēsis. Yet unlike modern technology’s mode of revealing, challenging, which converts everything into standing-reserve and fixes everything in a determinate system, poiēsis reveals things as concealed. Instead of controlling, which cuts off relationships, poiēsis responds. To use Rosa’s language, poiēsis ‘resonates.’ For Rosa, resonance is the opposite of controllability, and we can only resonate with the world when we recognize it as uncontrollable. When we resonate, we are touched or moved by something, instead of controlling it: ‘Something suddenly calls to us, moves us from without, and becomes important to us for its own sake’ (Rosa 2020: 32). To address the existential dangers of digital technology, we must question our faith in numerical data and optimized systems and instead open spaces for the mystery of things to touch us.



Notes


	See Mark Coeckelbergh’s (2017: 159) New Romantic Cyborgs for a longer description of ‘the disappearance of the machine’ in our contemporary technological world.

	See Aho’s (2009: Ch. 5) description of technological acceleration and its effects of the body. See also Koopman’s (2019: 12–13) description of ‘fastening’ in How We Became Our Data.
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Introduction

Existence theory provides a broad framework that conceives of social behaviour in terms of the pursuit of ‘existential milestones’; the latter are publicly recognized achievements without which the people involved conceive of their lives as incomplete (Baert et al. 2022a). The theory has connections to existentialist philosophy, centred as it is on the temporality of life – the extent to which people plan ahead while conceiving of their lives in the ‘future perfect’ tense, in other words in terms of the completed past as imagined from a future vantage point. Whereas some versions of existentialist philosophy pay particular attention to the inescapable choices that individuals face in life, the responsibility that comes with these choices and the various mechanisms which people may invoke to escape that responsibility, existence theory tends to follow a different path and presents a sociological approach, attempting to show how the pursuit of these existential milestones ties in with inequalities and power differentials while also generating an element of predictability in social life. In its focus on the subjective future projections that structure social actors’ lives, it also shares insights with American pragmatism, symbolic interactionism, and social phenomenology (e.g. Mead 1938; Schutz 1982).

We understand our proposed focus on existential milestones as a contribution to a revival of meaning-centred sociology, associated with the work of philosophers such as Dilthey (1989), Gadamer (1977), and Ricoeur (1976), and in classical social theory with the hermeneutical aspect of Weber’s (1949) methodology and Durkheim’s (1995) later sociology of religion. This is because a milestone, in order to be such, should be regarded as existentially significant to the social actor that holds it. Milestones are not simply mundane goals that social actors might incidentally move towards out of material need, rational calculation, or idle curiosity alone. They are goals that involve a profound level of meaning for those that identify and attempt to realize them. In this sense, they contain what Durkheim (1995: 35–39) meant by the ‘sacred,’ in that they are set apart from, and brought into relief against a background of, everyday ‘profane’ pursuits (Lynch 2012).

Existential milestones are not, therefore, defined on the basis of their objective existence but rather on the basis of their subjective meaning. The same objective event – a house purchased, a baby born, a marriage made – may involve very little meaning in one instance or for one party, yet acquire deep meaning and significance in terms of a life well lived in another instance or for another party. It is only the latter instance, in which objectives become secular ‘sacred’ objects, that we can properly talk of an existential milestone. Where does this meaning ultimately come from? While we present a sociological theory, our answer to this question nevertheless shows fidelity to the philosophical tradition of existentialism in pointing to consciousness of mortality, ‘non-being,’ self-realization, and the fragility of life as the ultimate source of meaning (e.g. Jaspers 1971; Aho 2022).

Whereas other attempts to develop an existentialist inspired sociology have often focussed upon issues of uncertainty and unpredictability, existence theory draws our attention to the societal expectations and pressures that make for an element of relative predictability. We do, however, acknowledge that contemporary societies have ushered in an unprecedented element of fluidity and ambiguity in certain areas of the life experience, and the aim of this current contribution is to reflect on these relatively recent cultural shifts in the context of existential milestones. So, what follows is an attempt to further articulate existence theory in light of contemporary developments and also to articulate the distinctiveness of contemporary modernity in a novel fashion. Indeed, the main objective of this chapter is to explore elements of existence theory in the context of contemporary conditions. We will argue that contemporary conditions tend in certain traceable ways to undermine the erstwhile rigidity of existential milestones and possibly disrupt some of the previous societal assumptions regarding timing, sequencing, and articulation of those milestones. Before discussing these unique features of contemporary societies in relation to those milestones, it is worth first outlining the main tenets of existence theory.



Existence Theory: Central Notions

The theory rests on a number of presuppositions. First, it assumes that people have the ability to reflect on their lives, and indeed regularly do so, conceiving of themselves from the perspective of an accomplished lifespan. The theory conceives of people as ‘practising existentialists’ who regularly reflect on the present decisions which they face from the perspective of possible future pasts, bearing in mind the key milestones which they may wish to pursue. Importantly, we do not believe that people’s lives are made up entirely of the pursuit of such milestones. Societal existence of course also involves dealing extemporaneously with conditions that are neither chosen nor planned, but yet nevertheless confront us and towards which we are required to respond. While we see the manner in which people cope with such unchosen events and conditions as also imbued with existential significance and in need of further study, the present discussion will mostly bracket such phenomena, focussing instead upon planned milestones, whether or not they are achieved. At times the individuals involved will be conscious of existential milestones and indeed they might be reminded by significant others or broader societal pressures of their importance, but at other times the power of the existential milestones might be subtler, operating in the background, gently nudging people in a particular direction. Existential milestones can therefore be both conscious and manifest, as well as unconscious and latent, and in this way our approach departs slightly from traditional social phenomenology in its overriding concern with consciousness. This brings us to the next point, which deals with the intricate relationship between the existential milestones and decision-making.

Second, people’s reflections regularly feed into the decisions they make during their life course; they weigh up the possible consequences of their decisions in relation to a set of existential milestones. Given the primacy of these existential milestones, other activities and goals are likely to be subordinated to them. Whereas rational choice models tend to focus on people’s cost-benefit calculations in relation to set goals (and in relation to competitors who might also be pursuing the same goals), existence theory attempts to delve further and explore which key milestones underscore people’s decisions. Whereas preferences or goals have a contingent and ephemeral quality, existential milestones are more often than not anchored in a set of social expectations and normative pressures and are therefore more durable and more methodologically open to systematic empirical research. They provide a relatively stable backdrop against which everyday decisions are made. Rituals and rites of passage remind individuals of the symbolic significance of those milestones, capturing how the passage of time ties in with stages of life. Linked to the former point, when existential milestones function less as explicit and conscious action goals and more as latent forces structuring decision-making, they may often remove certain choices from the universe of available possibilities, without the decision-maker being aware that this is the case.

Third, for a variety of institutional, cultural, and biological reasons, ‘existential urgency’ frequently attaches itself to such milestones: milestones need to be achieved in a certain timeframe, or by a certain age, and not doing so may result in the individual being unable to obtain the relevant milestones at all during their lifespan. Parenthood is one well-known example of this phenomenon of existential urgency, one that has been to some extent, though not exclusively, tied to biological constraints. Other examples that are less directly connected to biological constraints include educational attainment, regular employment, or finding a permanent partner, each of those being both in people’s minds, and in practice, somehow connected to a particular age group or stage in life. Not achieving these milestones within the socially acceptable timeframe may result externally in negative sanctions, ranging from mild forms of societal disapproval to outright ostracization, and internally in a subjective sense of unfulfillment or failure that can become a motivation for action, or else can result in what Merton (1968: 475–90) described as ‘self-fulfilling prophecies’ in which individuals underperform as a result of low self-esteem.

Fourth, people face an ‘existential ladder’ whereby the achievement of certain milestones lower down the ladder are either subjectively conceived as, or objectively are, a requisite for other milestones higher up. In contemporary middle-class settings, for instance, the achievement of educational qualifications is often seen as a prerequisite for achieving the ‘right’ kind of professional employment, which, in turn, might be conceived as a sine qua non for starting a family, and so on. Moving to traditional settings, social pressures might result in parenthood outside marriage being considered as deviant, unacceptable, and problematic: a woman who is known to have conceived outside marriage may be rejected as a potential marriage partner, and so subsequent rungs of the ladder are removed for her. The phenomenon of the existential ladder feeds into that of existential urgency: indeed, all else being equal, there is more pressure on individuals to achieve the milestones lower down the ladder by a certain time than those higher up.

Fifth, moving to the mirror image of the existential ladder, people confront ‘existential contradiction’ when the pursuit of one existential milestone is irreconcilable with and undermines the accomplishment of another. For instance, it has often been difficult for women to combine a successful career with parenthood, although countries differ with regard to the cultural expectations and labour legislation that affect the relative (in)compatibility of these two milestones. While social policy can soften the effects of these contradictions however, social actors are unable to run in two directions simultaneously, and therefore choices and trade-offs typically become necessary. Since certain milestones have to be abandoned in order to pursue others, these choices are often agonizing ones. In Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard (1985) offers the Old Testament image of Abraham’s binding of Isaac, confronting Abraham with the agonizing contradiction that the need to obey God might entail the need to murder his child. While the existential contradictions we have in mind are rarely as dramatic as this – though in extreme circumstances they can be (e.g. Arendt 1968: 452; Morgan 2016: 100) – Kierkegaard’s existentialist imagery underscores the simultaneous difficulty and necessity of making choices, the great personal responsibility these choices place upon our shoulders, yet (as the tale unfolds) also the freedom that consists in being forced to make them. In more common social situations, existential contradictions can sometimes be partially resolved by outsourcing some of the commitments one of the two conflicting existential milestones might entail; for instance, the employment of nannies may provide such a solution for more affluent families where both partners wish to pursue their careers (Ehrenreich and Hochschild 2002). Our sociological approach consistently reminds us though how relative social power gives us different abilities to choose and therefore different abilities to partially resolve such contradictions.



Existential Problematization

Without wishing to replicate rigid dichotomies that have occasionally been the hallmark of historical generalizations in sociology (e.g. tradition versus modernity, Gemeinschaft versus Gesellschaft, modernity versus postmodernity, etc.), existence theory nevertheless recognizes emerging themes that mark aspects of contemporary societies as distinct when contrasted with earlier periods. Our approach should not be taken as implying any radical break from the past though, nor that ‘all that was solid has melted into air (or liquid)’ (Atkinson 2008). In contrast with Beck’s (1992) notion of ‘individualization’ as central to ‘risk society’ and Giddens’ (1991) ‘reflexive project of the self’ (and to some extent also Bauman’s (2000) ‘liquid modernity’), we do not necessarily concur with assumptions about the breakdown of erstwhile class distinctions, nor with hyperbolic claims about a brave new world of globalization, the irreversible breakdown of national boundaries, and the ineluctable rise of cosmopolitanism. We emphasize ongoing social structuring, and in that sense agree with many of the criticisms levelled against these thinkers (e.g. Alexander 1996; Argyrou 2003; Turner 2003; Dawson 2010), even while outlining ways in which this structuring has changed. The themes we identify are of course not geographically universal and do not define a grand new epoch of either modernity or postmodernity, yet they do mark out certain novel developments that manifest themselves through the contestation and problematization of some core features of the pursuit of existential milestones. This ‘existential problematization’ has various dimensions, which we will distinguish in what follows.


Existential Individualization

First, there is a higher degree of ‘existential individualisation’ for some – in that some people are increasingly free to define their own milestones and reject those traditionally expected of them. For instance, there is now a sizable and growing number of couples in Western societies preferring not to marry or making a conscious choice not to have children (see, for instance, Stegen, Switsers and De Donder 2021). Further, an increasing number of individuals purposefully decide to remain single. Indeed, whereas previously pejorative terms such as ‘spinster’ revealed the level of stigma attached to a life outside partnership, a flurry of new terms is indicative of the significance and societal endorsement of the trend towards singlehood or not having children, now increasingly referred through euphemistic or positive labels such as ‘self-partnership,’ ‘self-containment,’ or existing ‘childfree’ (Klinenberg 2013).

None of this is to deny the ongoing significance of social structural factors in ordering society and its associated inequalities in power (Atkinson 2008). Indeed, we suggest that studying existential milestones provides an empirical route into studying structuring social forces in a manner that avoids reifying structure and casting it as necessarily opposed to ‘agency’ (Sewell 1992; Hays 1994). We have argued elsewhere (Baert et al. 2022a) that researching existential milestones reveals power structures and systemic inequalities in social life through two methodological strategies.

The first strategy seeks to examine dominant normative expectations that exist within particular groups of what an existential milestone ought to be, or at what moment in time it ought to be achieved. Such value-consensus is one aspect of what defines certain social groups as such, as research, for instance, on social class and norms around ‘deferred gratification’ reveals. Methodologically, these dominant norms can be revealed, for instance, through an investigation of various cultural organizations and industries dedicated to the achievement of, or ritual celebration of, certain milestones, for example, the wedding industry, mortgage providers, educational institutions, religious organizations, travel agencies, and so on (Baert et al. 2022b). These milestones – however meaningful on an individual level – tend to be standardized, commodified, and regulated by stakeholders with vested interests, with each institution operating according to shared normative understandings of what events, products, and experiences contribute to the realization of a ‘complete’ and ‘authentic’ self (Inglis 2022). The commodification of existential milestones therefore operates on the basis of selling certain products and experiences, the consumption of which will allow the consumer to define, realize, develop, or fulfil a sense of their own individual ‘authentic self.’

The second methodological strategy seeks to reveal unequal social structures and power distributions through researching who is systematically able or unable to set their own individualized existential milestones, and indeed whether or not they are able to achieve them. The ‘individualised’ predictability one is able to hold over their life can in many ways be taken as a gauge of relative privilege since it measures the control one holds over one’s present and expected future. Such relative control is an important element of one’s relative social power.



Existential Fluidity

Second, closely related to the previous point, contemporary societies tend to be defined by an increasing ‘existential fluidity,’ again, for some. This idea of ‘existential fluidity’ refers to an ambiguity as to the very nature of existential milestones, which we propose was less common in the past, especially prior to the widespread globalization of information that has occurred through, for instance, the rapid spread of the internet. Although we have our reservations as to the validity of Andreas Reckwitz’s (2020) broader theory of singularity (according to which individualization is occurring across the board), we do acknowledge that there is no longer a clear societal consensus within or across societies, as to the precise meaning of existential milestones, and some of the so-called ‘culture wars’ that have come to prominence in recent years can in part be understood as disputes over which milestones are to be taken as socially valid, and which as illegitimate. Indeed, even on those occasions where there is value consensus on the significance of particular milestones, individuals articulate these milestones in increasingly diverse ways.

For instance, partnership may continue to be broadly upheld as a socially agreed upon milestone, yet it is no longer defined exclusively in terms of marriage, and it might now also include same-sex partnerships, or consensual polyamorous relationships. Further, it might no longer include living together, or at least not in the way in which domestic arrangements have traditionally been conceived. Such non-traditional arrangements and experimentation are of course not in themselves new and have existed for a long time, but if the changes in legal rights for such alternative modes of partnership that have increasingly been won in recent years (even in the face of opposition) can be taken as a gauge of shifts in general societal acceptance, then societal norms do appear to have changed.

The lack of an entirely cohesive societal consensus over what constitutes legitimate milestones as well as the relative fluidity of existential milestones in contemporary societies also means that individuals can choose to ‘change course’ and adjust their existential journey accordingly, should they wish (Kemple 2022). While certain existential milestones – such as professional careers – have a path-dependent character and thus rely on continual commitment, this does not mean that individuals have a complete and unchanging plan of existential milestones that they feel compelled to meet from the outset. Indeed, especially as existential milestones are frequently internally contradictory – meaning that they cannot all be met without great difficulty – individuals can and do test and reappraise milestones according to changes in, for instance, one’s personal circumstances, social norms, disruptive global events, and so on. The COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, has prompted some to pursue alternative careers that they find more fulfilling or to take up remote work in the suburbs and countryside, thus freeing up more time to spend with family members or engaged in leisure pursuits.



Temporal Flexibility

Third, there is a higher degree of ‘temporal flexibility’ for many, in that certain individuals no longer tie themselves to a rigid schedule as to when precisely they aim to accomplish their existential milestones. To stick to our example of parenthood, the age by which adults become parents, for instance, has not only steadily increased over the past few decades, but a range of reproductive technologies has made it possible for couples to delay conceiving far beyond what was previously considered possible or desirable, to the extent that although ‘posthumous parenting’ has existed for as long as reproduction has existed, in some jurisdictions people can now legally choose to become ‘posthumous parents.’ In a demonstration of how some of these developments are internally related to one another, the impetus for this temporal flexibility may lie in attempts to avoid existential contradiction, such as in the case of women who decide to delay parenthood for career purposes. Indeed, recent research shows that this phenomenon of ‘waithood’ – a term initially coined by Diana Singerman to describe prolonged adolescence in the Middle East and North Africa – is widespread, manifesting itself globally and is caused by a variety of sociological factors, including rising expectations around education and careers, as well as economic pressures (Inhorn and Smith-Hefner 2021). Delayed marriage and parenthood are two striking examples of this phenomenon of waithood. It should be emphasized, however, that this temporal flexibility is often accompanied by negative societal sanctions, as indeed can be inferred from the misgivings about older parenthood (or, more strongly, about posthumous parenthood), or as can be gleaned from the scorn with which women are sometimes treated when they delay marriage (see, for instance, Lake 2018). Nor should we conceive of the present as an unqualified form of temporal flexibility, as can be inferred, for instance, from the contempt displayed towards teenage pregnancy that young mothers often have to confront (Barcelos and Gubrium 2014). Among high-achieving social circles, there is even scepticism towards parenthood in one’s early twenties (that is, before a career has properly been established) (see, for instance, Whitley and Kirmayer 2008).



Sequential Flexibility

Fourth, there tends to be more ‘sequential flexibility’ in contemporary societies, in that increasingly people are willing, able, or sometimes forced, to adopt a different sequence for the pursuit of existential milestones than traditionally conceived, breaking with the more rigid model of the existential ladder. For example, people may return to education at a later stage in life or opt for parenthood outside of a partnership. Again, demonstrating the internal relationality of these developments, some of this sequential flexibility may be a consequence of ‘existential disruptions’ whereby erstwhile achievements of existential milestones are undone; a relationship breakup, death of a partner, or job loss, would be classic examples, leading to singlehood, new partnership, new employment, unemployment, or retirement. Some of the sequential flexibility is also linked to structural opportunities: for instance, with enough financial resources, it becomes possible to return to education later in life. This is not to suggest, however, that delaying milestones or achieving them ‘out of sequence’ is merely a matter of choice. Individuals in conditions of relative precarity may experience sequential flexibility that may be explained with reference to structural deficits: for example, refugees who already hold professional qualifications may be required to retrain in the same profession and start employment in low-skilled jobs in another country due to difficulties in converting accredited qualification (Bloch 2008). In the context of rising living costs and high inflation, older workers may be forced to return to work after they have already retired.

Demonstrating that both temporal flexibility and sequential flexibility are reflective of wider structural conditions as well as individuals’ relational positions within them, the Financial Independence, Retire Early (FIRE) phenomenon is a relevant example that situates work as a means to a higher end: the freedom to pursue personally meaningful activities outside of paid employment. Individuals practising FIRE typically rely on passive income from investment returns outside of waged labour (‘financial independence’), enabling them to quit their jobs and pursue alternative lifestyles (‘retire early’). Individuals pursuing FIRE often prioritize early retirement as an existential milestone above and beyond other milestones to the extent that they may forgo other, more conventional milestones such as career development, marriage, child-rearing, and material consumption. In re-situating retirement as a relatively urgent milestone to be achieved as soon as practicable then, the FIRE movement disrupts both the temporal dimension (at what age one should retire) and the sequential dimension (at what point in one’s life stage one should retire) of the existential ladder in the world of work. Again, a consideration of structural inequalities is vital for researching such phenomena, as the FIRE community is dominated by high-income earners in industries such as software development and finance who have the means to aggressively save their disposal income (Taylor and Davies 2021).



Existential Politicization

Fifth, ‘existential politicisation’ has also come to the fore in contemporary societies: these different types of existential problematization have acquired social and symbolic significance in that the people involved sometimes assert their distinct choices and present them as integral to broader lifestyle choices, openly rejecting the stigmas that were previously associated with the same choices. This applies most visibly to the case of existential individualization and existential fluidity in that the precise articulation and choice of the milestones are not only increasingly a matter of individual choice but also tied to various forms of what has come to be known as identity politics. In this sense, both individualization and fluidity emerge as politically laden counter-positions pitched against a more ‘traditionalist’ account of existential milestones. As such, existence theory complements other sociological theories which seek to reveal underlying normative justifications for political struggles over the ‘common good’ and ‘the sacred’ for individuals and for society, including Boltanski and Thévenot’s (2006) ‘orders of worth’ and Alexander’s (2006) civil sphere.

On a related note, existence theory can highlight instances in which individuals and social groups voluntarily withdraw from systems of existential milestones as unrealistic, unjust, or harmful for individual wellbeing. These instances can range from minimal participation in the workforce and forgoing opportunities – which some call ‘quiet quitting’ – to rejecting conventional work life altogether and pursuing other more existentially meaningful activities. Many historical precedents exist, from the bohemian movement that sprung up among artists during the late nineteenth century in cities such as Paris, through the alternative lifestyles associated with the counterculture that emerged in the USA during the 1960s and early 1970s and subsequently spread throughout developed societies, to the ‘New Age Travellers’ movement of the 1980s and 1990s in Great Britain. The anthropologist Victor Turner (1969: 112) described groups such as these, who chose to ‘“opt out” of the status-bound social order,’ as existing in a permanent and institutionalized ‘liminoid’ state, similar to the ‘liminal’ or anti-structural state that participants in ritualized rites of passage temporarily pass through. One might understand part of what such lifestyle groups were attempting to achieve in terms of ‘existential politicisation,’ in the sense that through their prefigurative demonstration of alternative ways of living, they were bringing into question dominant societal milestones by showing that alternatives were not only possible but also desirable.

The ‘lying flat’ (tang ping) movement, which emerged in China in 2021 in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, is perhaps one of the most conspicuous contemporary examples of a movement that has explicitly rejected prevalent norms about existential milestones and proposed a radically different lifestyle to those sanctioned by socially and politically dominant norms. The ‘lying flat’ movement began through an anonymous blog post titled ‘Lying Flat is Justice,’ in which the writer condemned the hyper-productive ‘996’ work schedule (9am to 9pm, six days a week) and reflected upon his new lifestyle which allowed him to spend most his time on travel and leisure activities, working only when necessary. In the context of overwork, limited opportunities for upward mobility, and disruptions to educational and career plans as a result of COVID-19 lockdown measures, some young people have chosen to withdraw from the hyper-competitive social system altogether (Su 2023), instead opting for a lifestyle that consciously refuses ‘to marry, have children, and to buy property’ (Lin and Gullotta 2021: 25).The growth of such non-organized but nevertheless growing withdrawal of labour in recent years suggests that there is a burgeoning form of nonviolent resistance against what ‘lying flat-ists’ see as a dysfunctional social system which neither rewards hard work nor closes the gap between rich and poor (Su 2023).




Conclusion

To conclude, we would like to briefly mention two issues that were implied in our discussion but not drawn out explicitly: how existence theory, as articulated here, relates to existentialist philosophy, and how the above outline connects with analysis of social privilege and inequality.

First, we started off this chapter by pointing out the extent to which existence theory is prima facie distinct from existentialist philosophy: whereas the latter, as a rough sketch, explores the conundrum of individual freedom in the context of an uncertain world, the former studies social expectations and the patterns and predictability that comes with them. On further reflection, however, our focus on contemporary manifestations of modernity, as developed in this chapter, has shown surprising affinities between the two. Whereas contributions to existentialist philosophy tend to explore how people are compelled to make their own choices (possibly without the help of religion or any other standards external to the individual), the above discussion has shown, although somewhat obliquely, the extent to which existential philosophy is indicative of contemporary culture: one that permits or generates what we have called ‘existential problematization’ – in other words, greater freedom for some individuals to decide on the type of milestones they want to achieve and how to articulate them, as well as increasing variability as to when they can achieve them, and in what sequence. In that sense, existentialist philosophy is a genuine ‘philosophy of the present,’ capturing the societal constellation today and expressing it with clarity.

Second, it is worth emphasizing that the various dimensions of existential problematization are clearly tied to social privilege and economic resources, often in a surprisingly complex, contradictory, and intertwined fashion. For instance, significant financial resources are required to fund the use of reproductive technologies that enable delayed parenthood, just as substantial economic means facilitate delaying the pursuit of professional achievement or the abandonment of this goal altogether. At other times, existential problematization might be indicative of precarity and an underprivileged status, as in the case of refugees and asylum seekers who might for a long time be unable or even forbidden to work. In some cases, the inequalities in relation to existential milestones are intertwined, so that the successful pursuit of milestones by some individuals is directly connected to the delay or non-attainment for others; take, for instance, couples where one partner’s pursuit of a career is at the expense of the other’s, or the case of nannies who work abroad to enable someone else’s family life at the expense of creating, or providing for, their own. In that sense, existence theory provides a unique perspective on the mechanisms through which, in contemporary society, social inequalities permeate people’s everyday experience, affecting the extent to which people are able to lead what are, in their eyes, meaningful lives, as well as influencing what they regard for themselves as feasible and desirable milestones in the first place.
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We speak of Sartre as though he belonged to a bygone era. Alas, we are the ones who in today’s conformist moral order are bygone. At least Sartre allows us to await some vague future moment, a return, when thought will form again and make its totalities anew, like a power that is at once collective and private.

–Giles Deleuze



While the 2020 presidential election was not particularly close—Joe Biden garnered seven million more votes than Donald Trump at the same time amassing a 74 electoral vote lead—in what came to be known as the ‘Big Lie,’ then President Trump constantly and consistently declared the election rigged and a fraud. Pro-Trump, far-right media channels echoed this refrain reiterating the President’s favourite mantra that the election was stolen. Much of this false disinformation was read by Trump’s online followers and then re-posted on far-right message boards and social media platforms.

In the late morning on the day the electoral votes were to be counted in a joint session of Congress, Trump supporters gathered on the Ellipse across from the White House at a ‘Save America Rally’ to listen to a host of ardent Trump followers including Alabama congressman Mo Brooks, a staunch defender of the President and a leader in the stolen election conspiracy theory. In his fiery speech, Brooks said he wanted the assembled ‘American Patriots’ to take a message back home and along the way stop at the Capitol to start ‘taking names and kicking ass.’ But the best was saved for last as President Trump told the crowd they needed to fight much harder: ‘you have to show strength, and if you don’t fight like hell, you’re not going to have a country anymore.’ He then extolled them to march on the Capitol to save America.

The storming of the Capitol complex on January 6 will forever be remembered as an insurrection—an insurrection fuelled solely by lies—that shook American democracy to its very core. The insurrectionists, stoked by calls to violence from individuals using far-right platforms such as Dlive, Rumble, Gab, and Parler and messaging services Telegraph and Signal, sought to disrupt the electoral vote counting process thus preventing the peaceful transfer of power to the new administration. Waving confederate flags, shouting hang Vice President Mike Pence, and dressed in all manner of combat gear and outlandish costumes, the mob included members of extreme far-right paramilitary groups such as the Proud Boys and the Oath Keepers.

What happened after these incitements to violence is well known. But the question is why did these people invade the Capitol building for the first time since the War of 1812? It is widely accepted that the participants in the January 6th insurrection were not only Trump supporters, but in most cases identified with the more extreme elements of far-right politics. On that day, supporters of Antifa or Black Lives Matter were nowhere to be found. Consequently, we tend to be dealing with a somewhat homogeneous group of people, inspired by the same rhetoric, the same media, and the same fears. What drove these people to commit acts of violence where five people lost their lives and over fifty were injured? While many theories abound, perhaps Jean-Paul Sartre’s writings from an earlier period can help us understand what motivated these people towards insurrection not from just one perspective but several.

Space does not allow an exploration of all the ways in which Sartre is relevant to our contemporary political situation, so the discussion will be limited to far-right politics exemplified by the Republican Party and its leader Donald Trump but considered under a broader rubric of ‘Trumpism.’ The focus on Sartre’s oeuvre will also concentrate on just three aspects of his work: in his foremost political undertaking, The Critique of Dialectical Reason, Sartre sets out to understand how isolated individuals come together to organize themselves into groups, but more importantly the consequences of those actions. His belief is that the organization of the group through the function each member performs results in a hierarchical social ontology that inevitably leads to some occupying the enviable status of in-group membership while others are relegated to less than privileged out-group standing. In other words, social domination of one hierarchical group prevails over another. Taken to its conclusion, Sartre sees the group institutionalizing itself and eventually anointing a single person whose personality overtakes the leadership of the group to form a cult. This is the first aspect of Sartre’s work I wish to detail. The second facet of Sartre’s work I shall examine is the following: once a group is organized and adopts a hierarchical social structure, how do those at the top react when their social status becomes threatened by uncertainty? In other words, why do these people seem prone to lies, conspiracy theories, and hatred? Sartre gives us an answer through his detailed account of what Nietzsche terms ressentiment, and what Sartre famously calls bad faith. The third element I want to analyse is the use of social media. While Sartre lived in a period we today may consider primitive with regards to social media, he is not without an understanding of the mass media of his era and its power to affect the opinions and actions of its listeners.

Each of these disparate parts form a piece of a related mosaic that helps explain the actions of the far-right. Sartre begins with the overarching structure of society itself as hierarchical where some wield power and influence while others do not. Yet, when those at the top feel threatened, how do they react? Lastly, Sartre understands the power of social media, what he calls ‘public opinion,’ to spread, exacerbate, and fortify the fears of its participants. All three elements help us to understand the beliefs and actions of the far-right in today’s contemporary political environment.


The Hierarchy of Group Formation

As he is in most of his philosophical undertakings, Sartre is keenly interested in human freedom, its origin, its consequence, its sustainability, and its demise. For this discussion we turn to Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical Reason to understand how he sees group-based hierarchical social structures eating away at the very idea of human freedom. But first I want to briefly touch upon something Sartre (1960: 113) thinks is fundamental to the structure and functioning of society and that is his idea of scarcity (la rareté). Unlike Marx, who believed there was a scarcity of time, Sartre (1960: 123, 735) thinks that the whole of human existence has been a bitter struggle against scarcity. Although it may vary from region to region, or from time to time; it may even encompass the abstract such as the level of uncertainty in the lives of individuals, nevertheless scarcity is universal:


It is always scarcity, as a real and constant tension both between man and his environment and between man and man, which explains fundamental structures (techniques and institutions)—not in the sense that it is a real force and that it has produced them, but because they were produced in the milieu of scarcity.

(Sartre 1960: 127)



The nature of scarcity always brings about, in some concrete manner, antagonisms that manifest themselves in struggle where ‘everyone reduces himself to his materiality so as to act on that of the Other; through pretences, stratagems, frauds and manoeuvres everyone allows himself to be constituted by the Other as a false object, a deceptive means’ (Sartre 1960: 113). Scarcity structures our everyday lives, and as a more recent sociological study argues, every society whose economy produces a surplus is organized in a hierarchical manner where some will be at the top of the social structure (in-group), and some will be far down the ladder (out-group).1 Sartre argues in a similar vein as he guides us not only through the process but the consequences of disconnected individuals coming together to form groups.

Sartre’s scheme of group formation begins with what he describes as the most basic entity—collectives. Fundamentally, collective structures occupy the practico-inert field of impotency, which corresponds to what Sartre calls a series, which, in turn, should be thought of in terms of a solitary individual hurriedly walking to some particular destination not thinking of anything pertinent and not engaging with anyone else in her isolated stream of consciousness. The collective is impotent in the sense that our solitary individual is really incapable of altering her surroundings or anything else for that matter. At the other end of the spectrum are groups, which are marked by their undertakings and their constant movement of integration that tends to turn them into pure praxis by endeavouring to eliminate all forms of inertia we encountered in the collective. Only groups, however, can provoke and sustain the action necessary to foment change.

While Sartre’s group formations start with isolated individuals within a collective structure, he begins to put these isolated individuals together to form what he calls the group-in-fusion where individuals join forces for some common purpose usually initiated by a looming social struggle. Not yet organized, yet no longer mere isolated individuals, they may not know the one standing next to them, but at the very least they share a common undertaking. Should the undertaking proceed, and there is every chance that this nascent ‘group,’ this gathering of isolated individuals in the process of fusing together, will fall apart and its participants recede back into the impotency of the practico-inert from where they originated. But it is likely that some will move forward and seal their bond by means of a ‘pledge’ to react against the impending struggle of uncertainty—either real or imagined (Sartre 1960: 419). This pledge is both tacit and implied; it never has to be expressed, a gesture—a mere Augenblick—suffices, but once understood the group invariably begins the process of organizing itself through function—everyone, it seems, has a job to perform.

The uncertainty of the times, brought on through scarcity, evokes the natural human need for order and unity within the group; it also dictates that some will lead, but most will follow. A hierarchical structure consistently emerges. At some point an inflection point is encountered: the group either remains in some organized form, or it disintegrates and falls back into the practico-inert of the collective. If it continues, and there are now apparatuses both actual and ideological in place to see that it does, Sartre sees human freedom eroding within the group as the organization shifts its focus from its original goal to the preservation of the group itself. Once this occurs, the group enters into the final stage of group formation: the institutionalized group.

With regard to human freedom, Sartre offers a sliding scale, arguing that the group- in-fusion—the nascent group in formation—offers the highest level of human freedom with the least amount of alienation. However, as the group organizes its activities by function, the scale is reversed—alienation overtakes human freedom. Eventually, when the group institutionalizes itself, we not only see human freedom lost in a sea of sameness and obedience, but we witness the rise of politics enveloped in a milieu of a ‘cult of personality.’

The discussion of why individuals come together to form groups centres around an analysis of the quest for unity once a group is formed. But it is not necessarily individuals within the group that interests Sartre, but rather the effects of maintaining group unity. In the early stages of group formation, we see the individual locked within the practico-inert—a position that sees individuals as impotent to effect change—through to the stage of the organized group (Sartre 1960: 445). Once the organized group is formed, it could go in one of two directions: it could remain in the realm of organized functionality, or it could enter into a more structured environment where alienation overtakes freedom as the organization strives to unify itself by institutionalizing itself. In terms of human freedom, Sartre sees the organized group becoming ‘degraded’ as it seeks to solidify its pledged unity by institutionalizing its activities. In its slavish devotion to Donald Trump, members of the Republican Party have sought to ‘unify’ the party by ousting any dissident voices. The public campaign and censure of the ten Republican House members who voted to impeach Trump as well as the pressure applied to Republican office holders to alter the election results are but two examples of how an institutionalized group seeks to unify itself by purging a sub-group within the group that disagrees with the position of the leader and his minions. In this instance, however, the unity is premised on the ‘Big Lie.’

Once the group becomes organized by function, a greater sense of uncertainty or fear overcomes the members of the group. This fear means that freedom becomes afraid of itself as it ultimately gives way to an increasing sense of alienation. Fundamental to Sartre’s analysis is the realignment of group unity centred on the incarnation of a single leader whose policies are defined by his personality alone. A stark example of what Sartre is talking about is the lack of a formal platform at the 2020 Republican National Convention. On the contrary, the party adopted the stance that it stood for whatever Trump desired.

While still within the group, the leader’s position assumes an untranscendable aura by invoking a necessary, albeit illusory, unity. At the same time, individual freedom gives way as group members submit to a structure of obedience—some might say blind faith—to the leader. Unwillingness to cross Trump by Republicans in both the House and Senate dramatically illustrates the level of control exercised by Trump over the party. At least one factor influencing these obedient party members is the fear of ouster by being ‘primaried’ in future elections by an ardent MAGA supporter and election denier endorsed by Trump. The success of this strategy can be seen in Trump’s ability to win Republican primary elections generally and even more specifically against the ten House members who voted to impeach him. Only two escaped retirement or defeat. Sartre’s analysis points out the dangers not only faced by individuals within the group, but the freedom they once associated with the social bonds of solidarity. Indeed, the leader’s demand for complete integration dissolves all individuality save for one individual—the leader.

Sartre points out the inherent dangers in human relations that may commence as well-intentioned, but invariably lead to unintended consequences. The group, united through its pledged inertia, entrenches itself in a hierarchical structure. Its malaise assures the group that it will seek—at all costs—its elusive sense of unity. The ‘common individual,’ now defined by her function or the very role she plays, experiences a new fear of uncertainty, the fear of exclusion brought about through excess. At this moment, Sartre asserts, freedom becomes afraid of itself.

Sartre (1960: 607, 655) brings us to an end point as he describes the rise of the leader that gives way to authority and sovereignty of one person. Much like what has been written concerning President Trump’s take-over of the Republican Party, Sartre is describing the transformation of a political organization (a group) into a cult of personality. Congresswoman Liz Cheney recognized this phenomenon when she said:


We have too many people now in the Republican Party who are not taking their responsibilities seriously, and who have pledged their allegiance and loyalty to Donald Trump. I mean, it is fundamentally antithetical, it is contrary to everything conservatives believe, to embrace a personality cult. And yet, that is what so many in my party are doing today.

(CBS Sunday Morning 2022)



In Sartre’s portrayal, sovereignty grounds authority in the hierarchical structure of the group, which means that everyone else’s sovereignty is immobilized. Authority becomes lodged in the relation of one individual to all the rest, which can only come to full fruition in the institutionalized group. The institution designates the individual who will assume the function of the leader, but it is the common person’s impotency and the return to seriality of the collective that allows power and authority to constitute itself.

In his discussion of group formation, Sartre takes us through a complex sociological analysis of how groups are formed, the motivation of those involved, and the inevitable structuring of the group in a hierarchical social form. Most importantly, Sartre sees the group as eventually degraded as the members of the group, the common individual, become more subservient to the wishes and desires of the leader.



The Estrangement of Everyday Life: Ressentiment and Bad Faith

The question of how various hierarchical oriented groups abandon known truths and embrace the ugly realm of prejudice and intolerance fuelled by clandestine rumours and conspiracy theories begins with Sartre’s discussion of societal, hierarchical social group formations where some will enjoy the power, prestige, and privilege of being at the top and others will occupy the less fortunate lower echelons of the hierarchical pyramid. Yet, if the hegemonic position of those at the top of the ubiquitous social hierarchy is threatened, either actually or through mere perception, how do those people react to the fear or greater sense of uncertainty of lost social status and power? In other words, why are some people attracted to an alternate world of reality where truth and trust in the world breaks down and threatens the very fibre of a democratic society? The response operates on at least two levels and utilizes as its foundation the work of both Friedrich Nietzsche and Jean-Paul Sartre. Nietzsche leads the way by introducing us to the concept of ressentiment while Sartre reinforces Nietzsche’s thought through his widely known theory of bad faith. While the words may be different, both are arguing in broad terms with application to racism generally including white supremacy, nativism, racial, religious, and ethnic prejudice, and intolerance of those they perceive as ‘different,’ non-conforming or just plain Other.

Ressentiment is generally framed in terms of a psychological position. In our present-day circumstances, the mentality or morality of ressentiment represents those who fear the loss of their position at the top of the social hierarchy at the hands of groups they deem inferior. We see this playing out in the far-right belief known as the Great Replacement Theory where the argument is made that white people are in danger of being replaced at the top of the social hierarchy by non-white, non-Christian, immigrants. This is a popular theme among white nationalists and could be heard by the all-white marchers in Charlottesville, Virginia in 2017 who chanted the phrase, ‘Jews will not replace us.’ The marchers’ sense of ressentiment showed a profound feeling of antipathy, frustration, and hostility directed at a group or groups of individuals—here Jews—thought to be the cause of those emotional feelings. ‘This type of man [of ressentiment] needs to believe in a neutral “subject”, prompted by an instinct for self-preservation and self-affirmation in which every lie is sanctified’ (Nietzsche 1989: 46). That ressentiment, however, is generated by a sense of weakness or inferiority and feelings of jealousy or envy in the face of the cause that ultimately generates a value system or morality that both rejects the object of their scorn as well as justifies that rejection as a means of attacking or denying the perceived source of their own sense of inferiority.

As one might expect, the actions of ressentiment are characterized by reactions; it is an inversion and a corruption, and, as both Nietzsche (1989: 36) and Sartre (1956: 87) argue, it is dominated by the negative. The overpowered ‘man of ressentiment,’ who revolts ideologically against his condition does so by inventing a series of distinctions by which to condemn the other as ‘evil’ and to affirm himself, not directly and spontaneously, but indirectly and ‘reactively’ (Nietzsche 1968: 253). It is clear that an ethics of ressentiment is merely an expression of bad character or what Sartre refers to as bad faith regardless of its principles and rationalizations.

Ressentiment entails the act of deception, the clandestine, and the opaque. As such, the man of ressentiment believes himself worse off than the other and takes revenge regardless of whether the culprit is imagined as a single, specific person or some vague group to which that person belongs; its very essence requires that one’s view be directed outward instead of back to oneself (Nietzsche 1989: 36–37). In order to exist, ressentiment insists upon a hostile external world of uncertainty and struggle, which provides the necessary stimuli in order to act at all. Ressentiment is a non-reflecting, bitter emotional state often linked to a slight or injury that is either real or imagined. Just as often it is premised on fantasies and frustrations of revenge, which further exacerbates the ressentiment (Nietzsche 1968: 37).

But what is it that brings ressentiment, this emotional, psychological state of vengeance and vulnerability to fruition? While ressentiment is primarily concerned with power and authority, it is not just as a feeling of self-pity for one’s own plight in the word; rather, it is a personal vindictiveness or blame for a perceived and, perhaps, preconceived injustice. Moreover, ressentiment is typified by its obsessive nature, but it is not generally expressed as a specific desire other than as an amorphous yearning for revenge, which manifests itself in an abstract desire for the utter humiliation of its target. One should not believe, however, that ressentiment is self-destructive. On the contrary, it is the ultimate emotion of self-preservation and self-affirmation at any cost.

In his own discussion of the concept of ressentiment, Sartre begins with consciousness, which he describes as a being the nature of which is to be conscious of the nothingness of its being; hence, its négatité. Consciousness arises in the world as a No (Sartre 1956: 87, 1960: 298). While Sartre recognizes that some individuals will live and die, having forever been on this earth as only a No, there are others who make the No a part of their very subjectivity and thus render their personality as an uninterrupted negation. This, he says, is the meaning of ressentiment—a constant No. In his attempt, however, to distinguish ressentiment from his own theory, he alleges that there are more ‘subtle’ behaviours that travel deeper into the inwardness of consciousness (Sartre 1956: 87). One such behaviour is an attitude essential to human reality where consciousness, instead of directing its negation outward, turns it towards itself in the form of bad faith (mauvaise foi). But, for bad faith to come about, freedom in the sense of being conscious and consequently lacking self-coincidence, must exist as a precondition. In other words, one must be aware of their freedom and at the same time divert themselves from their freedom by believing on the basis of inadequate or even wrong information that freedom is something other than what it is.

Bad faith can be thought of as a type of belief and not some cynical lie one tells oneself even though one explicitly knows the truth. Rather, it is a belief constituted on the basis of non-persuasive evidence (Sartre 1956: 112–13). It is faith because it involves the yearning to believe an expectant desire to be persuaded by something or someone that one understands lacks veracity. It is bad because it allows individuals to evade their freedom either by turning it into a fixed property and by refusing to acknowledge it as a situated activity, or by ignoring freedom as an activity that provides essential meaning. Bad faith allows individuals to eschew the complexity of defining themselves through and in relation to the facts that are true of their past as well as their future possibilities. Thus, human reality attempts to flee what it is—its anguish—by refusing to acknowledge itself to be a being that ‘is what it is not, and is not what it is’ (Sartre 1956: 113).

There is an additional aspect necessary for our discussion of bad faith. In general, Sartre says that humans are both freedom and facticity. The latter refers to consciousness’ (the for-itself) necessary connection with the in-itself, or what makes me what I am. These two aspects of human reality should be capable of harmoniously coinciding with one another, and while I am always pre-reflectively aware of both dimensions, this duality presents me with the possibility of bad faith when I identify with one of these dimensions while denying the other. As Sartre (1956: 98) points out, ‘bad faith seeks to affirm their identity while preserving their differences.’ Not to be confused with a mistake or simple ignorance, bad faith entails an act of self-deception. Thus, it is a freely chosen decision on my part; I put myself in bad faith. And when I am in bad faith,


I flee from myself, I escape myself, I leave my tattered garment in the hands of the fault-finder. But the ambiguity necessary for bad faith comes from the fact that I affirm here that I am my transcendence in the mode of being of a thing.

(Sartre 1956: 99)



As a mode of being in the world, bad faith is often habitual and is therefore difficult to eradicate. In fact, the solution to bad faith is a ‘recovery of oneself’ that Sartre calls authenticity.2

As I indicated previously, the person of bad faith, and, for that matter, ressentiment, are both ruled by their emotional attitude or passions in their desire to disdain someone or some group of people, but what does Sartre have in mind by his use of the term emotion or passion? Sartre’s explication of emotions begins with the premise that emotional consciousness is first and foremost unreflective. As such, emotional consciousness is consciousness of the world, the result of which is that the person who is afraid, is afraid of something or someone. The subject affected by something and the affected object are inseparably bound in a type of symbiotic relationship. In other words, each of us perceives the world through our acts, and emotions are merely a certain manner of apprehending the world in which we live.

What Sartre is developing is not a notion of unreflective action constantly engaged in a metastable relationship with reflective action, or from the world to the individual. On the contrary, Sartre believes that an operation on the universe is carried out without the subject ever leaving the unreflective mode. Thus, action is spontaneous, unreflective consciousness that constitutes a certain existential level in the world. It is, therefore, not necessary to be conscious of the self-acting in the world. Rather, unreflective behaviour or action is not conscious behaviour at all; it is conscious of itself only non-thetically, and its way of being thetically conscious of itself is to transcend itself and to seize upon the world as a quality of things. This quality of things is not, however, ‘furrowed with strict and narrow paths which lead to one or the other determined end, that is, to the appearance of a created object’ (Sartre 1948: 57). In Sartre’s thinking, the path of life is littered with difficulties, uncertainties, and struggles, which means that emotions are transformative mechanisms allowing one to cope with the difficulty. When the uncertainties in the world become overpowering, life itself becomes too difficult; yet, even though we must act, all pathways seem barred to us. As a result, we endeavour to alter the world and live ‘as if the connection between things and their potentialities were not ruled by deterministic processes, but by magic’ (Sartre 1948: 59, emphasis added). In our contemporary world, we see this magic play out in conspiracy theories, lies, and propaganda.

This process that Sartre calls magic is neither a reflective attitude nor is it conscious of itself. By changing our behaviour, we apprehend an old object in a different way such that it becomes a new object for us. This is not to say that the end the emotional behaviour seeks is to act upon the object through the agency of a particular means; rather, ‘it seeks by itself to confer upon the object, and without modifying it in its actual structure, another quality, a lesser existence, or a lesser presence [...]’ (Sartre 1948: 61). Certainly, the far-right’s portrayal of immigrants as drug dealers, murderers, and rapists seeks to bestow upon them a lesser quality and diminished existence. The emotionally driven body directed by consciousness seeks to change its relation with the world in order that the world may change for it. While this is a modified, transformed world, at the same time the emotion does not turn inward, but keeps feeding on the emotive object. This ‘degraded’ consciousness only deceives itself and eventually becomes its own prisoner.

While the group may have degraded itself to institutional form, it may also rally around the personality of one leader within the group. We have also seen how individuals within a group can exhibit ressentiment or bad faith as they direct their animosity and violence towards another group they perceive as inferior yet threatening. The question then becomes why the actions of the group seem to spontaneously explode on the political landscape of the day. Generally, the institutionalized group will fear something or someone, and as the scarcity surrounding uncertainty grows, the group may resort to violence or other means to ensure its unity as well as its survival. While undoubtedly not the only reason, in many respects the answer lies at the doorstep of social media. Sartre was keenly aware of the power of ‘public opinion,’ shaped by the social media of his day, to affect the actions of its listeners through television, radio, and commercial advertisements, and its readers through newspapers, books, and other printed matter. Even though today’s social media far outpaces those available in Sartre’s world, his thoughts on this subject can be seen as a prelude to our contemporary times.



Social Media

Sartre’s institutionalized group now exists as a degraded shell of its former group-in-fusion; yet, it still seeks to unify its practices. However, the aim of the imposed unity is very different from its previous incarnation; now the goal is to regulate and control, oftentimes through manipulation, propaganda, and misleading or false information, the behaviour of the group’s members (Sartre 1960: 642). Consequently, social media is not merely some incidental facet of everyday life for the group, it is one of many means, albeit a very important one, the leader utilizes to direct the so-called spontaneous behaviour of its members.

In this situation, the actions of the group, constituted by the actions of the leader, result in each member of the group spontaneously and freely choosing to be other than himself. Through various mass media platforms, Sartre sees the group becoming ‘other-directed’ (Riesman 2001: 643). To be other-directed is to inhabit a space where it seems normal and natural for us to spontaneously choose to be alienated from others. While, as individuals, we may be freely united to all the others in the group, we refuse to surrender our separation from other group members. Sartre sees the conditions for this situation, the existence of this ‘free’ choice, arising because the leader and the institutions she controls sustains the illusion of unity within the group. The leader’s actions, her words and deeds, create the illusion that the group is united to each other through their separation as unique individuals. Much like the purge of the ten House Republicans, the leader organizes this illusion of false unity in order to prevent the group from forming sub-groups that may oppose her authority. In reality, however, the members of the group have reverted back to the seriality of impotence they once possessed in the collective.

In the full profusion of other-directedness, the serial alterity of the collective is experienced in one of two ways: one can have a relation of presence to other people in the group that Sartre refers to as a direct gathering. Someone standing in a line to buy tickets to a sporting event will be Other to all the Others in the line, but there is the possibility they will establish relations of reciprocity of anger and even violence when they learn the event has been sold out (Sartre 1960: 270). On the other hand, what Sartre calls an indirect gathering or absence is essentially thought of as social media. Here, his example is the radio broadcast, but television and the internet would qualify under Sartre’s (1960: 270–71) terms, since he identifies such gatherings ‘as the impossibility of individuals establishing relations of reciprocity between themselves or a common praxis […].’

For Sartre (1960: 271), it does not matter that individuals who are listening to the same broadcast or viewing the same web site or message board may join together at a later time, the fact that they are participating in that particular media event means they have established a serial relation of absence, which he says applies to all ‘mass media.’ When one listens to a particular broadcast the relation between the one talking and the one listening is not a human relation; rather, the listener is passive in relation to what is being said or written. This passivity towards a particular communication, say a political commentary, can develop over a considerable period and carries with it the possibility to resist: one can protest, approve, argue, or threaten, but a vast majority of the participants, who do not know each other, would have to do the same, and there are apparatuses in effect that works against this from happening.

In a strikingly thoughtful discussion, Sartre analyses a single listener to some politically oriented social media platform. He acknowledges that Our Listener may turn off the computer or other device or even ‘switch’ channels if she disagrees with the content. But nothing changes; the ‘voice’ of the social media platform will continue on to an untold number of listeners. Our Listener merely runs headlong into the ‘ineffective, abstract isolation of private life’ (Sartre 1960: 272); but the voice has not been negated, altered, or silenced in any way. Our Listener may even think she can convince the other listeners that the voice is spewing falsehoods and hate, but what Our Listener actually experiences is absence as the mode of connection with the other listeners. Impotence rules not only Our Listener’s ability to silence the voice, but it also rests in the impossibility of convincing the other listeners, each individually, of their mistake in believing what the voice is saying. There is a simple reason for this impossibility: the other listeners are exhorted by the voice in the common isolation created for them to experience an inert bond (Sartre 1960: 273).

Our Listener is constituted by the voice as an ‘other-member’ of the indirect gathering, and, as such, as soon as she tunes into the desired social media platform, she assumes a lateral relation of indefinite seriality between herself and the Others. An important fact arises here: this relation originates in the knowledge produced by language as the means for all mass media. This knowledge, however, which is also a serial order because of its source, content, and objective, becomes over time a fact, and every listener is objectively defined by that fact as it is interiorized and transformed as knowledge. In any specific situation, such as the followers of far-right media, a listener no longer listens to the voice for oneself, but from the point of view of Others. And if those Others have a specific interest in the subject matter extolled by the voice, they may in fact be skilfully played upon and manipulated (Sartre 1960: 273).

However, Sartre (1960: 274) also points out that Our Listener has long been a ‘ready-made notion’ forged both by experience and the ‘schematizations of the mass media’ that produces various emotional moments: first, a dialectic moment where Our Listener triumphs, or believes she has triumphed, in refuting the voice’s argument; second, impotent indignation where she recognizes herself as a member of a series united to all others by a bond of alterity; lastly, Our Listener experiences the moment of anguish and temptation where she places herself at the point of view of the Other, and allows herself to be convinced by the argument as Other in order to experience the full effect of the argument.

This last moment is the most relevant; it is a moment Sartre says of discomfort and fascination that involves a violent contradiction. On the one hand, Our Listener is capable of refuting the argument and, therefore, knows that the argument is false; yet, on the other hand, she is quite capable of being convinced by the argument. In other words, Our Listener’s inability to act on the series of Others makes the Others Our Listener’s destiny. This is, however, not merely because of social media, but because social media operates in a wider context of ‘mystificatory propaganda which lulls them into unawareness’ (Sartre 1960: 274).

Importantly, the voice is vertiginous for everyone, and since reciprocity has been eliminated, the voice is no longer the voice of a specific person. Rather, it produces Our Listener as a serialized, inert member of a group as Other in a crowd of Others. At the same time, the voice manifests itself as the social result of a political praxis and sustains itself through its listeners who are already convinced by the opinions and positions expressed. In this sense, supporters of the voice influence the undecided and those not quite convinced, but Sartre sees this influence as also serial in nature because everyone listens from the position of the Other, and, in fact, the voice itself is Other. In what Sartre (1960: 275) calls Other-Thought, the voice expresses the group’s own thinking and belief only in terms that are more understandable than their own capabilities.

The implications of alterity lead, Sartre says, to impotency. Our Listener feels her impotency in the Other because it is the Other who will decide whether she will be an aggrieved individual content to remain in her isolation, or whether her action will become the common action of the group. Everyone, it seems, awaits the Other’s action, but does so in a mode of impotency. In the end, serial actions of the Other exposes and proliferates a social ontology of hierarchy (Sartre 1960: 647). Within this hierarchical social structure, the impotency Our Listener experiences should not be thought of as benign, since it is the Other who becomes an active power in her indignation, contempt, and the violence that may ensue (Sartre 1960: 277).

The development and forming of public opinion gather strength through the vast reach of social media in today’s world. But Sartre sees a special purpose for public opinion as significant to ‘rulers,’ since it is expressed in language and actions that result in certain meanings. We have already seen how the serial order of language becomes, over time, a fact for the listener. But Sartre (1960: 293–94) expands upon this point by saying that public opinion is important for rulers because they interpret those meanings as ‘objective realities and as an effective ideological materiality’ such that it assumes a collective consciousness imposing its meaning on everyone. Obviously, Trumpism’s Big Lie comes readily to mind as he ‘interpreted’ the election results to fit within his desired and false narrative, which took on an objective reality within the collective conscious of his MAGA followers.

When some struggle or uncertainty—in Sartre’s word, discontent—gains importance, fear arises that cannot be understood in terms of mass hysteria or as actions spreading from one person to another. Yet, this fear is not some form of organized praxis; instead, it is acted upon as a serial propagation with all the characteristics of alterity (Sartre 1960: 295). The object of this uncertainty or discontent creates a unity of those affected, but this unity exists outside of them. And while the discontent realizes itself in the protests and anger of isolated individuals, it is a social reality as a force of impotency. This force manifests itself in the practico-inert power of perhaps hundreds of thousands of people as potential energy ready to ignite.

Fear propagates itself serially as a material wave with its own laws and temporality (Sartre 1960: 295). In times of less uncertainty, the future is both made by human beings and is capable of being remade by them. When opinion actualizes seriality something different occurs: while the future is still made by humans, it is an alien humanity that is accepted as the future. When I listen to the media broadcast, I do not reflect critically within myself on what is being said; rather, I accept uncritically whatever comes from Others because these Others are also Other than themselves. Within the series each accepts the fact that humans are by nature evil and to survive, one must be Other than what one is. I believe the worst without evidence of its existence; in fact, I adopt special rules of belief that tell me unpersuasive evidence is justified exactly because it is unpersuasive (Sartre 1960: 298). Accordingly, social media as well as other forms of mass communication contain structures that, once invited in, make it natural to accept unpersuasive or even false information as true. As we have seen, both the listening and the speaking are already assumed to be unquestionable.

Sartre’s discussion of mass media provides an account of how followers of far-right politics can be persuaded to believe what they are listening to. When combined with his analysis of group formation and the ressentiment or bad faith directed at others, Sartre provides a window into the world of believers in far-right politics.



Notes


	See, for example: Sidanius and Pratto (1999), which coincides with Sartre’s viewpoint.

	For a general discussion of authenticity see Remley (2020).
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On September 17, 2011, around 2:30 pm, some 2,000 protesters arrived at Zuccotti Park in Manhattan following a call from Canadian magazine Adbusters to ‘Occupy Wall Street’ (Graeber 2013: 36–37, 49). Their numbers growing to the tens of thousands, they remained in Zuccotti Park for 59 days, until they were evicted by police on November 15 (Graeber 2013: 58). During this period, other ‘occupations’ occurred in over 600 cities across the United States and over 900 around the world, with tens of thousands of individuals participating (Adam 2011; Jaffe 2016: 39). There was no single issue around which the protesters were unified, though many ideas were in circulation, such as the trouble with bribery (or ‘lobbying’) in politics; the swelling of student, medical, and other household debt; increasingly widespread government ‘austerity’ and decline of social services over decades and especially in the wake of the recent ‘Great Recession’ of 2008; and the undermining of democratic rights such as freedom of assembly. The rallying cry that emerged from this diversity of issues was ‘We are the 99%,’ referring to statistics revealing that the richest 1% of Americans were in possession of some 34.6% of the U.S.’s wealth, with the next 19% owning 50.5%, and the bottom 80% owning just 15% (Mutnick 2011). The Occupy Movement was comprised of students, members of the working poor, veterans, and retirees, and of whites, Blacks, and Latinx people; it also enjoyed the support of major labour unions across the US (Graeber 2013: 57–58). After the November 15 police eviction from Zuccotti Park, the movement began to dwindle, leading many commentators to declare it a failure (Stewart 2019). However, other commentators have argued for the ongoing legacy of the movement in the growing popularity of movements like the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA); in the campaign platform of Bernie Sanders in his bid for leadership of the Democratic Party; and in the congressional elections of DSA members like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Jamaal Bowman in New York, Rashida Tlaib in Michigan, and Cori Bush in Missouri (Stewart 2019). It has also been credited for influencing mainstream political platforms in the Democratic Party, such as President Joe Biden’s promise to cancel $10,000–$20,000 of student debt for individuals earning less than $150,000 annually (Taylor 2022).

The (still unfinished) unfolding of this group action highlights a principal tension of political action explored by Jean-Paul Sartre in his Critique of Dialectical Reason. Sometimes, what Sartre calls ‘hot’ groups can take shape in the context of intolerable political circumstances (1976: 382). Such groups are the vital ‘fusion’ of previously isolated individuals who, united by a common danger, engage in group actions that reject historical arrangements previously taken as necessary, and at the same time enhance the lived experience and reality of freedom of each of the members of the group. However, ‘hot’ groups inevitably cool off; the exuberant period of protest, occupation, or guerrilla action cannot last forever (Sartre 1976: 395). If they are to have any legacy, ‘groups-in-fusion’ must necessarily become articulated into more deliberate and stable ‘organisations’ and eventually ‘institutions’ (Sartre 1976: 345–404, 1976: 445–504, 1976: 576–663). On the one hand, institutions seek to make enduring the commitments of the fused group; on the other hand, the vitality and open-endedness—the fecund indeterminacy, ambiguity, and creativity—of the revolutionary action risks being betrayed.

This chapter will demonstrate the ongoing relevance of existential philosophy for understanding the nature of such political dilemmas today. I do this primarily through an engagement with Sartre’s political philosophy in his Critique of Dialectical Reason, first published in France in 1960. Part One discusses a central tension identified by Sartre in human freedom generally, drawing on his earlier work Being and Nothingness (1939): freedom plays out in each of our lives as the lived tension between original, inherently unpredictable choice, on the one hand, and the enduring structures or ‘exigencies’ that this choice projects in the world, on the other hand. In other words, the lived experience of freedom is at the same time the lived experience of a certain kind of compulsion or ‘necessity.’ Part Two explores how a parallel ambiguity to that of human freedom takes place at the level of historical action, or praxis: that between the explicit ends of individual human action, on the one hand, and what Sartre calls the ‘counter-finalities’ of such actions, on the other hand: our tools and projects take on a historical life of their own, with their own ends or goals, such that, on a collective, historical level, we come to serve our tools and projects rather than them serving us. Group political actions (of which the Occupy Wall Street movement is an example) aim to take the power back from some of these monsters of human creation—but not, as we will see in Part Three, without perils of their own.

Existential philosophy has a lot to say about political issues, and existential philosophers were commonly deeply engaged in the political events of their times. This short chapter cannot do justice to the full scope of these engagements. It will not speak to the historical context that informs much of Sartre’s and his contemporaries’ political preoccupations and involvements, such as the Resistance to the Nazi occupation of France, Soviet Communism, and the anti-colonial struggles of the 1950s and 1960s. It will also not speak to the wealth of literature in the existentialist tradition on the ways in which identity is shaped by gender and race. My aim in this chapter is to think with Sartre about some of the principal perplexities of political action and political transformation, and how his philosophy can help us to make sense of some of the pressing political challenges faced in the United States, and elsewhere, today. In so doing, we shall see that Sartre is far from the individualist thinker he is often caricatured as being, and from the voluntaristic account of freedom he is often claimed to advance. We shall see that his philosophy has much to teach us both about how our own experiences and choices are always deeply shaped by our historical, social, and political situations, and how our fullest experiences of freedom necessarily require working to change unjust situations in concerted—that is to say political—engagement with others.


Choice and Exigency: Ambiguities of Freedom

In Being and Nothingness, Sartre (1956: 707) speaks of freedom, and the responsibility that comes with it, in terms of one’s ‘incontestable author[ship] of an event or an object.’ This way of speaking gives fodder to the common worry that Sartre is overly voluntaristic and individualistic in his account of freedom.1 In what follows, I will briefly outline some of the principal features of Sartre’s understanding of freedom, drawing on key discussions from both Being and Nothingness and Critique of Dialectical Reason. I will argue for the truth of his claim that to be free is to be the ‘incontestable author of an event or an object,’ but also that this is by no means the whole story. Against the charge of voluntarism, in Sartre’s account the experience of freedom goes hand-in-hand with the experience of a certain kind of necessity: our freedom organizes or ‘totalises’ the world in terms of our meaningful projects, such that the things of the world themselves come to call for—in a sense to compel—our future actions. To be the author of an event or an object, we shall see, is by no means to simply have it within our full understanding and control: our free decisions take on a life of their own, shaping the world in which we must live.

Sartre’s (1956: 60, 594) principal thesis about freedom is, in a word, that human consciousness simply is freedom. On the one hand, we are each, as bodily, material beings, objective or ‘positional’ pieces of the world (Sartre 1956: 12). On the other hand, insofar as we are conscious of things in the world—including ourselves as parts of the material plenum of things—there is an irremovable sense in which we are not a piece of the world, but rather what Sartre (1956: 13) calls a non-positional consciousness. Consider the strange kind of being we call perspective, which is not a thing but rather a manner of experiencing things and, further, a manner of enabling properly human realities to appear in the world. A perspective is what Sartre (1956: 13) (following phenomenologist Edmund Husserl) calls ‘intentionality’: a ‘taking as…’ that allows certain features of the world to come to the fore, while obscuring others.

Consider a young woman from a working-class family in Ohio who, in 2006, enthusiastically begins university studies at a residential college in New York for which she has won a partial scholarship and the rest of which she is funding with federal student loans. Her small shared dormitory room appears to her (negatively) as not the confining home life she experiences herself as escaping, and (positively) as a promise of independence and new friends and experiences. The required books that she has purchased for her courses, many of which she knows would mystify her parents, appear as still-mysterious sources of new knowledge, and also as (or so she has been told) the route to a more financially stable future than the one in which she grew up. The cinder blocks of the dorm room walls and the paper and ink of the books do not in themselves possess these meanings or these connections to one another; it is the lived, conscious experience of the new student that imbues them with these human meanings, and that draws them together in the unity of a single, open-ended situation (Sartre 1976: 79–94). Another free consciousness—say, that of our student’s older brother—would discover in these same cinder blocks and books different meanings all together, say one of alienation and pretentiousness rather than liberation and knowledge. This is the basic sense in which human consciousness simply is freedom. In human existence, there are no simple ‘facts of the matter’ that are not organized and coloured by our ways of taking them up, beginning in the simplest act of human perception: it is the nature of human freedom to transcend or surpass the given.

We cannot not be free in this basic, ineluctable sense; as Sartre (1956: 186) puts it, we are ‘condemned to be free.’ He writes:


‘[One] must assume the situation with the proud consciousness of being the author of it, for the very worst disadvantages or the worst threats which can endanger my person have meaning only in and through my project; and it is on the ground of the engagement which I am that they appear.’

(Sartre 1956: 707–8)



We are not things, but ‘engagements’ or ‘projects’: who I am is given along with—and nowhere else than—the manner in which things in the world appear to me. As we saw in the example of the student and her brother, the ‘same’ objective circumstances and things can figure in radically different ways depending on one’s perspective and one’s project. The young woman aiming to escape a stifling past, to expose herself to new people and experiences, and to create a better financial future for herself than her parents enjoyed, simultaneously discovers and creates herself as a student, and simultaneously ‘reads’ and ‘writes’ in the world of the American university the site in which this new present and future might be born. Her brother, attached to his hometown, family, and friends and disgusted by bourgeois pretensions, finds himself as a plumber in the small plumbing company at which he apprentices, and as a husband and father in his relationship with his high school girlfriend, with whom he is expecting a second child. Through these original, largely pre-reflective ‘choices,’ each can, in this way, be said to be the ‘author’ of their situations—both of themselves and of the world as it is given to them. Neither created their situations ex nihilo, any more than the writers of books invent the languages, conventions, and genres in which they write. But each brings her or his own perspective to bear on the interpersonal and social world in which they find themselves, with all of its rules and conventions, and ‘lives’ the possibilities this world has to offer in her or his own singular, meaningful way.

Authors often report that the process of writing is an experience of submission more than it is one of control. The novelist Elena Ferrante (2015), for example, says the following:


‘It’s the act of writing that pulls me along…Naturally, I speculate about the development [of the plot], before and while I write, but I keep these speculations in my head, in some confusion, ready to abandon them as the story advances.’



Something analogous can be said of living out the realities of our original choices: as an author begins a story and is then subject to its own development, so must we submit to the manner in which the situations opened up by our free projects develop on their own terms, opening up the meaningful context in which all subsequent ‘choices’ will be made. Sartre argues that our choices take the form (explicitly or implicitly) of temporal commitments: if I choose in earnest to write a book, to use Sartre’s (1956: 73–75) example, nothing in fact compels me to sit down to write each day, and yet I experience writing as something I ‘have to’ do. In other words, we live our freedom as a kind of exigency (Sartre 1956: 74, 1976: 235–36). Despite staying out late at a party, when her alarm clock (to adapt another famous example of Sartre’s) rings at 7:30 am the university student ‘has to’ get up in order to make it on time to her 8:30 English class in which she is struggling, because she ‘has to’ get at least a ‘B’ in order to keep her scholarship, to stay in university, and ultimately to graduate (Sartre 1956: 75–77). Back in her hometown, her brother ‘has to’ wake up in the middle of the night to relieve his exhausted girlfriend and to give the baby a bottle, and he ‘has to’ complete his plumbing apprenticeship in order to start his own business and support his family. The risk of losing a scholarship or the risk of failing to make a living only make sense—only properly speaking ‘exist’—in light of the free projects of graduating from university and caring for a family. As Sartre (1956: 76) says, it is our projects and commitments that cause values and exigences to ‘spring up like partridges’ in the world around us.

We typically do not live as if this were the case: we typically live as if it were simply the world itself that presses its demands upon us. In the attitude of what Sartre (1956: 741; see also Beauvoir 1948: 38–44, 49–56) calls ‘seriousness,’ we act as if the world itself is stable in its values, and we are simply following its dictates. We take writing projects, alarm clocks, university degrees, jobs, and marriages to exert a natural causal force upon us, rather than recognizing the manners in which our own free choices and actions in fact invest these things and institutions with the power that they have within meaningful, specifically human existence. There are special experiences in which such ‘seriousness’ breaks down, which provoke an attitude that Sartre (1956: 66–73) calls ‘anguish.’ Anguish often occurs in experiences of crisis, such as the lost job, the broken marriage, or the difficult experience of aging; such experiences often compel us to take stock of what our lives are really about, or what they should be about. It can also occur, more happily, in vertiginous experiences of wonder, such as when we are struck at the sheer improbability of having met the person without whom we now cannot picture our life, or—further—when we are struck by the sheer contingency of our own existence. Whether in crisis or in wonder, anxiety asks us to grapple with our own responsibility for making something worthwhile of our situations (Sartre 1956: 69–71, 66–69). We will see in Part Three that such experiences of anxiety can have political as well as personal significance. First, however, let us turn to the manner in which our own free ‘‘authorship’’ of our situations is always contextualized—and more often than not instrumentalized—by larger social and historical contexts.



Finalities and Counter-Finalities: Ambiguities of Praxis

Experiences, desires, and projects that are central to our existence as free individuals making a life for ourselves—a life that must always be ‘lived through’ on the part of a consciousness—are always, at the same time, embodiments and enactments of socially and historically shaped realities. As Sartre (1963: 95) writes in Search for a Method, his introductory essay to the Critique of Dialectical Reason, ‘the most individual possible is only the internalization and enrichment of a social possible.’ Far from the individualistic stance commonly attributed to him, Sartre (1956: 538–47, 1976: 100–8) argues that, in a structure he calls ‘the third,’ past and present others deeply structure the shapes of our projected identities, and the shapes of our pre-reflective ‘choices.’ As singular as each of their experiences are, the university student and the plumber (to continue with our examples from Part One) take up historically specific, socially legible life projects of 21st-century American society that in many ways render them more similar to, than different from, legions of others of their social, class, and generational milieux, and they are first and foremost recognizable as members of such social groups rather than as singular individuals. Most often, and certainly in the context of contemporary American financial capitalism, we are part of such ‘collectivities’ in a mode of reciprocal isolation, or what Sartre (1976: 256–342) calls ‘seriality.’ Seriality raises the basic ambiguity of freedom and necessity discussed in Part One to a collective, historical level. In what Sartre calls the ‘practico-inert,’ collective human praxis becomes embodied in the things and tools of the shared world in a manner that compels collective future human action, such that individuals pursuing their own practical, ‘rational’ ends wind up collectively producing results that none of these individuals would have chosen, or that are indeed the opposite of what they intended: what Sartre (1976: 153–96) calls ‘counter-finalities.’ In what follows, let us go through each of these central concepts in Critique of Dialectical Reason—the third, seriality, the practico-inert, and counter-finality—in order to see how each of our personal ‘authorships’ over our situations becomes transformed into their opposites in a ‘social field […] full of acts with no author, of constructions without a constructor’ (Sartre 1963: 163).

First, let us think about the ways in which each of us, precisely through the singularity of our lived experience, in fact belong to collectivities that are constituted through the perspective of what Sartre (1976: 100–8) calls ‘the third.’ Consider our soon-to-be university student applying for a federal student loan in 2006 to attend college in New York, while her older brother and his girlfriend apply for a mortgage in order to buy their first house in Ohio. From the perspective of the reviewer of the to-be-student’s Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), or from the perspective of the mortgage broker at Washington Mutual (WaMu) approving the apprentice plumber’s loan, the beginning student and the first-time home buyer are not singular individuals so much as interchangeable members of the collectives of ‘students’ and ‘low-income borrowers.’ Through such a third-personal perspective, the individual experiences and dreams of each student and aspiring homeowner are rendered merely average or statistical, and these averages and statistics are thus practically ‘totalised’ as exploitable human realities that can be traded on for the profit of bankers and other financial capitalists (Sartre 1976: 45–47).

Such third-personal ‘totalisations’ of human collectivities have their complement in the phenomenon of ‘seriality.’ Sartre (1976: 256–69) uses the example of waiting in line to illustrate this phenomenon. Consider the apprentice plumber waiting on hold to speak to a WaMu representative about a late payment on his new home—there was a complication with his girlfriend’s pregnancy that required a large and unexpected payment at the hospital, and the couple are short on funds for the month.2 As ‘caller number fourteen’ (according to the automated voice on the line), he experiences himself quite literally as a number interchangeable with any of the other numbers in line. In this way, even though he and the other callers might have much in common in their material circumstances, their ‘reciprocal’ relation to one another is one of exteriority and isolation, and of an ‘interiorisation’ of this ‘exteriority’ (Sartre 1976: 111). Indeed, qua number, the plumber relates to the other numbers with a vague sense of competition and an acute sense of frustration. It is in this sense that those queuing to talk to the billing department at WaMu are constituted by a third as a (quantitative) collectivity rather than, as we shall see in Part Three of this chapter, constituting themselves as a (qualitative) group.

It is not only those in queue for the billing department at WaMu that are formed as a ‘series;’ so too are the mortgage brokers at WaMu and their rival institutions who approved the loans of those in line (as well as indefinite others who play a role in the functioning of the US ‘housing market,’ from appraisers of the values of houses, to employees of loan ratings agencies, to employees of the Wall Street investment banks that purchase bundles of loans from the banks, to managers of Wall Street hedge fund managers speculating on the stability of the housing industry) (Bellamy Foster and Magdoff 2009: 27–62). Take WaMu’s 2003 ‘the power of yes’ campaign (Goodman and Morgenson 2008). Bank employees were incentivized with significant commissions and bonuses to approve any request for a home loan, no matter how low the income or poor the credit rating of the would-be borrower, and they were punished for low performance by being required to work overtime hours pushing loans at phone banks, and by general fear of unemployment and loss of lifestyle (Goodman and Morgenson 2008). Furthermore, the day-to-day decisions of each tacitly took into account what each anticipated the others to be thinking and doing: the serialized individual’s action arises from ‘elsewhere,’ and each is ‘an Other to himself, conditioned by Others in so far as they are Other than themselves’ (Sartre 1976: 163, 394, 309). As Sartre (1976: 205, 219) argues in his analysis of bourgeois property owners, the ‘interest’ of such employees for profit and self-advancement does not (contrary to the viewpoint espoused by classical economics) precede their collective behaviour but is rather serially produced by the banking ‘machine.’ From the perspective of the mortgage brokers, their own livelihoods, success, and social recognition—in short, the substance of their free activities as individuals within the context of their ‘original choice’ of life and world—become embodied in the loan approval files piling up on their desks, their swelling pay checks and stock portfolios, and the exuberant mood at industry conferences in the early 2000s (as memorably dramatized in the 2015 film The Big Short). We can see in this example how exponentially complicated the dynamic relationship between freedom and exigency is in the context of serial sociality. The experience of exigency on the part of indefinite numbers of isolated, competing individuals is not only called forth by their own ‘original choices’—their own way of taking up and ‘living’ their situations—but by the social creation of enormously constraining economic situations of which no individual is the author, and which no individual can single-handedly change or control.3

If the interest of the mortgage brokers and investment bankers is a form of inverted freedom, this is even more dramatically the case for the millions of Americans, the majority low-income, who lost their homes in the financial crisis of 2008; to adapt a phrase of Sartre’s (1976: 206), what is ‘interest’ for the bankers is ‘destiny’ for the mortgage holders. We can here see the meaning and weight of Sartre’s concept of the ‘practico-inert.’ One might be inclined to think that the purpose of tools and machines is to serve the well-being and flourishing of human beings. Sartre’s concept of the practico-inert shows us that the opposite has, historically, typically been the case: while initially embodiments and extensions of human praxis, tools and machines over time become characterized by an ‘inertia’ that tends to dominate, rather than be subordinated to, this very human praxis (Sartre 1976: 161 and passim). The modest house ‘purchased’ by the apprentice plumber and his girlfriend with an ‘adjustable-rate mortgage’ (ARM) initially embodied their aspirations as a couple excited to build a life together. As unexpected medical and car bills pour in and interest rates on the home suddenly shoot up two years after the initial purchase, the house transforms from a practical embodiment of the couple’s freedom to a dead weight to which their fates are bound, and to the service of which their daily labour is drained away. Rather than the couple owning and using the house, the house, with its required monthly payments to the bank, comes to ‘own’ and to ‘use’ them.

Thanks to the inertia of the practico-inert, indefinite numbers of isolated individuals freely pursuing their own personal goals or ‘finalities’ lead to results quite counter to the intentions of the parties involved: to what Sartre calls ‘counter-finalities.’ The free actions of indefinite numbers of isolated, competing individuals are deployed in the service of a deliriously expanding economic ‘bubble’ controlled by no one—a ‘bubble’ that ‘popped’ in 2008. Would-be homeowners subscribing to the ‘American dream’ of hard work, a nuclear family home, and the building up of intergenerational wealth wind up in an ‘American nightmare’ (in the words of many headlines reporting on the housing market collapse) of foreclosures, bankruptcy, and fewer material resources for their children than had they never taken out a mortgage in the first place (Saegert, Fields, Justa et al. 2007). The mortgage brokers of WaMu and the employees of global investment banks like Bear Stearns found themselves on the streets outside the locked doors of behemoth Wall Street institutions. Political philosopher Iris Marion Young (1994: 726) offers the example of a traffic jam to illustrate the interrelated phenomena of seriality, the practico-inert, and counter-finality: ‘each individual driver pursues his or her own individual ends under material conditions that eventually makes a large cluster of them unable to move.’ Not unlike a traffic jam, the short-term, ‘rational’ interests of individuals—interests that, once again, are not pre-given or natural but precisely produced by serial collectivities like ‘working class aspiring homeowners,’ ‘mortgage brokers,’ and ‘investment bankers’—were the very instruments of the destruction of their own goals. As Sartre (1976: 163) writes, ‘[t]here is no joint undertaking, but still the infinite flights of particular undertakings inscribes itself in being as a joint result.’



Group Action and Institutional Structure: Ambiguities of Politics

Needless to say, the suffering caused by the counter-finality of the 2008 financial crisis was not equally distributed between the working-class would-be homeowners, the mortgage brokers, and the investment bankers. The 2008 Emergency Economic Stabilization act signed into law by George W. Bush was primarily devoted to the $700 billion purchase of ‘toxic assets’ from banks in what is now known as the ‘bank bailout of 2008’—nearly $20 billion of which went to bonuses for bank executives (Story and Dash 2009). While there was discussion of directing bailout funds to homeowners by Barack Obama’s administration, nothing was forthcoming (Graeber 2013: 91–98). As a result of the bursting of the housing market bubble and the subsequent global financial crisis, ten million Americans lost their homes and nearly nine million lost their jobs. This disproportionately affected Black and Latino families, who lost a total of 50% of their collective wealth as a result of the crisis (Taylor 2021). Add to this $905 billion in national student loan debt and, in the years before the crash, households in the lowest 90% of income spending between 17% and 20% of their household income servicing debts—and over 40% of their income for sizable proportions of households in the bottom 60%—these years witnessed an economic crisis unsurpassed since the Great Depression (Bellamy Foster and Magdoff 2009: 30–33; Graeber 2012: 82–83; Hess 2021).

It was in this economic climate that Americans across the country took to the streets and parks in the Occupy Movement of 2011. The Occupy Movement is an apt recent example of what Sartre (1976: 345–404) calls the ‘fused group’ or the ‘hot’ group. In Sartre’s terminology, a ‘group’ is distinct from the kinds of serial ‘collectives’ described in Part Two of this chapter.4 In serial collectives, as we have seen, individuals ‘go about their own business’ in mutual isolation (Young 1994: 725). By contrast, a group is, in Young’s (1994: 724) words, a ‘self-consciously, mutually acknowledging collective with a self-conscious purpose.’ A group can emerge from seriality, but it need not. Its emergence is retroactively comprehensible, but it is nowhere guaranteed, and in fact such crises can just as well lead to increased isolation, competition, and distrust between devastated individuals rather than mutual acknowledgement, support, and solidarity (Sartre 1976: 340). Sartre (1976: 350) writes that the transformation from serial collective to group occurs when the ‘necessities’ of life become intolerable. The injustice of the gross economic disparities in the US, and the losses, hardships, and inertial exhaustion of so many in such a prosperous country, were ‘impossibilities’ that had become ‘impossible’ (Sartre 1976: 350). We see here, once again, that there are no brute ‘facts of the matter’ in human existence: relating to the ‘necessities’ of historical life as ‘impossible’ is a matter of intentional perspective, a manner of taking things up (Sartre 1956: 649).

Negatively, Occupy Wall Street took the largely vague, amorphous form of a wholesale rejection of the status quo of economic and political life in the US. While some critics attribute the movement’s failure—if this is what it was—to its lack of concrete demands and a positive political platform, anthropologist and Occupy organizer David Graeber (2013) argues that the movement’s largely negative articulation was in fact at the heart of its success, precisely because the wholesale rejection of a corrupt, unfair, and deeply undemocratic system united a large diversity of individuals who otherwise might not see themselves as having much in common. We can see here the rejection of the ‘serious’ attitude in which most of us typically live: the institutions of our social, economic, and political world—the banks, the government, the ratings agencies, and the police who protect the given order of things—begin to lose their sacrosanct and immovable veneer. Even if the occupiers and their supporters do not know precisely how these institutions might be changed, or precisely what other kinds of institutions might replace them, the formation of a nascent group on the basis of their critical rejection is already a powerful moment of political transformation.

Sartre identifies a number of principal features of ‘the fused group,’ all of which we can see at play in the formation and initial activities of the Occupy Movement. First, Sartre argues that the experience of fleeing or facing a common danger is a key moment in the formation of the fused group. Now a Master’s student at the New School for Social Research in Manhattan with (despite her partial scholarship and the part-time jobs she held throughout college) tens of thousands of dollars in growing student debt, our young woman from Ohio joined an Occupy march that blockaded the Brooklyn Bridge on October 2, 2011. Despite their ‘studious nonviolence,’ protesters were ‘kettled’ by police into a ‘pen’ in the roadway of the bridge, whence they were systematically arrested, in many cases after being slammed against police cars or onto the concrete of the road (Graeber 2013: 57; Wells 2011). Under the rough hands of the police, the student and each of the other protesters were not interchangeable in the mode of mutual othering and isolation, as in the serial collective, but rather in the sense that each saw their own intentions embodied in each of the others, and the others’ intentions embodied in themselves (Sartre 1976: 354). Second, this transformed perception of both others and oneself is accompanied by a transformed perception of the shared landscape. Sartre (1976: 395) writes in his description of the storming of the Bastille in the initial days of the French Revolution: ‘The street and the little wall will appear to everyone or anyone, and thereby to all, as a temporary shelter: to signify this is to create a group.’ Rather than seeing in things my individual interest (in isolation from and competition with others), I see in them their relevance for our project. There is thus a simultaneous ubiquity and anonymity that is essential to the amorphous constitution of the fused group, which Sartre (1976: 391) calls ‘a reality with a thousand centers.’

As such ‘a reality with a thousand centers,’ the fused group is essentially leaderless. This is a third principal feature of the fused group: it is the shared situation, rather than any individual, which commands, such that all are ‘sovereign’ (Sartre 1976: 369). Indeed, it is often impossible for members of the group to say who began an action or who came up with a key tactical idea. As Sartre (1976: 392) writes in the context of the storming of the Bastille, ‘[i]f the first order was “obeyed,” this was actually because everyone gave it;’ and as Frantz Fanon (2004: 51) writes in the context of decolonial wars like that of the Algerian Revolution, ‘the people […] realize that liberation was the achievement of each and every one of them and no special merit should go to the leader.’ The ‘People’s Microphone’ of the Occupy Movement provides an example of such an ‘order’ without a commander, while quite literally embodying the principles of a leaderless movement. So as to facilitate communication across a very large crowd, a speaker speaks loudly and deliberately, pausing every ten to twenty words. When they pause, everyone within earshot repeats the message in unison, and then everyone within earshot of them repeats it again, and so on, such that the message ripples through the crowd, beyond the earshot of the initial speaker. As Graeber (2013: 51) argues, not only does this serve a practical function, but it has ‘a curious, and profoundly democratic, effect.’ Rather than serialized individuals listening to a speaker to whom they cannot respond—Sartre’s (1976: 270–76) criticism of the radio and other mass media—everyone is compelled to listen carefully to everyone else, to make their words their own, and to hear their own thoughts through the mouths of innumerable others. As the words spread, they become the words not of this individual or that—that information often gets lost—but, curiously, of all.

Two interrelated transformations occur when a fused group emerges from a serial collectivity in the face of an intolerable historical situation. First, in group praxis there is an exhilarating expansion of each individual’s own freedom: certain actions become possible that no individual could accomplish alone, and each’s freedom is realized through every other’s. The lone individual would not think to stand up to the police in the way that she does when part of a crowd of hundreds or thousands (Sartre 1976: 393). The fused group transforms mere quantity into a new qualitative power, bringing out, perhaps, the full sense of the slogan ‘We are the 99%’ (Sartre 1976: 393–99). Second, if freedom can surpass the ‘impossible,’ then any number of new, previously unimagined possibilities can begin to emerge; as Sartre (1976: 383) writes, from within the fused group individuals ‘sensed that History itself was revealing new realities.’ If the Occupy Movement was negatively defined by its rejection of the ‘necessities’ of the contemporary economic and political situation, then we can see it positively defined not so much by specific policy proposals—for example, to cancel a fixed percentage of student debt, or to tighten regulations on corporate bribery of politicians—but rather by its own attempts to engage in a project of radical democracy the outcomes of which could not be foreseen in the terms of economics and politics as we currently know them.5 Giving up our typical attitude of seriousness at the group level goes hand-in-hand with an authentic embrace—in anguish and joy—of our own communal freedom of self-definition and self-realization.6

After two months of relentless police pressure, Occupy as a global protest movement relatively quickly dwindled out: as Sartre (1976: 395) says, ‘hot’ groups must inevitably ‘cool off.’ However, it by no means disappeared without a trace. Indeed, we can observe in its roundabout, still open-ended legacy the moments that Sartre identifies in the legacy of groups generally as they become more articulated and, as a result, ultimately more prone to lapse into seriality.

If a fused group is amorphous, what Sartre (1976: 445–504) calls an ‘organisation’ takes on more definite form, with designated, hierarchical roles and functions for each of the individuals involved. Sartre uses the organization of a sports team as an exemplar for organizations more generally. On an American football team, each position has a definite function to fulfil (Sartre 1976: 449–50). The quarterback is responsible for calling plays and leads the offense; linebackers are responsible for blocking the running back of the opposing team. The goals of the team as a whole can only be carried out by each of the team members fulfilling his function—and only his function—well. Individual talent, initiative, and judgement—that is, the concrete exercise of individual freedom within determinate situations—are crucial to the success of the team, just as belonging to the team provides the crucial context and support to the free expression of individual talent, initiative, and judgement (Sartre 1976: 453, 457, 460–61; see also Catalano 1986: 187–89).

While the Occupy Movement as such never became an organization, much of its energy was directed into the resurgence of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), which engages in a range of campaigns to promote, for example, universal health care; the reinvigoration of labour unions; prison and police abolition; housing justice; gender and racial equality; and policies to address climate change (Democratic Socialists of America 2023; Stewart 2019). The DSA was a splinter group from the New Left movement of the 1960s, which in 2012 had a membership of 6,500 and a median age of 68. In the two years following the election of Donald Trump in 2016, the membership rose to 55,000, with a median age of 33; by 2021 the number stood at some 95,000 (Freeman 2019: 17; Heyward 2017; Robinson 2022: 12). The organization is relatively loosely structured, with an elected National Director and National Political Committee (NPC) that sets the overall organizational agenda at a national meeting held every two years, and 222 local chapters across the country that, each in their own way and on their own initiative, work to carry out this agenda in their attention to local issues (Robinson 2022: 89–98). With local chapters and individual activists working on the issues that matter to them and their communities, and to which their specific talents may be suited, the democratic atmosphere alive in the non-hierarchical Occupy Movement is sustained, but (unlike in the heat of the Occupy Movement) with the organizational support and resources to pursue concrete political projects over time (Freeman 2019: 20–21). The success of the whole organization can exist nowhere but in and through the active, concrete praxis of its dispersed members, and these members, in turn, discover concrete routes for the exercise of their engaged freedom. As Sartre (1976: 461) writes, ‘the group […] becomes aware of having saved its common undertaking […] as creative freedom in the common individual.’

One of the main debates in the DSA concerns the role of electoral politics in their work and, relatedly, the organization’s relationship to the Democratic Party (Freeman 2019: 22). The Democratic Party, and the broader system of electoral politics in the US, are examples of what Sartre (1976: 576–663) calls ‘institutions.’ If organizations are defined by the ‘mediated reciprocity’ between group and individual, as we see on a well-functioning sports team, then institutions are defined by the coming apart of group structure and individual praxis—the seeds of which we can already see in the permanent danger in the sports team that, say, a star player will be more interested in her own glory than in the objectives of the team as such (Sartre 1976: 577, 460). Unlike in the heat of the fused group or in the vitality of the energetic organization, the institution takes on an inertial ‘life’ of its own, to which the functions of its members are subordinated (Sartre 1976: 600–1). With the institution we see the reintroduction of both seriousness and seriality: seriousness because the institution announces itself as essential and unalterable, seriality because the individual members of the institution become interchangeable functionaries. The coming apart of ossified group structure and individual praxis thus allows simultaneously for the emergence of bureaucracy—what Sartre (1976: 658) calls a ‘total suppression of the human’—and the emergence of leaders and authorities who use their coercive strength precisely ‘to increase the power and number of institutions’ (Sartre 1976: 608), that is, to maintain the population in serial, and exploitable, inertia.

There is some irony to the fact that while many members joined the DSA out of a disillusionment with institutional politics, some of the most high-profile success cases of DSA activism has been precisely in the election of DSA members to institutional office under the auspices of the Democratic National Convention (DNC) (Robinson 2022: 49). On the one hand, the election of DSA members like Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez to congressional office represents a significant victory for the DSA and its political commitments in mainstream American politics and has some chance of leveraging sluggish institutional power for concrete improvements in the lives of ordinary Americans. On the other hand, we see already in such elections examples of the coming apart of individual and group characteristic of institutions. Stepping into institutional office, they represent a serialized population rather than participating in an organization with them (Sartre 1976: 351; see also Catalano 1986: 26). Most importantly, once inside there is intense pressure to conform to the pressures of the ‘serious’ institution, at the risk of failing to make any meaningful political change once there; as one of Ocasio-Cortez’s colleagues in Congress said, ‘[s]he’s come to realize that she cannot be an agitator as a congressperson’ (quoted in Palmeri 2023). Time will tell whether the principles and objectives of the Occupy Movement and the DSA can have any significant impact on institutional politics in the US, or whether institutional politics will absorb the elected representatives of these principles into its own inertial ranks. Even when objectives of the Occupy Movement and the DSA do seem to have exerted influence on the thinking of the Democratic Party, they amount to little more than a minor alteration of the laws of the land, and nothing like the jubilee, consequences unforeseen, called for by the activists.



Conclusion

Even if institutional politics can be made more just, Sartre’s existential philosophy helps us to understand why they will never be a replacement for the political praxis of the people themselves. The freedom of the for-itself cannot be outsourced to the monolithic structures of a serious world. The fate of groups may be bleak, but perhaps this does not matter. When revolutions are successful their success does not lie in the ongoing power of their organized group members per se; their success rather lies, as Graeber (2013: 274) argues, in ‘transformations of political common sense.’ What the democratic experiment of such movements as Occupy offer us is, perhaps, just that: a lived experience, in communal anguish and wonder, of a people coming together to collectively make their own world. For freedom to take political shape—and for politics to be an expression of freedom—such communal experiments will always be necessary.



Notes


	See, for example, Aho (2014: 73).

	Such stories from the years leading up to the 2008 housing market collapse are common; see Saegert, Fields, and Libman (2009).

	On money as a kind of ‘third,’ see Russon (2020: 125–30, 144–45).

	For a helpful enumeration of the differences between collectivities and groups, see Flynn (1984: 122).

	Russon (2021) makes this point regarding the power of ‘hot’ groups more generally.

	See Fredric Jameson’s (2004: xxxi–i) brief but suggestive discussion of group authenticity.
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We humanize what is going on in the world and in ourselves only by speaking of it, and in the course of speaking of it we learn to be human.

(Arendt 1968: 25)



The following will make a case for reading Hannah Arendt as belonging to the existentialist movement, or at least that she should be included as a key figure in the existentialist movement. However, her key ideas are rather underrepresented in the field of existentialist thought, such as it is. For example, in various recent volumes or compendiums dedicated to existentialism, her name appears only en passant.1 This chapter will attempt to address this oversight by demonstrating how and why Arendt should be read as an political existentialists in her own right, and not merely as a passing reference point to the ‘big four’ of Søren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Paul Sartre.2 By focusing explicitly on Arendt’s work, specifically her existential concepts of natality, plurality, love of the world, and the ‘in-between’ spaces of the common world, this chapter offers a more inclusive and nuanced analysis of the human condition, one that goes beyond the narrow focus of the white male Eurocentric account, and thereby adds to the diversity and breadth of coverage. Moreover, subsequently analysing Arendt’s political existentialism via the figure of Socrates sheds light on the ways in which her thought is relevant to contemporary concerns only by going back to ancient ones, while illuminating how her existentialist leanings can be brought to bear on social and political issues and crises of the day. In a certain sense, it could be said that the future of existentialism, as she conceives it, is to be found only by going back to Socrates.


Arendt's Political Existentialism: With and Against Heidegger

If Hannah Arendt can be called an existentialist, it is due to her strict adherence to reality as it is experienced plurally and to the free self-expression of that experience. Yet, calling her an existentialist should come with qualifications, though this is also true of so many of the so-called existentialists. Yet the hallmarks of existence philosophy run throughout her reflections on the importance of the lived situation, her adherence to a form of groundless freedom, as well as the centrality of singularity and action in her thought. That said, she is also quite adamant that existential philosophy has been too focused on selfhood and individual self-choosing, writing:


The movement of transcendence in [existentialist] thought, a movement basic to man’s nature, and the failure of thought inherent in that movement bring us at least to a recognition that man as ‘master of his thoughts’ is not only more than what he thinks – and this alone would probably provide basis enough for a new definition of human dignity – but is also constitutionally a being that is more than a Self and wills more than himself. With this understanding, existential philosophy has emerged from its period of preoccupation with Self-ness.

(Arendt 1994b: 187)



It seems evident from the above that existential philosophy is being challenged to identify and overcome its inherently individualistic and isolationist tendencies and, under the influence of Karl Jaspers, Arendt endorses encounters with ‘boundary’ or ‘limit situations’ (Grenzsituationen) in order to force a philosophy of existence to honour and communicate the demands of our contingently lived situation in a common world, and not merely contingency in some form of philosophical abstraction starting from the isolated ego or subject. This Arendt makes abundantly clear, underscoring how Jaspers worked towards a cosmopolitan philosophical position, identifying the conditions of a genuine and communicable philosophy of humanity by way of his concept of transcendence, distinct from a philosophy of the human being, understood in the metaphysically abstract and essence driven sense of the term. Hers is thus a philosophizing capable of understanding how the human being is experienced plurally and reflecting on how truth gets humanized as truthfulness only in a shared world. This amounts to the recognition that truthfulness is something one must think, speak, and live through by way of future-directed transcendence rather than merely cognize. This move, embodied by Jaspers, according to Arendt (1994b: 183), transforms ‘philosophy into philosophizing to find ways by which philosophical “results” can be communicated in such a way that they lose their character as results’ and yet continue to ‘illuminate existence.’ And it is Jaspers’ dedication to preserving the idea of a common philosophical engagement ‘amongst his equals’ (Arendt 1994b: 183), a plurality of free transcending beings, that makes her push back against Heidegger’s existential-ontology. Only the endorsement of open and communicative philosophizing, she tells us, can ensure that philosophy does not ‘end up in the blind alleys of a positivistic or a nihilistic fanaticism’ (Arendt 1994b: 185).

However, before we get to Jaspers and his influence on Arendt’s attitude towards philosophies of existence, it is important to outline how she was also deeply influenced by Heidegger’s existential analytic of Dasein and how she eventually distanced herself from it quite critically, as well as showing how philosophers such as Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Schelling, Kierkegaard, and Edmund Husserl form the backdrop of her engagement with existentialist thought.

In an early 1946 essay entitled ‘What Is Existential Philosophy?’ Arendt offers a critical reading of Heidegger’s concept of human existence, starting with the concept of existence that one finds in philosophers such as Schelling and Kierkegaard, behind which stand both Kant and G.W.F. Hegel and their attempts to reconceive the relationship between thinking and being. Attacking this identification which Hegel, following Parmenides, had tried to restore, it is Kant that stands out for Arendt (1994b: 170) as the one who dismantles ‘the old identity of Being and thought and, along with it, the idea of a pre-established harmony between man and the world,’ yet without giving up on the idea of being as something given.

Genuine human existence, for Arendt (1994b: 170), following Kant, is the result of free and self-determining thinking and acting, while simultaneously finding itself placed within a causally determined nexus of natural objectivity in which freedom is ‘hopelessly at the mercy of the workings of a natural world.’ The resulting ‘antinomical structure of human being as it is situated in the world,’ this ‘unfree freedom’ (Arendt 1994b: 170) drives philosophers such as Schelling and his successors to confront the problem of the coexistence of human freedom in a world that is causally and objectivity unfree. What ensued, for Arendt, was a new way of viewing human existence that forces the likes of Kierkegaard to place the issues of choice, guilt, and mortality at the centre of their philosophical reflections on freedom and existence.

Yet according to Arendt (1994b: 164), it was Husserl, through his theory of intentional consciousness, who again ‘tried to re-establish the ancient tie between being and thought,’ indicating how the world as a meaningful whole is not simply given but rather constituted by consciousness. This move influenced thinkers such as Heidegger and their reflections on human existence, even if they were negatively disposed to certain presuppositions behind Husserl’s methodological approach and transcendental subjectivity. Arendt (1994b: 167) sees in Husserl’s methodological and epistemological approach the ‘hubris’ of modernity in which the human being becomes ‘the creator of the world and of himself.’ And from this there emerges the idea that, being and world are products of the human activity of willing and choosing. And here she even adds Karl Marx to the list, writing,


When Marx declared he no longer wanted to interpret the world but to change it, he stood, so to speak, on the threshold of a new concept of Being and world, by which Being and world were no longer givens but possible products of man.

(Arendt 1994b: 171)



Coming back to Heidegger, then, another step for Arendt, decisive in chronicling her understanding and engagement with the history of existence philosophy, was Heidegger’s growing preoccupation with the question of nothingness in Being and Time and his subsequent affirmation in ‘What is Metaphysics?’ that ‘the nothing is what we are seeking’ (Heidegger 1993: 98), which Arendt (1994b: 176) interprets as ‘the meaning of Being is nothingness.’ Arendt’s (1994b: 177) concern here is that such a move places the human being in relation to being analogously to how a ‘creator stood before creating the world’ and because ‘designating Being as nothingness brings with it the attempt to put behind us the definition of Being as what is given and to regard human actions not just as god-like but as divine.’ From this perspective, human freedom is possible only when the nothing is indexed to the nothingness of human existence, with essence and existence converging only in the being of Dasein; a convergence that was reserved for the being of God in traditional ontology. Her issue with Heidegger’s existential ontology amounts to the following, with the use of the term Dasein, Heidegger attempts to


Resolve man into several modes of being that are phenomenologically demonstrable. [And this] dispenses with all those human characteristics that Kant provisionally defined as freedom, human dignity, and reason, that arise from human spontaneity, and that therefore are not phenomenologically demonstrable.

(Arendt 1994b: 178)



In what is a far from careful analysis, Arendt seems to be claiming that Heidegger’s analysis of mortality and the nothing, and binding it to Dasein’s mode of being, leads to the singularized and finite non-relational self that can become a self and relate to beings only by attesting singularly to the nothing, or holding ‘itself out into the Nothing’ (Heidegger 1993: 103–4, 109) as Heidegger has it. Again, Arendt (1994b: 181) writes,


The essential character of the Self is its absolute Self-ness, its radical separation from all its fellows. Heidegger introduced the anticipation of death as an existential in order to define this essential character, for it is in death that man realizes the absolute principium individuationis. Death alone removes him from connection with those who are his fellows and who as ‘They’ constantly prevent his being-a-Self. Though death may be the end of Dasein, it is at the same time the guarantor that all that matters ultimately is myself.



In Arendt’s reading, we encounter a version of Heidegger that takes his analysis of the nothingness of death and guilt as attempts to liberate oneself from the world-captivation in which one is ensnared, returning one to the self that is lost in or drowned out by the world and its noise. Oddly enough, Arendt does not linger on what is the primary phenomenological analysis for Heidegger, namely, ‘being-with-one-another’ or ‘being-in-the-world’ as constitutively a being with and among others. Nor does she address what Heidegger took to be the a priori structures of the human being’s social interrelatedness, that is, the sharing of a common world with others. In this sense, it is right to claim that the existentiale of ‘being-with’ (Mitsein) is one of the most fundamental terms Heidegger uses, along with ‘co-existence’ (Mitdasein) and ‘being-with-one-another’ (Miteinandersein) (Heidegger 1962: 154–56). Because of this, Arendt’s 1946 interpretation of Heidegger is quite partial and marks her attempts to step away from his thought in finding her own way.

As such, focusing largely on the finite non-relational moment of self-directedness, her one-sided existential reading of Heidegger in her 1946 essay ‘What Is Existential Philosophy?’ sidesteps the issues of Heidegger’s (1962: 154–57) insistence on Dasein’s sense of shared temporality and historicity, or his analysis of ‘care’ and ‘solicitude.’ Moreover, she presents Heidegger’s phenomenological hermeneutics as one largely bent on existential self-retrieval from our lostness in the world. Again, Heidegger’s (1962: 163) claim that, ‘so far as Dasein is at all, it has being-with-one-another as its kind of being’ has no place in her account. And in an odd reading, she even takes his later thought to be moving in the direction of ‘some kind of nature-oriented superstition’ in which his account of the self leads to the ‘organization of these Selves intent only on themselves into an Over-self in order somehow to effect a transition from resolutely accepted guilt to action’ (Arendt 2003: 539). For Arendt, Heidegger’s earlier existential analytic, due to its focus on the human being understood in its singularity and its singular self-possibilizing authenticity via death and guilt, is incapable of offering an account of how human beings can live with others in a shared world. As she puts it, ‘Guilt thus becomes the mode by which I become real, by which I entangle myself in reality’ (Arendt 1994b: 175). Heidegger’s existential-ontological analysis is hence destined to neglect the plurality of others who are akin to us and yet held apart from us by those in-between spaces of the public world to which Heidegger had an aversion, writing famously that, with ‘publicness everything gets obscured’ (Heidegger 1962: 165).

One possible reason for her aversion to Heidegger’s early thought is that the essay was written a year after the war had ended and her references to Heidegger being drawn to the myth of ‘folk’ and ‘earth’ so as ‘to supply his isolated Selves with a shared, common ground to stand on’ (Arendt 1994b: 181) give credence to the fact that her post-war relationship to Heidegger and to his thought was undergoing a critical and radical reassessment. Yet it is clear that the 1946 essay is also a stepping out from under the shadow of Heidegger’s existential ontology as well as a moving towards Jaspers’ attempts to transform professional philosophy into a communicative philosophizing of existence in the plural. That said, we must leave aside the question as to just how partial or incorrect her analysis of Heidegger is, so that we can look at what she offers in its place when it comes to her analysis of the singularly lived and yet fundamentally shared reality of the public realm.



Jaspers as Heir to Socrates

Jaspers represents, for Arendt, a ‘new beginning’ for existential philosophy. Because like Heidegger, Jaspers offers a dismantling of Western philosophy, though without getting stuck in the correlation and interdependency of individuated self and being. Instead, Jaspers challenges Western philosophy by endorsing open dialogue and public communication, eschewing any tendencies towards the secretive or the esoteric so as to pursue the open dialogical structure of human life. Philosophizing, in the hands of Jaspers, is the performance of thinking and speaking with others that seeks truthfulness not in the sphere of reflective apprehension or subjective inwardness, but in communicating with others, where every claim to knowledge is rooted in and returns to the indeterminacy of shared existence with others.

The goal of Jaspers, then, is to ‘illuminate existence’ in a communal sense. Or as Arendt (1994b: 183) develops it, showing her Kantian leanings, ‘The word ‘existence’ here means that man achieves reality only to the extent that he acts out his own freedom rooted in spontaneity and connects through communication with the freedom of others.’ Taking aim at Heidegger, she again writes, ‘For Jaspers, existence is not a form of Being but a form of human freedom, the form in which “man as potential spontaneity rejects the conception of himself as mere result”’ (Arendt 1994b: 183). Philosophizing means for Jaspers and for Arendt (1994b: 184) ‘encountering the reality of both myself and the world’ through the activity of communicative ‘transcending’ as a future directed movement towards a world that is by definition shared. The success of such philosophizing can be measured only by how broadly encompassing and accessible its reach is and how many people it becomes significant for. In this sense, Arendt (1994b: 183) sees in Jaspers a modern-day Socrates whose communicative process extends the maieutic method by way of the notion of ‘appeal,’ emphasizing that ‘in communication the philosopher moves, as a matter of principle, among his equals, to whom he can appeal and who can in turn appeal to him.’ ‘Philosophizing’ thus involves a being attuned to this ‘perpetual appeal to the life forces in oneself and in others’ (Arendt 1994b: 182).

Our humanity emerges and is actualized only in our continual communication with and recognition of the existence of others. The other then is not a necessary structural determinant of my singularity but the very condition of my being brought into a world that is common to all. And as Arendt (1994b: 186) further clarifies, ‘in the concept of communication lies a concept of humanity new in its approach though not yet fully developed that postulates communication as the premise for the existence of man.’



Love of the World, Natality, Plurality

Having offered a brief overview of her influences, let us move to Arendt’s own interpretation and how she appropriates and transforms the thought of others. In The Human Condition (first published in 1958), Arendt explores the various dimensions of the vita activa, drawing on various philosophical problems she had already confronted in the 1940s and early 1950s, and even draws on questions she had first confronted while attending Heidegger’s Marburg lecture course on Plato’s Sophist and Book VI of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics in 1924–1925.

Yet, in 1955, she was planning to write a book dedicated to the theme of Amor Mundi, or love of the world, in which she wanted to account for the world starting from the plurality of human beings and the spaces in-between those human beings that enable such a plurality of persons to actualize themselves in being seen and heard by one another. Thus, if Arendt could be considered an existentialist of some sort, it could only be claimed by showing how her account of the lived experience of the world leads her to think politically in the name of amor mundi and not self-love as subjective self-choosing. Again, Arendt’s point is that our ability to love has a revelatory role that makes us aware of the significance of others and other things and is thus not merely an existential projection of self-interest onto the world. Arendtian love of the world is best described as an existential task of learning to look with loving eyes so as to attend to real differences that emerge from the in-between spaces of the word. Love of the world, for her, is about a way of life that appreciates the relational nature of reality, one both sensitive and alert to the complexities of political realities, as well as informed by thinking in such a way that another person’s standpoint, and even their suffering and voicelessness, is taken into consideration.

This love of the world, Arendt tells us, is a being ‘dedicated to the world into which we were born, and this is possible because we shall not live forever. To be dedicated to the world means among other things: not to act as though we were immortal’ (Arendt 1963). Or as she puts it in a Denktagebuch entry from 1955:


Amor Mundi: Acting in the World, which is formed as a time-space in which human beings exist in the plural—not with or not next to one other—but pure plurality is enough! (the pure between)—[the world] in which we construct our buildings, situate ourselves, and want to leave something enduring behind, a world to which we belong insofar as we exist in the plural, where we forever remain strangers because we are singular. It is only through such plurality that we can determine this singularity. Seeing and being-seen, hearing and being-heard in the between.

(Arendt 2003: 539; my translation)



It is clear from the above that Arendt holds that we are singularly tied to our own respective lives, but only insofar as the world, common to all, has inclined us towards our respective lives. Hence, we are recognizable to one another thanks to the in-between spaces that the world opens up for us. And we are the bearers of a name that has been given to us and which others can use only in this in-between space that allows us to be seen and heard when alive and remembered when we are gone. And yet this world is not the pre-given world of nature that we simply have to get back to so that we can understand ourselves and others more naturally.

When Arendt discusses the in-between spaces of the world in her lectures on history, plurality, and political theory from 1955, she indicates the centrality of natality to her thinking, which could be said to function as the bridge between her own form of existentially situated thinking and her more politically minded analysis of freedom and action. As opposed to reflections on mortality and nothingness, it is natality that forms the spine of her reflections on human singularity and our singular capacity to bring the new into the world thanks to our togetherness with others, which is by extension our unique human ability to begin anew by way of action and to incline ourselves towards the future. And as Arendt (1994b: 186) reminds us, ‘Existence itself is, by its very nature, never isolated. It exists only in communication and in awareness of others’ existence.’

It is fair to say then that the capacity to begin anew, that is, acting spontaneously in the world without knowing precisely where such action will take me, is founded on my being uniquely who I am only in a world in which I am answering to a name that has been given to me, responding to and responsible for others. The concept of natality hence marks a telling transition point from what could be termed Arendt’s more existential-philosophical reflections on human existence and worldliness to the more political dimension of speech and action of which natality is the origin. And again, it is the space-between, or better the in-between spaces of the world, which allow such speech and action to come to light and be experienced by others as also mattering to them. Here we see Arendt’s two-fold understanding of the world: world as the fragile achievement of human activity and artifice, the result of the human being’s investment in and love of the world, and world as a totality of in-between spaces that allow human existence in the plural to be seen and heard. For Arendt, the world is thus continually oscillating between its own dissolution and rebirth, which is due to the mortality of those who have brought it into being and cared for it, as well as the powers of natality inherent in those who want to live in it and want it to endure. The world, then, is always at risk of becoming a ‘desert’ (Arendt 2005a: 189–90) and in need of initiators to breathe new life into it, to find new stabilizing ‘oases’ (Arendt 2005a: 202–3) so as to keep open those in-between spaces that make visibility and participation possible.

Along with natality, her emphasis on plurality as the fundamental condition of speech and action is what defines Arendt’s so-called political existentialism or existential politics in its attempts to resist talking about the human being in some abstract and universal sense. And her claim is that it is only by starting from plurality that any sense of genuine human inter-action can be accounted for, as well as understanding and appreciating the differences between human beings. In Arendt’s hands, plurality becomes the condition of reciprocal understanding and common purpose, as well as the basis for discourse and action on a larger scale. Therefore, we can understand one another and our existential situatedness because inter-action exists, but the fact that we are distinct from one another means that reciprocal understanding must actualize and externalize itself by way of speech and action.

However, the difficulty with defining Arendt’s concept of plurality in a more synthetic manner stems from the fact that the term belongs to and acquires its meaning within a broader web of concepts or operational terms. These are, for example, in-between spaces, natality, speech, action, and world, all of which need to be reconceptualized in terms of her attempts to introduce a new paradigm into political thinking. It is one which is existentially informed and yet not focused on subjective inwardness or isolated self-choosing.

That said, what aligns Arendt with many diverse philosophies of existence is her insistence that the human being finds itself in the world and attempts to make sense of that world from within it, though not by seeking some ultimate reality behind or beneath the appearances. Rather, reality is given in and as the appearances themselves and our sense of reality is constitutively tied up with the sensible world and with the plurality of other beings that keep it in view as an ongoing concern. One could say that, for Arendt, it is not so much that we have a mind and can therefore begin the activity of thinking about this thing out there called world. On the contrary, thinking is possible because the world gives itself to us as a common world which can be thought and experienced from a plurality of perspectives, and we can encounter others and ourselves in the in-between spaces of appearance that we call world. Yet world, for Arendt, is also existentially grounded, insofar as it is definable in terms of the web of human relationships, perspectives, opinions, and commitments that sustain it, absent of which the world as a space of inter-action would wane, leading to what she terms our world alienation or worldlessness. The relevance of Arendt political existentialism is hence especially relevant to issues of social invisibility and non-recognition, which are all the more salient given Arendt’s attention to the existential dimension of public spaces and the tensions in these in-between spaces.

From the moment we inhabit the world, we are moving with others through these in-between spaces. And this is not the same as humankind defining itself in its essence or searching for an essence within ourselves that might function as a binding element that brings us together under one common metaphysical label. It is the plurality of voices, perspectives, commitments, and opinions, and not the univocity of an essence that exists in us prior to such perspectives and commitments, that constitutes human life in its manifold self-enactment. Plurality is thus the condition of the possibility of political life, understood as the dimension of action that takes place between human beings and to which human beings respond.

Arendt is, however, often ambiguous when it comes to plurality, at times defining it as a fact, always already given before we find ourselves in the world, while at other times she refers to plurality as something to be achieved, something rare and fragile that needs tending to. Yet these two moments or aspects of her concept of plurality are in fact compatible. Her point is twofold: we always inhabit the earth with others, whose opinions and perspectives differ from our own, that is, we are born into a world thanks to others and speak and act in the between spaces of the world. And yet the actualization of such plurality is always unpredictable and liable to fail or misfire, which means plurality is the fragile conditioning principle she defines as ‘the law of the earth’ (Arendt 1977a: 19).

Therefore, there is in fact the plurality that stems from the presence of other human beings and from their unique natality and mortality, and the plurality that finds its fullest expression, through speech and action, emerging only where there exist adequate in-between spaces of public and political life in which we can share respectfully our own unique commitments and viewpoints on one and the same common world.

Action, together with speech, makes up the human condition, which is the sphere of shared human life which makes us most fully human. And this is the case because speech and action bring something new, unprecedented, and lasting into the world. Both elements establish the polis, the commons, which is identifiable not only because it is situated or placed within a well-defined territory or terrain, but also and primarily because it is instituted by those who come together freely so as to speak and act freely.

But beyond her attempts to demonstrate the centrality of speech and action to lived experience in its fullest sense, how every political initiative is founded on the plurality of human beings and not on the univocal definition of the human being, Arendt is also keen to illustrate how and why plurality fell out of favour with the rise of professional philosophy. Her interpretation is that after Socrates certain philosophers started to view the public sphere in terms of making or fabricating change or theorizing about the ideal political sphere from a point outside of that sphere. It is here that praxis lost its centrality and theōria and poiēsis came into their own as attempts to rationalize political order.



The Proto-Existentialist Socrates

Against this move, it is Socrates that Arendt turns to in order to reconcile both her own more existential orientation with her commitment to a political form of thinking that starts from plurality and the common world. Socrates is thus viewed by Arendt not as a figure searching for the true order of things in an immutable world of forms, or even as a figure seeking solace in the face of death. He is not the originator of general definitions or the theorizer of everlasting truths. Much like Kierkegaard did, though more focused on Socrates the public questioner, Arendt reads Socrates as a proto-existentialist who consistently pursues the open structure of speaking and listening, embodying that unique ability to detect the seeds of truthfulness in every worldly opinion, challenging the arrogance of anyone who might claim to know the truth of something once and for all. Socrates, for Arendt, always attempts to tell it like it is, actualizing his daimon publicly, while simultaneously well aware that all that is necessarily exceeds the reach of thinking and speaking. For Arendt, then, the existential truthfulness that comes to light in speaking and acting consistently with oneself is bound up with the capacity to see and understand the world from multiple and changing perspectives, and attests to the plurality of the sources of the world’s opening up as the condition of genuine political life.

From this one can see that Arendt is endorsing what could be called an existential-political reading of Socrates as the one who exists/speaks truthfully without imposing his opinion on others, preferring to elicit truthfulness from the doxai of others. Accordingly, this is the case mainly because Socrates recognizes the limits of truth-apprehension for finite human beings, its ‘limitations through dokein’ (Arendt 2005b: 19). It is precisely for this reason that he is continually on guard against the emergence of one all-pervasive definition of truth and understands that truth belongs to doxa and to the plurality inherent in logos. Socrates is taken by Arendt, then, as the figure who embodies and pursues the plurality of doxai, the plurality of irreducible and irreplaceable perspectives on the world. Moreover, he embodies the political significance of action by relating the issue of speaking truthfully, speaking with integrity, to protecting the appearing of the world that one has in common with others. As Arendt (2002: 314) writes:


Since Socrates, no man of action, that is, no one whose original experience was political [...] could ever hope to be taken seriously by the philosophers; and no specifically political deeds, or human greatness as expressed in action, could ever hope to serve as examples in philosophy, in spite of the never forgotten glory of Homer’s praise of the hero. Philosophy is farther removed from praxis even than it is from poiesis.



In the figure of Socrates, philosophizing, not yet a discipline or specialized technique, is an exemplary activity of thinking something through for myself in which one actualizes the unique first-person plurality of the two-in-one that each of us is called to actualize, albeit always and necessarily making this uniqueness intelligible in the company of others without whom my two-in-one would remain, as Arendt (2005b: 22) puts it, ‘always changeable and somewhat equivocal.’ And yet philosophizing actualizes itself as dialegesthai, the talking something through with others, discussing what is shared and at stake both existentially and politically.

These two moments articulate alternately the meaning of human life and bring together in speaking what is uniquely mine with what is common to all. In Socrates, one encounters both the solitary experience of thinking and the enactment of praxis in speaking and being-with-others, in being drawn out by the companionship of others, and in living together with others in the shared space of meaningful appearing. Arendt’s claim is that with Socrates, thinking remained on the other side of its transformation into the professional activity that could not but escape from the realm of human plurality in the name of unity, necessity, and truth. His thinking and questioning remained existentially and politically oriented, driven by wonder and in search of a truthfulness rooted in worldly existence and in our appearing before others and with others. The existential and political Socrates remained a questioner because he did not have anything to teach beyond his own existential-political example of being a truthful questioner, a responsible and responsive pursuer of insights in seeking the good or truthful life with others.

Instead, for Arendt, Socrates establishes a practice of thinking, questioning, and listening in which truthfulness and existence are aligned with one another in the to-and-fro of question and answer that awakens us to our life with others and to the possibility of sharing our insights and perplexities. But this is not simply an activity of individualistic self-edification, insofar as it is also a good for the city. Socrates refuses to escape from prison and accepts his sentence because of the consistency, integrity, and just nature of his thinking and speaking, believing it is better to suffer wrong that to do wrong, and knowing that his stance is ultimately in the name of an existential political good in which care for the self is the moving mirror image of care for city. Socrates’ stance, for Arendt, is an example of truthfulness becoming word and deed, both exemplifying and inspiring a type of political mindfulness in oneself and in one’s fellow citizens which is again always other than violence and coercion. Here truthfulness is pursued in such a way that it puts at stake the very aliveness of those who articulate it. The truthfulness communicated to others becomes the actualization of genuine existence with others and as an example for others. It is thus a question of being most fully alive in this truthfulness, yet without this truthfulness being reducible to the totality of every possible perspective or the renunciation of opinion. And yet Arendt is clear that truthfulness and communication belong together, and here she brings Socrates and Jaspers together, writing, ‘Communication is not an “expression” of thoughts or feelings, which then could be only secondary to them; truth itself is communicative and disappears outside of communication’ (Arendt 1994a: 441).

This arguably proto-existential reading of Socrates is committed to a specific mode of thinking, and the experience of it, externalized in judgement, which commits itself to the safeguarding of plurality as an ontological fact of human life. And there is a specific type of thinking which takes place in solitude, and which has an ineliminable ‘mineness’ to it that is distinguishable from the viewpoints of others. Hence judgement, both moral and political, implies becoming attentive to otherness as both world-orienting and as an invitation to one’s unique self-actualization in thinking.

Socrates wanted to make the city more truthful by delivering each of the citizens of their truths. The method of doing this is dialegesthai, talking something through, both with oneself and with others. But this dialectic brings forth truth not by extinguishing opinion, but by revealing the truthfulness incipient in doxa. The role of the thinker, then, is not to rule the city but to be its ‘gadfly,’ not to tell philosophical truths, but instead to make citizens more truthful in caring for themselves as well as caring for the commons. The difference with Plato is decisive: Socrates did not want to educate the citizens so much as he wanted to improve their doxai, which constituted the existential-political life in which he too took part.

The above identifies a conception of thinking and speaking that was arguably destined to remain a minority sport in the history of Western thought. And with it, Socrates’ moral claim that ‘It is better to be wronged than to do wrong’ (Arendt 1977a: 181, 188) falls out of favour, evincing that for Arendt’s proto-existential Socrates the force of truthfulness lies in its lived and communicative exemplarity and not simply in the validity associated with logical syllogism or assertoric accuracy. The concrete exemplarity of truthfulness is one that starts directly from its practical illustration and application by those who speak in accord with such truthfulness and in accord with themselves. It starts from those who vet such a concretely lived truthfulness and live an engaged and communicative existence in accord with it. In her essay ‘Truth and Politics,’ again referring to the exemplarity of the existential-political Socrates and the above-mentioned ‘Socratic proposition,’ she notes that,


This teaching by example is, indeed, the only form of ‘persuasion’ that philosophical truth is capable of without perversion or distortion; by the same token, philosophical truth can become ‘practical’ and inspire action without violating the rules of the political realm only when it manages to become manifest in the guise of an example.

(Arendt 1977b: 243)



In sum, what is suppressed or elided in this move is what she terms, in The Life of the Mind, the ‘abyss of freedom’ (Arendt 1977a: 207), that elusive existential, public, and communicative element which the so-called ‘professional thinkers’ (Arendt 1977a: 198) found altogether unappetizing. Because of this they sought to immunize themselves against existential ‘contingency’ and the ‘ineluctable randomness’ of lived existence in the polis by focusing on the concepts of ‘unity’ and ‘necessity’ even if at the cost of plurality and ‘the questionable gift of spontaneity’ (Arendt 1977a: 198). What Arendt (1977a: 200) is championing is the primacy of existential ‘political freedom’ over the philosophical concept of freedom of the will, and she is doing so because she realizes that ‘political freedom is possible only in the sphere of human plurality.’ With this she realizes that political action must take its start from the plural disclosure and recognition of a common world to be safeguarded and from the ‘love of freedom’ (Arendt 1977a: 203) as necessarily entailing the ‘abyss of pure spontaneity’ (Arendt 1977a: 216). This is the freedom to begin anew, to bring something into being which did not previously exist, and to start from human plurality, without knowing in advance precisely what this will be.



The Relevance of Arendt's Political Existentialism Today

Arendt’s attempts to delineate the experience of visibility and participation in the world, understood as engaging with shared spaces of meaning, should be understood as both a response to totalitarianism and to an age she sees as dominated by an instrumentalized notion of progress and atomized individuality, both of which, for Arendt, tries to do away with those indeterminate and generative in-between spaces of visibility and participation. That this is still a problem today should come as no surprise since Arendt often makes the point that we need to be continually vigilant against a backslide into various forms of totalitarian or individualistic thinking.

What needs thinking and protecting then is the public sphere understood as a fragile space of appearance and participation where matters of relevance are decided and where people can appear to one another as who they are through speech and action, capacities specific to human beings who share the world with others. Existentially speaking, then, who one is, is juxtaposed against understanding the individual in terms of what one is, which threatens to reduce our existential and political capacities to forms of social activity that can be measured, predicted, and administered. It is from within these spaces of appearance that she offers an account of how existential experience and political reality can be structured and understood as stemming from the common world which we are called upon to tend to and care for.



Notes


	See, for instance, in The Continuum Companion to Existentialism (2011: 387), Arendt appears, in name only, in the title of Jefferey C. Isaac’s ‘Arendt, Camus, and Modern Rebellion;’ A Companion to Phenomenology and Existentialism (2009: 3, 31), where Arendt is mentioned twice; in The Cambridge Companion to Existentialism (2012: 66, 67), Arendt is mentioned in passing; and in Situating Existentialism: Key Texts in Context (2012: 89, 138, 288–89, 294), Arendt is found in footnotes and marginalia.

	It should be noted that Martin Jay (2006) has referred to Arendt as a ‘political existentialist.’
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To rebel, Albert Camus (1991b: 13) tells us, is to say ‘no.’ It is to resist some external force that wishes to impose itself upon us, to refuse the dictates of some external authority regarding what to think or how to act. But Camus (1991b: 13) adds, to rebel is also to say ‘yes.’ It is to affirm that there exists within ourselves something worthy of defence. By asserting a limit to the intrusion of others, we also assert the value of what lies beyond that limit. Hence, the rebel is never totally without a cause; they always have their reasons (Camus 1991b: 19). The goal of this chapter is to give an account of some of these reasons. I will explain why, and against what, various existentialists would have us rebel.


The Problem of the Crowd

Rebellion comes in many forms, but it is possible to distinguish them in terms of the power or force being resisted. Sometimes the power is a political one. Being a rebel is about revolting against a governmental entity that would subjugate people to its will. This is one of the main topics of Camus’ The Rebel (1991b). Other times, rebellion has a religious target. Søren Kierkegaard (1998a), for example, speaks of resisting the Danish state church, and Fyodor Dostoyevsky (2003) has Ivan Karamazov talk about rebelling against God. Finally, sometimes rebellion is directed against something abstract: one revolts against the world or reality itself. Camus (1991a: 121–23), in The Myth of Sisyphus, praises those who defy the absurdity of life by affirming it. Miguel de Unamuno (1972: 291–92), in The Tragic Sense of Life, extols those who refuse to succumb to the crushing truth of their insignificance.

This chapter will focus on social rebellion. In particular, I will be discussing the form of rebellion that resists the force of the ‘crowd’ or the ‘public’ (see Aho 2020: 62–67; Cooper 1999: 110–16; Tuttle 1996). In modern society, many existentialists observe, we do not only encounter isolated individuals. We also confront the nameless, faceless masses. Other people merge into an enormous, anonymous collective that seeks to impose its will upon us. This ‘crowd’ or ‘public’ pressures us to do what they think is right. They command us to be normal—or endure their wrath. It is against this force that many existentialists would have us rebel. Their hero is the individual who refuses to do what the masses would have them do, who rejects the norms of modern society.

I will look at four reasons for rebellion that we find in existentialist writings, which can be summarized as follows. First, we ought to rebel against the norms of mass society because they are wrong or misguided. Second, our social norms merit resistance because they are insufficiently inflexible; they cannot handle the exceptional case. Third, we should rebel against our social norms because they are one-sided. That is, they ignore the possibility of other equally legitimate points of view. Fourth, we ought to resist the authority of the crowd simply because we ought to resist all external authorities.

Some qualifications are in order. To begin, these four lines of argument are not exhaustive. It is possible to find others in the existentialist literature. They also are not mutually exclusive. Embracing one does not require rejecting the rest. Indeed, they overlap at many points. As such, it may be better to regard them as different frameworks for interpreting the motivation behind social rebellion than as distinct justifications. Finally, I have structured this chapter around four reasons for social rebellion defended by existentialist thinkers. This approach might suggest that existentialists generally support social rebellion. There is something to this impression. It comports well with the long-standing interpretation of existentialism as individualistic (Kaufmann 1956: 11–12). But there is another side to the story. Many existentialists worry about the costs of social rebellion or regard it as a threat. To capture this ambivalence, I will conclude the chapter by examining some of social rebellion’s downsides.



Ordinary Rebellion

Our question, once again, is why the crowd merits resistance. Why do the existentialists urge us to reject what the masses would have us do? One answer is that we ought to rebel against the crowd because the norms it pushes upon us are wrong or misguided. As this is the most straightforward justification we will consider, we may call it ordinary rebellion.


A Catalogue of Errors

The norms of mass society may be misguided in a variety of ways. First, they may be immoral. One example is Simone de Beauvoir’s critique of mass society in The Second Sex for encouraging women to be feminine. By femininity, she means the disposition to be submissive and deferential, especially towards men. This mindset, Beauvoir claims, dehumanizes women. It discourages them from taking control of their own lives and choosing their own futures; it deprives them of the liberty that is the hallmark of their humanity (Beauvoir 1953: 27).

Second, the norms of mass society may be epistemically problematic. That is, they may inhibit us from gaining access to specific truths or from acquiring certain forms of knowledge. We encounter one version of this complaint in Martin Heidegger’s (2010: § 51) assertion that society discourages us from thinking or talking about death. Heidegger (2010: § 50) regards the ever-present possibility of death as a defining feature of the human condition. It is part of what makes us the kind of beings we are. Thus, by pressuring us to ignore our deaths, society inhibits us from discovering the truth about ourselves.

Third, our received social norms may be psychologically debilitating. For example, they may hinder our ability to develop a healthy sense of self-esteem. Friedrich Nietzsche defends a version of this objection in On the Genealogy of Morals. There, he points out that the morality of the masses, which he identifies as Judeo-Christian morality, demands that we be meek and humble (Nietzsche 1989: 46–48). We must regard ourselves as sinners who are nothing before God. It is hard to think highly of ourselves, he argues, while adopting this attitude (see Leiter 2002: 113–36).

Fourth and finally, the norms of mass society may be aesthetically impoverished. Abiding by them may not cut us off from the truth or deprive us of our humanity but simply be dull and boring. Although Kierkegaard himself does not endorse this criticism, one of his pseudonyms, A, gives voice to it in Either/Or. A looks out at the world and sees that to do well in society is to be as busy and productive as possible. Such an existence strikes him as absurd (Kierkegaard 1987: 25). Our lives would be more interesting and appealing, he suggests, if we were not as committed to busy-ness and productivity as society demands (Kierkegaard 1987: 298–99).



Optimism Versus Pessimism

Notice a couple of things about these errors. First, they pick out specific problems with specific norms. Therefore, it is possible to acknowledge them and still think mass society is good in other respects. In other words, the errors mentioned so far do not require a global rejection of mass society. They are consistent with a limited form of rebellion.

Second, the errors described above pick out contingent problems with mass society. It is a contingent fact rather than a necessary one, for example, that our society endorses the patriarchal norm of femininity. Society could have been structured otherwise. This suggests that reform is possible. The norms of mass society could be changed so that they no longer exhibit the defect in question. Beauvoir is explicit on this point. She declares in the conclusion of The Second Sex that we can reshape society’s expectations for women if we work at it (Beauvoir 1953: 681; see Flynn 2006: 99).

Not all existentialists share Beauvoir’s optimism. Some fear that the deficiency of our social norms is not contingent but necessary. It is an essential truth about the crowd that its principles and ideals are levelled down and impoverished. This pessimistic stance is sometimes paired with the view that it is not specific norms of mass society that are problematic but all norms whatsoever. As such, rebellion must be permanent and global.

Kierkegaard often defends this radical position. Most famously, he declares in Point of View that ‘the crowd is untruth’ (Kierkegaard 1998b: 106–11). The fact that a given norm is endorsed by mass society is a sign that it is deficient. He concludes that a defender of the truth must always be counter-cultural. (He sometimes hedges this claim by adding that he is talking only about ethical and religious matters (Kierkegaard 1998b: 106n1). The crowd might speak the truth in other areas of life.)

Kierkegaard’s position is analogous to one we encounter in contemporary aesthetics. It is sometimes said concerning art that what is popular is therefore bad (Carroll 1998: 15–109). For, to be popular, a work of art must appeal to the lowest common denominator of taste and intellect. It cannot be so sophisticated that only a few people can understand it or so refined that only a few people possess the sensitivity necessary to discern its details. It must gain traction with the boorish as well as the brainy. Similarly, to be popular, a work of art must be easy to enjoy. It cannot ask too much of us in terms of time or energy, for few of us have much of that to offer. We are overburdened with other responsibilities. However, good art—art that has a high degree of aesthetic value—is not like this. It challenges our taste and intellect; it demands a lot from its audiences.

According to Kierkegaard (1998b: 110), much the same holds for social norms. To have mass appeal, a norm must be attractive to those of modest intellect and limited education. It cannot be difficult to grasp or presuppose a lot of background knowledge. In addition, the norm cannot be demanding. Adherence to it must be possible for those who are lazy or overworked. However, good norms—norms that encourage us to flourish as human beings—are not like this. They push us to our limits and require tremendous effort. That is why good norms will never be popular and popular norms will never be good.

Kierkegaard concludes that the virtuous person is necessarily a rebel. They will always reject the norms embraced by mass society and always be persecuted as a result. Of course, persecution is not a sufficient sign of being on the right path. It is possible to depart from what is popular in problematic ways. Still, being counter-cultural is a necessary part of living well on Kierkegaard’s (1991: 190–99) view.




Exceptional Cases

For some existentialists, the problem with our social norms is not that they are bad or wrong but rather that they are insufficiently flexible. They may be fine in general; they may work well for most people in most cases. But they do not work well for everyone. In particular, they cannot handle people who occupy atypical circumstances or are themselves atypical. Such folk will be harmed if they are forced to adhere to the norms of mass society, so they are justified in rebelling in the name of self-defence.


Preserving One's Identity

Gloria Anzaldúa (1987: 15–24, 77–91) articulates a version of this view in Borderlands/La Frontera. She argues that, for the sake of expediency, mass society assigns labels to people. Such labels tend to come in binary pairs: gay/straight, native/immigrant, white/non-white, and male/female. The problem is that some people—those whom Anzaldúa calls mestizas—live on the borderlands between these binaries. They are neither gay nor straight, male nor female, native nor immigrant. Thus, by applying these labels to mestizas, mass society distorts them (see Anzaldúa 2009: 45–46). It also encourages them to distort themselves: it pressures them to cover over or cut out those parts of themselves that do not fit. Thus, to preserve their identities, mestizas must rebel (Anzaldúa 1987: 20–23).

Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling describes another sort of exceptional case. It retells the story of Abraham, who also finds himself at odds with society because of who he is. But the part of Abraham’s identity that creates conflict is not his ethnicity or gender. It is his relationship with God, which is to say his faith. To test Abraham’s faith, God commands him to sacrifice his son Isaac. Going through with the sacrifice, however, would be to violate the social norm against murder. So, Abraham can hold fast to his faith—he can remain true to his identity—only if he considers himself an exception. He must believe the norms of society are suspended in his case (Kierkegaard 1983: 54–67). Unfortunately, this is not something he can make anyone else understand (Kierkegaard 1983: 82–120). Therefore, from the point of view of society, Abraham remains an outlaw, a rebel.

Abraham’s story is religious, but a secular version is possible (see Lippitt 2003: 148–52). An example comes from Bernard Williams’ (1981) retelling of the life of Gauguin. Like Abraham, Gauguin must choose between what he loves and what society demands of him. Gauguin’s passion, though, is not for God but for painting. He wishes to leave his home in Paris and travel to tropical Tahiti so that he can depict the beautiful scenes of native life there. But pursuing this dream will mean abandoning his wife and children. He will have to violate the social norm regarding supporting his family. Nevertheless, Gauguin follows his heart and goes forward with his artistic project. He refuses to abide by social norms because it would mean compromising what he loves and thus who he is.



The Question of Scope

How common are such cases? Sometimes existentialists talk as if they are rare. The rules and categories set up by society do not require most people to obscure who they are or compromise their identities. They only require it of a few. Thus, we are dealing with genuine exceptions here.

This position has a tendency to carry elitist overtones (Cooper 1999: 111). In Two Ages, for example, Kierkegaard (1978: 75, 84–85) says the problem with the crowd is that it prevents the superior person from being who they are. By treating everyone the same, it keeps the great person from being great. This complaint is echoed by Jose Ortega y Gasset (1932: 61–77), who laments that the levelling force of the masses inhibits the possibility of individual excellence. In a similar vein, Nietzsche gripes that herd morality is a problem because it fails to leave room for the higher type of person (Leiter 2002: 113–63).

Some existentialists, however, endorse a democratic version of the view (Cooper 1999: 111–12). They maintain that everyone is exceptional in some way or other. All people live on the borderlands, and all people are like Abraham in that their defining passion puts them at odds with society. Kierkegaard (1980: 33–34) himself heads in this direction in The Sickness unto Death. It is not just the elites; mass society pressures everyone to efface their uniqueness. It encourages everyone to grind themselves down to the same basic shape.

One of the more prominent defenders of this position was Jean-Jacques Rousseau (2000: 5; see Guignon 2004: 55–60; Taylor 1991: 27–28; Trilling 2009: 58–67). He suggested that, in order to get along with others, we must put on metaphorical masks. We must pretend to want, think, or believe things that we do not. More pointedly, we must pretend to be people we are not. Thus, all of us face a difficult choice: we can have felicitous relations with others, or we can remain true to ourselves. The rebel is the person who selects the latter option.



The Rebel's Ambitions

The rebel may have more or less ambitious goals. On the one hand, they may just want to carve out space in society where they can be themselves. That is, they may just want to fight against the pressures of conformity to the extent that it enables them to give expression to their identities. But they may also hope for something more: recognition and acceptance. They may wish to persuade society to regard their alternative ways of life as legitimate. To this end, they may advocate for new, more flexible norms that are capable of handling their atypical situations.

The more ambitious goal requires more optimism. The rebel must believe not only that the norms of society can be changed but also that it is possible to develop norms that are nuanced enough to handle the idiosyncrasies of everyone’s identities. As mentioned, Kierkegaard lacks this level of optimism. He suspects there will always be conflict between the individual and society. Thus, in his mind, authenticity requires ceaseless struggle (Kierkegaard 1992: 121–22, 163–65; see Khawaja 2016: 62).




Why It Is Good to Be Bad

Let us turn to a third reason for rebellion. It is predicated on the judgement that the norms of mass society are not so much mistaken or crude as one-sided. They may capture what is right and good from a certain point of view, but there are other points of view to consider. And from some of these other points of view, what society condemns is actually praiseworthy. That is why it is sometimes good to be bad.


Loving Bad Art

The realm of aesthetics once again offers an illuminating example. It is sometimes said that if everyone embraced our society’s aesthetic norms, the result would be dystopian (Nehamas 2007: 83). We would all like the same things for the same reasons, and such homogeneity would be boring. This is true even if our society’s norms were reliable guides to aesthetic excellence—even if they directed us towards what is in fact beautiful. Thus, for the sake of interest and excitement, the rebel may find it worthwhile to enjoy what our society deems ugly.

Such is the defence that Matt Strohl (2021: 184–94) offers for watching bad movies, such as The Room, Plan 9 from Outer Space, and Battlefield Earth. Critically acclaimed films tend to lack aesthetic diversity. The plots, acting, dialogue, and so forth always hit the same notes; they always conform to the same ideals regarding what counts as good. Hence, watching them becomes dull after a while. Against this backdrop, a ridiculous accent can liven things up. So too can a scene with bizarre over-acting, an incongruous plot twist, or an especially disgusting joke. There is much delight to be had in such violations of cinematic convention, Strohl concludes.



Camus' Ethics of Quantity

What is important about Strohl’s argument is that it provides a reason for rebelling against social norms even if those norms are legitimate. Camus offers us a related argument in The Myth of Sisyphus. The best life, he says, is not the one in which we enjoy the greatest possible experiences—whether that means the most pleasurable, the most meaningful, or something else. It is rather the one in which we enjoy the greatest variety of experiences. We do well if we substitute quantity for quality, to use his words (Camus 1991a: 60–62).

Strict adherence to the norms of mass society will not help us reach Camus’ ideal. This is true even if we assume those norms are reliable guides to pleasure, meaning, and goodness. For if we only ever do what the norms of mass society would have us do, we will have a limited set of life experiences. Yes, we will enjoy what is pleasurable, meaningful, and so forth. But we will never do what is bad, ridiculous, irrational, or foolish. Maximizing the diversity of our experiences requires engaging in these behaviours as well.



In Defence of Whims

There is a third argument in this vein worth considering. Assume once again that our social norms are reliable: they track objective goodness in the various domains of life. It remains the case that following our social norms may require forgoing what we desire. After all, there is no guarantee that what we want will align with what is right or good. Thus, adherence to social norms can be frustrating even if those norms are valid.

This complaint might sound sophomoric, akin to the teenager’s lament that they are not allowed to do whatever they want. Hence it is common in the history of philosophy to dismiss it out of hand. The teenager is just being a slave to their passions; they ought to be their master.

This rebuttal, however, is predicated on a specific conception of the good life. It assumes the human ideal is rational self-determination. The existentialist tradition offers us an alternative picture, one according to which the ability to follow our whims is among our true goods. A classic spokesperson for this view is the Underground Man (Dostoyevsky 1972: 29–39). He depicts the person who always behaves in a perfectly logical way as a kind of inhuman robot. We do more justice to our humanity by indulging in a bit of wildness from time to time, wherever that wildness might lead.



Reasons of Love

It is not only our fleeting desires that may conflict with the norms of mass society. What we love may do so as well. This is important because, unlike our fleeting desires, our loves are often bound up with our identities. They are central enough to our sense of self that they define us. Thus, violating them is not merely a matter of frustration; it is a matter of self-betrayal (Cooper 1999: 114–16).

For this reason, we are told to choose what we love wisely. We should make rational decisions about what stands at the centre of our hearts. But this is not always possible. Sometimes we just love what we love. Good examples again come from the domain of aesthetics. Few of us choose what music we prefer. That part of our personalities is simply a product of our past histories. We enjoy garage band metal because our older brother did; we delight in rap because it dominated the high school locker rooms when we came of age. Moreover, it is not as if we could extricate these preferences from our hearts and replace them with new ones if we tried. Even attempting to do so might feel inauthentic.

Therefore, we are well motivated to hold on to our musical loves. This is true even if we recognize that our loves do not track actual musical greatness (Riggle 2015). We may admit that Mozart and Radiohead deserve their places in the canon—but add that they do nothing for us personally. Our own tastes lie with things farther down the list, or that are not on the list at all. We may love music that we know is bad. Thus, if we only ever listened to what society said was best, we might end up having greater musical experiences. But it would come at the cost of our identities. So, we rebel.




The Rebel without a Cause

I began the chapter by saying that, for Camus, rebellion is never just a ‘no’ to the masses. It is also a ‘yes’ to oneself. It is an affirmation that there is something within oneself worth defending against the dictatorship of the crowd or the public. This suggests, I argued, that rebellion always has a reason. It is always done in the name of something (Camus 1991b: 19).

In popular culture, however, we encounter what looks like an exception to this rule: the fabled rebel without a cause. If we take the description of this figure at face value, they appear to lack a justification for their resistance to society. There is no further goal or end that they are trying to achieve. They are just rebelling for the sake of rebelling.


Rebelliousness as a Personality Trait

We encounter various passages in existentialist literature that seem to give voice to this attitude. One example is the second chapter of Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera. It begins with the assertion that Anzaldúa (1987: 15) has ‘movements of rebellion’ in her blood. They cause her to become enraged whenever anyone, including her own mother, tells her what to do. In the ensuing pages, Anzaldúa adds another metaphor. There is a rebellious Shadow-Beast who dwells within her and refuses to take orders from outside authorities (Anzaldúa 1987: 16). It kicks out at any hint of limitations on her by others.

How should we interpret Anzaldúa’s words here? One option is to say that, for her, rebellion is not a philosophical position. It is not something for which she feels the need to offer a reason or justification. It is just part of who she is—a feature of her personality. She is a rebel and that is all there is to it.

While this interpretation may capture how it goes with some people, it is too quick in the case of Anzaldúa. There is something else going on with her. Anzaldúa is not presenting herself as an exception to the general rule that the rebel always has a reason. She is rather getting at a unique kind of reason for rebellion.



The Right to Autonomy

The key is to see that, when it comes to being a rebel, ‘without a cause’ often means ‘without a determinate cause.’ That is to say, there is not a particular action the rebel wishes to do that other people are preventing them from doing. There is not a specific experience they want to have that society is inhibiting them from having. And there is not a definite part of their identity they wish to express that some cultural authority is telling them to keep hidden.

Instead, what the rebel without a cause is defending is the right to figure things out for themselves. They want to be able to make up their own minds—rightly or wrongly—about what to believe and how to act. Thus, they do not resist social norms because they disagree with the content of those norms. Rather, they do so because the mere existence of social norms interferes with their ability to cut their own path through life (Anzaldúa 2009: 22). In short, they revolt in the name of their own independence or autonomy.

Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific Postscript elaborates on this point. In a famous passage, Climacus, the pseudonymous author of the text, declares that ‘subjectivity is truth’ (Kierkegaard 1992: 203). What he means is that getting things right is not what matters. What matters is the struggle to figure out what is right for oneself. Indeed, it is better to come to the wrong conclusion on one’s own than to have the right conclusion handed over by someone else. Possessing the proper result is, in and of itself, ‘nothing but junk’ (Kierkegaard 1992: 242). For this reason, Climacus tells us to ignore all outside voices. We should close our ears to even our most well-intentioned friends when they try to point us in the right direction.

Jean-Paul Sartre (1956: 349–50) endorses a similar idea in ‘Existentialism is a Humanism.’ He claims that none of us has a pre-determined essence. There is no pre-existing truth about who we are. Thus, Rousseau was mistaken. Our task is not to discover ourselves; it is to create ourselves (see Aumann 2019: 39–58). But this gives us a good reason to rebel against outside authorities. Anyone who tells us how to live must be resisted because they are interfering with the all-important process of self-definition.



Striving Games

For both Climacus and Sartre, life is thus what Thi Nguyen (2020b: 8–9) calls a ‘striving game.’ Many games are ‘achievement games,’ Nguyen observes. We play them to win, to achieve victory. In a striving game, however, the goal is different. Rather than aiming at victory, we aim to enjoy the process of striving for victory. What is valuable is not the result but the struggle to achieve the result.

Aesthetic appreciation, to return to one of our themes, has this structure. What matters when it comes to appreciating a work of art, Nguyen (2020a) says, is not coming up with the right interpretation. It is coming up with that interpretation by and for ourselves. Hence, if an expert comes along and tells us the proper way to interpret a work of art, it ruins the fun. By giving us a shortcut to the end result, the expert deprives us of the opportunity to delight in the struggle to achieve it on our own. That is why Nguyen (2020a: 1146–47) thinks we are justified in disregarding art experts. It is also why Anzaldúa et alia think we are justified in ignoring authorities elsewhere in our lives.




The Costs of Rebellion

What I have said thus far might suggest that the existentialist tradition supports rebellion. This is at most a half-truth. For while some existentialists do support it, others adopt a more ambivalent attitude. Indeed, almost all of them raise at least some concerns.

In some cases, these concerns have to do with forms of rebellion I am not discussing in this chapter. Kierkegaard (1980: 72) criticizes rebellion against God, for example, on the grounds that it is a form of despair. Ortega (1932: 11–18), pushing in a different direction, objects that the crowd itself is the rebellious party. The masses have wrongly revolted against civilization by embracing a barbaric, principle-less worldview.

Yet, existentialist writers often do target the kind of rebellion at hand. Consider the fact that many of the social rebels depicted in existentialist literature are not exactly heroes. The nameless Underground Man is a case in point. Dostoevsky does not set him up as an example for us to imitate. Instead, he is a problematic figure that society must solve. Something similar can be said about Camus’ Meursault. His refusal to abide by social norms in The Stranger is as much a cautionary tale as anything else. To do justice to this theme, I will end the chapter by surveying some of the costs and drawbacks of social rebellion.


The Need for a Stable, Shared World

One criticism worth considering is suggested by the Underground Man himself. He points out that social rebellion is destabilizing; it threatens the order of our world (Dostoyevsky 1972: 29–39). This is a problem because a world without order is one in which it is difficult to pursue our personal projects. For to pursue our projects effectively, we need to make plans. And to make plans, we need to be able to predict the likely outcomes of our decisions. Such predictions are possible, however, only if our social world exhibits order and regularity. Thus, if everywhere we encounter randomness and chaos—if everywhere we meet rebels who refuse to follow social norms—we are sunk.

The second criticism is related to the first. Pursuing our personal projects does not only require a stable world. It also requires a shared world in Heidegger’s (2010: § 14) sense: a shared understanding of the objects we may encounter and the roles we may occupy. Put differently, we need each other to buy into the same conceptual framework. If I am driving down the street, I need other drivers to interpret and follow road signs in the same way that I do. If I am building a house, I need my fellow workers to share my view of how long an inch is and how much a pound weighs. All this becomes impossible if everyone is a rebel—if everyone defies social conventions and does things their own way.

The rebel cannot dismiss these objections as irrelevant to their concerns. Why not? Well, many of the reasons for rebellion we have considered are based on the rebel’s desire to pursue their own projects. And, like all people’s projects, the rebel’s projects depend on the existence of a stable, shared world. Thus, at a deeper level, the problem with social rebellion is that it is self-undermining. It threatens to destroy the conditions that must be in place for the rebel to achieve their own goals.

Of course, it is really only widespread social rebellion that creates a problem. The rebel cannot will that most people rebel about most things. They cannot will that most members of society reject most norms in most areas of life. But this is consistent with willing that there be a few radical rebels or many moderate rebels (that is, people who revolt against a few social norms in a few areas of life). In fact, society might fare better under those conditions. Having a few rebels around might prevent society from becoming stagnant and inflexible. Thus, the rebel and the crowd are not as diametrically opposed as they might initially seem. They help each other out in some respects.



The Threat of Persecution

Nevertheless, it is easy to understand why the crowd resists the rebel. This resistance often involves imposing social costs. The rebel is harassed, persecuted, or even ostracized to make them fall in line. This is no small matter. Although existentialism is often linked to individualism, most existentialists acknowledge that we are social creatures (Flynn 2006: 81–103). We have a psychological need to be recognized and accepted by others. Thus, ridicule and exclusion are not things we can easily shrug off.

This is why rebels sometimes create their own alternative communities. They band together with like-minded individuals to provide each other with the support they fail to receive from society writ large. As Kevin Dunn (2016: 19) puts it, they attempt to carve out a social space in which the expression of their alternative identities is acceptable.

But can a rebel community arise without recapitulating the errors it is trying to escape? Can it construct a social environment without imposing oppressive social norms? Camus (1991b: 25, 109; see Foley 2008: 58) fears not. There is a tendency, he says, for rebel communities to perpetuate the cycle of oppression. The rebel frequently becomes the tyrant. Rather than granting others the freedom they themselves sought, they end up imposing their own way of life.

One modern, aesthetic example of Camus’ worry is the punk scene. It was established to challenge the small-mindedness of traditional norms. It was supposed to serve as a welcoming home for those who were not accepted by mass culture. However, it frequently devolved into a scene where what counted as punk and what did not was heavily policed (Prinz 2014: 590). To join the local punk community, one had to embrace a specific ethos or attitude. Despite its anti-tyrannical origins, punk ended up becoming tyrannical in its own way.

Camus (1991b: 304–6) holds out hope for the possibility of avoiding this kind of outcome. But it is not clear he is right to do so. Scepticism seems warranted if we accept Heidegger’s point that we need a shared world in which to work out our personal projects. We need a shared sense of the meaning and significance of our words, tools, roles, concepts, and so forth. It is difficult to imagine how this shared set of meanings could arise and persist without some sort of hegemonic norms. There has to be a system in place, such as the force of the crowd, that gets people to conform to the rules governing our world. An important conclusion follows. We can say that Dostoyevsky (1972: 13) was right to declare that there will always be a place in society for someone like the Underground Man. Such a figure will never belong to a bygone era because there will always be reasons for rebellion.
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One characteristic existentialist theme is the pursuit of authenticity in the face of a society that pressures its members, through social norms, to conform. Living authentically involves critical reflection about those norms, as well as making choices about how to live or act on the basis of that reflection. Authenticity requires not only that one lives autonomously—that is, in a way that is ‘guided by one’s own, non-constrained reasons and motives’ (Varga and Guignon 2020)—but also in accordance with reasons and motives that are reflective of one’s personal vision, or self-understanding. When a person acts authentically, they both express who they are and actively constitute themselves. In this way, one engages in a process of self-creation.

The theme of encountering and resisting powerful social norms plays out in distinctive ways in the real lives of Chicana women. Some of the social norms they encounter arise in the form of widespread stereotypes and stigmas that denigrate them and their communities on the basis of their race, ethnicity, and gender. These prejudices can generate pressure to assimilate to the dominant culture, to disidentify with their heritage and community, and to internalize attitudes about the inferiority of the social groups to which they belong. In this context, authenticity involves scrutinizing those attitudes and choosing not to be defined by them. Our aim in this chapter is to show that in their resistance against racism and sexism, Chicana feminists have made distinctive contributions to existential thinking about what authenticity means and what is required for living authentically.

We understand existentialism in a broad sense, as a philosophical inquiry that attends closely to lived experience. This inquiry takes place in a variety of creative and aesthetic modalities. It often recognizes that issues of power and domination are constitutive of existential reality. According to Kathryn Sophia Belle (Gines 2017: 89), ‘Existentialism examines the idea of existence—the human condition, being, power, agency, freedom, fear, angst, despair, choice, responsibility, subjectivity/inter-subjectivity, authenticity, and so forth.’1 Chicana and Latina feminists have produced significant work that fits this description, particularly in their discussions of identity and the nature of the self.

Authenticity has a pronounced history as a political concept (Berman 2009). This is especially true for Chicana feminists who have organized and mobilized to have their voices, experiences, and desires recognized in the face of intersecting systems of oppression. Differing from so-called ‘neutral’ ethno-racial designators like ‘Hispanic’ or ‘Mexican American,’ to be Chicana involves a process of questioning one’s socialization to dominant norms and coming to political consciousness as a member of an historically marginalized and disenfranchised group.2 As a result, the activism and theory of Chicana feminists is deeply attentive to the complex intermeshing of heterosexism, racism, classism, and colonialism in ways that emphasize resistant agency.

This chapter explores Chicana practices of self-creation and resistance, as we trace the contributions that Chicana feminists make to existentialist descriptions of the pursuit of authenticity. First, we show that the reflection involved in self-creation requires a practice of taking critical inventory—critically reflecting on the ways in which one’s lineage, the way one grew up, and the traditions and self-understandings that one has been taught may or may not be valuable for who one is and who one would like to become. Next, we turn to Chicana and Latina feminist philosophical accounts of the self as multiplicitous to show how authentic self-creation requires embracing experiences of the self as ambiguous, in-between, and contradictory. We also underscore that for Chicana feminists, self-creation is a communal and intergenerational endeavor. In the final section, we illustrate these ideas through the examples of Chicana storytelling and practices of (re)parenting.


Taking Critical Inventory

In order to grapple with their experiences and carve out spaces for themselves in the face of oppressive social norms, Chicana feminists engage in a practice that we call ‘taking critical inventory.’ Taking critical inventory in this context means engaging in a critical and reflexive practice that locates our personal experiences in the wider matrixes of power and oppression that produce us and our collectivities.

Anzaldúa offers an autobiographical illustration of this practice. Describing her struggles against oppressive social norms from a very young age, she recalls


Terca. Even as a child I would not obey. I was ‘lazy.’ Instead of ironing my younger brothers’ shirts or cleaning cupboards, I would pass many hours studying, reading, painting, writing. Every bit of self-faith I’d painstakingly gathered took a beating daily. Nothing in my culture approved of me. Había agarrado malos pasos. Something was ‘wrong’ with me. Estaba más allá de la tradición.

(Anzaldúa 1987: 16)3



Here, Anzaldúa grapples with intense social pressure in the form of judgments of her character and pressure to abandon her genuine interests—e.g. painting, writing, etc.—in order to comply with traditional gender roles—e.g. doing housework. This social pressure results from cultural norms. Anzaldúa (1987: 16) explains, ‘Culture forms our beliefs. We perceive the version of reality that it communicates. Dominant paradigms, predefined concepts that exist as unquestionable, unchallengeable, are transmitted to us through the culture.’ Because cultural norms are so pervasive and fundamental to our ways of thinking and behaving, Anzaldúa finds that she must reject the cultures that betray her—that disapprove of her and erode her ‘self-faith.’ This includes not only the various dimensions of the Chicano culture in which she was raised, but also the dominant, white culture. In so doing, she undergoes a journey of self-creation.

Anzaldúa (1987: 82) offers the following description of the process of taking critical inventory that is a key passage for our investigation of Chicana feminist contributions to authenticity


Her first step is to take inventory. Despojando, desgranando, quitando paja. Just what did she inherit from her ancestors? This weight on her back—which is the baggage from the Indian mother, which the baggage from the Spanish father, which the baggage from the Anglo? Pero es difícil differentiating between lo heredado, lo adquirido, lo impuesto. She puts history through a sieve, winnows out the lies, looks at the forces that we as a race, as women, have been part of. Luego bota lo que no vale, los desmientos, los descuentos, el embrutecimiento. Aguarda el juicio, hondo y enraízado, de la gente antigua.4



In this passage, we learn that taking critical inventory involves reflectively sorting through one’s ‘baggage’—the collection of beliefs, attitudes, habits, narratives, lessons, assumptions, traditions, and feelings that are the basis of one’s way of living—the reservoir of knowledges one draws upon in moving through the world. Part of the process of sorting-through involves discerning the origins of each item. Many of our ways of thinking are simply passed on to us from previous generations or internalized from the cultures that surround us. Yet, upon closer scrutiny, we find that our ways of thinking are produced within racist and sexist systems of domination. They are distortions that fail to reflect the true interests and subjective experiences of Chicanas. Taking critical inventory involves the choice to reject these ways of thinking that undermine one’s flourishing.5 It also involves the search within one’s inner world for the inherited wisdom that better serves one on her journey.

The process of taking critical inventory has been central to the journey that we, the authors of this chapter, have had in claiming our identities as both Chicanas and feminists. For Emma, coming to consciousness as a Chicana was no easy journey. It was through rich traditions of storytelling that she came to have what she now thinks of as her ‘Chicana feminist awakening.’ This awakening and reclamation required that Emma grapple with their contradictory lineages and multiple identities—as a mixed white and second-generation Mexican-American who lacks fluency in Spanish, as a gordita (fat person) who never quite fit mainstream expectations of femininity, and as a queer person who grew up in a conservative religious household and rural, working-class community. Indeed, to be a Chicana feminist is to claim a political identity that actively reckons with the world as someone who must constantly navigate between multiple cultural worlds and identities as well as everyday experiences of racism, heterosexism, class exploitation, and other forms of oppression.

For Lori, the practice of taking critical inventory became urgent when she learned that she would become a mother. The weight of the responsibility of helping to shape her child’s identity and transmitting culture moved her to reflect on her own childhood as the period that equipped her, for better or worse, with a particular set of tools for navigating the world. She found that the meanings of childhood memories press onto us—shaping our self-understanding. Like the turn of a kaleidoscope, they present themselves in new ways as we enter new stages of life. In one of Lori’s memories, flies are buzzing, a hanging sheet separates the bedroom from the living area. She sees her grandmother’s heavy body shuffling in a long floral dress across the cement floor. Nearly blind, Lita (abuelita) makes coffee, her white braids hanging down the sides of her head. Large hands and earlobes. Sad, falsetto voice full of love, speaking unknown words. It was because she wanted to speak to her grandmother that Lori dedicated the next decades of her life to learning Spanish. Her daughter, in contrast, would be raised speaking Spanish—she would never be severed from her heritage or deprived of relationships with her family because of a language barrier.

We share our narratives to provide concrete examples of the practice of taking critical inventory, and to demonstrate its importance for our own self-understanding and self-creation. In the next sections of this chapter, we describe Chicana feminist philosophies of the self to demonstrate how Chicana feminists engage in storytelling and liberatory (re)parenting as key to their practices of self-creation. As modes of taking critical self-inventory, this work involves engaging ancestral wisdom for more authentic, healing ways of being. We argue that through storytelling and liberatory (re)parenting Chicana feminists confront the alienation and inauthenticity that they experience within oppressive cultures.



Multiplicitous Roots: Chicana Feminist Conceptions of the Self & Community

At the outset, it is important to emphasize that for Chicana feminists, self-creation does not involve a wholesale rejection of one’s culture. Instead, it involves an active, reflective affirmation of one’s roots. Importantly, we do not have control over our heritage. It is part of the given set of conditions and lived realities that one finds oneself in, with facts that persist independently of what one decides or wants. At the same time, the meanings one draws from one’s lineage are not wholly fixed or determined. Critical inheritance is thus an active process over which we exercise some agency. It is critical because it involves acts of self-reflection and creative re-interpretation of the myths, lessons, and memories that make up our understanding of who and what we are. We sift, dig, examine, reject, project, try to forget, live up to, play down, and even create the meanings of our history and the legacy of which we are a part.

However, in order to investigate the practices of self-creation that Chicana feminists engage in, more needs to be said about the nature of the self that can be created in this way. With respect to her journey of self-creation, Anzaldúa (1987: 16) writes: ‘I had to leave home so I could find myself, find my own intrinsic nature buried under the personality that had been imposed on me.’ This quotation suggests that Anzaldúa believes there is an authentic self—one’s ‘own intrinsic nature’—that transcends externally imposed identity categories. In apparent tension with this view is the suggestion that the self is fashioned out of various elements that are a part of one’s heritage. Is the self unburied or is it created? Is the self something that exists beyond culture, or is it made up out of elements from one’s culture? How can these apparently disparate views of the self be reconciled?6

Anzaldúa’s views on the nature of the self are widely influential for Latina feminist philosophies.7 Yet one of the most distinctive aspects of her notion of the self has resonated more broadly within feminist philosophy: the idea of the self as ‘multiplicitous.’ The idea of the multiplicitous self poses a challenge to traditional, Western philosophical views of the self as unitary, atomistic, or universal that are often insufficient for making sense of the lived experiences of historically marginalized and oppressed people. Instead, by taking seriously the wide diversity and heterogeneity of cultural and social worlds, multiplicitous accounts of the self emphasize the plurality of the self at existential, metaphysical, and ontological levels.

Drawing on the work of Anzaldúa, Mariana Ortega has further theorized the existential and phenomenological aspects of the multiplicitous self. As Ortega (2014: 176) explains, ‘A multiplicitous self is a self capable of occupying multiple positionalities in terms of gender, race, sex, sexual orientation, physical ability, class, and so on, and thus capable of occupying a liminal space or a space of in-betweeness.’ For Anzaldúa, it is the existential condition of Mexican Americans at the crossroad of multiple cultures, and as part of a group that is subject to marginalization and cultural imperialism, that gives rise to this distinctive experience of multiplicity. She (1987: 62) writes, ‘Nosotros los Chicanos straddle the borderlands… On one side of us, we are constantly exposed to the Spanish of the Mexicans, on the other side we hear the Anglos’ incessant clamoring so that we forget our language.’ She also explains that in their very preservation of their cultural identity, Chicanos are forced into an existential state of ambiguity and liminality as multiplicitous selves. As Anzaldúa (1987: 63) elaborates,


Chicanos and other people of color suffer economically for not acculturating. This voluntary (yet forced) alienation makes for psychological conflict, a kind of dual identity—we don’t identify with the Anglo-American cultural values and we don’t totally identify with the Mexican cultural values. We are a synergy of two cultures with various degrees of Mexicanness or Angloness.



Anzaldúa (1987: 79) explains that in the face of this experience of finding oneself straddling cultures without fitting neatly within any, the Chicana learns to cope


By developing a tolerance for contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity…. She learns to juggle cultures. She has a plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode—nothing is thrust out, the good the bad and the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned.



This acceptance of contradiction, in-betweeness and ambiguity is essential for the affirmation of a self that is multiplicitous. By calling for the creation of a self and culture which transcends the strict boundaries of existing identity categories, Anzaldúa points to the possibility of a more authentic, though multiplicitous, self.

Chicana feminist conceptions of the self insist on the centrality of relationality for struggles for authenticity and demonstrate that in addition to being pursued individually, authenticity must also be pursued at the level of intergenerational communal relations. For this reason, Chicana feminist pursuits of authenticity go beyond the level of the individual in order to center selves-in-community. That is to say, Chicana feminists’ quests for authenticity are not merely about being an introspective or self-actualized individual but are deeply interwoven with the communities they are part of and that form them. One is never a solitary self: she is also a friend, a tia (aunt), a sister, a teacher, a mother, a vecina (neighbor), and/or an ancestor. Hence, self-creation is guided by concerns of not only who one would like to be—the cares, beliefs, values, and traditions that one wishes to be guided by—but also what one wishes to pass along to others. Self-creation is thus a communal and intergenerational practice.

As with Chicana feminist accounts of the self, Chicana feminist accounts of community are multiplicitous and intersectionally complex. We suggest that there are at least four kinds of collectivities that Chicana feminist pursuits of authenticity in communal relations must navigate: cultural heritage, lineage, kin networks, and cross-cultural coalitions. By ‘cultural heritage’ we mean the traditions, sensibilities, languages and norms that we inherit at the level of culture. For Chicana feminists this means existing in and traveling between multiple cultural worlds simultaneously: white, Mexican-American, working class, Hispanaphone, queer, etc. We understand lineage to encompass our families and ancestors—of birth and of choice—who care for and love us; collectivities that stretch across generations and who have helped us arrive in this moment and place. Chicana feminists are also adept at forging their own kin networks. These kin may be chosen families, chosen ancestors of thought and action, and our compañerxs (good friends) who help us feel at home when we are far from it. Cross-cultural coalitions are also of central importance for Chicana feminists who seek to be in solidarity with other Women of Color.8 In order to navigate these complex communal weavings, Chicana feminist accounts of community attend to the rejection of oppressive aspects of all cultures (including marginalized cultures) while also embracing our own cultural roots and homeplaces.



Storytelling and Liberatory (Re)Parenting as Chicana Feminist Practices of Self-Creation

Insofar as identities are socially produced, resisting oppression involves reclaiming and transforming social relations and the meanings of group identities. In this section we describe the ways in which Chicana feminists challenge oppressive norms, creating authentic possibilities for both themselves and other Chicanas through practices of taking critical inventory, such as storytelling and liberatory approaches to (re)parenting, that are communally and intergenerationally oriented.


Storytelling

Storytelling is a communal practice of taking critical inventory. Our ways of understanding ourselves and the world are shaped by foundational myths—narratives which are handed down to us which help us to grapple with where we fit into the family, the nation, history, the cosmos. Chicana feminists have resisted their existential circumstances of oppression by rewriting the stories that have undergirded oppressive ways of seeing the world in a communal practice of critical inventory.

One way to frame the importance of storytelling is to think of it, as Susy Zepeda has describes it, as a process of ‘root work.’ Root work is connected to healing the intergenerational trauma, or susto, of colonization. Zepeda (2020: 225) describes this susto that results from on-going histories of colonization as a form of both ‘soul loss/soul sickness’ and ‘disconnection’ that is evidenced in racist and colonial attitudes, habits, and practices embedded within our cultures. As a practice of confronting the disconnection and inauthenticity generated by the susto of colonization, Zepeda (2020: 238) explains that root work ‘signal[s] the excavando for nondominant narratives.’ Connecting with ancestral wisdom and indigenous epistemologies, Zepeda traces a pathway to healing through root work that is accountable to elders, ancestors, our present communities and future generations as well as to the land. In this way, we connect this idea of root work to the practice of taking critical inventory.

As we’ve noted, critical inventory is a key aspect of self-creation for Chicana feminists. Zepeda’s account of root work shows that taking critical inventory occurs not only at the individual level of one’s self but also at the level of the self-in-community. Chicana feminists engaging in practices of critical self-inventory not only take stock of who they are and wish to become, but also critically examine how we are shaped by our communities and what we wish those communities to become in order for our authentic selves to flourish. As a communal form of critical inventory, engaging in root work as a Chicana involves a critical ‘looking back,’ tracing one’s roots through acts of ‘deep decolonial remembering’ (Zepeda 2020: 238n1) that can reconnect us to our ancestors and ancestral practices and knowledge. Importantly, root work prioritizes practices of interconnectedness with human and more-than-human others as well as with the land. In this way, root work facilitates the healing of intergenerational trauma of colonization by enabling one to engage in an intentional and self-reflective process of re-rooting.

Importantly, storytelling serves to guide this root work. We suggest that Chicana feminists engage in a practice of taking critical inventory through storytelling that reimagines cultural myths, legends, and historical figures for future generations in order to repair the harms of racial, sexual, and gendered forms of oppression prevalent in dominant culture. This approach to storytelling is evidenced in Anzaldúa’s children’s books. Though Anzaldúa is perhaps better known for her theoretical texts and poetry, we argue that her children’s books engage in a reworking of dominant norms that can be understood as a communal pursuit of authenticity that functions to pass on both important cultural traditions and stories while also extending an invitation to future generations to participate in authentic self- and community-creation.

For example, in Prietita and the Ghost Woman/Prietita y la Llorona, Anzaldúa retells the story of La Llorona for a new generation of Chicanx children. To understand the significance of Anzaldúa’s choice to offer a retelling of La Llorona’s story, it is important to contextualize the story within Chicana culture. For Chicanas, La Llorona is a multilayered and complex figure with contested origins and her story is the subject of myriad retellings, reinterpretations and re-appropriations. Many who study the legend and its legacy locate La Llorona’s mythology in a 500-year-old history with Indigenous roots. The most common version of the story goes something like this: La Llorona was an Indigenous woman who drowned her children in a fit of ‘crazed anger’ against her Spanish lover’s betrayal. Overtaken by grief when she realizes what she has done, she takes her own life. As a divine punishment, she is condemned to an eternal search for their souls. It is because of her llantos (mournful cries) that she acquired the name La Llorona. These tales of La Llorona are often used to reinforce heteronormative gender roles by reducing her to a bad mother and una loca (a crazy woman). Indeed, this traditional version of her story is often retold to young children as a scary and cautionary tale. Those who misbehave, disobey their elders, wander after dark, or otherwise don’t conform face the threat of having to confront, and perhaps be taken away by, a monstrously ghostly and vengeful La Llorona as a form of retributive punishment.

However, this version of the story does not grapple with how La Llorona’s story calls for remembering and working-through collective experiences of trauma perpetrated through sexualized, racialized and gendered forms of colonial violence whose impacts Chicanas still grapple with today. Reclaiming and re-rooting the story of La Llorona through counter-storytelling, Anzaldúa enacts a form of critical inventory that speaks back to centuries-old histories of colonial, racial and hetero-patriarchal oppression. In several places across her corpus of work, Anzaldúa writes about La Llorona with a special feeling of kinship. From Prietita and the Ghost Woman/Prietita y La Llorona to her unpublished ‘Llorona book’ manuscripts, the story of La Llorona provides an opening for Anzaldúa to think through issues of systemic oppression and empowerment. Anzaldúa conceives of La Llorona as a figure through which we learn important lessons about feminist and decolonial resistance.

Anzaldúa’s retelling of La Llorona’s story provides children an alternative version of the story that offers lessons for combatting the harms of racial, sexual and gendered forms of oppression prevalent in dominant culture and invites them to participate in the process of intergenerational healing. For example, curanderismo is a prominent theme in Prietita and the Ghost Woman. Curanderismo is a traditional medicine practice common in Mexican and Chicanx cultures. Rather than viewing the body as separate from the mind, or spirituality as separate from medicinal science, curanderas see spirituality, emotional states and the body as deeply interconnected in the healing process. In Anzaldúa’s retelling, it is significant that Prietita’s encounter with La Llorona is facilitated through her learning of curanderismo. In an author’s note, Anzaldúa (1995) explains her motivations for writing her own retelling of La Llorona’s story,


All the children were afraid of La Llorona—I was afraid too, but even at that age I wondered if there was another side to her. As I grew older and studied the roots of my Chicana/Mexicana culture,...I discovered, like Prietita, that things are not always what they seem to be. In this story I want to convey my respect for las curanderas, the traditional healers of my people. They know many things about healing that Western doctors are just beginning to learn. And I want to encourage children to look beneath the surface of what things seem to be in order to discover the truths that may be hidden.



Through this critical self-inventory it is clear that for Anzaldúa the storytelling practice found in her children’s books engages in a reworking of dominant norms through root work that we suggest can be best understood as a communal pursuit of authenticity. This pursuit functions to pass on important cultural traditions and stories while also extending an invitation to future generations to participate in authentic self- and community creation. Enacting root work in her storytelling, Anzaldúa transforms La Llorona into a story about someone who heals rather than harms. In so doing, she offers a concrete practice for healing the intergenerational trauma of colonization for future generations of Chicanxs.

Another example of storytelling is found in the work of Chicana feminists like Norma Alarcón and Pat Mora, whose writings on the legendary story of La Malinche challenge sexist-colonialist views that make up dominant cultural and historical versions of her story. Historically, Malintzin (as she was known in her own time) was a Nahua woman who served as a translator to the Spanish conquistador Hernan Cortés. Because Malintzin was a central figure of the Conquest, she is an important cultural and historical figure for Mexican-descended people. Malintzin’s legendary status takes on different meanings throughout different periods of Mexico’s history and in the diaspora of Mexican-descended peoples. As a result, cultural and historical understandings of her life are contested and often contradictory.

Those of us who have grown up with the story of La Malinche likely know her in a negative light; she is widely regarded as the ‘Mexican Eve’ who betrayed her people to the colonizers. Indeed, even today to be called a ‘malinchista’ is tantamount to being called a traitor or a sellout. Because of her role as a translator to the Spanish conquistadors as well as the child that she bore by Spanish colonizer Hernán Cortéz, Malintzin became an archetype representing not only the betrayal of Indigenous people to the colonizer but also the mother of the Mexican people.

According to the Mexican philosopher Octavio Paz (1985), Mexicans are fated to battle with their identity as children of la Malinche, an identity marred by the painful legacy of colonization. Chicana feminist recuperations of Malintzin’s story are important because of how her story has shaped Mexican and Mexican-descended women’s identities, historically and still today. Alarcón (1983: 183) contends,


Because the myth…pervades not only male thought but ours too as it seeps into our own consciousness in the cradle through their eyes as well as our mothers’ who are entrusted with the transmission of culture, we may come to believe that indeed our very sexuality condemns us to enslavement. An enslavement which is subsequently manifested in self-hatred. All we see is hatred of women…



Resisting this hatred of women and hatred of self, Mora revisits the meaning of a number of founding myths in her book Agua Santa Holy Water.

In the poem ‘Malinche’s Tips,’ Mora envisions a Malinche who tells her own story. The poem situates the vilified Malinche within the lineage of the Biblical Eve and colonial-era Mexican philosopher and proto-feminist Catholic nun Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz—women who were also punished for what they knew or desired to know. Malinche instructs readers in Tip Two to ‘write your own rumors or hire your own historians’ (Mora 2007: 65), and in Tip Three to ‘re-view folklore typology and then re-read hisstory’ (Mora 2007: 66). Recognizing that past renderings influence the present, Mora calls for Chicanas to creatively rewrite their own histories to come to terms with their own identities. Indeed, this process must be creative—, must draw from non-traditional sources and enlist the imaginative faculties—, because of the need, as Tip Six indicates, to ‘beware of historians citing only themselves’ (Mora 2007: 68), or failing to include the voices of women and other marginalized people, in all of their human complexity. By crafting Malinche’s own speculative testimony and acknowledging her agency, Mora transforms our perceptions of her, thereby inviting us to transform our perception of ourselves. What is at stake, then, in the critical revisions and deconstruction of Malintzin’s story is not just the possibility of locating agency for Malintzin herself, but for all Mexicanas and Chicanas whose subjectivities are entangled with her legend.

Through these practices of storytelling, we can trace the philosophical project of critical inheritance from a recognition of the importance of history to one’s identity to a creative rethinking and retelling of that history for the sake of liberation from oppressive norms in the pursuit of more authentic modes of self- and community-creation.



Mothering and Intergenerational Healing

Chicana feminist theorizing about self-creation is not limited to their academic scholarship or literary writings. It is also present as they grapple with questions about how to resist oppressive norms in community and intergenerationally in the mundane aspects of the everyday.9

Jessica M. Vasquez examines how Mexican American mothers act as mediators between their children and messages about race and gender that are transmitted outside of the home. Based on sixty-seven interviews with Mexican American families in California, Vasquez finds that mothers play a critical role in their children’s identity development because they engage in biography-based teaching to transfer bodies of knowledge to their children about who they are and about the way the world is. These lessons ‘resist the racializing images, tropes and discourses aimed at their children by mainstream society’ (Vasquez 2010: 24) by helping children overturn negative stereotypes for themselves.

The first strategy employed by the mothers in Vasquez’s study involves what Vasquez (2010: 27) describes as ‘gendered encouragement.’ This strategy involves both emotional support and practical advice that Mexican American mothers provide their children that are sensitive to gender issues. One mother, Yolanda Segura, describes ways in which she challenges Eurocentric notions of beauty, explaining:


I always told my girls, “Look at how beautiful you are. Your color….Be proud of who you are.” …I would see billboards and it would be [white] models. I would tell my girls, “I know no one that looks like that…this is the real world. This is what we look like.”

(Vasquez 2010: 35)



Meanwhile, Araceli Treviño raised her sons with the goal of dismantling traditional expectations associated with masculinity. She states, ‘I want them to know that it’s okay to own up to their feelings; it’s okay to cry and it’s okay to be sad’ (Vasquez 2010: 35).

According to Vasquez’s research, mothers also resist and teach their children to resist racial norms by teaching them to take pride in their cultural traditions. Elena Vargas epresses the importance of cultural heritage, remarking:


[I want] people [to] remember to keep speaking Spanish. To be proud of their culture and how it all started—that we were all Indians in the beginning in Mexico… how we lived here in California, this was our place…. Just keep that tradition going and not forgetting where your roots come from.

(Vasquez 2010: 34)



By emphasizing history, Vargas invites her children to engage in root work in developing their own self-conceptions.

Meanwhile, Segura explains that she actively transmitts knowledge about Mexican culture to her children: ‘I love being Mexican…. I love speaking Spanish. I love the culture and the food. And so I’ve passed it on to my [four] girls… and so they consider themselves Mexican first…’ (Vasquez 2010: 34) Through gendered encouragement and cultural pride, these mothers push back against both assimilation and the internalization of oppressive attitudes associated with race and gender.

In the process of shaping their children’s attitudes about race and gender, mothers also contribute to the healing of their own wounds of internalized oppression. Segura offers an example of her own practice of critical inheritance. She recalls her father ridiculing her decision to attend college, saying, ‘What do you need that for? … You don’t need that’ (Vasquez 2010: 29). Segura recognizes that her lack of support was partly rooted in her parents’ views about race and gender. She explains


There was always the people out there that just made assumptions about your skin color and your country … that we weren’t smart enough. … Certainly some of those [assumptions] were internalized by my parents bringing us up because there was this sense of you had to be humble and … being a Mexican girl … that you had your place in life.

(Vasquez 2010: 29)



Not wishing to pass on the same harmful attitudes about race and gender to her own daughters, Segura subsequently adopted an approach to parenting that reflected the way she would have liked to be supported. She explains, ‘Because I had these strong male figures in my life that tried to push me down… I try to make [being a woman] as positive as possible. Not only being a woman but being a woman of color’ (Vasquez 2010: 29). Segura rejects the traditional gender expectations that held her back by cultivating in her daughters a new set of attitudes around what it means to be a woman of color.

The process of intergenerational healing through parenting has been at the core of the work done by Leslie Arreola-Hillenbrand, founder of the organization Latinx Parenting. Arreola-Hillenbrand has made it her mission to help bring an end to chancla culture. The organization’s website (Latinx Parenting n.d.) explains:


La Chancla is in reference to a sandal or flip-flop, and in Latinx culture, it is frequently referenced as having been used by our immigrant or Latina mothers to get children to change behavior by either threatening or actively using it to physically hurt us as children.

Arreola-Hillenbrand (2021)



Arreola-Hillenbrand contends that although corporal punishment, shame, and fear are strategies of chancla culture that are often associated with Latinx parents, they are not inherent to Latinx culture. Rather, they are oppressive strategies that were taken up by Latinx peoples in the process of the colonization of the Americas and which ultimately function to further the oppression of Latinx peoples. She offers culturally rooted resources to support Latinx parents’ efforts to explore the ideas of intergenerational trauma and non-violence.

A key aspect of the Latinx Parenting paradigm is reparenting, a process in which parents reflect on the ways in which their childhood experiences have influenced their own ways of parenting. Arreola-Hillenbrand (2021) explains her approach to guiding participants through the process of reparenting:


The main thing…is to remember and…to really think about ourselves as still having this inner child, this inner niña, as I call her, that still has needs and still gets activated and still emerges every now and then, especially when we are feeling threatened or when we’re feeling unsafe…

The second part of it is to develop this relationship with our inner parents who can be that safe space and actually communicate with our inner child: ‘I got you. I’m here for you. I’m not going to let you just flounder the way that other adults may have as you were growing up.’

And so sometimes it’s really difficult again, because we don’t have the blueprint to know how to be a parent…So we really want to tune in to our guidance, our future abuelita, our future grandmother self, think of ourselves as already having all of those tools that we need to be able to have that safety and to have that ability to reconnect to ourselves.

So I think about my grandmother self, my future abuelita self as wise. I think of her as loving. I think of her as protective. I think of her as being able to hold all of my experiences. And so I feel like I’m constantly moving towards this version of myself that I have access to so long as I have the intention to reconnect with her.



Reparenting involves the practice of taking critical inventory in that it requires the labor of remembering—recalling the events, thoughts, and sensations of the childhood body—and acknowledging when one had been harmed. Reparenting also involves working to develop new narratives, rather than merely reacting to the present in ways that replicate the past. ‘At the root of everything,’ Arreola-Hillenbrand (2021) explains,


Is that self-reflection… I think that after I’ve now made that commitment to own my story and to own my narrative, now I can think about what things do I do as a mother to my three children that align with my intention and not with my wounds.



Through liberatory parenting, Chicana mothers find simultaneous opportunities to create conditions for the autonomy of their children, rewrite their own narratives and challenge social norms of the broader cultures.




Conclusion

Our exploration of Chicana feminist writings and praxis shows that Chicana feminists have offered a distinctive account of self-creation as a liberatory practice that one engages in to affirm oneself in the face of oppressive cultural norms. Given this account, one might wonder whether all resistance to oppressive attitudes is a kind of existentialist self-creation. To clarify our position, it is helpful to return to the concept of authenticity. Authentic living involves reflectively making choices that are both autonomous and expressive of one’s self-identity. We can imagine ways of engaging in political resistance that are not the result of this kind of reflection, such as rebelling out of mere habit, resisting out of a mere disposition to oppose authority, or rejecting oppressive attitudes in response to social pressure. We think, however, that political resistance often does involve existentialist self-creation. Our discussions of storytelling and (re)parenting are concrete examples of the sorts of practices we have in mind. The central method for self-creation is that of taking critical inventory—reflecting critically on one’s inherited beliefs, attitudes and traditions in order to determine which should be rejected, and which should be preserved and passed on to others as part of one’s legacy.



Notes


	In an act of self-creation, Dr. Kathryn Sophia Belle (formerly Kathryn Gines) changed her name in 2017 to honor her maternal grandmother (Kathryn Bell).

	As Chicana philosopher Jacqueline M. Martinez (2000: 34–35) explains, ‘The more strongly we recognize and engage our own questioning of those tacitly understood designators, the more we recognize a difference between who we are and what the dominant culture would encourage us to become…Now, the tacitly accepted designators of self and social world become understood as insufficient and therefore in need of a new struggle-based and nonneutral designator of self: Chicano or Chicana.’

	A part of the way in which Chicana feminists are enacting self-creation is through their crafting of language. We want to honor the choices that Chicana feminist authors are making by preserving the original quotes in the body of our text. At the same time, we want to make the ideas accessible to our non-bilingual readers, so we have included English-language translations in the endnotes.
‘Stubborn. Even as a child I would not obey. I was “lazy.” Instead of ironing my younger brothers’ shirts or cleaning cupboards, I would pass many hours studying, reading, painting, writing. Every bit of self-faith I’d painstakingly gathered took a beating daily. Nothing in my culture approved of me. I was going down the wrong path. Something was “wrong” with me. I had gone outside of tradition.’


	‘Her first step is to take inventory. Stripping away, shelling, removing the chaff. Just what did she inherit from her ancestors? This weight on her back— which is the baggage from the Indian mother, which the baggage from the Spanish father, which the baggage from the Anglo? But it’s difficult differentiating between the inherited, the acquired, the imposed. She puts history through a sieve, winnows out the lies, looks at the forces that we as a race, as women, have been part of. Then she does away with the nonsense, the negations, the denigrations, the oversimplification. She keeps the profound and deep-rooted discernment of the ancient ones.’

	Patricia Hill Collins describes Black women’s practice of ‘self-definition,’ which has striking parallels to the process of Chicana self-creation we describe here. For instance, Collins (2014: 100) writes, ‘For U.S. Black women, constructed knowledge of self emerges from the struggle to replace controlling images with self-defined knowledge deemed personally important, usually knowledge essential to Black women’s survival.’

	The various ways in which Chicana feminists work through this set of questions bear on the critique, raised by Lauren Bialystok (2014), that given that the notion of authenticity entails the existence of a ‘true self,’ ‘it requires positing an essentialist structure leading to metaphysical problems that current accounts of authenticity fail to solve’ (Varga and Guignon 2020).

	For more on the multiplicitous self in Latina feminist philosophy see: María Lugones (2003); Mariana Ortega (2016); Jacqueline Martinez (2000); Andrea Pitts (2021); and Elena Flores Ruíz (2016).

	As the members of the Santa Cruz Collective (2014: 24) explain, ‘“Women of color” as a formulation provides a fruitful yet complex space to map the construction of solidarities based on distinct experiences of movement (dislocation, exile, forced migration) next to forms of confinement and genocide (colonization, war, incarceration, and slavery).’

	A number of scholarly texts examine motherhood as a site of political resistance. See, for example: Cecilia Caballero et al. (2019); Alexis Pauline Gumbs, China Martens, and Mai’a Williams (2016); Evelyn Nakano Glenn, Grace Chang, and Linda Rennie Forcey (1994); Cherrie Moraga (1997); Collins (2014); and Audre Lorde’s poems ‘Dear Toni,’ ‘Prologue,’ ‘School Note,’ ‘A Litany for Survival,’ and ‘Pathways: From Mother to Mother.’
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The Gods had condemned Sisyphus to ceaselessly rolling a rock to the top of a mountain, whence the stone would fall back of its own weight. They had thought with some reason that there is no more dreadful punishment than futile and hopeless labour.

(Camus 1991b: 119)



Thus begins Camus’ essay ‘The Myth of Sisyphus’ recounting the story of Sisyphus that serves as an existential allegory. Camus (1991b: 119) relates the story of Sisyphus noting that Homer claims that ‘Sisyphus had put Death in chains.’ Sisyphus is credited with binding death, containing or controlling it. Another account of Sisyphus’ violation of the order of things is his return to this world from the underworld. He cheated death for many years until finally Mercury was dispatched to collect him and bring him back to the underworld. In both cases, Sisyphus exhibits his hatred of death, his refusal of the mortality that marks his humanity. For this, he is required to pay the price of endless exertion in pushing a rock up the side of a mountain only to have it roll back down again. He must perform this task again and again, pushing the boulder up the mountain, allowing the boulder to roll down the mountain, returning to the foot of the mountain to push the boulder up yet again knowing all the while that it will just roll down. There is no hope for Sisyphus that suddenly the boulder will catch and stay at the top of the mountain. Nor is there hope that he can simply rest at the bottom of the mountain and wait for it to roll back to him. Sisyphus’ task is not one he can delegate to another. It is for him and him alone and there is no hope that it will ever be otherwise. For Camus (1991b: 121), the moment that Sisyphus goes back down the mountain following the stone to its depths, is the moment that Sisyphus is ‘superior to his fate.’ For it is in that moment that Sisyphus is conscious of his fate without hope that it will ever be anything other. In that very specific moment in a very specific place with a very specific body, Sisyphus discovers the feeling of the absurdity that springs from and births the feeling of happiness. Sisyphus says yes to this happiness-absurdity; yes to this particular stone on this particular mountain that is his particular embodied fate. For Camus, it is the yes that each of us can say to respond absurdly to the absurdity of our own hopeless existence.

It is not happenstance that Camus has used the story of Sisyphus to shed light on the human condition. Sisyphus is a hero for being so ordinary in his hopeless fate full of ‘scorn of the gods,’ ‘hatred of death,’ and ‘passion for life.’ What is important to us here about the Sisyphus story is the particularity and the tension for Sisyphus between dwelling and placelessness that is symbolic of the human condition. Sisyphus is reflected back to himself in that place by that place—the underworld. He, like each of us, wants to dwell and yet, like each of us, he must face the uncanniness of dwelling. He must face the discomfort that is mortal, human existence. In the following, I will explore the role of place with respect to our existential concerns. We will begin by examining the position of some theorists that we are placeless. Then, we will address how we dwell on this earth showing that we neither fully dwell nor are we utterly placeless. We will question the particularity of our dwelling, and the lack of ease within place exploring how we exist in an in-between. Finally, we will examine the role of place in our particular mortality. Overall, it will become clear that we cannot think existentially without thinking through the particularity of our place and that Sisyphus aptly represents the struggle of our existential in-between.


Existential Dwelling

Part of Sisyphus’ situation is in response to his attempt to return home from the underworld. Sisyphus, like each of us, had been immersed in a world that served as the horizon of his experiences. Upon death, he was taken to the underworld where he was presumably feeling the pain of separation from the comforts of his home. The underworld was not a place where he was at ease, not a place of comfort for his dwelling. The underworld exhibits the existential condition of tension between our desire to be understood and the utterly uncaring silence of the world. This is the absurdity of the human condition. To be human is to be immersed in a particular world of experience that is limited to that particularity. We cannot rise above the horizons of that experience to gain any kind of perspective on the human condition from some position outside of it. This is simply what human existence is—characterized by that inseparability from the world and the horizons of our experience.

In Being and Time, Martin Heidegger describes Dasein as being-in-the-world. He makes clear that by this he does not mean that Dasein is in the world in the same way that water is in a glass. Existence is not contained by place. Dasein and world are inseparable. The place of our existence is not merely a backdrop to the activities of our lives. It is not simply the setting. It is, in fact, much more integral to our existence. Who we are has everything to do with where we are, which is why for Sisyphus, it matters whether he is cheating death in the human world or labouring in the underworld.

For Heidegger, the inseparability of Dasein and world leads to a concept of dwelling as fundamental to human existence. Dwelling entails building as cultivating and constructing. But we build, according to Heidegger, because we are dwellers. Heidegger is interested in the more fundamental essence of dwelling that he finds in the idea of sparing. By sparing he means ‘something positive’ that ‘takes place when we…‘free’ [something] into a preserve of peace.’ Thus, dwelling means ‘to remain at peace within the free, the preserve, the free sphere that safeguards each thing in its essence’ (Heidegger 2008: 351). When Heidegger is speaking of ‘sparing’ he means allowing that which we encounter to be what it is, not to force it to be what we might need it to be. He describes this generally with respect to our relationship to the earth as ‘more than to exploit it or even wear it out’ (Heidegger 2008: 352). It lacks mastery or subjugation in favour of a letting be.

For Heidegger (2008: 350), dwelling is ‘the manner in which mortals are on the earth.’ Further, he explains that ‘the relationship between man and space is none other than dwelling, thought essentially’ (Heidegger 2008: 359). Moreover, ‘dwelling unfolds into the building that cultivates growing things and the building that erects buildings’ (Heidegger 2008: 359). Thus, when humans build, we create dwelling places. It is important to recognize that when Heidegger is referencing building, he includes cultivation in the sense of creating culture, not just erecting buildings. So, the human thrust of existence is towards carving out for ourselves a place on this earth where we can move beyond simple existence to creating a place of comfort, community and culture. We cultivate the grapes on the vine and build structures for the activities of our lives. In doing so, we construct a world among which we dwell.

Heidegger famously describes the bridge in Heidelberg as one that gathers around it the place of the river. By building a bridge, we do not master or subjugate the river. As Heidegger describes it, the bridge still allows the river to run its course, and it brings the river and its banks into relationship with one another. It allows humans to cross from one side to the other supporting the transport of goods from one place to another. It ‘always and ever differently […] initiates the lingering and hastening ways of men to and fro, so that they may get to other banks and in the end, as mortals, to the other side’ (Heidegger 2008: 359). The place comes to be, he claims, ‘by virtue of the bridge’ (Heidegger 2008: 356). Human activity only engages with things of the world insofar as we engage in place(s) that we demarcate as near or far, here or there because of our embodied and communal manner of being. And this means that to dwell is a marker of what it means to be an earthling for to dwell on this earth is what makes us who we are. Dwelling is the manifestation of our earth-bound nature.

We can only truly dwell in a shared world. Place is insofar as it is shared. Dwelling engages one with human history and entails the cultivation of the earth. While Sisyphus might be claimed to be cultivating the earth in some small measure, for one could hardly imagine Sisyphus pushing the rock for eternity without creating some kind of rut in the side of the mountain where the rock rolls repeatedly, this cultivation is minimal and certainly lessened by not having the involvement of others. And we get the sense that Sisyphus’ desire to return to the world of the living is in large part due to his desire to be with others. His motivation to cheat death by escaping the underworld is a desire to dwell fully in the place of the living world.



Do We Yet Dwell?

The late 20th century saw a chorus of theorists proclaiming the demise of place and thus the demise of our own dwelling. Mahyar Arefi (1999: 183) explains that the judgement of many was that we had become dissociated from place and had taken on a kind of superficial, inauthentic relationship to it. Time-space compression, the argument goes, arising from the ease of travel to and commerce with other regions of the globe has detached us from home places. We have lost our rootedness in the small villages of the past. Globalization is also charged with destroying our sense of place. The strip mall and Disneyfication of so many places has created the sense that one could be anywhere or nowhere at all. Every place is made to feel generic and replicable for our comfort. But rather than providing comfort, we have become placeless, unrooted, adrift in an existential malaise. In Heideggerian terms, we can no longer dwell since we neither build nor think for the sake of dwelling.

Some argue that rather than places being small but deeply meaningful, we exist in places that are much broader but with only a surface meaning. Place has become insignificant. Ted Relph, for instance, suggests that our relationship to place has become kitschy. Places are


Treated as things from which [we] are largely alienated, and in which the trivial is made significant and the significant is made trivial, the fantastic is made real, the authentic debased and value is measured almost entirely in terms of the superficial qualities of cost, colour, and shape.

(Relph 2008: 83)



Additionally, Relph laments that the meaning of ‘home’ has been weakened due in part to the ease with which we move house, but also due to the coincident sentimentalization and commercialization of the notion of home. Both lead Relph to suggest that we have lost an authentic relationship to home.1 The implication is that in losing relationship to home, we also lose relationship to a foundation for meaning of our own existence.

Furthermore, the inauthentic is associated with the touristic approach of more and more people as they travel to see the sights of other countries (Relph 2008: 85). Relph quotes Roland Barthes complaining that tourist guides focus on the picturesque and monumental rather than the plateaus of daily life of a country. Such an approach is identified with the inauthentic. The complaint is that tourists are less interested in the places they visit than in the trinkets that can be purchased and the selfies that can be taken there. Cited as social tourism, it is looked upon with disdain as being the inauthentic. But at the same time, those who travel in their campers, never leaving the security of their own ‘hominess’ are equally chastised. It seems that only those who ‘rough it’ by leaving home behind are truly being authentic. These two impulses move against each other. On the one hand, one is not to be too attached to home such that one is closed off from other places. On the other, one should only expose oneself to a different culture if one is prepared to fully immerse oneself in its strangeness.

Inherent in this argument about placelessness which might at first seem to be grounded in Heidegger’s sense of dwelling is a romanticized view of the role of place in human existence, identity, and community that sometimes leads to reactionary responses of nationalism or militant preservationism or even radical anti-immigration sentiment. They trade on the notion that concrete places used to be less diverse and more homogeneous, that natural places used to be more pristine, that smaller villages were idyllic supporting the continued division between the evil city and sublime nature. Human existence is conceived as having been simpler, more meaningful, less complicated, and thus better. This conception of the role of place and dwelling for existence is inadequate.



Place as the Existential In-Between

Geographer Doreen Massey pushed back against the place doomsdayers of the 20th century with two important points. Building upon her approach will show that the human condition is characterized by a tension between dwelling and placelessness. We must inhabit a place in-between.

Massey’s argument is that place-identity is erroneously associated with fixed places and such a concept of identity leads to nationalism, localism, and parochialism. Instead, she argues for a different conception of place that entails an openness, flexibility and expansive web of relationships that compose place. For those who lament that globalization is destroying local senses of place and who call for the shoring up of places through heritage preservation, Massey argues that such claims about place as embodying a singular identity are erroneous. Places are not ‘seamless, coherent identit(ies)…which everybody shares’ (Massey 1991: 28). For Massey it is equally important to recognize that places have multiple identities and people have multiple identities.

It’s nothing radical to say that we are constituted by the relations among places and other beings. The ramifications of that claim, however, are that places are porous and dynamic meaning that they shift and change, come and go, and cannot, thus be preserved as if in amber. At the same time, we recognize that place is not an entity that can be examined in its being as separate from the context of other entities. It is not merely the backdrop of life; it is integrated within the relationships that compose the complex integrity of experiences. As Massey (1991: 28) writes,


It is not possible to understand the “inner city”, for instance its loss of jobs, the decline of manufacturing employment there, by looking only at the inner city. Any adequate explanation has to set the inner city in its wider geographical context. Perhaps it is appropriate to think how that kind of understanding could be extended to the notion of a sense of place.



Massey’s point is that the meaning of place is far more complicated than an internalized boundary and internalized culture and history. Retrieval of place from some sense of loss trades on these false notions of what composes place.

Positions reflecting the anxiety about placelessness and the reactionary attempt to preserve place are still at play in contemporary culture. While those who bemoaned the loss of a sense of place were anxious about the uniformity of culture and geography through globalization that hollows out existence, one could counter that we are more nuanced about our approaches to place and recognize the importance of places as being open to many different perspectives rather than hinged to one very particular tradition or history. It is no less possible to have a ‘deeply felt sense of place’ today than it ever was. Authentic places abound despite the universality of the shopping mall, suburban tract housing, or urban multi-use complexes. To tie our sense of place to the shopping mall or suburbia is perhaps a misunderstanding of the resilience of our placemaking abilities. We have an inordinate ability to make place wherever we are. For as we learned from Heidegger, it is inherent to the very activity of being that we dwell and to dwell is to cultivate and build.

We can point to what Arjun Appadurai (1996: 10) calls a globalization of differences to indicate the resourcefulness of cultures in re-establishing themselves globally and creating places anew in the vast cities of the world. One look at Clarkston, Georgia can be convincing evidence of the power of renewing place, creating new places, and the dynamism and interweaving of global places. Clarkston is a thriving community on the edge of the city of Atlanta in the United States. It is dominated by immigrant communities from all corners of the world. It is frequently referred to as ‘the most diverse square mile in America.’ Over half of the population was born outside of the United States. Much of the population are refugees who have had to re-establish their homes here. The shops and businesses that people from this community own have had an impact on the broader community taking over a nearby strip mall that still looks generic from the outside but houses a host of boutique internationally focused stores and businesses.

The community of Clarkston is just one example of how we shape, mould, and respond to the world around us to establish our place in it. Sometimes we do so in dramatic ways, most of the time, however, we do so in very subtle ways. Despite the commonalities of shopping malls and multi-use development, we see how those places become reflections of the local in spite of their pretensions to universality. We also see how they have been challenged by local small businesses and immigrant-owned shops. We continue to create local places that reflect local culture in a genuine upsurge of local entrepreneurship. Human ingenuity cannot be daunted by the generic shopping mall or the multi-use development which in all its attempts to be different from the shopping mall is no less frequently designed for the generic international chain stores that resist becoming genuine places with local flavour, but frequently end up being more local when the chains fail.

On the other side, however, we see the same backlash to the loss of sense of place in the increasing attempt at preservation or retrieval of some particular and romanticized point in the past. Monuments to Confederate soldiers are but one example. We also see it in attempts at rewilding, in the establishment of historical preservation districts with highly restrictive policies that effectively eliminate the introduction of diverse populations in particular neighbourhoods, and in violence against immigrant populations.2 The continuing rise of localism, nationalism, and white supremacy are motivated in part by an anxiety about changing places. If one holds to the notion that the meaning of one’s existence depends on the ability to identify with a home place, the idea that places are dynamic and composed of complex relations creates existential anxiety. This anxiety underscores the power of place even while exhibiting resistance to acknowledging the dynamism and interconnectedness of place.

The story gets more complicated as we consider the impact of the global pandemic on conceptions of places. Isolation in our home places due to quarantine and shutting borders to control the spread of the coronavirus brought a new appreciation for the experience of other places. We are eager to get out of our homes, to travel to other places, to resume some normality. The upsurge in travel as quarantines relax reveals something about how we conceive of ourselves and our place in the world. As much as we might think that we need embeddedness in place, we must also recognize that we are eager to broaden our experiences, to travel, to express our curiosity about the world. We like to get away from home. This fact is important in helping us to see the complex existential power of place. As we have just seen, place theorists have long supported a notion of home place as providing a kind of rootedness that has then been eroded by globalization. What I’m suggesting is that the value of the home place is more complex.

Our curiosity and desire to travel doesn’t undermine the power of place or even suggest that place is not existentially foundational. It allows us to recognize that the transitoriness of place should not threaten our sense of self or our communities. The power of place cannot help but be felt. Other places feel different on one’s skin; bathroom situations are radically and sometimes uncomfortably strange. These are things one cannot avoid in travel, but that is for many precisely why we travel. Leaving our home place requires of us a certain kind of attentiveness that also gives us a new perspective on who we are, and the meaning of our home place. That tension necessarily brings us face to face with the dynamism and interconnectedness of places that reflect the existential in-between of place.



Dwelling and Unease

We know that Sisyphus is in a place. It is described albeit rather limitedly. We cannot say that Sisyphus is in a space for there are no coordinates given, no site on a map, no explanation of where the underworld is. Yet, we do have a sense of the lived experience of a place where Sisyphus is. And it is a place that in its repetition must become ever more familiar to Sisyphus, perhaps even homelike, as Sisyphus will necessarily come to know every pebble, every ridge, and will even begin to make his own mark on the mountain as his stone will inevitably create a rut where it rolls. One could say that Sisyphus will begin to dwell. But Sisyphus cannot become reconciled to this place. He does not belong to it. His toils are ceaseless and pointless. He is in the Little Ease, prevented from truly and completely dwelling.

The Little Ease is a Medieval torture chamber built such that it is too narrow for a person to sit or lie down in and yet too shallow for one to stand up in, so one must suspend oneself as best one can in some position in-between. There is no alternative but to live in the discomfort. There is no resting place, no escape from the uncanny and one suffers in it absolutely alone. It is a place that confines and destabilizes, that frustrates any attempts to find comfort or ease. Camus (1991a: 109) describes it thus


I had to submit and admit my guilt. I had to live in the little-ease. To be sure, you are not familiar with that dungeon cell that was called the little-ease in the Middle Ages. In general, one was forgotten there for life. That cell was distinguished from others by ingenious dimensions. It was not high enough to stand up in nor yet wide enough to lie down in. One had to take on an awkward manner and live on the diagonal; sleep was a collapse, and waking a squatting.



Sisyphus has no choice but to build his dwelling place upon the mountain in the activity of pushing the boulder. The mountain is both his place of dwelling and the source of his unease, the absurdity of his existence, his homelessness. Sisyphus, like each of us, ‘must ever learn to dwell’ (Heidegger 2008: 363).

For Heidegger (2008: 363), to learn to dwell consists in thinking of the ‘real plight of dwelling as the plight.’ And should we recognize that, then our placelessness is no longer a misery, but calls us instead to our dwelling (Heidegger 2008: 363). Just as for Sisyphus who can only be imagined to be happy once he recognizes his inescapably absurd fate that is created by him, so too must each of us recognize the homelessness of our own absurd existence in this place. As Camus (1991b: 14) remarks,


The primitive hostility of the world rises up to face us across millennia […] The world evades us because it becomes itself again. That stage scenery masked by habit becomes again what it is. It withdraws at a distance from us…that denseness and that strangeness of the world is the absurd.



We are confronted with having constantly to rethink what it is to dwell in light of the absurdity.

Dwelling, then, is never complete, never fully comfortable, never without the uncanny. But at the same time, we are no more homeless in this world than Sisyphus. We are challenged just the same and it is only in the absurdity that we must continue to build and dwell in the specificity of our place with our own boulders which we must push up the mountain.



Our Existential Home

Sisyphus’ place is a place of death. The mountain upon which he toils with his boulder is in the underworld. And the punishment meted out to him is thoroughly embodied and emplaced. It’s not as if Sisyphus can take his boulder and go elsewhere. Nor can Sisyphus cease his bodily labour to contemplate his fate. Rather, the contemplation must transpire in that place while he labours in that body. And Sisyphus does what we all do when we’ve lost something important. He retraces his steps. When Sisyphus follows the boulder back down the mountain, he is retracing—constantly retracing his steps for he has lost something. He has lost any sense of ease, any sense that he dwells in belonging. Instead, he dwells in the little ease, the constant angst of repetition, loss, and absurdity.

So, what do we learn from Sisyphus’ existential task? We learn that like each of us, Sisyphus’ life is neither full of meaning nor utterly lacking in meaning because Sisyphus is engaged in a specific task in a particular place within which Sisyphus can dwell while also suffering the anxiety of a loss of dwelling. He lives in the Little Ease. Hovering between the ease of certainty and meaning and the complete lack of meaning and placelessness to an in-between. We must learn to dwell in that in-between.

One final note concerning the existentialism-place framework. The dialogical character of this relationship makes it clear that contemporary existentialism must take seriously the relationship of humans and place. We cannot think existence without thinking place and vice versa. We cannot postulate a meaning of human existence without postulating the human-earth intertwining. Without the earth, we are no longer what we have been, nor is the sense of our existence what it has been. Many claim that we shouldn’t be distraught at the prospect of destroying our own planet since there are several others and we can always just move. This desire to flee our earth home and seek ease elsewhere, is the kind of sentiment that Hannah Arendt warned against in the Prologue to The Human Condition. Arendt (1958: 2) asserts that the desire to launch ourselves into space is a symptom of the desire to escape the human condition and is tied to the ‘hope to extend man’s life-span far beyond the hundred-year limit.’ Like Sisyphus, we have a desire to cheat death. Arendt (1958: 2) insists that


The earth is the very quintessence of the human condition, and earthly nature, for all we know, may be unique in the universe in providing human beings with a habitat in which they can move and breathe without effort and without artifice.



Arendt shares with Heidegger the recognition that we are through and through creatures of earth and that we are who we are because of our earthliness. Our earthly home conditions our constitution of all worlds. In so far as our existential sense is tied to the place of the earth it means that no Mars will save us now. We cannot be earthlings that live on Mars for our very existence and manner of being is of this world. Nor can we return ourselves to some mythical time of the past when we dream of life as having been more stable or simpler. Such mythology is a misunderstanding of place and a misunderstanding of our creative relationship with place. We are ever learning to dwell, always in the Little Ease with no hope of escape.

Finally, once we have grasped the deep interconnection between place, dwelling, and existence, we are in a better position to think more deeply about our existential response to the environmental crisis facing us now. In answer to the question which fundamentally faces environmentalism, the question of why anyone should care about climate change, melting ice caps, rising sea levels, and rising world temperatures, we can respond that it is not just our existence that depends upon it, but it is the meaning of our existence that depends upon it. The extreme alteration of our planet’s surface through human activity is an alteration of who we are not just where we are. Sisyphus may have longed to escape that mountain just as humans have longed to escape the earth. But like Sisyphus, our dwelling upon this earth fashions us as earthlings and this place of earth has made us who we are and given whatever sense there is to our existence. We have marked upon and been marked by this earth to such a degree that we can only imagine ourselves happy in our in-between dwelling upon this earth.



Notes


	While Relph has backed away from these positions in more recent works, he still generally lauds heritage preservation and denigrates places that he believes to be lacking in depth and meaning.

	See Donohoe (2019).





References


	Appadurai, A. (1996) Modernity at large: Cultural dimensions of globalization, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

	Arefi, M. (1999) ‘Non-place and placelessness as narratives of loss: Rethinking the notion of place,’ Journal of Urban Design, 4, no. 2: 179–93.

	Arendt, H. (1958) The human condition, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

	Camus, A. (1991a) The fall, New York: Vintage.

	Camus, A. (1991b) The myth of Sisyphus and other essays, New York: Vintage.

	Donohoe, J. (2019) ‘Cities remade: On deciding the fate of building in the city,’ in K. Jacobs and J. Malpas (eds), Philosophy and the city: Interdisciplinary and transcultural perspectives, London: Rowman & Littlefield, 191–204.

	Heidegger, M. (2008) ‘Building dwelling thinking,’ in D. F. Krell (ed.), Basic writings, New York: Harper Collins, 343–364.

	Massey, D. (1991) ‘A global sense of place,’ Marxism Today, 24–29.

	Relph, E. (2008) Place and placelessness, London: Pion Ltd.








13 Existentialism and PlaceReflections on the Significance of Place through Goldsworthy, Heidegger, and Nietzsche

Gerard Kuperus

DOI: 10.4324/9781003247791-17



Introduction

During the lockdowns of the Covid-19 pandemic, for many of us our place was reduced to the home or neighbourhood. Our attitude of being at home everywhere was radically diminished. For some this led to a reflection, for others it led to anxiety or frustration. For most it was a combination of different emotions. Many of us learned new skills in order to cope with this new reality in which we had to learn to be at home in the place we call home. Meanwhile, an artwork by place-based landscape sculptor Andy Goldsworthy was set on fire by (an) unknown person(s), whose motives remain unclear. Goldsworthy’s art is always placed in a particular landscape, bringing awareness to a particular place and creating a new way of experiencing that place. His works often reverse senses of inside and outside, so that a viewer finds oneself not on the outside, but really in the work itself. The irony is great in the sense that while we had to be creative in reshaping our lives around our own homes, an artwork that exactly opens ways to creatively find new relationships to places, was nearly destroyed. In a statement after the fire, Goldsworthy reflects on the incomprehensible act:


What I do know is that art doesn’t give up. It is resilient and fights back. It is part of our collective and personal hard-won immunity. Spire is still standing and is still very beautiful. It is now more rooted in the place than ever before. It will always stand there—even when it has been removed.1



Art, indeed, can uproot things, yet can relate us to a place, something we much needed during the pandemic, as well as beyond. When it comes to place, we find that especially in the phenomenological tradition, it has been thematized as significant for our experience of the world. ‘Place’ is not a universal backdrop as a canvas in which experiences occur. Rather we experience particular places, always within our particular context – our ‘being-in-the-world’ as Martin Heidegger calls it. A place is then always provided meaning within my world. The local Aroma Coffee shop I often write at has a variety of meanings. For some it is a place they drink their daily coffee, for another it is a place where they meet their friend, or where they pick up their lunch. It also features a rotating art exhibition, and the police holds a weekly ‘Coffee with a Cop’ meeting. None of these meanings are set, even for particular individuals. Over time and even from day to day it might have a different meaning again.

Existentialists often emphasize the temporality of existence: everything comes and goes; nothing is permanent. From our own temporal existence, our loved ones, the animals that live around our homes, the trees in our street: everything alive will die – to live is to die. Likewise, inanimate things will decay, perhaps suggesting that we are mistaken to think about those decaying things as inanimate. How those things decay, and how things come into being is directly tied to the places in which these processes of generation and decay occur.

While we might be tempted to think that that temporality of our existence is for many of the existentialist thinkers at the centre of their thinking, and that subsequently the topic of place has been underemphasized, I will show that place plays a prominent role in existentialists from Friedrich Nietzsche through Gilles Deleuze and beyond. Especially during the last couple of decades more work has been published explicitly on place, yet we also find that those works often trace earlier discussion of place. In this chapter I mostly focus on Heidegger and Nietzsche and use Goldsworthy’s art to reflect on different notions of place, the relationship to time, inside and outside, and meaning, as we find those themes in the existentialist tradition.



Landscape Art

On my bicycle commute to work through the Presidio in San Francisco, I pass by one of Goldsworthy’s artworks, the already mentioned damaged sculpture Spire, consisting of the trunks of 35 cypress trees bundled together into a 90-foot-tall sculpture. The artwork is made out of tree trunks that were cut down in the area. The work (as all of Goldsworthy’s works) is explicitly temporary and made out of the materials found in the place where the artwork is located. He does not place artworks in the landscape, but makes sculptures ‘out of the landscape’ (Goldsworthy 1990: 137). An artwork, for Goldsworthy, is typically made out of the materials a location offers. As Nicolas de Warren (2007: 3) writes: ‘Nature delivers its material to Goldsworthy; these materials are harvested, neither taken nor extracted.’ As he states himself (about the Hooke Entrance), ‘I wanted the form to come out of the material and place’ (Goldsworthy 1990: 61). Ecological lessons can be immediately drawn here: like the work of art, we are shaped or formed by the places in which we grow up and live.

The cypress trees used in Spire were cut down in a restoration project in the area. Many of the old trees were in poor condition and at the end of their natural life cycle. The artwork, thus, consists of recycled materials, and will have its own life cycle. From the moment it was created, Spire is decaying and ultimately will collapse. Indeed, the fire sped up that process, yet the work still stands. It is also slowly disappearing in the forest as the newly planted trees steadily grow and will ultimately be taller than the structure. In the first decade of its life, Spire had already significantly changed, partially because of the decay of the wood, mostly noticeable in the change of colour, but moreover because of the growth of the surrounding forest, in which the artwork is set.

Another Goldsworthy artwork in San Francisco’s Presidio is Woodlane. The work is, as the name suggests, a lane through a small section of forest. It follows an existing path down (or up) a hill along which tree trunks have been placed creating a winding pattern. People walk, stroll or run along it. The person experiencing the artwork, is in a way part of the artwork, in the same way one is part of the landscape. There are no lines, no tickets to be purchased, no signs, and no security. As often is the case with his works, one finds oneself in the art, not as a spectator looking from the outside, but as a part of it, in a particular place. Some might not even realize they are in an artwork. As people move along Woodlane they typically notice the pattern and even take a picture of its beauty. The same is true in another artwork just a few miles away at the entrance of the DeYoung museum. Cracks in the stones that create the pavement run into rocks sitting next to the entrance. Most people just pass the cracks, going into the museum to experience art. Instead of boldly placing an everyday object such as a urinal in a museum, Goldsworthy takes art outside the museum, inviting us to rethink inside and outside altogether.

The act of vandalism mentioned in the introduction, caused another significant change. Besides that Spire is charred all the way to the top, a roped fence was placed around it with a sign that asks people to enjoy and respect the artwork. Although the fence can easily be passed, it does create a barrier, which arguably alters the experience of Spire. It used to be a part of the forest which surrounded it. While it seemed to slowly disappear in the forest, the work is now explicitly a sculpture in a forest, separated with a rope and signs, drawing attention to it as being separate from its surroundings. This need to protect Spire, is another destructive aspect resulting from the vandalism. It creates the sense of a museum piece, challenging Goldsworthy’s idea that an artwork is not something that is viewed from the outside by an observer. With the fenced off Spire, the dynamic between viewer and artwork has turned to a more traditional relationship.

If we look at Woodlane or Spire, these works are obviously decaying, with parts rotting, splitting, or decolouring over time. His work is often called ephemeral. As all things, they decay, break down, and disappear or transform into something else. The temporary aspect is made explicit, often by working with materials that decay within a particular place that is changing. Woodlane shows obvious signs of decay: wood has deteriorated, some of the bark has split open at the ends, creating beauty through the process of decay. In the case of Woodlane and Spire the process is relatively slow; other works disappear much faster. Sometimes the artwork disappears with the rise of the tide, or an increase in temperature. The lifespan of the work can be minutes, hours, days, years, decades. The question remains if it disappears or changes into something else. Ambiguity is part of this process.

Ambiguity is also caught in the documentation of the work, mostly through photos, which capture moments of the process. As Goldsworthy (1990: 9) himself states, ‘There is an intensity about a work at its peak that I hope is expressed in the image. Process and decay are implicit in that moment.’ Thus, while the photograph itself is typically more permanent than the artwork, it captures the transience of the work (and of nature). It also again plays with inside and outside, as the photograph first of all brings the outdoor artwork inside and disperses it to different places as it is reproduced. The photographs accompanying this chapter are made by myself. As with any photograph, a photographer interprets and makes (for better or worse) artistic choices. While the photographs capture a moment, any experience of a place is an interpretation, capturing its beauty, its ugliness, its glory, or demise. The work of Goldsworthy is in itself somewhat like a photograph, making the experience of a place explicit through the artwork. A work such as Woodlane makes us look at the place we are in as we have never seen it before. Goldsworthy added something to the landscape, which makes the individual capture a place in an entirely new way. As De Warren (2007: 9) argues, in encountering a work of Goldsworthy, there is an element of surprise that makes us look again.

All existence is finite, as existentialism often emphasizes. Goldsworthy’s works are in a sense alive, their process of creation already involves their decay. His art thus reflects on place and time, as we also see in his snowball in midsummer project in which he made enormous snowballs in the Scottish countryside. He froze the snowballs until summer and revealed them in the city. As the snowballs slowly melted, rocks, bark, pieces of wood, barbed wire, and whatever else was taken from the countryside during the process of making the snowballs, was exposed. Time and place are both transitioned: winter is brought into summer; the country is brought into the city.

Working with places and their temporality, Goldsworthy’s ephemeral art disappears or decays. It also emphasizes the right moment, sometimes a passing moment. It might be the sunrise hitting a sculpture made out of icicles, just before the work is complete – a missed opportunity or a missed encounter of time and place. His work involves displacements of both places and time, such as his snowballs that bring the countryside to the city and winter to summer. Goldsworthy’s art brings place and temporality to our attentions, and in that regard, I am taking these leads in order to discuss the topic of place within the existentialist and phenomenological tradition (Figures 13.1–13.7).


[image: A thin and long tower is in the background. The foreground has many coniferous trees.]
Figure 13.1 Andy Goldsworthy's Spire. Photo by author.


[image: A fenced off region in a garden. There is grass as well as trees on either side of the fence.]
Figure 13.2 Goldsworthy's Spire fenced off after the arson. Photo by author.


[image: A pointed and thin structure made with many vertical logs in in a garden region.]
Figure 13.3 Goldsworthy's Spire, charred but still standing. Photo by author.


[image: A pathway leads to a forest. The trunks of many trees are at one end of the pathway.]
Figure 13.4 Andy Goldsworthy's Woodlane in the Presidio of San Francisco. Photo by author.


[image: A wooden zig zag pathway is in a path between trees in a forest.]
Figure 13.5 Goldsworthy's Woodlane. Photo by author.


[image: A wooden curved pathway leads to some trees in a forest.]
Figure 13.6 Goldsworthy's Woodlane disappearing into the forest. Photo by author.


[image: A wooden curved pathway leads to some trees in a forest. One part of the wood is slightly broken.]
Figure 13.7 Bark is splitting open on Goldsworthy's Woodlane, creating its own beauty. Photo by author.



Existentialism and Place

So far I have argued that in Goldsworthy’s work we find: (1) The explicit experience of a place: looking at the landscape as a part of it, from the inside so to speak; (2) The idea that becoming, growth, and creation are the start of the process of decay; (3) Temporality and place are explored together in relationship, often showing ambiguities without the need to resolve those.

Moving from Goldsworthy’s art to some of the existentialist/phenomenological explorations of place, we can first of all note that within the last couple of decades a significant interest in place has contributed to important contributions in philosophical thinking. From a phenomenological existentialist standpoint, place is an essential part of our experience of the world. As argued by Edward Casey (2009: 319), we exist in the world, not in abstract space, but in particular places.2 He points out that we do not experience or start with an abstract understanding of space in which particular places then occur. We, first of all, experience particular places. We can only think of the abstraction space on the basis of experiencing particular places. Space and time are for him ‘first and last, dimensions of place, and they are experienced and expressed in place’ (Casey 2009: 340). We have seen how Goldsworthy’s artwork brings attention to the relationship of time within a place, which can be taken as an example of the kind of relationship Casey discusses here. Decay or the destruction of a work as the tide comes in, are experiences of time within a place.

Thinking about existence from the standpoint of existentialist thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre, we find ourselves in a situation. Our being is always set in a place. I move from one place to the next. I am attuned to places and some places are more comfortable than others. Places can be gendered or racialized. The domestic sphere of the kitchen has traditionally been assigned to cisgender women, whereas workplaces were traditionally male, and still to a large degree are set up for cisgender men (for example, thermostats in offices are typically set up for a temperature comfortable for male bodies). In terms of race, all kinds of structures, from city planning to real estate practices, tend to keep people of colour in (or out of) particular neighbourhoods. As Michel Foucault (1977) brilliantly emphasized in his work, structures of normalization are often place-oriented. Prisoners and mad people (the abnormal) are placed outside of society, out of view. The workplace and the school provide different locations for different activities at particular times (work, lunch, play, and exercise).

The description of the experience of places such as the café is what, arguably, made Sartre a famous philosopher. Heidegger is often more abstract in his language of ‘being-in-the-world’ ‘home,’ ‘present-at-hand,’ and ‘presence-at-hand’ yet at times provides more specific examples, such as in his lecture courses. Heidegger has sometimes been accused of emphasizing time over place, yet as many others have shown place has played a significant role, even in early works.3 The ‘being there’ of Dasein is immediately suggesting a there (Da) (Heidegger 1962). He uses examples of being there throughout his works, from crossing the Rhine River to being at a dinner party. Heidegger compares the life of the city dweller to that of those living in the country and, famously, he did most of his writing in his hut, away from the technology and business of the city.

Bob Mugerauer (2014) has analysed dwelling, home and homecoming in the later Heidegger, resulting in an astonishing 600+ pages book. Jeff Malpas emphasizes that place is of significance already in the early Heidegger. In the Brightness of Place, he argues we find


Two senses of spatiality—between what Heidegger himself calls “existential spatiality,” existentiale Räumlichkeit, and Cartesian spatiality. The first already brings with it a topological connotation, whereas the second is the spatiality of the levelled-out world of unbounded “extension” within which place has no real place at all.

(Malpas 2022: 11)



The existentialist-phenomenological tradition, as already mentioned through Casey, emphasizes specific places, as opposed to the ‘Cartesian homogenous spatiality’ (Malpas 2022: 190). Heidegger challenges the more general abstract notions of place and Malpas argues that Heidegger’s notion of existential spatiality (Räumlichkeit) is a part of our being there, of Dasein’s being-in-the-world.

When it comes to art, Heidegger in the ‘Origin of The Work of Art’ describes the unconcealment or revealing, the process of truth that occurs in the work as a fight between earth and world. ‘Earth’ represents the material aspect; ‘World’ is created within the horizon from which we interpret the work of art. In the example of Van Gogh’s painting of a pair of shoes, the world of physical labour on the fields is opened up. With a notion of truth as unconcealment, Heidegger explicitly challenges the idea of a scientific notion of truth, and instead focuses here on the process of revealing, in which the work of art and the viewer are in some sort of dialogue.

Going back to Goldsworthy, we could say that our being there is thematized through the work of art as particularly temporal. Not only is the work brought into presence by the artist (as Heidegger puts it). The observer is brought into presence and brings into presence this very moment in this place. As we have seen, the explicitly temporal aspect of the work is emphasizing its connection to place: a tide coming in, the sun rising and melting the material, stones cracking, wood decaying. Place and time are seen in a relationship.

Heidegger discusses art as a way of unconcealment. A painting, for example, reveals the world to us in a particular way. In that regard it is not a static thing, but a process, an engagement between observer and artwork. Art is truth, or as Heidegger (2002: 20) puts it ‘the happening of truth is at work.’ The work of art sets up a world, as he exemplifies through Van Gogh’s shoes. It is in that case the world of the person who once wore the shoes. In the case of Goldsworthy, the world is this place as we experience it through his art. Although the place of an artwork is often a museum, in the case of Goldsworthy it is a natural place, such as a river or a forest. The artworks themselves are explicitly processes, changing, decaying, or falling apart. As discussed by De Warren (2007), Goldsworthy’s art questions (similar to Heidegger) the ‘thingly’ character of a work of art. An artwork is not just a ‘thing.’ In Heidegger’s view the artwork works, in being involved in a ‘fight’ between earth and world, between phusis and techne.

Needless to say, we have to consider the world beyond that of Goldsworthy’s (the world of the artist). We have seen how the viewer is not merely an observer, taking it all in, but is part of the work themselves. As we found ambiguity in the temporality of his work, here we also find that the distinction between art and observer is ambiguous. The artwork is continuously changing and can be viewed from seemingly endless angles, unless an artwork quickly dissolves or is capture only in a moment, for example in a photo. The photo itself is then part of the process, itself becoming a work of art. In some cases, the observer is only the artist, who might witness the work, or the perfect moment might be missed altogether – when working with these materials and the circumstances, failures are common.

In selections from his diaries published in Passage, Goldsworthy reflects on the process of finding the right materials for his work with stones. The search itself often changes his initial plans. Available materials and ways in which it can be shaped often dictate the project. In his entries on building a stone cairn he writes: ‘Any new work should challenge my understanding of both how and why a sculpture should be made’ (Goldsworthy 2004: 114). A day later he writes: ‘A difficult day. I feel as if I had lost control over the form – not totally, but enough to make me uneasy, which may be a good thing’ (Goldsworthy 2004: 114). It is interesting to read these statement about such challenges as well as to watch his multiple failures in the documentary Rivers and Tides: Andy Goldsworthy Working with Time (2001), about which Simon Schama (2003) wrote that it


Must be one of the few documentaries in which an artist is seen enduring, repeatedly, the collapse of his own creation, as he attempts to build a cone of dark seashore stones. The idea, a dream of every seven-year-old sandcastle engineer, was that the cone should stand sentinel, almost submerged in the high tide, yet survive intact to reappear as the water receded. (After multiple failures, he finally pulls it off).



With most other artists we typically see the finished work of art in the museum. Maybe we hear or read about the personal struggles of an artist, but to witness the failures in the process of making an artwork is very rare. These failures and the emphasis on process are part of Goldsworthy’s pieces: they change, evolve, decay, or fall apart, sometimes before they are finished. In fact, one could say the work is never finished until it falls apart.

The work that a piece of art does is one of many possible ways of bringing forth a truth. If we take a landscape, a particular place, and turn it into a work of art (as Goldsworthy does) we find that a location is interpreted through the context of a work of art. One might see the same place as one never saw it before. One might notice the change of the landscape and/or the artwork. One might walk around and miss even that one is in an artwork. In each case, both the landscape (earth) and the observer (world) reveal themselves in a particular relationship in which the landscape is revealed to us in different ways: something stunningly beautiful, something undergoing change, or something to walk through.

Another helpful essay that explicitly discusses the way in which we can see the same place in a variety of ways is found in Heidegger’s ‘The Question Concerning Technology.’ Here he discusses the thing and the production of something. A river can reveal itself in different ways, he argues. We have seen how a work of art can change the land into a sculpture. Technology, Heidegger argues, sees a place often as a standing reserve (Bestand), changing the land into a resource. A forest becomes a supply of wood, a creekside piece of land becomes a development (and investment) opportunity. Art enframes a creek, a forest, or a city street differently than technology and Heidegger argues that technology and a technological mindset, make us observe everything (from the natural world to human beings) as a resource to be used and manipulated. If we thus take a place such as a river, we might think about crossing it and build a bridge. Somewhat romantically Heidegger claims that such technology does not essentially change the river. On the other hand, modern technology will want to dam the river up and turn it into something essentially different: a hydroelectric power plant. Considering that the flow of the river changes and that a passage for, among others, fish and silt is blocked, we could indeed say that the river essentially changes (and not only for us).

When we think about a river we think about Heraclitus. Everything changes: the river, you, and thus you cannot step into the same river twice. Despite the change we find continuity. This is still the Sacramento River. I am still Gerard. Thus, we can and we cannot step into the same river twice. In a different art project, the Chinese artist Song Dong stamped the Lhasa River in Tibet with the Chinese character for water (shui). Despite stamping the water for an hour, nothing changed. All that remains is the photos that bear witness to the act of stamping.

Perhaps the point is that all our acting and doing might be futile in the end. Or it might just be the unproductive act of stamping a river that is futile. Perhaps it is not futile after all. Goldsworthy’s artworks ultimately disappear, as we all disappear. As the existentialists emphasize, even if it all does not have a meaning, or precisely because meaning is only created by us, a heavy weight is put upon us. Nietzsche and Heidegger emphasize the need to live a life that is worth living, a life that in Nietzsche’s suggestion of the eternal recurrence we would want to live again and again. Sartre (1993) emphasizes that we are what we do – we are the ensemble of our actions – yet can we make a difference? Sartre might accuse me of bad faith, while Nietzsche (1974: 273) might remind me that I am nothing more than a little speck of dust.

Mountains and rivers can tell us exactly that we are insignificant in comparison to the forces of the earth. Yet, as Heidegger argues, the radical challenging of the river by making it into a hydroelectric plant (as many other engineering projects) can radically change a place into something else. The idea of the Anthropocene is sometimes criticized on the basis of us being in control of all places.

For Heidegger we are always already ahead of ourselves, rarely ever present in the now. He discusses fundamental boredom and anxiety as authentic moments, in which we are fully attuned to our own being as temporal. Perhaps Goldsworthy’s art is in a way a similar attunement in which we can fully be in this moment in a particular place and in which this place and me converge in this moment of time, a moment that will soon again be changed. It is explicitly a working with the forces of the earth, with nature, in which the artist can create a temporary moment, a world in which we are invited to witness the place. It could lead to a resoluteness in relationship to this place, to its temporality, as well as my own mortality.



Nietzsche and Homelessness

A different yet related approach to a particular authenticity in relationship to place can be found in Nietzsche. Thus Spoke Zarathustra (Nietzsche 1961) starts with a speech that includes the call to be true to the earth, arguably a call to pay attention to place and being placed. Particular places have been tied to Nietzsche, such as Sils Maria, where Nietzsche found a place ideal for his health. Different places can make one feel better or have a particular feeling to it (which can be positive or negative). As I have argued in my Ecopolitical Homelessness (Kuperus 2016), Nietzsche’s philosophy is centred around a distinction between a philosophical and non-philosophical homelessness. In being part of the herd, we are utterly lost, even while we might feel at home. Becoming who you are is a displacement from this homelessness, and calls forth a more philosophical homelessness, in which no truth exists beyond the human realm, and ultimately anything is possible.

Nietzsche’s (1974: 181–82) call to become oneself can lead to homesickness and, as we see in the figure of the madman in the Gay Science, a lack of direction. Although these notions of directions, displacements, and homelessness, can be read metaphorically as philosophical concepts, the use of such place-based metaphors along with Nietzsche’s descriptions of particular places, emphasizes that we are indeed placed beings. Becoming oneself is not an activity in isolation – Zarathustra, after all, has to leave his cave in order to ‘go under.’ Zarathustra wanders around, as Nietzsche himself did.

Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1987) call Nietzsche (among other thinkers) a nomadic thinker. Nomadism here consists in an uprooting of the tradition, in pushing for new directions. Thinkers such as Nietzsche are nomadic in their suggesting that our sense of home and place is a mistaken one. By challenging what we think, how we think, and the prioritization of thinking over feeling, Nietzsche attempts to displace. Nomadic thinkers do not necessarily press us to find a true home, mostly because there is no true home. They want us to recognize that the home we have built around us is a false one, or at least not the only possible one, and that we are afraid the home will collapse. Such a home can be language, and indeed we have to wonder if language itself can be considered a place.

Rosi Braidotti (2011) emphasizes that one does not need to travel in order to be nomadic. Our ideas and thinking can take on new dimensions that radically break with the home that is one’s tradition. This is what made Nietzsche, Hume, or Spinoza into nomadic thinkers for Deleuze. Goldsworthy seems to agree that one does not necessarily need to travel to new places in order to discover something new. He travels in a place, gets to know the materials intimately, and makes us open our eyes to a place in a different way. The landscape we are in is not just a thing we are looking at, but we are a small part of its processes. The artwork is not only the physical alteration of shapes, colours, and arrangements, it is also a challenging of the viewer who is invited to recognize the nomadic nature of the place itself, transitioning along with us.

Existentialist thinkers such as Nietzsche have emphasized the artistic element involved in creating ourselves. Our life, then, can be regarded as a work of art. Goldsworthy reminds us that the creative process is full of failures and that anything we make will sooner or later decay. Nietzsche’s Zarathustra is likewise expressing becoming as full of failures, and lacking a meaning beyond its temporary existence.

Art, and certainly the work of Goldsworthy, is full of ambiguity. Truth as a single interpretation is impossible. Instead, we find a dissemination of truth, by offering a variety of possible meanings. In relation to place, we find that a place is a fabrication. We can think first of all about names and boundaries of different political entities, such as states and countries. Bioregional thinking tries to define places in terms of their ecology instead, but also ecology is far from neutral. We think of a river as the water flowing between the banks, while actually most of the water is flowing through the gravel and sand underneath the bank. We measure the height of a mountain in relation to sea level, while in many cases substantial parts of mountains are under water.4 Defining a place, thus always involves fabrication. Existentialism tries to push us beyond the appearance-reality dichotomy, and the work of Goldsworthy can help us to think about places as always constructed and constantly changing. By turning a place explicitly in a fabricated artwork, which is made out of a place, and dissolves again into a place, truth becomes process, change, a variety of interpretations, or meanings dispersed into time.



Conclusion

We have seen that place in thinkers such as Nietzsche and Heidegger plays a significant role in their thinking. From Nietzsche’s Zarathustra to Heidegger’s Dasein, thinking and place play a double role in the sense that a particular homelessness is encouraged, while challenging our being at home in the everyday. Meanwhile it is recognized that we are not beings in isolation, absolute subjects, independent and autonomous. We are determined by our social and natural environments – we are place-based beings.

It could be said that place-based thinking is mostly foreign to the Western mindset. Rationality is deemed to be universal, not tied to any particular place. Existentialism, starting with Nietzsche, has been a radical movement in the sense that it has challenged universal truths and has instead emphasized interpretation, a variety of meanings, and change. Within that context place has either implicitly or explicitly played an important role.

I have explored the topic of place through some of the artworks of Goldsworthy, who makes us aware of our emplacement and ties place to time – another crucial aspect of existentialism and our being-in-the-world. We have seen that fluidity of meaning, temporality, and the experience of particular places is at the heart of his work. His art is always set in a place, made out of a place’s materials, such as rocks and wood, engaging with the changing elements of that place, such as tides, temperatures, or seasons. We could say that just as Heidegger argues for authenticity, and Nietzsche to become who we are, Goldsworthy invites us to really be in a place. His art makes us look more closely at nature as he creates patterns out of the materials offered by a place. Thus, we see each place then as a fabrication, which can be differently fabricated, or in which we recognize that there is only appearance. He challenges, thus what we assumed, our beliefs, truths, and meanings. The existentialists tell us to change who we are, to become ourselves, and we can do so by being like the artworks of Goldsworthy: in a place as finite beings, in a way insignificant, in another way essentially changing our place for the better



Notes


	Artist statement located in the Presidio and Haines Art Gallery.

	As Casey writes, this is not new: Archytas and Aristotle already put place before space.

	For a criticism of Heidegger’s lack of attention to place, see, for example, Watsuji (1988).

	Hawaiians for that reason can claim that Mauna Kea is the tallest mountain in the world, if measured from the bottom of the sea.
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Introduction

Mortality is a key topic in traditional and contemporary existential philosophy (see, e.g. Aho 2022; Buben 2016). Existential philosophers remind us of our finitude and call for us to live in affective awareness of our mortality. Their focus is on our own mortality – i.e. on each individual person’s mortality – rather than on mortality as an abstract category. Mortality is thus explored as a lived experience – i.e. from the subjective perspective of people who are mortal and personally concerned with their own mortality, rather than from a detached ‘objective’ standpoint, such as the perspective found in the natural sciences and also in rival philosophical traditions. This explains the existentialists’ emphasis on affectivity. It is affective phenomena that disclose to us what it means to be mortal and call us to embrace our own unique possibilities. In the process of coming to affective awareness of one’s own mortality, boundary situations (Grenzsituationen) play a crucial role. While we ordinarily live in denial or forgetfulness of death, boundary situations, such as severe illnesses, painfully confront us with our mortality and force us to take a stand on it. Among the resources that can help us to live through these situations, our natural and cultural environment occupies an important position. Turning to our environment – forests, glaciers, cities, the world at large – can sustain us, and fill us with hope or even joy; despite being finite itself, our environment may be experienced as something that outlives us and carries a value independent of our own existence.

However, our forests are burning, our glaciers melting, our cities sinking, our Earth dying. We can no longer take for granted that the place we inhabit will still be inhabitable when our children, or even we ourselves, grow old. Ecological disasters that are increasing in both frequency and intensity remind us that not only are we and the people we love mortal, but so too is our natural and cultural environment. This chapter explores the question of what it would mean for us – individually and collectively – to live in affective awareness of our own (individual) finitude as well as that of the world we inhabit. More precisely, it considers which kinds of affective experiences allow us to become aware of our own and our world’s finitude, respectively; it analyses the transformation of the ‘existential feelings’ (Ratcliffe 2008) these experiences give rise to and explores what it would mean for us as persons and as a society to live in affective awareness of our world’s finitude, focusing particularly on climate-change-induced destruction.

In addressing these questions, this chapter engages in the contemporary debate on so-called ‘climate emotions’ – i.e. ‘affective phenomena which are significantly related to the climate crisis’ (Pihkala 2022: 1) – which are also discussed under the broader labels of ‘eco(logical)-emotions,’ ‘environmental emotions,’ and ‘Earth emotions’ (Albrecht 2019). The perspective, scope, and aim of the chapter therefore have certain limitations; it does not attempt to provide a comprehensive account or taxonomy of climate emotions in general (see, e.g. Albrecht 2019; Böhm 2003; Landmann 2020; Pihkala 2022), nor does it offer an in-depth analysis of any particular climate emotion. Rather, through the lens of existential philosophy and its reflections on human mortality, this chapter explores the affective dimension of the lived experience of climate change and our world’s finitude as well as our denial of this.

In applying existentialist reflections on human mortality to the context of climate change, the project in which this chapter is engaged can be labelled ‘eco-existentialism.’ While eco-existentialism promises to help us to understand the lived experience of climate change and its denial, it also has important limitations and even risks. For example, there is a disanalogy between mortality as a basic fact of human existence and climate change as a human-made phenomenon. More profoundly, we may wonder whether there is an inherent tension between the existentialist project, with its focus on the uniqueness of human existence and its emphasis on the value of authenticity, and the environmentalist project, with its commitment to decentralizing our own existence and human existence at large. This chapter engages with these questions by critically reflecting on the promises, limitations, and risks of eco-existentialism.

The structure of the chapter is as follows. First, I introduce some basic thoughts on death and mortality in existential philosophy. Second, I apply these existentialist thoughts and tools to the context of climate change. Third, I reflect critically on the promises, limitations, and risks of eco-existentialism.



Mortality in Existential Philosophy and Beyond

The starting point for many influential existentialist reflections on mortality is the observation that our everyday being-in-the-world is largely characterized by the (individual and collective) denial of and forgetfulness about death. Our forgetfulness about death expresses itself in the phenomenon of ‘falling’ (Verfallenheit); we live our lives as everyone else does, following the rules and norms that our society dictates to us (Aho 2020: 62–67; Heidegger 2008: §§ 27, 38). Our denial of death finds its most impressive manifestation in the phenomenon of heroism; we attempt to transcend mortality (as well as ambiguity and uncertainty) through contributing to a project of allegedly eternal value (Becker 1997). The attempt to obtain symbolic immortality thereby expresses itself in diverse phenomena such as fervent creative or scientific production and also religious and political fanaticism (Solomon et al. 2015). Existentialist philosophers and psychologists interpret our forgetfulness about and denial of death as a reaction to both our underlying terror of it (Becker 1997; Solomon et al. 2015) and our fear of freedom (Fromm 1994). Anxiety in the face of death thereby takes the double form of fear of non-existence and fear of inauthentic existence (Jaspers 1970). It is because we cannot bear the burden of human existence – of being finite as well as free and responsible – that we flee into the conformism of the ‘one’ (das Man) (Heidegger 2008: § 27).

What we lack in our everyday existence is not cognitive knowledge about death and mortality but rather knowledge about what it means for us to be mortal. The sphere of meaning, in turn, is intimately connected to the sphere of affective phenomena (Furtak 2018), here loosely understood as an umbrella term for phenomena such as emotions, moods, passions, and atmospheres. Most important for the present context are emotions and moods. Emotions are intentional states of body and mind that evaluate our current situation in the face of what we care about. In doing so, they are co-constitutive of our cares and concerns; they reveal the state of play regarding the things we care about and also make those things matter to us in the first place (see, e.g. Helm 2001; Roberts 2003; Solomon 1993). By contrast, moods, according to the existentialist understanding, are ways of being-in-the-world (Bollnow 1941; Heidegger 2008). They are pre-intentional states of body and mind that constitute our sense of what it means for us, as human beings, to be, to exist (see also Ratcliffe 2008, 2010 on ‘existential feelings’). They do not concern our current situation but rather our situation as such – as, for instance, our anxiety does in confronting us with our mortality as well as our freedom and responsibility.

While we ordinarily live in forgetfulness or denial about death, thus avoiding the anxiety that is intimately connected to human existence, the structures of meaning that we normally take for granted sometimes break down and our anxiety comes to the fore (Heidegger 2008: § 40). Due to the mood-like character of our sense of being, this can, in principle, happen anywhere and at any time. But specific experiences – such as the diagnosis of a severe or terminal illness or the death of a loved one – can also trigger the breakdown that characteristically manifests itself in feelings of uncanniness and disorientation. Despite their painfulness, existential crises of this and other kinds harbour an epistemic and ethical potential (see, e.g. Carel 2016; Tietjen 2023). ‘Ethical’ is broadly construed here to refer to questions concerning both the good life and morality. At an epistemic level, crisis experiences allow us to become aware of the basic structures of human existence – in this case, our mortality. At an ethical level, they offer us the opportunity to transform our lives and our relationships with other people, creatures, objects, and the world at large. In particular, they call on us to realize our own unique possibilities (i.e. to live authentically) and to acknowledge our responsibility rather than merge with the crowd (das Man), and therefore allegedly free us from our responsibility.

Overall, existentialist reflections on death and mortality put the individual centre stage. They are interested in the question of how we, as individual persons, gain an affective awareness of our own mortality. In calling for us to live an authentic life, the confrontation with and acknowledgement of our finitude is an isolating and individualizing force. Moreover, it is the possibility and necessity of becoming aware of one’s mortality and living in affective awareness of it that distinguishes human existence (Dasein) from other forms of being.

So far, I have presented a univocal existentialist account of mortality. The picture I have drawn in broad brushstrokes has been criticized and corrected in manifold ways, from both within and without existentialism. For the present context, four corrections are particularly important. First, existentialists and other continental thinkers have reflected not only on the question of what it means for us to acknowledge our own finitude, but also on the question of what it means for us to acknowledge other people’s finitude and vulnerability, both that of those we love and that of strangers (e.g. Butler 2016; Derrida 2003; Levinas 1979). This is important because it introduces a moral and political dimension to the discussion that otherwise remains out of sight. Second, recent events such as the COVID-19 pandemic have called our attention to collective forms of vulnerability (see, e.g. Butler 2022; Lopes 2021; Tietjen 2023; Trigg 2022). This not only allows us to complement our analysis of individual crisis experiences with that of collective ones, but also forces us to reflect on the question of how even our individual crisis experiences are always already socio-politically embedded and shaped. Third (and relatedly), the emerging field of critical phenomenology has drawn our attention to the fact that the denial of and forgetfulness about death is itself bound to a position of privilege (see, e.g. Guenther 2021; Gündoğdu 2022; Loidolt 2022; Oksala 2022; Weiss et al. 2020; Welsh 2022). People who suffer from chronic illnesses or racial oppression or are illegal migrants constantly face existential threats and cannot live in denial of death in the same way as more privileged people. This is important because it forces us to acknowledge the socio-political situatedness of our philosophical analysis itself. Fourth, and finally, feminists and other (existentialist) authors have called our attention to the phenomenon of natality – our bornness and capacity to begin (Arendt 2018; O'Byrne 2010; Stone 2022). Importantly, the consideration of natality not only complements our analysis of mortality; it also transforms our understanding of mortality itself, e.g. through drawing our attention to the relational dimension of death and human existence at large.



Living in Affective Awareness of Our World's Finitude

In the previous section, I identified three key elements of the existentialist discourse on mortality: (1) the denial of death; (2) the intimate connection between the sphere of meaning and affectivity; and (3) the epistemic and ethical potential of crisis experiences. In the following, I show how each of them (in a modified form) can help us to understand the lived experience of climate change and its denial, thereby returning to the four refinements of the existentialist approach to mortality discussed above.

As our ordinary existence as individual human beings is characterized by our forgetfulness about and denial of our own finitude, so our ordinary existence as individual human beings and as a society is largely characterized by our forgetfulness about and denial of climate change (for an introduction to the debate on climate change denial, see, e.g. Björnberg et al. 2017; Dunlap and McCright 2010). While a small yet powerful minority explicitly denies climate change, many know about it and acknowledge that it is happening in principle while still continuing to live as they did before – i.e. as if climate change were not real. This latter, implicit, ‘implicatory,’ or ‘soft’ form of denial expresses itself in individual and collective apathy, inertia, and the failure to take the fact of climate change and its disastrous consequences seriously (Hoexter 2016a, 2016b; Norgaard 2011; Pihkala 2018; Stern et al. 2016). At the individual level, it manifests itself exemplarily in the phenomenon of compartmentalization; for example, we intellectually engage with climate change (e.g. by writing a philosophical paper about it) and make smaller or bigger adjustments in our lives (e.g. reduce the frequency of our air travel) and yet continue to live a life determined by the high-consumption lifestyle of the higher classes in the developed and developing world. At the collective level, it manifests itself in policy measures such as carbon pricing that may in part be effective and yet fail to bring about the radical, structural changes needed.

But not all of us live in affective denial of climate change. Both the individual and collective capacity to do so are bound to a position of privilege. The effects of climate change are distributed unequally across the globe. Places such as the island state of Tuvalu in the Pacific Ocean are already facing climate-change-induced destruction. Moreover, members of disadvantaged groups, such as people of colour in the US, are disproportionally affected by climate change and, correspondingly, are more concerned with it. Finally, as the youth-led Fridays for Future movement exemplarily illustrates, climate consciousness and activism also correlate with other demographic factors, such as age. So, while, at the individual level, it is not true that all of us live in denial of climate change, at the collective level (e.g. that of global business, nations, or supranational organizations), we still largely fail to take appropriate action. Accordingly, coming to affective awareness of climate change is primarily a collective and, to a great extent, global problem and task.

From an eco-existentialist perspective, our denial of climate change, similarly to our denial of our own finitude, can be interpreted as a flight from fundamental (individual and collective) anxieties – a flight from the basic structures and conditions of existence itself (Myers 2014; Nicholsen 2002; Norgaard 2011; Pihkala 2018). In psychological terms, it has been analysed as a psychic defence or coping mechanism (Weintrobe 2013). The anxieties in question include facing the vulnerability and finitude of all that we love and know, facing our responsibility for climate-change-induced suffering and destruction, and facing our own helplessness and powerlessness. In fear of radical change, loss of privilege, freedom, responsibility, powerlessness, and helplessness, we live as if our lives had no consequences and as if we could continue living like this forever. While characterizing these states as ‘anxiety’ is justified by the fact that they motivate flight and avoidance, various kinds of difficult emotions can trigger our anxiety, including uncertainty and fear but also grief, shame, guilt, and hopelessness.

Compared to other explorations of the psychological roots of climate change denial (Gifford 2011; Wong-Parodi and Feygina 2020), the eco-existentialist approach to climate change thereby stands out for its interpretation of our lived experience of both climate change and climate change denial in affective terms. More precisely, it conceives of the lived experience of climate change denial as an intersubjective affective affair. According to this picture, climate change denial is not just an individual person’s cognitive or affective attitude to this or that fact in the world; rather, as a ‘socially constructed silence’ (Norgaard 2011), it is part of the shared structures of meaning that tell us what is real and unreal, possible and impossible, and what is worthy and unworthy of our attention. While the eco-existentialist approach is in line with other socio-critical analyses of climate change denial in highlighting the intersubjective nature of the phenomenon, it differs from other approaches in that it focuses on existential grievances as drivers of climate change denial rather than, for instance, power interests or economic factors.

To summarize, similar to the case of the denial of our own mortality, our problem is not primarily or exclusively our lack of cognitive knowledge, as the ‘information deficit model’ suggests; it is the failure to understand what climate change means for us, individually and, even more so, collectively. As existentialist philosophers have pointed out that the sphere of meaning is intimately connected to our affective lives, political philosophers and theorists have recently drawn our attention to the intimate connection between political values and affectivity (see, e.g. Nussbaum 2013; Protevi 2009). Politics is largely about what matters to us, as a polity; what we fear or desire, love or hate (Szanto and Slaby 2020: 478). At the same time, especially in the context of feminist and anti-oppressive theory, it has been highlighted that our affects (and lack thereof) are always already political in that they are infused by feeling rules that tell us what, how, and when (not) to feel (Hochschild 1979). Even our moods develop gradually in interaction with others and are always already embedded in a specific socio-cultural background. In this regard, neither our emotions nor our moods or existential feelings are politically innocent (Tietjen and Tirkkonen 2023). The progression from a collective denial of climate change to a collective awareness requires a transformation of our shared sense of being; it requires the development of a shared concern for our Earth and of shared emotions in the face of environmental destruction (on the sharedness of (political) emotions, see Salmela 2012; Szanto and Slaby 2020). It is, among other things, due to their intimate connection to political action that affective phenomena connected to climate change have received more attention lately. Paying attention to them is, therefore, important not only for understanding the lived experience of climate change and its denial but also for the political goal of fighting it. In this way, eco-existentialism can itself be practised as a politically engaged form of philosophy.

Ecological disasters and natural catastrophes such as floods, hurricanes, droughts, heat waves, wildfires, and sea level rise have the potential to shake us out of our everyday complacency in that they make the impact of climate change directly visible and – what is even more important in the present context – feelable (see, e.g. Salas Reyes et al. 2021). The latter is especially the case when people and places to which we are personally attached through habit, love, or other forms of affective investment are affected. In Germany, for instance, the flood catastrophe in the Ahr Valley in July 2021 that killed more than 180 people and destroyed houses, rail routes, streets, bridges, and other important infrastructure, demonstrated not only how others but also how we are affected by the effects of climate change (von Maur 2022). It destroyed the collective illusion of invulnerability and left people with worry, fear, and anxiety. Boundary situations like this painfully confront us with the vulnerability and finitude of the world we inhabit. But as becoming affectively aware of our own mortality is not bound to any specific kind of experience or situation, neither is becoming affectively aware of climate change bound to experiencing climate-change-driven destruction from a first-hand perspective. In principle, our illusions of invulnerability and innocence can break down anywhere and at any time.

The breakdown of our everyday complacency manifests itself in (individual and collective) feelings of shock, disorientation, or even panic. As such, it harbours an epistemic and ethical potential, but also risk. At the epistemic level it painfully confronts us with the fact that what we have previously taken for granted is no longer the case. It makes us acutely aware of the destructive force of climate change and forces us to recognize its radical consequences. On the ethical and political level, it offers the opportunity for – if necessary, radical – socio-political transformations. The confrontation with our own mortality can motivate us to embrace our own unique possibilities and, in this regard, primarily motivates self-transformation. By contrast, the confrontation with our world’s finitude in climate-change-induced destruction confronts us with the finitude and vulnerability of all that surrounds us. As such, it invites us to value the fragile existence of all other people, creatures, and objects and motivates socio-political change. That being said, it has also been pointed out that the painful confrontation with the destructive force of climate change can manifest itself in various kinds of affective responses, spanning from climate despair to climate hope. Specific emphasis has been placed on the necessity of constructing a fragile space in between these two poles, conceptualized, for example, as ‘pessimistic hope’ (van der Lugt 2021), ‘hope in the midst of tragedy’ (Pihkala 2017), or ‘hope from despair’ (Huber 2022). The relationship between these affective responses and political activism is complex; in particular, existential anxiety can be both a (personally and politically) productive and a harmful response to climate change (Kurth and Pihkala 2022; Mosquera and Jylhä 2022; Ojala et al. 2021; Sangervo et al. 2022). It can paralyse us and impair our wellbeing and agency, but also sensitize us to the difficult situation we are facing and motivate critical reflection and political action.

As I have argued, classic existential philosophy tends to interpret the confrontation with our own mortality as an individualizing experience – although this interpretation has been corrected by feminist existentialism. By contrast, the confrontation with the finitude of our world seems at first sight to have the opposite effect. First, political affects, properly speaking, are collective. They are based on a shared matter of concern (e.g. the concern for our environment or Earth) and at the same time involve a background concern for our political community (e.g. the people who live in our country) (Szanto and Slaby 2020). The affects of the individual members of the group mutually influence each other and their sharedness puts normative pressure on individuals to feel or show certain affects. In this way, the collective affective experience of climate change has a collectivizing effect. However, as noted, we are not all similarly affected by the effects of climate change, and even if we were, our affective reactions might vary significantly. We may feel desperate or hopeful, guilty or angry, thereby foregrounding different aspects of the situation. Importantly, the normative question of how to feel in the face of climate change is itself an important matter of political controversy (Mosquera and Jylhä 2022). In this regard, the lived experience of climate change and its denial has not only a collectivizing or even solidarizing effect but also a separating or even antagonizing one, with separation and antagonism being located on the level of individuals and (even more) groups. Again, this is true not only of climate emotions but also of political emotions at large that often, if not always, involve elements of allegiance as well as antagonism (Tietjen and Osler forthcoming).

Second, rather than pointing us to our own unique existence and calling on us to embrace our own unique possibilities, the confrontation with climate-change-induced destruction points us to the particularity and unique value of everything we encounter in the world that is not ourselves (e.g. this tree, house, valley). In this respect, it has the double effect of spiritualizing the outer world and de-centralizing our own existence and human existence at large. An exemplary manifestation of this effect is the revival of panpsychism (Mathews 2011). In line with some early forms of religious existentialism (see Pihkala 2016), it has a spiritualizing effect in that it calls us to recognize the unique (and potentially infinite) value of all that we encounter in the world. In this vein, it extends the possibility of an I-Thou relationship beyond the intersubjective realm to the realms of culture and nature (Buber 2010). The Earth itself turns from an object that can be used and exploited into a You and, eventually, I and You turn into a We. The confrontation with climate-change-induced destruction has a decentralizing effect in that it turns our attention away from our own unique position in and perspective on the world towards the other. At the same time, however, it reminds us of our unique position in calling for us to take over responsibility for the Earth and Universe.



The Promises, Limitations, and Risks of Eco-Existentialism

The unique value of the eco-existentialist approach to climate change is its contribution to our understanding of the lived experience of climate change and its denial. Three aspects stand out when comparing the existentialist approach to other investigations of climate emotions. First, existentialism helps us to understand both the lived experience of climate change and climate change denial, thereby allowing for an interpretation of both phenomena as essentially affective in nature. Second, in interpreting the transformation from forgetfulness to an affective awareness of climate change in terms of (individual and collective) moods or existential feelings, it offers an analysis of the lived experience of climate change that goes deeper than analyses that operate exclusively at the level of emotions. In doing so, it helps us to understand how (the lack of) climate emotions can be interpreted as an expression of our underlying intersubjective sense of being. Third and finally, it calls our attention to the dialectic of finitude and infinitude that is manifest in our existential feelings, thereby helping us to understand the basic structures of human existence and existence at large.

That being said, there are also significant limitations attached to eco-existentialism. For example, there is an important disanalogy between human mortality as a basic fact of human existence and climate change as a human-made phenomenon. This gives rise to the question of whether it is really anxiety and the fear of acknowledging our world’s finitude rather than, say, shame, guilt, and the fear of change and loss of privilege that drives the denial of climate change. Similarly, the focus on the moral dimension of climate change may give rise to a range of other-directed moral emotions, including anger and indignation, that are largely irrelevant to the existentialist account of individual mortality. Moreover, the gulf between the vast temporality of climate-change-induced destruction and the relatively short human lifespan challenges our capacity to experience climate change. At least some forms of climate-change-induced destruction are taking place on a longer timescale than an individual human life. Therefore, they may require forms of experiential givenness other than boundary situations, e.g. artistic ones. Finally, one might worry that, by focusing on existential anxiety, the eco-existentialist analysis is blind to or even helps to conceal the real – economic and power-related – reasons for our socially constructed silence.

As I have shown, the eco-existentialist analysis of the lived experience of climate change is not simply an application of existentialist thoughts on human mortality to the domain of climate change; it also transforms existentialist thinking itself. This gives rise to the question of whether a project like the present one can still be understood as ‘existentialist.’ First, as I have argued, climate change decentralizes our own existence and human existence at large; it is, at least to some extent, a collectivizing rather than an individualizing force. We may wonder whether this is still compatible with the very notion of existentialism itself, its emphasis on human existence and the value of authenticity. Second, inspired by the existentialist project, the heading of the previous section talks about coming to affective awareness of our world’s finitude. The world, from the existentialist perspective, is not something objectively given; it is neither an object nor the sum or ‘container’ of all objects but rather part of the structure of our existence itself. However, it is not an accident that environmentalists tend to talk about the Earth rather than the world. In part, this may be interpreted as a choice motivated by similar considerations as the existentialist reinterpretation of the concept of ‘world’ – namely, as a criticism of accounts that treat the world as a thing, as something to be exploited. However, we also may wonder whether, with its emphasis on the structural whole of our being-in-the-world, the existentialist concept of world is not still essentially anthropocentric and thus fails to acknowledge the unique value and existence of our world that is captured in the environmentalists’ concept of Earth. Even more radically, we may wonder whether existentialism – and we as existentialists – are not one source of the problem of climate change rather than the solution. In this regard, our task is perhaps not to offer a ‘solution’ but rather to acknowledge that we are part of the problem.1
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In this chapter, I would like to think Gloria Anzaldúa, María Lugones, and Martin Heidegger together. Thinking of Anzaldúa’s account of mestizaje with its movement of both multiplicity and oneness in light of Lugones’ description of world-travelling and Heidegger’s account of Dasein as being-in-the-world, leads me to a notion of multiplicitous selfhood as amasamiento, an act of kneading very different visions of self from different traditions—yet another instance of mestizaje.1 While the Heideggerian view of Dasein offers an important explanation of selfhood, it nevertheless does not always capture the experience of marginalized, in-between selves that Latina feminist phenomenological descriptions so powerfully depict. Examining these three thinkers together discloses important similarities and differences between their visions of self. The view of multiplicitous selfhood that arises out of this thinking is meant to capture a general sense of selfhood, but, at the same time, it emphasizes the lived experience of selves in the margins. Following Anzaldúa, Lugones, and Heidegger, I describe the multiplicitous self as being-between-worlds and being-in-worlds—the multiplicitous self is thus an in-between self.

While the account of multiplicitous selfhood offered here is to be understood as a general account of self—that is, all of us are multiplicitous selves—this work pays particular attention to those multiplicitous selves whose experience is marked by oppression and marginalization, those selves that have not figured prominently in the pages of philosophical discourses. Even though all of us are multiplicitous, some multiplicitous selves—those who are multicultural, queer, border dwellers, and whom Anzaldúa (1987: 3) names los atravesados—experience more of what she describes as ‘psychic restlessness’ (Anzaldúa 1987: 78) and ‘intimate terrorism’ (Anzaldúa 1987: 20) due to their marginalization and oppression. That is, these selves’ multiplicity is sharper, sometimes piercing, thus leading to a sense of alienation and of Unheimlichkeit or uncanniness that makes their lives more vulnerable to injustice. Through engagement with the work of Anzaldúa and Lugones, I would like to draw attention to the experience of these atravesados. I am aware, however, that different social locations yield different ways of understanding one’s marginalization or belonging. There is not a simple dichotomy between marginalized/nonmarginalized or oppressed/oppressor. Selves need to be understood in their complexity and in terms of the different roles they play in the matrix of power relations such that each of us can be understood variously as oppressors, oppressed, or resisting (Lugones 2003: 200). It is my hope that the intertwining of Latina feminism and Heideggerian phenomenology discloses a better understanding of the complexity of the experience of these selves who remain at the margins not only of traditional philosophical investigations but also of society.


Crisscrossings

One of the most important philosophical contributions made by Heidegger in his ground-breaking work Being and Time and other early works is his elaboration of a self that must be conceived in terms of being-in-the-world rather than in terms of being an epistemic substance or a ‘thinking thing,’ as Descartes explains. That is, in the Heideggerian account, the self has a practical involvement with a nexus of equipment found in the world. This Heideggerian account of self as being-in-the-world, of a self that is ‘there,’ a Dasein (there-being), constitutes a critique against Cartesian epistemic subjectivity, in which the subject is understood as a substance and the primary relationship to the world is via mental representations of things that stand outside the sphere of the subject’s mind. Heidegger’s ‘existential analytic,’ or description of the different ways of being of Dasein, is indeed considered a key critique to traditional substantial and epistemic understandings of subjectivity. As such, it stands as one of the most important contributions in philosophy in general, and the philosophy of selfhood specifically, inspiring noted continental philosophers including Jean-Paul Sartre, Hannah Arendt, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, José Ortega y Gasset, and Jacques Derrida.

Because of its important critique against established traditional, epistemic, and substantial conceptions of subjectivity and its elaboration of a situated, temporal, existential self, I have chosen to engage Heidegger’s existential phenomenology with Latina feminist phenomenology. Despite the fact that both Anzaldúa and Heidegger are writing from very different perspectives and political views, and with different aims—Anzaldúa’s writing is a deeply personal act and has an interdisciplinary orientation, while Heidegger’s writing is connected to a systematic, philosophical attempt at carrying out an ontological investigation—Anzaldúa’s notion of the new mestiza shares some important elements of Heidegger’s description of Dasein. Rather than providing an in-depth explanation of Heideggerian existential characteristics, in the following I revisit and expand on some of the various characteristics that I have previously noted as shared by both Heidegger’s existential analytic and Latina feminist conceptions of self (Ortega 2001). While there is not a one-to-one correspondence between Heidegger’s work and work by writers such as Anzaldúa and Lugones, there are significant crisscrossings.

Like the new mestiza, the self that Heidegger proposes is one in the making rather than a substantial self. When describing Dasein in Being and Time, Heidegger (1962: 67) claims that ‘the “essence” [“Wesen”] of this entity lies in its “to be” [Zu-sein].’ In other words, human beings do not have an essence but make themselves through living, through making choices. As he puts it in The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, ‘In everyday terms, we understand ourselves and our existence by way of the activities we pursue and the things we take care of’ (Heidegger 1982: 160). Rather than accepting the traditional understanding of selfhood as a substance in which a number of set properties inhere, Heidegger understands the self as always in process, in the making.

A key structure of this existential self in process, which is connected to the self’s understanding and ability to make choices while moving towards the future, is the notion of projection (Heidegger 1962: 185). According to Heidegger, projection is what we all do by virtue of being human—that is, to exist is to project ourselves towards future possibilities. Neither Dasein nor the new mestiza are substantial entities; they are existential selves that make themselves through their choices. As such, they are always in the making. While Heidegger emphasizes that projection is not always thematic or reflective, Anzaldúa’s account does not. However, both thinkers agree that the self is always in process. They are deeply aware that the self is defined through choice and is thus not some entity whose possibilities and characteristics are pre-set, as one may provide a list of properties of a chair or a pen. Dasein is always projecting itself upon possibilities; the new mestiza is deeply aware of the possibilities for change and transformation that life at the borderlands offers. Heidegger, Anzaldúa, and other Latina feminists also share a view of the self as thrown in the world. They understand the self as always already in the world. As opposed to a view such as Descartes’, in which there arises the possibility for doubting the external world as well as other minds, a thrown self is always already existing in the world and practically engaging with objects.

While Heidegger painstakingly explains major ontological, existential characteristics of a self that is thrown, he unfortunately does not explain the specific ontic situations that are of concern for the self that is ‘there’ and that dwells in the world. His primary interest remains in ontology, in finding general ontological characteristics of human beings, even if it is an ontology that is always connected to the ontic or specific characteristics of humans. Anzaldúa and other Latina feminists, however, underscore the ontic, the specific material characteristics and conditions of human beings. Latina feminists concentrate on the particular power relations informing specific economic, cultural, and societal ‘theres.’ As we have seen, one of Anzaldúa’s great contributions is her powerful and detailed description of the new mestiza as a being who is thrown into the US-Mexico borderlands and has to negotiate her various social identities in this complex, in-between territory.

Characteristic of a self that is thrown and defines itself by making choices is the mood of anxiety (Angst), a mood that Heidegger connects to Dasein’s potential for living authentically. Heidegger (1962: 393–94) says, ‘Anxiety is anxious about naked Dasein as something that has been thrown into uncanniness. It brings one back to the pure “that-it-is” of one’s ownmost individualized thrownness.’ In the Heideggerian account, anxiety is connected to the self’s possibility for what Heidegger calls resoluteness or authentic or proper existence (Eigentlichkeit) as opposed to being under the mode of the ‘they’ (das Man), or what Heidegger describes as the everyday being of the self. Similar to the Kierkegaardian notion of ‘the public,’ the ‘they’ refers to the anonymity and generality implicit in everyday interaction. It serves as a guide to everyday social interaction in the sense that when we are in this mode, we basically follow the norms and practices in our culture or society. This way of being of everydayness, however, also leads to Dasein’s loss of responsibility for its actions, since it blindly follows prescribed norms and practices. Despite the fact that anxiety is the mood that presents the uncanny in the world, that makes Dasein not feel at home, it is also the mood that allows for the possibility of self-awareness and a life in which the self understands and accepts the responsibility for making choices. Through anxiety, then, Dasein can begin to take up authentic existence, which, in this account, has to do with building one’s own ground by way of choices that are not merely dictated under the mode of the ‘they.’ Ultimately, for Heidegger, anxiety is not always necessarily negative. Rather, it is a mood that discloses the possibilities of being-in-the-world and the individual aspects of the self.

In Anzaldúa’s account, a sense of anxiety also permeates the life of the new mestiza. In this instance, anxiety is also connected to the possibility of choice, to the fact that the new mestiza has, as Anzaldúa says, to cross—to cross worlds, borders, ways of life. Since the new mestiza constantly occupies liminal spaces, she has to make difficult choices. The new mestiza experiences Coatlicue states that include moments of utter despair and sometimes paralysis, an inability to make choices:


It is her reluctance to cross over, to make a hole in the fence and walk across, to cross the river, to take that flying leap into the dark, that drives her to escape, that forces her into the fecund cave of her imagination where she is cradled in the arms of Coatlicue, who will never let her go. If she doesn’t change her ways, she will remain a stone forever. No hay más que cambiar.

(Anzaldúa 1987: 49)



In my view, here Anzaldúa describes an existential crisis based on the anxiety that arises when she faces extremely difficult choices given her multiple positionalities. This terrible anxiety can turn into moments of ‘intimate terrorism’ and paralysis. While, in the Heideggerian view, anxiety discloses a self not at home in the world, in the Anzaldúan story anxiety is connected with paralysis and an inability to make choices. Methodologically, however, anxiety plays similar roles in these two accounts, since it is through anxiety that the self becomes capable of ultimately making choices that are not expected or prescribed. In a sense, anxiety is part and parcel of being human and of recognizing that familiar existential call for creating one’s own ‘essence’ through one’s own choices. Both the sense of uncanniness and the paralysis of the Coatlicue state are preludes, as Anzaldúa would say, to crossing, to becoming oneself by disrupting the influence of the ‘they’ or by literally and figuratively crossing borders and making decisions that are not dependent on cultural impositions.

In addition to understanding the self as in process, as thrown, and as anxious, Heidegger and Anzaldúa are both deeply aware of the interrelatedness between self and world, including the relationship among selves. Thus, sociality is a key element in these descriptions of self. Not only does Heidegger understand the self as already in the world, he also explains the self as always connected to others or as having the possibility of connecting to others. As a being-in-the-world, Dasein has being-with (Mitsein), the ontological characteristic that makes it possible for Dasein to be with others (Heidegger 1962: §26). The very name of the self, Dasein, or there-being, captures the interrelatedness between self and world. Dasein is always situated in particular contexts and finds others at work, at play, and in other circumstances. According to Heidegger, even when there is no other self around, Dasein always has being-with. In this account, the self is not an isolated subject or a solus ipse. Yet, Heidegger concentrates on this social aspect of the self in terms of the notion of the ‘they,’ which, as we have seen, is the everyday way of being in which the self follows prescribed norms and practices and does not accept responsibility for choices. In fact, one of the most important aspects of the life dominated by the ‘they’ is that the self follows everyday norms and practices in such a way that adherence to these practices creates a sense of comfort in the world, what we may call being-at-ease. The everyday mode of the ‘they’ allows for familiarity and thus the transparency of norms and practices.

Like Heidegger’s, Anzaldúa’s account highlights the importance of situatedness and sociality, not only in specific moments of the new mestiza’s existence, for example, Anzaldúa’s own experience in what she calls the herida abierta, the open wound, of the US-Mexico border, but also in specific histories and cultural myths that inform her experience. Here Anzaldúa’s account goes far beyond Heidegger’s because he does not consider particular histories. Heidegger discusses the importance of Dasein being a historical being that interprets itself in specific environments, but he does not describe or engage with those environments. Anzaldúa’s attention to the self’s situatedness also includes consideration of the self’s connection to others and to the specific histories connected to those others. While Heidegger offers a more general account of Mitsein, or being-with, and historicality, Anzaldúa’s emphasizes the history of the United States and Mexico as well as the history of the Aztec people and their mythology. Consider Anzaldúa’s (1987: 38, 173, respectively) remarks about her relationship with the customs, beliefs, and history of her people


This very minute I sense the presence of the spirits of my ancestors in my room. And I think la Jila is Cihuacoatl, Snake Woman; she is la Llorona, Daughter of Night, traveling the dark terrains of the unknown searching for the lost parts of herself. I remember la Jila following me once, remember her eerie lament. I’d like to think that she was crying for her lost children, los Chicanos/mexicanos …

Raza india Mexicana norteamericana, … I am fully formed carved by the hands of the ancients, drenched with the stench of today’s headlines …



Both Heidegger and Anzaldúa, then, include a consideration of the importance of situatedness and history in their work. While Heidegger highlights the fact that Dasein is a historical being by virtue of being temporal, Anzaldúa is interested in resurrecting and reinterpreting the ancient history and myths that have informed Mexican and Mexican American culture.

Finally, a very important characteristic that is shared by Latina feminist phenomenologists and more traditional phenomenological accounts such as Heidegger’s is the interpretative or hermeneutic dimension of the self. In the Heideggerian text, this hermeneutic dimension is of utmost importance and manifests itself in terms of what is understood as a hermeneutic circle. In the Heideggerian existential description of Dasein, it represents the fact that the self already has a sense of the answer to the question of the meaning of being (a preontological understanding of being) and thus can ask the question in the first place. In other words, we as humans already have a sense of what the meaning of being is, and this sense is always guiding our investigation on the question of the meaning of being, leading us to find general characteristics of our existence. In Heidegger’s writings, the hermeneutic circle ultimately points to the self’s situatedness in specific contexts and how these contexts can themselves be interpreted anew. Rather than entailing a vicious circularity, it is representative of the intimate connection between temporal lived experience and understanding.

This hermeneutic dimension of existence is also a compelling driving force in the work of writers such as Anzaldúa and Lugones. It can be seen in the manner in which the new mestiza interprets and reinterprets herself, taking cues from a situation that involves not only geographical spaces but historical and cultural processes. It is also present in the way in which the new mestiza proposes to rethink and reinterpret the meaning of those very spaces that have helped her become who she is. In that open wound of the US-Mexico border, the new mestiza feels the ‘intimate terrorism,’ the violence and fear of the life of in-betweenness, but it is here that she also develops her movimientos de rebeldía, strategies of resistance that allow her to reinterpret herself and her cultures. In Lugones, the hermeneutic dimension of the world-traveller self is also evident, as this self that travels worlds is constantly interpreting and reinterpreting these worlds and finding resistance against the dominant logic pervasive in these worlds.



A Key Difference: Not Being-At-Ease

Despite the fact that there are some significant similarities between the accounts of self provided by Heidegger and Latina feminist phenomenologists such as Anzaldúa and others, it is necessary to keep in mind that there are important differences between them. Such differences make it particularly difficult for theorists to engage the Heideggerian existential analytic with writings by Latina theorists and vice versa. No difference is greater than the political stances of the writers I am discussing here, Heidegger having chosen to support an unforgivable political position, while Latina feminists choose to write in defence of those who are marginalized. This difference alone may be enough for some to reject a project such as the present one or to claim that we should not engage such disparate theorists. However, I hold on to the view that examining the work of Latina feminists together with Heidegger’s account of the self may prove to be helpful, since Heideggerian and existential phenomenology in general need to take into consideration the lived experience of those in the margins. Not doing so would leave us with existential accounts of self that go beyond the substantial, epistemic subject and all the problems that such a view of the subject entails but that, nevertheless, do not do justice to the lived experience of those who are marginalized.

Yet another crucial difference is that, as we have seen, writers such as Anzaldúa, Lugones, and other Latina feminists fully engage with the situatedness and particularities of the self. Instead of providing a general account of the self’s existential structures, like Heidegger does, Latina feminists find themselves fully engaged with concrete and particular aspects of the self’s existence, what Heidegger regards as ontic characteristics that, despite playing an important role in his account, do not hold as much interest for him as ontological characteristics do. It is this full recognition, engagement, and elaboration of the situatedness of the self that make these accounts such powerful theories ‘in the flesh,’ as Cherríe Moraga (1983: 23) would say.

In my view, one of the reasons for the great power of Latina feminist phenomenologies is their description of the painful and conflicting moments at living in liminality. Here, rather than providing a list of all the differences between the two views, I would like to revisit a point that I made previously regarding a crucial difference between the accounts of selves described by Latina feminist phenomenologists and those of existential phenomenologists such as Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty: the selves described by Latina feminist phenomenologists do not find themselves ‘in-the-world’ with the ease that traditional existential phenomenologists describe (Ortega 2001: 9).

Consider, for example, Anzaldúa’s description of la facultad. La facultad is the unconscious sense of what is helpful or hurtful in the environment, of what is behind everyday phenomena. According to Anzaldúa, it is an ability that is honed by marginalized selves given the continuous experience of fear, danger, and what she calls tears in the fabric of the everyday mode of consciousness that threaten one’s freedom and resistance (Anzaldúa 1987: 39). A life of fear and danger at the borderlands, then, gives rise to a ‘sixth sense,’ the survival practice of la facultad (Anzaldúa 1987: 39). Paradoxically, while a life at the borderlands can give rise to this unconscious capacity, it can also lead to a more reflective everyday existence due to these everyday tears or ruptures of norms and practices. One of the main sources of anguish for the new mestiza is precisely that, unlike Heidegger’s Dasein, she does not have a nonreflective, nonthematic sense of all the norms and practices of the spaces or worlds she inhabits. Thus, she does not always navigate her daily existence primarily in terms of know-how, as we have seen Heidegger claims that Dasein does. While she may indeed have a sense of norms from one culture, she may not have a sense of the norms across borders, thus having a very different experience than that described by phenomenologists such as Heidegger.

Considering the fact that the multiplicitous self occupies various social locations and is immersed in various cultures, she may hold contradictory norms. In the case of someone who has crossed over to another culture, she may have an understanding of the norms and practices of the context with which she identifies, but not of those customary of her new surroundings. She may consequently not feel at ease. ‘Ease’ is the term that Lugones uses to explain the sense of familiarity the self has when fluent in the language, norms, and practices of her culture. This ease is the result of a shared history with others (Lugones 2003: 90). In Anzaldúa’s account of the new mestiza, it is clear that she is not at ease. Rather, a great deal of her experience in the borderlands is one of discomfort, distress, pain, and sometimes paralysis. Thinking about the experience of the new mestiza together with the Heideggerian description of Dasein reveals an important difference between the new mestiza’s experience and Dasein’s. The ruptures in her everyday existence, given her multiple social, cultural, and spatial locations, prompt her to become more reflective of her activities and her existence, what we may describe as a life of not being-at-ease. While all selves may experience not being-at-ease occasionally, multiplicitous selves at the margins experience it continuously.

To illustrate the way in which norms and practices may be altered as one moves from one culture to another or as one crosses borders, I have previously used the everyday example of norms regarding utensils. While in Nicaragua, I followed the practice of eating cake with a spoon; this practice was disrupted in the United States, where I was expected to use a fork, thus causing me to be more reflective about eating (Ortega 2001: 10). There are numerous other examples of ruptures of everyday norms and practices that I experienced in the wake of my relocation to the United States. Two other ‘everyday’ examples that were nevertheless significant to me come to mind: greeting people by kissing them on the cheek and standing up to greet teachers as they enter the classroom. In the US cultural context to which I arrived, the aforementioned practices were not expected from me. As I was given a fork to eat the cake, as I got looks of surprise or even uncomfortable and unfriendly looks when I approached people to kiss their cheek, and as I was looked at with mocking or confused glances while I got up to greet teachers, I stopped relating to the world in terms of a practical orientation or know-how that, according to Heidegger, is the primary way in which the self is in the world. Suddenly, having to think about using a fork rather than a spoon to eat cake, having quickly to move my body away from people whom I was greeting, and quickly sitting down and realizing that I had not done what was expected of me brought about a host of reflections about my actions. I became more engaged in a mode of ‘knowing-that’ and didn’t feel familiarity with my environment, thus not being-at-ease.

In my view, then, being-at-ease is a function of one’s ability to be nonreflective about everyday norms in the sense that Heidegger indicates and of having familiarity with the language, as well as sharing a history with people in the sense that Lugones describes. However, there are different senses of not being-at-ease, including what I regard a thin sense of not being-at-ease, the experience of minimal ruptures of everyday practices, and a thick sense of not being-at-ease, the experience of a deeper sense of not being familiar with norms, practices, and the resulting contradictory feelings about who we are given our experience in the different worlds we inhabit and whether those worlds are welcoming or threatening.

As noted earlier, I interpret the Heideggerian account of a practical, nonthematic everyday orientation to the world as indicating a sense of being-at-ease. This is not to say that in the Heideggerian account human beings are always being-at-ease. Heidegger (1962: 102–7) provides an important account of instances when equipment breaks down and the self engages in a more thematic and reflective stance. In addition to providing discussions related to the breaking down of equipment, he provides elaborate descriptions of more existentially profound moments that including anxiety, being-towards-death, and resoluteness. My point, however, is to note that the experiences of the selves described by Anzaldúa, Lugones, and other Latina theorists include a lived experience of constantly not being-at-ease due to the numerous ruptures or tears of everyday norms and practices, the numerous deeper existential moments that they experience, the confusions and contradictions about their selves, and the unwelcoming, threatening nature of their experiences given their race, class, gender, sexual orientation, ability, ethnicity, and other social identities.

The anxiety that Heidegger describes can itself be considered a rupture in the sense that Anzaldúa describes—anxiety disrupts Dasein’s existence under the mode of the ‘they’—and thus we can see the importance of this type of experience in both the Heideggerian and the Anzaldúan accounts. Yet, the experience of the selves described by Latina feminists shows a life of constant ruptures and a persistent breaking down of equipment, both in terms of everyday norms and practices and in terms of deeper existential and societal issues. While Heidegger does consider the disruption of everyday practices and existential moments prompted by anxiety, his account would be enhanced by the recognition of and engagement with the experiences in a life of constant ruptures prompted by marginalization and a life at the borders and borderlands—ruptures that Anzaldúa, Lugones, and other Latina feminists so vividly describe.

While it is important to realize the importance of the fact that multiplicitous selves continually experience a life of not being-at-ease, it is also important to understand that a life of complete being-at-ease is not necessarily what writers such as Anzaldúa, Lugones, and Heidegger would find desirable. It would be completely misguided to suggest that a life of being-at-ease is the goal of these thinkers. We have already seen that even Heidegger, who provides an analysis of being-in as a nonreflective orientation in the world connected to our practical use of equipment, is deeply interested in bringing to light the way in which the ‘they’ or the everyday mode of Dasein that provides familiarity with one’s environment is problematic. Heidegger is thus interested in the possibilities of modifying that everyday mode so as to include a life that includes authentic choice.

Despite her gripping, sorrowful descriptions of the difficulties of life in the borderlands, Anzaldúa recognizes the creative potential of a life of not being-at-ease. Lugones (2003: 90) agrees with Anzaldúa, since complete being-at ease ‘tends to produce people who have no inclination to travel across “worlds” or no experience of “world” traveling.’ Lugones does not endorse such a life, because of her belief in the importance of the experience of world-travelling in its connection to self-understanding and possibilities of resistance. Similarly, Heidegger sees this life as an impediment to authentic existence. In fact, Lugones’ view of world-travelling reveals not only challenging issues regarding the status of the self that travels worlds but also of the ways in which world-travelling itself may be subject to the negative characteristics associated with the ‘they’ or the everyday way of being of Dasein.

Considering insights from the Heideggerian phenomenological view of self along with Latina feminist phenomenological accounts reveals a number of intersections between these views—a self in the making, a sense of thrownness, the importance of the mood of anxiety, a rejection of the subject/object dichotomy, and a strong sense of situatedness and sociality. There are also important differences related to the ontological as well as political scopes of these writers’ projects. The difference that I have emphasized here, however, is that selves like the new mestiza and others described by Latina feminists are constantly experiencing ruptures of everydayness or disruptions in the fabric of their daily lives and do not inhabit the world in the nonthematic or nonreflective way; these selves are continually not being-at-ease. A thin sense of not being-at-ease is the result of ruptures of everyday norms of practices that are usually transparent and taken for granted by those familiar with the culture and environment, while a thick sense of not being-at-ease arises from ruptures in everyday norms, practices, and experiences that are more meaningful for the self and thus lead to existential crises regarding identity and other features of the self. This thick sense of not-being-at-ease becomes even more pronounced when the self is in a condition of marginalization and oppression. A recognition of both the similarities and differences between these phenomenological accounts of self is of great importance in order not only to provide a comparative analysis of phenomenological views, but also in order to provide more robust phenomenological descriptions of selfhood that are more attuned to issues of multiplicity and marginalization.



Multiplicity

Being-in-worlds is to be understood as a key existential characteristic of the multiplicitous self and is meant to capture this self’s complexity. While Anzaldúa employs both the terms ‘plurality’ and ‘multiplicity,’ I prefer multiplicity and use the term in its adjectival form, thus referring to a multiplicitous self. What I regard as a possible distinction between the terms ‘multiplicity’ and ‘plurality’ informs different ways of interpreting the self. In my view, the term ‘plurality’ suggests multiple selves, while the term ‘multiplicity’ suggests a complexity associated with one self. In an effort to follow what I have here called Anzaldúa’s mestizaje of multiplicity and oneness, I appeal to a multiplicitous self as being-in-worlds and being-between-worlds, a singular self that occupies multiple locations is informed by her various social identities, and occupies a space of liminality.

To say that being-in-worlds is an existential characteristic of the multiplicitous self is to say that the multiplicitous self has a sense of how she fares in worlds—it constitutes an existential dimension of this self. Here I do not mean to provide a list of all the existential or ontological characteristics of the multiplicitous self in the way Heidegger does so with Dasein. Rather, I would like to underscore the existential dimension of the life of the multiplicitous self by rethinking Lugones’ idea of ‘world’ with the aid of Heideggerian existential phenomenology. I also wish to enhance Heidegger’s ontological project by way of both Anzaldúa’s and Lugones’ thinking. Thus, while the multiplicitous self inhabits one world in the traditional sense (the collection of entities that is in the world), this self is in many worlds, worlds understood in light of both Lugones’ view of ‘world’ and Heidegger’s understanding of being-in.

For Lugones, a ‘world,’ a term that she writes in quotes in order to differentiate her definition of the notion from the traditional meaning of it, refers to an actual world rather than a possible world. In her view, it does not mean the collection of things in the world, a worldview, or a culture. In Lugones’ (2003: 87) sense, ‘world’ can be understood as a place inhabited by ‘flesh and blood people;’ an actual society, given its dominant or nondominant culture’s description and construction of life in terms of the relationships of production, gender, race, sexuality, class, politics, and so forth; a construction of a small portion of society; an incomplete, visionary, non-utopian construction of life; a traditional construction of life; or at the very least ‘a community of meaning’ (Lugones 2003: 144) in which meanings are a result of what Lugones (2003: 26) calls an ‘ongoing transculturation, interworld influencing and interworld relations of control and resistance to control’ rather than determined by ossified cultural codes. A world in this sense is thus incomplete, and it is not monistic, homogeneous, or autonomous (Lugones 2003: 26). Worlds are intertwined and stand in relation to powers with each other (Lugones 2003: 21). As I understand Lugones’ notion of ‘world,’ worlds are always open to interpretation and reinterpretation. As she says, she does not provide a fixed definition of the term but attempts to give us a sense of its various meanings.

Adding an ontological dimension to Lugones’ understanding of ‘world’ by way of Heidegger’s account of being-in-the-world brings to light the fact that the world understood as an actual society given dominant or nondominant construction of life, constructions of a small portion of society, visionary constructions of life, communities of meaning, and so forth, is inextricably linked to the self and vice versa. That is, when we think about worlds—here I do not place quotation marks around the term although I agree with Lugones that the term does not refer to the collection of all things—we have to think about the ways in which such worlds are connected to the self and the ways in which the self is in them, the way in which the self fares in them. Losing this connection allows for the possibility of not only understanding the self as apart from worlds but also of providing theories that are not connected to lived experience. Given the importance of lived experience for writers such as Anzaldúa and Lugones, I would like to underscore the existential, ontological dimension of the self. Being-in-worlds captures such a dimension as well as the multiplicity of the self that both of these writers have brought to light.

As multiplicitous, the self has various social identities and the possibility of being in various worlds. For example, as multiplicitous, I am in many worlds—the Latino world, the Nicaraguan world, the lesbian world, the Latina lesbian world, the Spanish-speaking world, the academic world, among others, these worlds crisscrossing and overlapping in my many experiences. While I am in specific spaces, say the university where I work, I am being-in-worlds in the sense that I have a sense of how I, as a Latina, fare in that space. Moreover, I am also in the world of middle-class white Clevelanders, the world of primarily white students, the world of teachers, and so forth. As noted previously, for Anzaldúa the self is in various worlds while, at the same time, travelling from world to world. The multiplicitous self is thus also being-between-worlds and is deeply aware of the experience of liminality. These notions of being-in-worlds and being-between-worlds are not to be understood as being static or excluding one another. I can be in various worlds and at the same time be in-between-worlds. I may be in some worlds at a particular time in my experience and then have travel to other worlds. Yet, I constantly remain in-between some worlds. How long I stay in worlds and how much world-travelling I engage in is contingent not only on my choices but also on my particular social identities and locations and the social, cultural, historical, and economic relations that influence those locations and my experience of them.

Since there is overlapping between worlds, some of these worlds will share norms, meanings, and points of view, while in other cases there will be minimal overlapping. Power relations at work in these various worlds are established differently and construct the multiplicitous self in various ways. They will also inform whether the self has to world-travel constantly. Even when ‘crossing,’ when travelling to another world, the self is in-between. Moreover, as Ofelia Schutte (1998) writes in her powerful essay on cultural alterity and North-South cross-cultural communication, there will be cases in which there will be incommensurability, and some elements will be lost in cross-cultural communication. In other words, something might be lost or misunderstood as we travel from world to world. Complete translation is not possible, and the self will in some sense always be an outsider.

Occupying certain spatial locations connects the multiplicitous self to different worlds. Yet, spatial location is not the main element involved in being-in-worlds. As I have previously noted, the sense of ‘world’ that I am appealing to is informed by Lugones’ definition as well as the Heideggerian understanding of the term that is connected to the idea of dwelling and existing. It is not merely concerned with ontic material conditions but extends to the ontological or ways of being of the self. That is, dwelling has both an ontological and ontic dimension and thus conveys a sense of how the self is and a sense of the self’s connection to specific material conditions. Consequently, I may not be actually residing in a particular place or experiencing a specific culture, say Managua and aspects of Nicaraguan culture, to have access to the world of Nicaraguans, but I may have access to this world given my previous experience with it. Or I may have access to the world of Latinas given that being Latina is one of my social identities. Being-in-worlds is meant to convey the condition of the multiplicitous self as being able to inhabit as well as access various worlds. It is also intimately connected to being-between-worlds, given that this self is not always in one world or another and, instead, can be in-between worlds to different degrees, sometimes ready to cross to over—even while crossing, remaining in in-betweenness and liminality. For many multiplicitous selves, being-between-worlds is in fact an everyday way of being, as the borderlands, according to Anzaldúa, can become a ‘home’ to the new mestiza. In other words, for many multiplicitous selves their condition of in-betweenness is highlighted and felt acutely given different conditions of marginalization. It may also be highlighted due to what I regard as geographic ruptures—sudden movements to other lands because of economic, cultural or political conditions, movements that may turn multiplicitous, in-between selves into fugitive selves, exilic selves, wounded selves—selves marked primarily by these geographic ruptures that, of course, are not merely related to the land and earth but to our flesh and blood. Multiplicitous selves, then, are being-between-worlds and being-in-worlds in different ways.



Oneness as Existential Continuity

Having focused on multiplicity, I now turn to the question of oneness. When considering the oneness of the multiplicitous self, I immediately think of the obvious fact that this self is embodied and consider this embodiment in terms of what Merleau-Ponty (2003: 175) calls a synthesis, a ‘nexus of living meanings,’ rather than an assemblage of body parts that are mechanically coordinated. Anzaldúa’s discussion of the new mestiza is a compelling reminder of the bodily dimension of the self as she describes experiencing the psychic unrest as well as bodily pain from her life in the borderlands. She even states that writing is a ‘blood sacrifice’ (Anzaldúa 1987: 73, 75). ‘You must plunge your fingers into your navel, with your two hands,’ she says, calling attention to the fact that we experience through the body (Anzaldúa 1987: 164). For her, the body does not merely represent a collection of organs; it is a link to the world. The oneness of the multiplicitous self, then, can be thought in terms of embodiment. Yet, Anzaldúa (2000: 158) herself makes the comment that ‘[o]ne’s own body is not one entity’ given that one’s body is also all the different organisms living in it. Here I would like to think of oneness in a different way, in terms of the sense in which I can consider myself an ‘I’ and in which I am aware of my own being, not only by way of my embodiment but by way of the temporal dimension of my existence, what I regard as existential continuity.

What accounts for the oneness or continuity of the multiplicitous self is a key and complicated issue, especially when one is committed to a view that is mindful of multiplicity but rejects traditional accounts of subjectivity, which may appeal to notions such as a transcendental ego to explain the unity of experience. From the outset, I would like to be clear that an appeal to the oneness of the self is not an attempt to resuscitate a traditional type of subjectivity or to long for the unity of a Kantian transcendental ego that is outside experience and that makes experience possible. Instead of appealing to a perfectly unified self, I appeal to the continuity of experience that the multiplicitous self has, as multiplicitous and complex as this self is. This continuity of experience provides the multiplicitous self with a sense of being an ‘I’ and an awareness of the self’s own being. As such, it is an existential continuity. It allows for a sense of ‘oneness’ and ‘ownness,’ despite the fact that the multiplicitous self occupies multiple locations and may thus identify with various social identities. While shifting from a discussion of social identity to a consideration of what it means for the multiplicitous self to experience the sense of being an ‘I,’ I would like to make a further connection between Latina feminist phenomenology and Heideggerian existential phenomenology. I appeal to Heideggerian notions to explain the oneness of the multiplicitous self, to show how a multiplicitous self can be understood as having a continuity of experience and thus a sense of being an ‘I.’

Heideggerian notions of temporality and mineness are helpful ontological elements that allow us to understand the multiplicitous self’s continuity of experience and thus to be concerned with her own being. Having a sense of a continuity of experience is key for the multiplicitous self, since not having such a sense of continuity would render this self’s experiences as merely unrelated atomistic moments. The question of how to show the continuity of experience, of how to connect individual moments of experience as a whole, so as to understand them as happening to one self, is a famous and difficult issue. As William Wilkerson (n.d.) notes, there have been two major common trends to explain such continuity, synthesis (Kant) and association (Hume). However, given the problems with these two accounts, Wilkerson appeals to a different approach and is inspired by Henri Bergson’s view that the whole proceeds the parts. That is, rather than asking the question of how discrete parts can be experienced as a whole, we need to recognize that the whole is given first.

In my view, the principal ontological element that accounts for the multiplicitous self’s continuity of experience is temporality. Described by Heidegger (1962: 374) as ‘the unity of a future which makes present in the process of having been,’ temporality is the key ontological element of the self. In Heidegger’s discussion of this fundamental ontological characteristic, the past, the present, and the future—the three dimensions of time—are intertwined rather than understood in the traditional linear Aristotelian view as a sequence of ‘nows.’ Temporality makes it possible for the self to project towards the future while being in a particular present situation and being informed by a particular past, and it thus grounds the continuity of the present, past, and future. This phenomenon is not to be understood as being prior to experience but as coextensive with it. As Heidegger (1962: 377) notes,


We therefore call the phenomena of the future, the character of the having-been, and the Present, the “ectases” of temporality. Temporality is not, prior to this, an entity which first emerges from itself; its essence is a process of temporalizing the unity of the ectases.



Applying this Heideggerian sense of temporality to the multiplicitous self, we can understand this self as a temporal being that projects itself towards the future while at the same time being concerned with its present and being informed by its past, thus having a continuity of experience that makes it possible for it to be an ‘I.’ As noted, this temporality is not a feature over and above the self. It is part of the multiplicitous self’s experience. Moreover, even though there is a prioritizing of the future as the self always projects herself towards the future, this notion of temporality is not a linear one in which the self is always understood as forward moving. Rather, there is an intertwining of the past, present, and future that is important for understanding the multiplicity of social identities informing the life of the multiplicitous self.

In virtue of this phenomenon of temporality, the multiplicitous self experiences a flow of experience that she can recognize as her own. This recognition that a stream of experience is understood as one’s own, a way of being in which I experience events as happening to me or as mine, what Heidegger calls mineness (Jemeinigkeit), is yet another ontological feature that is key in understanding the oneness of the multiplicitous self. While I (Ortega 2001) previously held that this ontological feature accounted for the self’s ‘togetherness,’ I now understand it as a way of being of the self that arises from the type of temporality described above.

The notion of mineness needs to be understood within the context of an ontological account that rejects overly materialistic and epistemic accounts of selves. Mineness has to do with the individual character of the self in the sense that it registers the self’s awareness of its own being, or how the self is faring. Mineness thus captures the existential dimension of being an ‘I’ that is always situated in particular contexts. Appealing to this ontological characteristic is not a call to the type of individuality that may be attributed to a Cartesian epistemic subject that has the possibility of finding itself as a solus ipse. Moreover, it does not preclude the way in which the self is relational and always connected to a social milieu. What mineness entails is one’s experience of being aware of one’s being in any particular circumstance, and thus it captures an existential dimension of the self. For example, as I sit here writing in front of my computer, I am aware of my own being and that it is me who is writing these words. In other words, as existing, making choices, and carrying out numerous activities, I am aware of myself and I am also aware of how I am faring in the particular world I am in. It has to do with what Heidegger describes as Befindlichkeit, an immediate rather than reflective sense of how we fare in the world.

The multiplicitous self that inhabits multiple social locations always has mineness or the awareness of how she is faring in particular worlds. Given that this self is being-between-worlds and being-in-worlds, like the new mestiza, she may have a sense of how she fares in multiple worlds, say the Latino world and the US white world. This self may experience a sense of ambiguity or contradiction considering her multiple social locations. Following Lugones’ (2003: 86) famous example, this self may feel playful in the Latino world but not in the Anglo world. There are numerous other examples connected to bi- or multicultural experience, but this kind of ambiguity does not necessarily result from the fact that the multiplicitous self may be bi- or multicultural. It may have to do with daily facets of the multiplicitous self’s experience, for example, seeing oneself as an assertive woman but seeing oneself as not assertive in a male-dominated work environment. How does mineness play a role in these moments of ambiguity or contradiction?

Mineness is part of the self’s experiences. The multiplicitous self has mineness as she is experiencing the sense of being playful in the Latino world; she also has mineness as she experiences the sense of not being playful in the US white world. The sense that it is my own being that is an issue remains in both cases. While Lugones (2003: 55) interprets this experience differently as pointing to what she calls an ontological pluralism or a plurality of selves, I take the experience as still pointing to a multiplicitous self, a self that can interpret itself differently in different worlds but that is still an ‘I’ that experiences her own being as an issue. The complicated aspect of the experience is that in one context I am playful, and in another I am not playful, and thus there may arise a sense of confusion, ambiguity, or even contradiction about the type of person that I am. This is especially the case when the attribute or characteristic in question is considered central for one’s character.

However, the sense of mineness remains despite the complexity of this situation. I am still aware of my own being both at times when I see myself as playful in one world and when I see myself as not playful in another world. It is when I entertain both interpretations at the same time, or when I am in one world understanding myself as playful but remembering myself as not playful in another world that the confusion and contradiction arises. Yet, mineness is still informing my experiences. The way to understand this latter case is that one attribute or aspect of my self is highlighted or enacted in one world but not in the other. This may be due to various reasons, including the manifold power relations that are at place in the different worlds. The point here is that while I am a multiplicitous self that is dealing with norms and practices of different worlds, I am still ontologically directed towards or concerned with my being, even while in the midst of ambiguities and contradictions that might arise from being-between-worlds and being-in-worlds and the travelling between various worlds.

A more constructive way of understanding this experience that is common for multiplicitous selves is that rather than understanding the experience as a break in continuity, it may be seen as the multiplicitous self having a flow of experience that includes disparate or contradictory elements. Thus, I may be in the Latino world, in which the attribute of feeling playful is highlighted, and, at the same time, I am aware of my being serious unplayful in the US white world. Yet, these are all part of the same flow of experience in which the sense of mineness persists. Rather than a complete break in the continuity of my experience, we can understand the uneasiness, confusion, and feeling of contradiction that arise in this situation as a deeper instance of not being-at-ease in that world or a thick sense of not being-at-ease.

In this case of having a thick sense of not-being-at-ease, which can be rather painful and confusing, the uneasiness has to do not only with not knowing the norms and not having a sense of shared history in this particular world (a thin sense of not being-at-ease) but with the additional experience of being confused as to the kind of person that I am—am I playful or am I not playful? This confusion arises from the fact that I hold memories of myself connected to the attribute in question while I have travelled to other worlds. Having these memories creates a deep sense of contradiction and confusion in the present experience of understanding myself as playful in the Latino world but not in the US white world. As described earlier, different attributes or aspects of the multiplicitous self, say playfulness, are highlighted more in some worlds than in others. While the experience is confusing and may even lead one to wonder about who one is—the playful person or the unplayful person—or whether we are more than one person, we are both. Yet these different attributes are highlighted or negotiated differently in different worlds.

This thick sense of not being-at-ease arises particularly in connection with attributes or characteristics that are considered important for the multiplicitous self. Even though, as pointed out previously, the multiplicitous self is mobile, flexible, and tactical, there are identities or characteristics of the self that may be regarded as more salient in one’s life or as being indicative of one’s self (despite the fact that the multiplicitous self is decentred). Consequently, when those identities or traits are undermined in different worlds, there arises a sense of contradiction and confusion, even an existential crisis or, to use Anzaldúa’s words, ‘intimate terrorism.’ As opposed to a thin sense of not being-at-ease, which involves ruptures in everyday norms and practices that complicate the multiplicitous self’s experiences and lead to a more reflective being-in-worlds, not being-at-ease in a thick sense leads to existential dilemmas regarding one’s sense of self or identity. While here I am differentiating between both thin and thick senses of not being-at-ease, I understand that these two senses may be intertwined in different contexts such that there is the possibility that continuous ruptures of everyday norms and practices may also lead to existential crises regarding one’s identity.

It is important to point out, however, that the contradiction that arises in these situations involving the thick sense of not being-at-ease is not necessarily negative. If we think back to Anzaldúa’s description of the new mestiza, we may recall that encountering contradictions may lead to productive or transformative moments. It may also lead to the realization that we can embody contradictory attributes without necessarily having to choose one or the other as being the defining feature of our self. We can be both playful and unplayful; encountering the contradiction does not have to lead to the view that we are multiple selves, a playful one and an unplayful one. Rather, various identities and characteristics of our self are highlighted in some worlds due to the different ways in which structures of power are organized or to the way in which we actively and tactically negotiate them given our circumstances. One of the features of mestiza consciousness, as Anzaldúa calls it, and differential consciousness, as Chela Sandoval (1995: 217–18, 2000: Parts 2 and 4) understands it, is precisely the ability to hold disparate, contradictory aspects of oneself at the same time, without having to reconcile, unify, or integrate them. Here we must remember the often-quoted words of Anzaldúa (1987: 79),


The new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity. She learns to be an Indian in Mexican culture, to be Mexican from an Anglo point of view. She learns to juggle cultures. She has a plural personality, she operates in a pluralistic mode—nothing is thrust out, the good the bad and the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing abandoned. Not only does she sustain contradictions, she turns the ambivalence into something else.



Anzaldúa does not ignore or avoid the new mestiza’s complexity and multiplicity. We need to learn from her as we explore the experience of the multiplicitous self in all its facets, in its moments of uneasiness or in its moments of creativity and transformation. Despite this self’s multiplicity, temporality and mineness allow for an existential continuity of experience that captures a sense of oneness despite the confusing, ambiguous, or contradictory moments of a life in and between worlds—yet another instance of a mestizaje of multiplicity and oneness.



Note


	Here I use the notion of mestizaje to indicate a mixing of the multiple and singular elements of the self as well as a mixing of intellectual traditions. It is not meant to appeal to mestizaje in a context of homogenization or nation building that ultimately enacts an erasure of Indigeneity and/or Blackness (such as in José Vasconcelos’ use).
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We Mexicans are existentialists from birth.

—Jorge Portilla



We call Mexican existentialism, ‘Mexistentialism.’ Like European existentialism, Mexistentialism anchors itself on the facticity of situated human existence, but adds an emphasis on the specificity and determinations of its own space and time, both which affect existence in a definite way. That is, Mexistentialism cares about the where and when of one’s thrownness. Mexistentialism’s where is Mexico, while its when is post-colonial, and particularly, post-revolutionary Mexico. The ‘M’ matters. As such, Mexistentialism is a circumstantial, situational, positional, and, finally, caring or committed philosophy grounded on the experience of being Mexican, understood broadly and inclusively.

Mexistentialism does not deny a ‘human’ struggle by emphasizing its Mexicanness. Rather, it asserts that the Mexican struggle is a human struggle, but in a specific and particular sense and not in any abstract or universal sense. Conversely, it insists that the human struggle reflects the Mexican struggle, insisting that human existence is Mexican existence, but not because of some arrogant relativism that says that all there is is Mexican existence, but because existing becomes significant or meaningful only to the one who experiences it, that is, for Mexicans thinking about existence.

Elsewhere I (Sánchez 2019) have referred to this Mexican version of existentialism as (M)existentialism, with parenthesis on the M so as to highlight its otherness to European existentialist traditions. That parenthesis, however, indicates a marginalization, suppression, or silencing of the Mexican contributions to existentialism, understood globally. At this time, I remove the parenthesis and signal the end of Mexican existentialism’s parenthetical existence.


A Brief History

Luis Villoro’s ‘Genesis and Task of Existentialism in Mexico’ credits the introduction of existentialism as a literary tradition to the Mexican philosopher Antonio Caso (1883–1946), who offers a course on Søren Kierkegaard and the Russian existentialist, Nicolai Berdiaeff in the fall of 1939. However, the arrival of existentialism as a philosophical tradition is credited to José Gaos, through whom ‘the name Heidegger is announced for the first time in Mexico toward the end of the 1930s’ (Villoro 1949: 236). According to Villoro (1949: 236), ‘[i]n the span of five years (between 1942–1947), [Gaos] offers courses on Being and Time, courses that until today give a systematic exposition of his philosophy.’ Villoro (1949: 236) observes: ‘[f]ew academic courses had left to that point such a profound imprint in Mexico than those five “Heideggerian” years. Ever since then there is a surge in interest for existential philosophy.’

Without a doubt, Gaos’ lectures on Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time constitute a paradigm shift in Mexican philosophy. Before Gaos, Mexican philosophy lacked a clear direction or polemical centre, that is, something to argue about. After Gaos, the value of Mexican existence itself becomes the object of discussion. And this is due to Gaos’ reading of Heidegger, who was an unknown figure to Mexican thinkers before this (Gaos is also the first to translate Being and Time, publishing the first sections in the early 1940s and the complete Spanish translation, El Ser y el Tiempo, in 1951).

Gaos reads Heidegger’s existential hermeneutic as representing ‘a guide for the authentic life’ (Romanell 1952: 181). It is here, in understanding it as a ‘guide,’ that we find its initial appeal to young post-Revolutionary, post-colonial, Mexicans in search of their own way, represented most notably by ‘el grupo Hiperión,’ or the philosophical group ‘Hyperion.’ Hyperion found in Heidegger’s existentialism a manual both for life and for philosophy, one that would allow them to propose as philosophical their own historically situated thinking. This was, after all, a thinking that was uniquely theirs and belonged to them in a very specific and intimate way. It possessed what Heidegger (1962: 68), in Being and Time, calls ‘Jemeinigkeit’ or ‘mineness.’

However, although this reading of Heidegger allowed them to reserve for themselves a philosophical origin that was theirs and theirs alone, towards the end of the 1940s allegiances shift to French existentialism (Uranga 2013: 173). This new allegiance is announced through a series of lectures delivered by Hyperion 1947–1948 that paired French existentialism with what most concerned the new Mexican generation, namely, the question ‘What does it mean to be Mexican?’ This question came to embody what has come to be known as ‘la filosofía de lo mexicano,’ or the philosophy of Mexicanness, a philosophical project that sought to make sense of the nature and possibilities of Mexican life (see Hurtado 2006; Sánchez 2016).

We thus locate the origins of Mexistentialism with Gaos and his courses on Heidegger. However, at the same time in Mexico City there is a surge of interest in French existentialism, a tradition introduced by other Spanish transterrados in the late 1930s and early 1940s—transterrados, or ‘transplants,’ were refugees and exiles fleeing the Spanish Civil War between 1936 and 1939. The list of transterrados is long, but it includes Joaquin Xírau, José Gaos, Juan-David García Baca, Eduardo Nicol, Maria Zambrano among others (Pereda 2013: 278–79).

A shift from German to French existentialism eventually occurs; this is significant as it represents a reframing of philosophy away from abstract or conceptual considerations—central to Heidegger—and towards the most pressing social, cultural, and existential needs of a people—central to, for instance, the later Jean-Paul Sartre or Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Emilio Uranga (1948: 240) puts it this way:


Definitively, what decides the value of existentialism is its capacity to lend ground to a systematic description of human existence, but not of human existence in the abstract, but of a situated human existence, in a situation, of a human existence located in a determinate geographic habitat, in a social and cultural space also determined and with a precise historical legacy.



This shift thus records a moment in the history of Mexican philosophy when philosophers made a conscious decision to avoid abstractness in favour of descriptions more responsive to the needs and urgencies of their ‘determinate geographic habitat’—of their own space and time. For this reason, Heidegger had to be overcome. Heidegger’s overcoming is recorded in Uranga’s (2013: 173) short essay, ‘Two Existentialisms,’ where he writes that whereas the initial allure of ‘existentialism had been amongst us…a way of talking about Martin Heidegger,’ this quickly changed to a way of talking about Mexico itself.

While the phenomenological existentialism of Heidegger, with its focus on temporality and being-in-the-world had cleared the way into a philosophical appreciation of Mexico’s own history and circumstance, its abstractness and technicality lent it an arrogance that encouraged a sort of colonial prejudice about the nature of philosophy and the philosophical—if it wasn’t ‘serious’ or ‘technical’ like Heidegger’s then it wasn’t philosophy, but, worse, if it wasn’t ‘Heideggerian,’ then it wasn’t existentialism. A more serious reason for Heidegger’s overcoming, however, had to do with ethics, or, more specifically, with his apparent lack of an ethical stance in Being and Time. Uranga (2013: 175) writes: ‘For my generation, more concretely, for the Hyperion group, what really matters is to know how Sartre deals with moral themes and not with how Heidegger will identify Being or Nothingness in his work.’ And this, because, the question of morality—the question dealing with human conduct and the good life—‘involves consequences which are of much greater and vital importance than those proposed by Heidegger’ (Uranga 2013: 175).

What Uranga calls ‘the value of existentialism,’ is affirmed by Villoro (1949: 233), who says,


The appearance and acceptance of existentialism amongst us responds to a concrete situation that we can only understand if we take into account its temporal dimensions: its projection toward the future and its overcoming negation of the past…The yesterday that we encounter will be our yesterday.



Again, Villoro’s, or Uranga’s, ‘acceptance’ of existentialism is not a mere passive adoption of a ready-made philosophical programme, but a conscious and active appropriation for the sake, and in the name, of Mexican life. It is in this context, and within this historical framework, that we may talk about ‘Mexistentialism,’ a philosophical stance that although remaining faithful to basic existentialists tenets regarding existence, freedom, and finitude, seeks to be more than an abstract philosophical programme. We can say that Mexican appropriation was more than academic; it was the effort to put philosophy to work for Mexican social and historical reality.



Characteristics

While Mexistentialism certainly appropriates and traffics in the standard notions of European existentialism, it enriches the existing conceptual archive with notions derived from Mexican experience. We are familiar, of course, with standard existentialist notions of freedom, thrownness, anxiety, responsibility, death, subjectivity, faith, absurdity, and boredom. To these, Mexistentialism adds accidentality, insufficiency, zozobra, nepantla, and its own conception of death and freedom. Let’s briefly consider these.


Accidentality

In a superficial sense, accidentality refers to the manner in which human beings are set in relation to that place in the world that they occupy. In a more profound sense, accidentality refers to the manner in which human beings are set in relation to being itself. In both cases, this is a relation of dependence, contingency, chance, but also insufficiency, deficiency, and futility.

History reveals Mexicans as accidental to the Spanish. It reveals the Mexican people as contingent biproducts of colonization, its culture as reliant on European culture, and the Mexican mestizo ways of life (Mexican ‘being’) as always already insufficient in relation to European and Indigenous ways of life. In everyday life, Mexicans, either by corazonada or explicitly, ‘know’ this and live with the knowledge of their accidental introduction into world history.

However, a central anti-colonialist claim of Uranga’s Analysis of Mexican Being is that being accidental is not a deficiency of the Mexican given her history, but rather, that deficiency is the authentic, or actual, situation of being human and not just of being Mexican. Uranga concludes, in fact, that to be human is to be always insufficient, always dependent, always unnecessary, always accidental. He calls this condition a ‘minus of being’ (Uranga 2021: 103).



Insufficiency

To be accidental is to be insufficient. Insufficiency is a relational term, pointing to how one fundamentally exists in relation to substance and to others who may represent it.

In the history of Mexican philosophy, this fundamental insufficiency has been confused for a superficial complex of inferiority, specifically by Samuel Ramos in his Profile of Man and Culture in Mexico of 1934. There, inferiority explains the psychology of those who feel less than others (Ramos 1962). However, this inferiority, Uranga proposes (against Ramos), is actually a manifestation of insufficiency, and thus not a characteristic belonging just to Mexicans.

Uranga urges us that we talk instead of insufficiency, which refers less to an individual or cultural neurosis, and more to an actual ontological relation between an accident and the idea of substance. Uranga (2021: 103) writes: ‘Insufficiency, ontologically speaking, characterizes what is accident in relation to substance. Every modality of being grounded on accident is partly grounded on an absence, these modes of being are situated in an inconsistent and fractured base.’

Insufficiency in relation to substance means one exists always in a state of lack, of deficiency, it is to exist as if one’s very identity is formed—metaphysically, psychologically, and ontologically—on an incompletion, or, again, an absence. This is an original state, revealed to the Mexican person by historical fact: the trauma of conquest, the violence of colonialism, and the uncertainty and insecurity of independence has made insufficiency palpable. In this way, the being that constitutes Mexican being is a reduced being, a negative being, or a ‘minus’ of being. Insufficient, or ‘[n]egatively conceived, the accident is a privation, an absence, a penury, a lack or defect of substance, an insufficient being’ (Uranga 2021: 116).

Now, the fact that my ‘inferiority’ shows up when I compare myself to others and find myself coming up short, or unable to measure up, points to this more profound insufficiency, or lack of being. Inferiority is an expression of that insufficiency.

Ultimately, the recognition of insufficiency is empowering. Mexicans arrive at the truth of being human and, in recognizing their insufficiency, are closer than their European counterparts to that truth because they know and feel existence to be fragile, ‘always revocable,’ and always ‘threatened by displacement,’ that is, they know and live their existence as accidental. The truth is that accidentality and insufficiency is all there is. In short, insufficiency describes the mode of being of the human as an always already incomplete project—in existential terms, that one is a project of becoming.



Nepantla

Briefly, in the project of Mexistentialism, nepantla describes the in-betweenness of being—a being in-between being. Not a being in-between being and non-being, as this would simply signal existence as a being-towards-death. Rather, an in-betweenness that puts the human being in an uncomfortable middlehood that is neither ground nor void, but a space of convergence and divergence, of suspension and pendularity that neutralizes one’s movements and puts us in, what seems like, a perpetual state of waiting and transition and on-the-wayness.

In this sense, then, our identity is a dis-identity, a dis-location, a being-there that is dynamic rather than static, one we can picture as a constant migration from coasts to valleys, from edges to centres, and peripheries to peripheries, without the possibility of settling in any one of them. Nepantla thus designates a middlehood that defines peoples whose (dis)identity is fluid, migratory, and undefined. Given its complexity and its role in defining being Mexican, or the being of Mexican being, Uranga (2021: 167) calls nepantla, ‘the cardinal category of [a Mexican] ontology.’



Zozobra

While nepantla is a fundamental ontological category describing the nature of Mexican existence in general as in-betweenness, zozobra is an ontic, or existential, category describing the way in which the Mexican person actually experiences that being.

Briefly, zozobra is the affective manifestation, or the feeling, of being nepantla. Zozobra names the anxiety of not knowing where one stands at any one time, it names the feeling of sinking and drowning that overtakes one in moments of despair or in times of catastrophe, and it names the feeling of being pulled to pieces by conflicting demands and expectations. In zozobra, one struggles to hold on to meaning or to find one’s way given the available possibilities of existence. Uranga (2021: 180) imagines it as a ‘mode of being that incessantly oscillates between two possibilities, between two affects, without knowing on which of these to depend, on which of these to cling to for justification.’

I imagine zozobra as the feeling of being quartered by uncertainties, as if by horses. Uranga thinks it manifests the nepantla nature of Mexican identity. As such, zozobra never gives us ‘a fixed and solid ground’ [punto fijo y roqueño], but presents the world underfoot as ‘quicksand on which nothing firm can stand’ (Uranga 2021: 181). Villoro adds that zozobra characterizes our being as accident, reflected in our constant pursuit of security, permanence, or substance. He writes: ‘The privileged sense of zozobra reveals the accidentality of being itself and of the world. This one appears as insubstantial and fragile; we thus try to flee from our own insubstantiality by seeking substance’ (Villoro 1949: 242).



Death

In Mexistentialism, the relationship to death is one of coexistence and not one of possibility.

In The Labyrinth of Solitude, Octavio Paz (1985: 61) writes: ‘there are two attitudes toward death: one, pointing forward, that conceives of it as creation; the other, pointing backward, that expresses itself as a fascination with nothingness or as a nostalgia for limbo.’ Paz goes on to say that the attitude that points forward is found among the peoples of Europe and North America; the backward pointing attitude is found in the peoples of Mexico. We may call the forward pointing attitude, the instrumental attitude; the backward pointing attitude may be referred to as the historical attitude (Sánchez 2013).

To say that one’s attitude towards death is instrumental is to say that death, my death and death in general, is something that is yet to happen, it is an event of the future, always on the horizon and always a possibility. The historical attitude, on the other hand, is one which holds that death is a presence or a perpetual recovery of a past annihilation—a coexistence. The instrumental attitude is neatly described by Sigmund Freud (1950: 50), when he says, ‘The goal of all life is death.’ This means that life is a steady progress towards death. As a goal, or destination, death motivates life forward. Life’s movement onwards towards death is echoed by the cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker (1973: xvii) in The Denial of Death:


[T]he idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the human animal like nothing else; it is a mainspring of human activity—activity designed largely to avoid the fatality of death, to overcome it by denying in some way that it is the final destiny of man.



This instrumental view of death is the Western or North American attitude.

The second, historical, attitude is summarized by Uranga (2017: 193), when he writes: ‘Death is the only thing that the Mexican does not leave for “tomorrow.”’ In other words, our being is not a ‘being-towards-death’ but a ‘being-with-death,’ an experience in the now and not in the future. Mexicans coexist with death. Coexistence with death is much different than simply being aware of its inevitability. To coexist with death is to know it, to know it to be there; it is to live side by side with it and to share with it one’s life; but it also means that, unlike the instrumental death that will eventually take everything away from me, historical death will take nothing away from me, since as an accomplished fact, there is nothing that I can give it. Uranga (2013: 194) puts it this way:


Death is not feared for the ends it brings nor because it impedes some mission, which doesn’t exist, nor is it feared for ripping away a self that also does not exist. This is opposed to that extreme case, the German, which is Heidegger’s, in which death is imagined as conferring upon life both individuality and totality. For the Spaniard and for the North American death takes away something, while for the German, it gives, but for the Mexican it neither gives nor takes because there’s nothing to take and there’s nothing to give.



Ultimately, the omnipresence of death, its ordinariness and ubiquity, means that one does not long for it or fear it. Rather than a longing, Mexistentialism highlights a nostalgia, a kind of presence in memory. This is because death has already happened yet remains, intermingling with the present as ghosts or spirits; it is with us as a persistent memory, as a presence that neither gives nor takes away, but remains, a coexistence.



Freedom

Any existentialist account must mention freedom. So what about Mexistentialist view of freedom? Leopoldo Zea (2017: 126) summarizes it as follows: ‘our freedom is expressed in the form in which we assume the inevitable commitment to our circumstance.’ This ‘inevitable commitment’ is assumed because the fate of the ‘other’—the other person, the circumstance, the absolute—is ‘mine.’ What happens to my circumstances or to the other person happens to me, and vice versa. This idea is taken from José Ortega y Gasset (2000: 45–46), who writes in 1914, ‘if I do not save [my circumstance] I do not save myself.’ I am thus responsibly committed to caring for that which is proximal to me and to my concerns. Zea (2017: 137) explains:


For what situation must we be responsible? What commitments must our philosophy responsibly make? After all, if we are to be faithful to [our philosophizing], we have to affirm that our situation is not that of Jean-Paul Sartre. Our situation is not that of the European bourgeoisie... Before making ourselves responsible for the world’s commitments, we must be responsible for our own concrete situations. We must be conscious of our situation to make ourselves responsible for it.



In this passage, we find the clue to the Mexistentialist difference. The ‘M’ in Mexistentialism refers to the notion that ‘our situation is not that of Jean-Paul Sartre’—‘our situation,’ that is, is mine. Here, the ‘M’ refers to ‘Me.’ In fact, my situation is not that of either Jean-Paul Sartre or Zea. Just as Uranga sought to move away from Heidegger by affirming his own particular ‘mineness’ (his Mexicanness), I must affirm that my situation is wholly mine, one of which I must be conscious and for which I must take responsibility before I make any commitments to abstract entities like ‘world’ or ‘humanity.’ Of course, this does not mean that Mexistentialism advocates the type of narcissism that would prohibit caring for the world or for humanity, but that world and that humanity must be concrete and not abstract, it must be thought as a real world and a real humanity in which I exist.




An Existentialism for the Downtrodden

Mexican philosophers approach existentialism not as a philosophical fad, or even as a rigorous philosophical method, but as the possibility of a critical philosophical articulation of their own situated reality, implying also the possibility for a more responsible engagement with the history, culture, and the future of that reality. Mexistentialism, understood in this context, allows the articulation of a mode of existence belonging to historically marginal and peripheral peoples, those who have been deemed ‘accidental’ to the global designs of colonial power.

Here, I offer merely a preliminary profile of what I call ‘Mexistentialism.’ Not only does Mexistentialism mark the emergence of a philosophical programme preoccupied by cultural and historical identity and authenticity, but insofar as it insists on the relevance of cultural or national identity in philosophy, it presents a challenge the hegemonic stranglehold of Western philosophy.

The existentialist urge in Mexico emerges from the suspicion that the Western philosophical inheritance is biased and, even, arrogant; that is, the suspicion that philosophical universality and generality are historical constructs serving the interests of European colonial power. This is why Uranga (2021: 107) complains that ‘we are not certain of the existence of man in general …[or of] what passes itself off as man in general, namely, generalized European humanity.’ The movement away from this doubtful ‘man in general’ requires a return to origins, that is, to the lived world of the non-European, where the generalizations of Western, Eurocentric philosophy may not always fit.

After all is said and done, the real, practical question, becomes: who can be a Mexistentialist? If my picture of the world involves the notion that my existence is accidental and that no existence is substantial or absolutely self-sufficient; that my being is a being in nepantla, or always in-between and always in transition; that I experience my nepantla in zozobra as a struggle to hold on to conflicting demands placed on my person; that my freedom is qualified and that my freest action would be to commit myself to the needs of my immediate circumstance; but also, that I am determined by culture only to the extent that I allow it; and, finally, if my picture of the world includes the view that death is not something to look forward to (or fear), but an accomplished fact, an event with which I coexist, then we can all be Mexistentialists. As a Mexistentialist, moreover, one does not behave carelessly or distant towards oneself or one’s world, as, for instance, the protagonist of Albert Camus’ The Stranger; on the contrary, one’s behaviour is caring and involved, a manifestation of understanding life’s instability and finitude.

Finally, Mexistentialism is but one way to talk about what makes individual existence unique, genuine, and worth a philosophical articulation. But in insisting on the M without parentheses, we affirm it as a different and necessary way, as a way to decentralize and decentre philosophy itself as a global project of life. Most importantly, it affirms for us all, Mexican, Latinx, and other peoples historically relegated to peripheries and margins of philosophy, that we are, and are as a matter of fact, or genuinely, or authentically, always already grappling with human existence—it affirms, as Portilla (2017: 186) puts it in our epigraph, that ‘we…are existentialists from birth.’
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Each friend represents a world in us, a world possibly not born until they arrive, and it is only by this meeting that a new world is born.

– Anais Nin




Authentic Being-Toward-Death

Heidegger (1962: 307) contends that by authentically (ownedly) comporting itself towards death, Dasein (the human being) recognizes ‘in this distinctive possibility of its own self [that] it has been wrenched away from the ‘they’ [das Man, conventional everyday interpretedness].’ Furthermore, he argues that this ‘ownmost possibility is non-relational [in that] death lays claim to [Dasein] as an individual Dasein’ (Heidegger 1962: 308), nullifying its everyday relations with others. This is because in everyday relating governed by das Man – fulfilling conventionally defined role requirements, for example, any Dasein can substitute for any other. One’s death, in contrast, is unsharable: ‘No one can take the Other’s dying away from him. By its very essence, death is in each case mine’ (Heidegger 1962: 284).

Other existential philosophers object to Heidegger’s claim about the non-relational character of death. Vogel (1994: 97), for example, suggests that just as finitude is fundamental to our existential constitution, so too is it constitutive of our existence that we meet each other as ‘brothers and sisters in the same dark night,’ deeply connected with one another in virtue of our common finitude. Critchley (2002: 169–70) points the way towards a second, and to my mind essential, dimension of the relationality of finitude:


I would want to oppose [Heidegger’s claim about the non-relationality of death] with the thought of the fundamentally relational character of finitude, namely that death is first and foremost experienced as a relation to the death or dying of the other and others, in Being-with the dying in a caring way, and in grieving after they are dead. With all the terrible lucidity of grief, one watches the person one loves – parent, partner or child – die and become a lifeless material thing. That is, there is a thing – a corpse – at the heart of the experience of finitude. This is why I mourn.[…] [D]eath and finitude are fundamentally relational, constituted in a relation to a lifeless material thing whom I love and this thing casts a long mournful shadow across the self.



In my own work (Stolorow 2011), I claim that authentic Being-toward-death entails owning up not only to one’s own finitude, but also to the finitude of all those we love. Hence, I contend, authentic Being-toward-death always includes Being-toward-loss as a central constituent. Just as, existentially, we are ‘always dying already’ (Heidegger 1962: 298), so too are we always already grieving. Death and loss are existentially equiprimordial. Existential anxiety anticipates both death and loss.

Support for my claim about the equiprimordiality of death and loss can be found in some works by Derrida. In Politics of Friendship, for example, he contends that the ‘law of friendship’ dictates that every friendship is structured from its beginning, a priori, by the possibility that one of the two friends will die first and that the surviving friend will be left to mourn (Derrida 1997). In Memoirs for Paul de Man, he similarly claims that there is ‘no friendship without this knowledge of finitude’ (Derrida 1989: 28). Finitude and the possibility of mourning are constitutive of every friendship. Derrida (2001: 107) makes this existential claim evocatively and movingly in The Work of Mourning.


To have a friend, to look at him, to follow him with your eyes, to admire him in friendship, is to know in a more intense way, already injured, always insistent, and more and more unforgettable, that one of the two of you will inevitably see the other die. One of us, each says to himself, the day will come when one of the two of us will see himself no longer seeing the other.[…] That is the […] infinitely small tear, which the mourning of friends passes through and endures even before death.



It might be objected that Being-toward-loss cannot be a form of Being-toward-death because, whereas the uttermost possibility of death is ‘the possibility of the impossibility of any existence at all’ (Heidegger 1962: 307), loss does not nullify the entirety of one’s possibilities for Being. Yet, I would counter, in loss as possibility, all possibilities for Being in relation to the lost loved one are extinguished. Thus, Being-toward-loss is also a Being-toward-the-death of a part of one’s Being-in- the-world – towards a form of existential death. Traumatic loss shatters one’s emotional world, and, insofar as one dwells in the region of such loss, one feels eradicated. Derrida (2001: 107), once again, captures this claim poignantly and poetically:


[T]he world [is] suspended by some unique tear reflecting disappearance itself: the world, the whole world, the world itself, for death takes from us not only some particular life within the world, some moment that belongs to us, but, each time, without limit, someone through whom the world, and first of all our own world, will have opened up.



The loss of a beloved is the loss of a world.



Varieties of Loss Experience

In my discussion so far, I have intermingled and not sharply differentiated the four forms of love identified by the ancient Greeks: Philia (friendship), Eros (romantic, sexual love), Storge (parental affection), and Agape (love of humanity, of our fellow human beings). In my view, these forms of love are most often complexly intermingled. In the richest and deepest romantic relationships, for example, we may experience a lover fluidly and flexibly as an object of our erotic desire and as our best friend, as our parent and as our child, as our brother or sister and as our soul mate, and, in existential kinship, as a fellow human being. The richer and more multidimensional a love relationship, the more traumatically world-shattering will be its loss.

More generally, the nature of a loss experience will depend complexly on the forms or dimensions of love that had constituted the lost relationship. For example, relationships differ according to the extent to which self or other – two experiential foci within the unitary structure Being-in-the world – occupies the emotional foreground. The experience of the loss of someone who primarily had been loved narcissistically, serving as support for the survivor’s sense of selfhood, will differ from the loss of someone whose alterity had been recognized and deeply treasured. In the former case one’s sense of selfhood will be weakened, whereas in the latter one’s world will be emptied out and impoverished.

There is no loss more horrific than the death of a beloved young child. What is not generally recognized, however, is that loss is experienced by a loving parent throughout the course of his or her child’s development. At each newly emerging stage, the parent experiences both joy in the child’s developmental achievement and grief over the loss of what is being left behind. My poem, ‘Emily Running’ (Stolorow 2003), captures this phenomenon:


My favorite time of day

is walking Emily to school in the morning. We kiss as we leave our driveway

so other kids won’t see us.

If I’m lucky, we have a second kiss, furtively, at the school-yard’s edge.

My insides beam as she turns from me

and runs to the building where her class is held, blonde hair flowing,

backpack flapping,

my splendid, precious third-grader. Slowly, almost imperceptibly,

a cloud begins to darken my wide internal smile –

not grief, exactly, but a poignant sadness – as her running points me back

to other partings

and toward other turnings further down the road.



Emily died of a tragic accident on her twentieth birthday. Loss – especially traumatic or tragic loss – creates a dark region in our world that will always be there. A wave of profound sadness descends upon us whenever we step into that region of loss. There we are left adrift in a world hollowed out, emptied of light. It is a bleak region that can never be completely eradicated or cordoned off. The injunction to ‘let it go and move on’ is thus an absurdity. There will always be ‘portkeys’ back into the darkness – the dark realm in which we need to be emotionally held so that the loss can be better borne and integrated. Edna St. Vincent Millay captures my own experience of such loss grippingly: ‘Where you used to be, there is a hole in the world, which I find myself constantly walking around in the daytime, and falling in at night. I miss you like hell.’

There is a lovely photograph of Emily and me on our way to dinner at Emily’s favourite restaurant (see Figure 17.1). Every morning since she died I look at this photo and have a tearful conversation with her. ‘I love you Daddy,’ Emily says, placing her arm lovingly around my shoulder, and I reply, ‘I love you so much Emmy; I miss you so much.’ For a few brief moments I feel that my precious daughter is here with me again.


[image: A man and his daughter stand side by side inside a restaurant.]
Figure 17.1 Author and his daughter Emily on the way to Emily's favourite restaurant.

In his classic essay, ‘Mourning and Melancholia,’ Freud (1917) claimed famously, and wrongly, that memories of a deceased loved one help a bereaved person gradually let go of the lost connection. On the contrary, such memories serve to solidify that connection and keep it alive. This is especially true when the memories are concretized in material objects such as photographs and works of art. An agonizing dialectic of presence and absence.



Love and Finitude

There is a certain thinness in Heidegger’s (1962) conception of ‘Being-with’ (Mitsein), his term for the existential structure that underpins the capacity for relationality. Authentic Being-with is largely restricted in Heidegger’s philosophy to a form of ‘solicitude’ that welcomes and encourages the other’s individualized selfhood, by liberating the other for his or her own authentic possibilities. At first glance, such an account of authentic relationality would not seem to include the treasuring of a particular other, as would be disclosed in the mood of love. Indeed, I cannot recall ever having encountered the word love in the text of Being and Time, although references to other ontically experienced, disclosive emotional states – such as fear, anxiety, homesickness, boredom, and melancholy – are scattered throughout this book and others written during the same period. Authentic selfhood for Heidegger seems, in this context, to be found in the non-relationality of death, not in the love of another. Within such a limited view of relationality, traumatic loss could only be a loss of the other’s selfhood-liberating function, not a loss of a deeply treasured other.

I now wish to show how authentic solicitude entails something like friendship or love, even though Heidegger himself did not explicate such entailment. I begin with his distinction between the two modes of solicitude – inauthentic and authentic. With regard to solicitude in the inauthentic mode:


It can, as it were, take away ‘care’ [our existentially constitutive engagement with ourselves and our world] from the Other and put itself in his position in concern; it can leap in for him. This kind of solicitude takes over for the Other that with which he is to concern himself. In such [inauthentic] solicitude the Other can become one who is dominated and dependent.

(Heidegger 1962: 158)




In contrast to this, there is also the possibility of a kind of [authentic] solicitude which does not so much leap in for the Other as leap ahead of him in his existentiell potentiality-for-Being, not in order to take away his ‘care’ but rather to give it back to him authentically as such for the first time. This kind of solicitude pertains essentially to authentic care – that is, to the [authentic] existence of Other, not to a ‘what’ with which he is concerned; it helps the Other... to become free for [his authentic care].[…] [Authentic solicitude] frees the Other in his freedom for himself […]. [It] leaps forth and liberates.

(Heidegger 1962: 158–59)



Authentic solicitude, in Heidegger’s account, frees the other for his or her authentic care – that is, to exist authentically, for the sake of his or her ownmost possibilities of Being. But recall that, for Heidegger, being free for one’s ownmost possibilities also always means being free for one’s utter-most possibility – the possibility of death (to which I would add the possibility of loss). Heidegger does not explain how authentic solicitude accomplishes this emancipation.

In Heidegger’s account of authentic existing, authentic Being-toward-death is disclosed in the mood of anxiety (Angst). How can we free the other for a readiness to experience this disclosive anxiety? A painful emotional state – even a traumatized state – can become more bearable and more integrated if it finds a context of emotional understanding, a ‘relational home,’ in which it can dwell and be held. Thus, if we are to leap ahead of the other, freeing him or her for an authentic Being- toward-death and a readiness for the anxiety that discloses it, we must Be-with – that is, under-standingly attune to – the other’s existential anxiety and other painful emotional states disclosive of his or her finitude, thereby providing these feelings with a relational home in which they can be held, so that he or she can seize upon his or her ownmost possibilities in the face of them. Authentic solicitude can indeed be shown to entail one of the constitutive dimensions of deep human bonding, in which we value the alterity of the other as it is manifested in his or her own distinctive affectivity. Recently, I have been moving towards a more active, relationally engaged form of therapeutic comportment that I call emotional dwelling (Stolorow 2014). In dwelling, one does not merely seek to understand the other’s emotional pain from the other’s perspective. One does that, but much more. In dwelling, one leans into the other’s emotional pain and participates in it, perhaps with aid of one’s own analogous experiences of pain. I have found that this active, engaged, participatory comportment – a form of authentic solicitude – is especially important in the therapeutic approach to emotional trauma (Stolorow 2007, 2011). The language that one uses to address another’s experience of emotional trauma meets the trauma head-on, articulating the unbearable and the unendurable, saying the unsayable, unmitigated by any efforts to soothe, comfort, encourage, or reassure – such efforts invariably being experienced by the other as a shunning or turning away from his or her traumatized state.

If we are to be an understanding relational home for a traumatized person, we must tolerate, even draw upon, our own existential vulnerabilities so that we can dwell unflinchingly with his or her unbearable and recurring emotional pain. When we dwell with others’ unendurable pain, their shattered emotional worlds are enabled to shine with a kind of sacredness that calls forth an understanding and caring engagement within which traumatized states can be gradually transformed into bearable painful feelings. Emotional pain and existential vulnerability that find a hospitable relational home can be seamlessly and constitutively integrated into whom one experiences oneself as being.

Heidegger does not offer a comportment for authentic solicitude. After all, he was not a psychoanalytic therapist. Later in his career he did give a group of psychiatrists some ‘supervision’ on removing Cartesian presuppositions from their clinical work (Heidegger 2001).

In his later work, Heidegger is said to have moved away from phenomenology and towards a metaphysical realism. It is probably more accurate to say that he moved towards a complex amalgam of the two. This characterization certainly holds for his lecture ‘Building Dwelling Thinking’ (Heidegger 1971), which gives important glimpses into the ontological significance of the earth. Indeed, Heidegger claims in this essay that the fundamental character of the human kind of being (existence) is dwelling. Such dwelling requires a space, a location, a home; and that home is the earth. In this vision, the earth provides grounding for the human kind of being. For humans, to be is to dwell on earth, and to dwell requires that they safeguard and preserve the earth that grounds them. Heidegger uses several interrelated phrases to characterize the comportment of dwelling on earth: To dwell there is to cherish, to protect, to preserve, to care for, to nourish, to nurture, to nurse to keep safe, to spare, to save. ‘Mortals dwell in that they save the earth’ (Heidegger 1971: 148). What is most noteworthy to me is that all of these manifestations of dwelling entail recognizing and providing a relational home for earth’s vulnerability, rather than evasively turning away. They entail renunciation of evasive metaphysical illusions of earth’s everlasting invincibility.

I suggest that it is a similar form of dwelling – an emotional dwelling with one another – that lies at the heart of authentic solicitude. It is in dwelling with another’s painful emotional experience, thereby providing a home and a grounding for the other’s existential vulnerabilities.
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Kierkegaard and the Existential Phenomenology of Affectivity

Affectivity is a fundamental theme in the work of Søren Kierkegaard, whose philosophical, psychological, theological, and literary writings on the phenomenology of human emotional experience have had a perceptible impact upon existential thought.1 Kierkegaard’s most sustained and influential interpretations of affectivity are given in the companion treatises of anxiety in The Concept of Anxiety (1844) and despair in The Sickness Unto Death (1849). He also undertakes extensive discussions of irony in The Concept of Irony (1841) and melancholy in Either/Or: A Fragment of Life (1843), Fear and Trembling and Repetition (1843), and Stages of Life’s Way (1845).2 Fundamentally, Kierkegaard is concerned with these intense and distressing attunements for the way in which they force one to a limit situation in which one must confront the meaning and significance of one’s existence.3 As he writes in Either/Or:


I seem destined to have to suffer through all possible moods, to be required to have experiences of all kinds. At every moment I lie out in the middle of the ocean like a child who is supposed to learn to swim. I scream (this I have learned from the Greeks, from whom one can learn the purely human). Admittedly, I have a swimming belt around my waist, but I do not see the support that is supposed to hold me up. It is an appalling way to gain experience.

(Kierkegaard 1987a: 31–32)



Understood as such, anxiety, despair, irony, and melancholy are unified in Kierkegaard’s writings as objectless attunements that shatter one’s world and collapse its meaning and significance, such that one finds oneself held out over the abyss. Adrift and attempting not to drown, one realizes that one has not yet become a self and is forced to varying extents to confront the question of one’s existence. In the midst of this strife one either resolutely strives towards a higher subjectivity, in which one moves from the aesthetic, to the ethical, to the religious in order to become a self before God, or becomes increasingly alienated from oneself and from God. An appalling and fearful way to gain experience, these ambivalent affective experiences are both destructive and disclosive which, as McCarthy (1978, 2015) emphasizes, is reflected in their shared dialectical structure. It is by bringing about rupture and crisis that each of these attunements compel one to take up the issue of one’s existence and work willingly and consciously towards the transformation, restoration and completion of the self before God. In this way, as McCarthy (1978: 160) writes: ‘The moods indicate seriousness about human existence and becoming which demands incorporation in a deepened self-understanding which itself evolves as the moods are individually mastered.’

Kierkegaard’s insights into emotional experience as a means through which to confront the meaning and significance of human existence have had a profound influence upon the work of subsequent existential philosophers, most notably Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre. Kierkegaard’s work has also been crucial in informing existential approaches to psychiatry and psychology as developed by Karl Jaspers, Ludwig Binswanger, Viktor Frankl, Erich Fromm, Carl Rogers and Rollo May. What is less clear is the extent to which Kierkegaard’s existential phenomenology of affectivity has any relevance to the contemporary philosophy of psychiatry and psychology, in particular the ongoing attempts to understand the relationship between anxiety and depressive disorders. Among the most prevalent psychiatric conditions, anxiety and depression are frequently comorbid, often concurrent, and demonstrate significant syndromal and symptomatic overlap, as well as emerging neurobiological correlations.4 And yet, clinical views on the utility of a discrete diagnostic category for ‘mixed anxiety and depression’ continue to be contentious.5 Further, while they are often co-occurring, anxiety, and depression do appear to manifest quite differently in experience: anxiety is generally associated with excessive apprehensive expectation about the future, and with feelings of restlessness, urgency, trembling, and panic; by contrast, depression is often associated with an excessive preoccupation with the past, and with feelings of despair, worthlessness, emptiness, and hopelessness. On the whole, the precise nature of the relationship between anxiety and depression remains controversial and very much inconclusive in psychiatry and psychology. While there is recognition of their comorbidity in diagnostic frameworks,6 anxiety and depression still continue to be conceptualized and treated as fundamentally distinct diagnostic categories.

Focusing on Kierkegaard’s existential phenomenologies of anxiety and despair, the aim of this chapter is to consider what insights, if any, Kierkegaard might give us into understanding the relationship between anxiety and depressive disorders. First, I give a comprehensive reading of Kierkegaard’s companion treatises of anxiety and despair, which I will situate within his unique understanding of the existential structure of the human being. Second, I show that, if we strip Kierkegaard’s account of its normative interpretation and work with the ontological structure of affectivity, then his insights into anxiety, depression, and the reciprocal relationship between them become relevant to the contemporary philosophy of psychiatry and psychology in a novel and interesting way.



Kierkegaard on Anxiety and Despair

Kierkegaard gives his influential interpretation of anxiety in The Concept of Anxiety and of despair in The Sickness Unto Death. Commentators have recognized a close affinity between these two works, in part because both are (proto-)existential phenomenological inquiries into the psychology of attunements, which are framed by Kierkegaard’s distinctive understanding of the existential structure of the human being in relation to God.7 This existential structure is set out in the abstract and self-consciously Hegelian opening to The Sickness Unto Death. Kierkegaard (1980b: 13) writes: ‘A human being is spirit. But what is spirit? Spirit is the self. But what is the self?’ Defining the self, he writes: ‘[t]he self is a relation that relates to itself or is the relation’s relation to itself in the relation; the self is not the relation but is the relation’s relating itself to itself’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 13). There are three distinct layers of relation in this complex passage, which can be seen to correspond to the aesthetic, ethical and religious spheres described throughout Kierkegaard’s writings (see Beabout 1996: 95–123). The first, aesthetic relation refers to the fact that, a ‘human being is a synthesis of the infinite and the finite, of the temporal and the eternal, of freedom and necessity’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 13). Understood according to just this relation, however, the ‘human being is still not a self’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 13). As Beabout (1996: 99) notes, the connection between the two poles of the physical (finite, temporal, necessity) and the psychical (infinite, eternal, freedom) is inert, a negative unity, meaning that at this stage there is ‘no dynamic interplay between the two.’ If the relation comes to self-reflexively relate to itself in a ‘positive third,’ however, then a second, ethical relation forms. Here, the act of choosing oneself or producing oneself is constitutive of the self. A third, religious relation can then be formed if one recognizes in faith that ‘the relation that relates itself to itself has been established by another’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 13), namely by a transcendent (omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent) God. In order to become a self in relation to God then, the human being must recognize that the self, ‘is such a derived, established relation, a relation that relates itself to itself and in relating itself to itself relates itself to another’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 13–14).

Evident from this perfectionist trajectory that develops from the aesthetic, to the ethical and then to the religious, Kierkegaard’s understanding of the existential structure of the human being in The Concept of Anxiety and The Sickness Unto Death is both ontological and normative. As Beabout (1996: 72) writes:


In an ontological sense, the self is a synthesis of two poles that is wilfully sustained through spirit. However, in a normative sense, the self has itself as the task; it has an obligation to achieve the synthesis for itself. This task is something that lies before it and hence is the object of anxiety. This means that a spirit that sustains the synthesis in the self is both what the self is and what it ought to be. The self is a synthesis of the temporal and eternal in the self, and yet it is only through taking up the task of becoming a self that the future comes to be meaningful.



Grounded in this distinctive understanding of the existential and normative structure of the human being in relation to God, Kierkegaard understands anxiety as the attunement in which the human being takes up this relation that relates to itself, with a leap of faith into the dizzying abyss. In so doing, one in anxiety relates to God, and thereby becomes a self. Conversely, he understands despair as the attunement in which the human being—with varying levels of consciousness—turns away from this relation that relates to itself. In so doing, one in despair misrelates to God and to oneself such that, in sin, one fails to become a self.

Published in 1844, Kierkegaard writes The Concept of Anxiety under the pseudonym of Vigilius Haufniensis.8 This complex and complicated work is a phenomenological description and psychological reflection upon the experience of anxiety (angest): the restless and often distressing means through which one encounters both fallenness and freedom; sin and the means through which to overcome it.9 Writing as Haufniensis, Kierkegaard orients his discussion through a fundamental distinction between the subjective experience of fear and that of anxiety.10 Fear refers to the experience of something definite, a definitive threatening object within the world. By contrast, anxiety is objectless and refers to the dizzying experience of nothingness as such. Held out over the abyss, one is confronted with the fact that one’s existence is inherently incomplete and that, by failing to reckon with one’s radical freedom towards imagined possible futures, one has become alienated from oneself. In a moment of vision, one comes to recognize that one is necessarily sinful; infinitely guilty of not taking up one’s existence in the way that God intends and thus in need of redemption.11 In becoming conscious of sin, ‘[t]he individual trembles…Sin conquers. Anxiety throws itself despairingly into the arms of repentance. Repentance ventures all’ (Kierkegaard 1980a: 115). The venturing of repentance is manifest in the taking up of one’s freedom in a leap of faith, a defining commitment to follow Christ. In so doing, one strives towards becoming a self and thus spirit through one’s relation to God (the positive ‘third’). Kierkegaard (1980a: 43) writes,


[T]hat anxiety makes its appearance is the pivot upon which everything turns. Man is a synthesis of the psychical and the physical; however, a synthesis is unthinkable if the two are not united in a third. The third is spirit.



It is in relating to God in faith that the paradoxical structure of one’s existence is synthesized.

And yet, Kierkegaard emphasizes that anxiety induces a profound existential ambivalence: an openness and closedness to possibility characterized by ‘a sympathetic antipathy and an antipathetic sympathy’ (Kierkegaard 1980a: 42). This ambivalence arises because, as Kierkegaard argues, the anxious exposure to the abyss of nothing is fundamentally precarious. In confronting one with the uncanniness of human existence, one in anxiety is at risk of becoming ‘lost.’ As Kierkegaard (1980a: 158–59) writes:


He who sank into possibility—his eye became dizzy, his eye became confused…He sank absolutely, but then in turn he emerged from the depth of the abyss lighter than all the troublesome and terrible things in life. However, I will not deny that whoever is educated by possibility is exposed to danger…the danger of a fall, namely suicide. If at the beginning of his education he misunderstands the anxiety, so that it does not lead him to faith but away from faith, then he is lost.



What does it mean to misunderstand anxiety? It is where one defiantly wills to be oneself separate from God and becomes lost as a result. One becomes so closed off from the good and entangled in sin that the freedom disclosed in anxiety is misappropriated as unfreedom. As the expansiveness of possibility contracts into impossibility, one turns in on oneself and away from any hope of redemption. Kierkegaard (1980a: 123–37) defines this state as Indesluttethed, variously translated as ‘inclosing reserve,’ ‘morbid reserve,’ ‘closed-in-ness’ or ‘shutupness.’ Psychologically, inclosing reserve manifests in ‘a hypersensibility and a hyperirritability, neurasthenia, hysteria, hypochondria, etc.’ (Kierkegaard 1980a: 136). Disposed as such, language and communication breakdown and one is left in a state that is contentless, meaningless, empty and boring. One becomes all but silent, except to monologue with oneself in the form of rumination or, expressing the horror of one’s state, to say: ‘Leave me alone in my wretchedness’ (Kierkegaard 1980a: 137). Determined to avoid being overwhelmed by both the past and the future, one in inclosing reserve attempts repeatedly to remove oneself from the flow of time, which becomes instead sudden and abrupt. As Kierkegaard (1980a: 130) writes: ‘The continuity that inclosing reserve has can best be compared with the dizziness a spinning top must have, which constantly revolves upon its own pivot.’ Ultimately, Kierkegaard defines this self-destructive, self-tormenting will to be oneself separate from God as the demonic, which in the Sickness Unto Death he associates with the most intense and pervasive form of despair.

Published in 1849, Kierkegaard writes The Sickness Unto Death under the pseudonym of Anti-Climacus.12 This work is a phenomenological description and religious reflection upon the experience of despair (fortvivlelse): a sinful misrelation to God and to oneself, through which one fails to become a self.13 Unlike death itself, which for the Christian leads to eternal life, Kierkegaard (1980b: 13) understands despair as the ‘sickness of the spirit, of the self’ that leads to death. While there are variations within each level depending on whether the misrelation of the self tends towards infinitude or finitude, freedom or necessity, temporality or eternity; despair can broadly be seen to take three forms, that are stratified according to their varying depth of ‘sin consciousness.’ First, Anti-Climacus describes being ‘in despair not to be conscious of having a self’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 13), which is the most surface level of despair. As with fear, this level of despair corresponds to the first layer of the existential structure of the human being discussed above. This is the despair of spiritlessness; absorbed in the everyday world, one is too distracted to realize that one is in a dissonant relation to the relation, and thus that one is not yet a self.

Second is being ‘in despair not to will to be oneself’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 13), which is a deeper level of despair. This is the despair of weakness, and exists between the first two layers of the existential structure of the human being in the sense that, one has consciousness of being a self, but does not take up responsibility for oneself. As with anxiety, in the second level of despair one finds oneself withdrawn from one’s absorption in the world, which becomes less and less of a concern; merely passing one by without making an impression. As Kierkegaard (1987b: 195–96) writes of despair in the earlier work Either/Or, life begins to lose its reality. The increasing derealization of the world means that one is unable to avoid one’s dissonant relation to oneself, and the fact that, in one’s weakness, one feels unable to seek redemption by recognizing that it is in fact God who has established the entire relation. While one is aware of the dissonant relation with oneself, however, one works hard to maintain one’s normal relations with the world, as constituted by a less severe form of inclosing reserve than described in relation to the demonic in The Concept of Anxiety (see Kierkegaard 1980a: 118–54). While in weakness one’s innermost being is closed off to itself, the self-inclosing despairing person goes on living, distracting oneself with the fact that ‘[h]e is a university graduate, husband, father, even an exceptionally competent public officeholder, a respectable father, pleasant company, very gentle to his wife, solicitude personified to his children’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 63–64).

Third, is being ‘in despair to will to be oneself’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 13), which is the deepest level of despair. Defined as the demonic despair or the despair of defiance, this despair occurs when one wills to be a self, yet denies that the relation that relates itself to itself has been established by God. Unwilling to seek redemption, one is consciously in sin before God (Kierkegaard 1980b: 13). Kierkegaard describes demonic despair as a rebellion against all existence, through which one suffers profound misery and desolation. As the external world becomes increasingly insignificant and inconsequential to the extent that nothing matters, one finds oneself confined to a more profound form of inclosing reserve: ‘an inclosure [Indelukke] behind actuality, a world ex-clusively [udelukkende] for itself, a world where the self in despair is restlessly and tormentedly engaged in willing to be itself’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 73–74). Turned in on oneself and cut off from the future and the past, one comes to desire one’s own ruination; it is in this sense, of being in despair over oneself, that despair is a sickness unto death. Tragically, however: ‘When the danger becomes so great that death becomes the hope, then despair is the hopelessness of not even being able to die’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 17).

Kierkegaard does not compare and contrast anxiety and despair in any systematic, consistent way, and there are some discrepancies in his descriptions of both attunements throughout his works.14 Nevertheless, it is clear from these companion works that both anxiety and despair are profound and distressing attunements that involve a confrontation with the meaning and significance of existence. Yet, while the strife and unrest of anxiety stirs one to turn towards God, despair involves a deliberate and conscious turning away. Anxiety is then the attunement through which the human being takes up the relation that relates to itself and, with a leap of faith into the dizzying abyss, one relates to God and thereby becomes a self. By contrast, despair sees one becoming lost in the abyss, such that freedom and possibility become misappropriated into unfreedom and impossibility. Turning wilfully away from the relation that relates to itself, one misrelates to oneself and to God and, in sin, fails to become a self.15



Rethinking the Psychopathology of Anxiety and Depression

One-hundred and eighty years since Kierkegaard published The Concept of Anxiety and then The Sickness Unto Death, anxiety and depressive disorders continue to be among the most prevalent of psychiatric conditions. Despite the fact that there is significant syndromal, symptomatic and increasingly neurobiological overlap between the two, the precise nature of the relationship between anxiety and depression remains controversial and very much inconclusive in contemporary psychiatry and psychology. In contrast to Kierkegaard’s existential phenomenological interpretations of anxiety and despair which focus upon the subjective experience of these intense and distressing attunements, contemporary psychiatry and psychology are very much focused on determining and then treating their neurobiological cause. And yet, as the existential phenomenological approach to psychopathology has long demonstrated, this latter approach neglects so much of what anxiety and affective disorders mean to those who experience them. As Kevin Aho (2019: 20) writes of a Heideggerian approach to psychopathology in Contexts of Suffering:


A Heideggerian approach to psychopathology reveals that the affective experience and meaning of mental illness does not reside in the physical body, in neurological pathways, or biochemical processes. It is, rather, bound up in the very structures that constitute my existence and involvement in the world. To reduce mental illness to a chemical imbalance or brain disease is to overlook the embodied and situated person who is suffering and the struggle involved in interpreting and making sense of it. My illness means something to me because I am already out there, engaged and embedded in webs of meaning, in a common world that shapes in advance how I understand and interpret my suffering.



Though it has not been developed to the same extent, the same might be said, in theory, for a Kierkegaardian approach to psychopathology. Indeed, I suggest that if we strip Kierkegaard’s existential phenomenology of affectivity of its normative agenda while retaining its ontological structure, then his insights into anxiety, depression and the reciprocal relationship between them become relevant in a novel and interesting way.

Conceptualized according to Kierkegaard’s distinctive understanding of the existential structure of the human being, anxiety and depression are not fundamentally disturbances of one’s psychobiology, but of one’s relationship to oneself and to the world. These disconcerting attunements unsettle one’s sense of belonging to the world and, through this rift, one finds oneself, incomplete and unresolved, at the fault line between the physical and the psychical, the finite and the infinite, the temporal and the eternal, necessity and freedom. Disoriented and in distress, one struggles to work out the meaning and significance of one’s existence, yet becomes overwhelmed. Framed as such, anxiety and depression can be understood as two distinct yet reciprocally related ways in which this overwhelm can manifest in experience. In anxiety, one finds oneself expanded outward such that one becomes overwhelmed by the chaos of infinite possibilities; disconnected from oneself and thereby the world. In depression, by contrast, one finds oneself contracted inward such that one becomes overwhelmed by the rigidity of finite necessity; disconnected from the world and thereby oneself. In the struggle to hold together the physical and the psychical, depression can to some extent protect one from becoming overexposed to possibility in anxiety, while anxiety can, in turn, protect one from becoming suffocated by necessity in depression. And yet, the volatility of this internalized or ‘closed system’ perpetually destabilizes one’s capacity to find homeostasis on one’s own; oscillating between expansion and contraction, overexposure and suffocation, one finds no lasting reprieve. In line with Kierkegaard’s existential structure of the human being, however, in order to unify the physical and the psychical such that one might find a sense of self to hold on to it is necessary to recognize one’s dependence upon the ‘positive third’ of the ‘other.’ Appropriating the Kierkegaardian relation to God, we might follow Emmanuel Levinas (1969, 1991) and suggest that it is by opening oneself up to the dependency of the self upon one’s inter-subjective relationships—ideally in the context of the psychotherapeutic relationship initially—that one is able to work through one’s anxiety and depression and thereby reconnect to oneself and to the world (see Aho 2019: 130).

Appropriating Kierkegaard’s existential phenomenology of affectivity, anxiety and depression are understood as the overwhelm and distress that can be experienced when one’s sense of belonging to the world is disrupted and one is confronted with the question of human existence. These affective experiences can be more or less intense for different people at different times. Perhaps those with hypersensibility, hyperirritability, neurasthenia, hysteria, or hypochondria (a temperamental risk factor for anxiety and depression described commensurately as ‘neuroticism’ or ‘negative affectivity’ in the DSM–5) are hyper-sensitive to these unsettling affects as Kierkegaard suggests. But this heightened sensitivity to the destructiveness of anxiety and depression presumably also involves an amplified sense of their disclosiveness, meaning those who are more vulnerable to suffering anxiety and depressive disorders are particularly well placed to bear witness to the meaning and significance of human existence—its fragility and precariousness, but often also its resilience and resolve. In this way, not only does Kierkegaard give us the means through which to conceptualize anxiety, depression, and the reciprocal relation between them, but he subverts the prevailing view that they are pathological illnesses and instead reaffirms their significance as a profound suffering that concerns human beings as a whole.



Notes


	For helpful orientations to Kierkegaard’s interpretation of affectivity see Beabout (1996); McCarthy (1978, 2015); Nordentoft (1972); Klempe (2014); Ostenfeld (1972).

	In one of the few full-length, systematic analyses of Kierkegaard’s interpretation of affectivity, McCarthy (1978) suggests that, while Kierkegaard describes a range of affective phenomena throughout his work, the four ‘cardinal moods’ he is concerned with are anxiety, despair, irony and melancholy.

	I will use ‘attunement’ rather than mood in order to better captures the Danish Stemning which, comparable to the German Stimmung used by Heidegger, conveys the idea of emotional experience as an atmosphere through which one can be in or out of tune with oneself, another, the world, God, etc. See McCarthy (1978: 124).

	See, for example, Lamers et al. (2011); Kalin (2020); Levine et al. (2001); Hunt, Slade, and Andrews (2004); Wolk et al. (2016); Kaiser et al. (2021); Ninan and Berger (2001).

	See Barkow et al. (2004); Möller et al. (2016); Mulder et al. (2019); Kircanski et al. (2017).

	See, for example, the inclusion of the ‘anxious distress specifier’ in the DSM–5s diagnostic criteria for depression (American Psychiatric Association 2013). For recent discussion see Zimmerman et al. (2018, 2019a, 2019b).

	See Beabout (1996: 23–24) for a helpful overview.

	In The Point of View, Kierkegaard (1998: 29) includes The Concept of Anxiety among the ‘aesthetic’ pseudonymous works published from 1843 to 1846. Yet, in contrast to his other pseudonyms he writes very little on the Christian layman Vigilius Haufniensis (literally ‘watchman of the harbour’) in any of his works or journals which, along with dedicating the work to his favourite teacher, leads Beabout (1996: 39–47) to conclude the pseudonymous nature of The Concept of Anxiety is something of an afterthought.

	For an interesting discussion of the traces of Schelling’s Philosophical Inquiries into the Essence of Human Freedom evident in Kierkegaard’s interpretation of freedom, and good and evil in The Concept of Anxiety see McCarthy (2015: 109–22).

	Heidegger’s interpretation of anxiety (in distinction to fear) in Being and Time and ‘What is Metaphysics,’ and Sartre’s discussions of anxiety throughout Being and Nothingness and Nausea show clear resonances with Kierkegaard’s account in The Concept of Anxiety. Indeed, as Heidegger (1962: 235niv) acknowledges in Being and Time, ‘The man who has gone farthest in analysing the phenomenon of anxiety—and again in the theological context of a ‘psychological’ exposition of the problem of original sin—is Søren Kierkegaard’ in The Concept of Anxiety.

	For an in-depth account of Kierkegaard’s interpretation of hereditary sin in The Concept of Anxiety see Beabout (1996: 51–82).

	Unlike Vigilius Haufniensis, Kierkegaard’s pseudonym for The Concept of Anxiety, more is known about Anti-Climacus, Kierkegaard’s pseudonym for The Sickness Unto Death. According to Beabout (1996), Anti-Climacus is named in relation to Johannes Climacus (‘John the Climber’), who is the pseudonymous author of Philosophical Fragments and Concluding Unscientific Postscript. Not against but prior to (ante) Johannes Climacus, Anti-Climacus is a religious scholar, rather than an aesthete pointing towards the religious, and the ‘Christian at which Johannes Climacus was aiming’ (Beabout 1996: 89). Written by a Christian scholar as opposed to the Christian layman Vigilius Haufniensis who authored The Concept of Anxiety, The Sickness Unto Death is intended to be edifying, meaning the normative framework of the latter text is made even more explicit (see Beabout 1996: 92–93).

	As Martin Bürgy shows, the Anglo-Saxon word despair originates in the Latin term de-speratio which means the absence or hypotrophy of hope. By contrast, from the 14th century onwards, de-speratio was translated into German as verzweiflung (from which the Danish fortvivlelse derives), meaning that in modern philosophy ‘the point of reference changed from hope to doubt’ (Bürgy 2008: 149). As in English, the German and Danish terms for doubt (Zweifel and tvivl) are derived from the numeral two. As Bürgy (2008: 149) writes, ‘[c]ombining the linguistic components zwei and—falt (English: fold) conveys a meaning of being split into two. Doubt splits the individual apart.’ This splitting is intensified through the addition of the prefix ver- (and for-) which ‘conveys the hypertrophy of doubt.’ (Bürgy 2008: 149). As both McCarthy (1978: 85–86) and Beabout (1996: 71–76) emphasize, this dissonance intrinsic to doubt plays an important role in Kierkegaard’s conception of despair.

	See Beabout (1996: 125–42).

	See Beabout (1996: 125–42) for a detailed comparative analysis between anxiety and despair that emphasizes the normative appropriation and misappropriation of freedom.
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As a philosophical approach which takes as its starting point the existence of an individual, existentialism has long been concerned with moods, affective states and emotions. Defining concepts of 19th- and 20th-century existentialism include affective states—usually characterized as ‘moods’ which are ‘directed at one’s existence or way of being-in-the-world as a whole’—such as dread, anxiety, nausea, anguish and boredom (Aho 2020: 87). Set apart from these experiences, are emotions, which are ‘intentionally specific’ as they have the character of ‘being “of” or “about” something’ (Aho 2020: 87). One such emotion which features predominantly in existential thought is shame. This is a negative self-conscious experience which arises not merely from our relationship to the world, but also as a result of our necessary entanglement with others.

As Jean-Paul Sartre (2018: 392) declares in Being and Nothingness,


Shame is the feeling of an original fall, not in virtue of my having committed this or that misdeed, but merely by virtue of having “fallen” into the world, in the midst of things, and of needing the Other’s mediation to be what I am.



Shame, as Sartre contends, is not only inevitable, but also ontological; it is a necessary part of our experience of being-in-the-world and also of being-with-others. Shame, for Sartre, helps elucidate both the structures and the quality of human existence, and is also central to intersubjectivity and human relations. As a result, shame plays a central role in Sartre’s existential account of human existence, where the capacity for self-knowledge and self-reflection is mediated through shame before the Other. Shame is bound up in the other’s look, and the other’s ability to scrutinize, judge and objectify, along with the subject’s capacity, or vulnerability, to be seen, appraised and objectified.

Sartre’s accounts of the look and shame have been influential not only in 20th-century existentialism, notably in Frantz Fanon’s account of the experience of the black man in the white world in Black Skin, White Masks and Simone de Beauvoir’s account of women’s experience in The Second Sex, but his ideas about shame as constitutive of identity and the capacity for self-reflection, central to intersubjectivity, and intimately connected to human vulnerability, continue to be influential in contemporary philosophy. In this chapter, I will begin by giving an overview of Sartre’s account of shame in Being and Nothingness. I will then discuss the political inflections of shame in the work of Fanon and Beauvoir, as they develop and extend Sartre’s original ideas, looking at racialized and gendered existence respectively. I will finish with some reflections on the contemporary relevance of existential notions of shame in contemporary scholarship.

Sartre’s account of shame appears in Being and Nothingness in relation to the encounter with the Other that is mediated by ‘the look.’ Sartre places shame at the heart of human relations and subject constitution, arguing that it is through the objectifying gaze of the Other that I gain awareness of myself as a self-reflective subject. Shame, for Sartre, is what binds us with others and eliminates the possibility of solipsism. As Ellie Anderson (2021: 717) notes, ‘Whereas for Descartes, I think, therefore I exist, for Sartre, I feel shame, therefore Others exist.’ In short, because of the affective experience of shame, we know we are not lone cogitos, à la Descartes, but instead are embodied, intersubjective beings existing in a world with others. As a result, for Sartre (2018: 352) human existence is characterized by ‘the constant possibility of my being seen by the Other.’

Sartre’s well-known vignette about the voyeur in Being and Nothingness is illustrative of the intimate connection between ‘the look,’ shame and the Other. Kneeling at a keyhole, driven by their jealousy, Sartre’s voyeur is spying on his or her lover. In the moment of peering through the keyhole, they are completely caught up in the act of spying, and do not have a self-conscious sense of their actions. Sartre (2018: 355) writes


Let us imagine that, moved by jealousy, curiosity or vice I come to stick my ear against a door or to look through a keyhole. I am alone and non-thetically conscious (of) myself. That means in the first place that there is no me inhabiting my consciousness. There is nothing, therefore, to which I can relate my actions in order to characterise them. They are in no way known, but I am them and for that simple reason they carry within themselves their complete justification.



Sartre describes the voyeur as non-self-consciously engaged in the act of spying. The voyeur’s acts are simply lived and not ‘known’: ‘my consciousness sticks to my actions, it is my actions’ (Sartre 2018: 355). However, with the appearance of the Other, this state of non-self-consciousness is disrupted:


And now I hear footsteps in the corridor: someone is looking at me. What does this mean? That all of a sudden I am touched in my being, and that essential modifications appear within my structures … I exist now for my unreflected consciousness as my self [moi] … I see myself because someone sees me.

(Sartre 2018: 356–57)



The experience of ‘being-seen-by-the-Other’ (Sartre 2018: 352), Sartre argues, gives me awareness of my self such that I now ‘see’ myself as though from a third-person perspective. Significantly, for Sartre, this happens through shame. As soon as the voyeur hears footsteps behind them in the hall, they are overcome by shame because they know the act of spying is questionable, or perhaps morally reprehensible: ‘Shame … is the recognition that I really am this object that is looked at and judged by the Other’ (Sartre 2018: 358).

What Sartre is at pains to illustrate through his voyeur example is that shame modifies the structure of our self-awareness. It is because of shame that I no longer exist in a state of unreflective consciousness, but am now reflexively self-aware: I become self-conscious and see myself as though through the eyes of another. For Sartre, this has not only an existential significance, but also a phenomenological ontological significance. In other words, through the experience of shame, the Other has constituted me as a self-aware and self-reflexive subject. Sartre (2018: 308–9) writes: ‘Thus the Other has not only shown me what I was; he has constituted me in a new type of being … I need the Other in order to fully grasp all the structures of my being.’

For Sartre, shame is fundamentally an experience of being seen and objectified by others. As Ruth Kitchen (2013: 58) explains, ‘being an object in another person’s world results in a denial of the agency and freedom of the objectified person. For Sartre, the realisation of being objectified in this way is shame.’ Shame is considered a negative self-conscious emotion, insofar as it structurally requires an experience of the self through a third-personal perspective, or through an other’s eyes. As Sartre (2018: 393) notes: ‘Thus shame is the unitary apprehension of three dimensions: “I am ashamed of myself before the Other”.’ However, Sartre’s account of shame is by no means straightforward. It is multifaceted and multi-layered. In Being and Nothingness, shame is discussed variously as a straightforward moral emotion, an embodied affect, a self-evaluative structure, an intersubjective experience and an ontological category. Elsewhere, I (2017) have previously differentiated three ‘levels’ of shame in Sartre’s account: first, shame as a moral emotion where the judgement of Others reveals to me that I have transgressed a social norm or moral code; second, shame is a means of self-evaluation where through shame I can see and assess myself; third, shame is an ontological structure of subjectivity and intersubjectivity where ‘pure’ or ‘original’ shame awakens our capacity for reflective self-consciousness and relationality.

When it seems that Sartre is discussing shame as a moral emotion, he gives examples where the other’s ‘look’ reveals to me that I have transgressed some social expectation or norm:


I have just made some clumsy or vulgar gesture: this gesture sticks to me; I neither judge it or blame it; I simply live it … But now, all of a sudden I raise my head: somebody was there, and has seen me. All at once I realize the vulgarity of my gesture in its entirety, and I am ashamed.

(Sartre 2018: 308)



In these examples, I have done something improper or inappropriate and I am made aware of this by the presence of another person who sees me—this is shame. However, it is clear that, for Sartre, shame also occurs when I am alone, and is linked to how I see myself. As the voyeur example illustrates, the physical presence of another person is not necessary for shame to occur: he hears the footsteps, lifts his head and it turns out that nobody is there. The voyeur recounts: ‘there I am, bent over the keyhole; suddenly I hear some steps. A shudder of shame runs through me: someone has seen me. I stand, and I scan with my eyes the deserted corridor: it was a false alarm’ (Sartre 2018: 377). In this way, shame is also a self-evaluative experience for Sartre.

However, Sartre’s analysis of shame does not finish with moralistic or self-evaluative readings. Shame is not merely a self-conscious emotion, among many others, such as pride or guilt, but has a deeper significance. Lisa Guenther (2011: 26) writes that for Sartre shame becomes the ‘fundamental mood of intersubjectivity.’ When Sartre (2018: 392) discusses ‘pure shame,’ he signals our fundamental relationality to the other which is characterized by a dependency or vulnerability which disgusts or disappoints me:


Pure shame is not the feeling of being this or that reprehensible object but, in general, of being an object, i.e., of recognizing myself in that degraded, dependent and frozen being that I am for the Other. Shame is the feeling of an original fall, not in virtue of my having committed this or that misdeed, but merely by virtue of having ‘fallen’ into the world, in the midst of things, and of needing the Other’s meditation to be what I am.



Pure shame reveals a structure of our existence; it is phenomenological, but also ontological. In this way, shame, for Sartre, is a permanent background to reflective consciousness which is dependent on the other’s look to be realized fully. As Dan Zahavi (2014: 213) notes in discussing Sartre’s account, shame ‘makes me aware of not being in control and having my foundation outside myself.’ Sartre’s account of pure shame signals our inherent physical dependency or neediness for others; we fundamentally need others to realize the all structures of our being. Sartre (2018: 392) asserts that I need ‘the Other’s mediation to be what I am.’ As Guenther (2011: 27) remarks, ‘For Sartre … the lesson of shame is that I have an outside that is vulnerable and exposed, a body that exceeds my own conscious experience.’ Indeed, Sartre is at pains to relate our ‘object-state’ with the body, and he links pure shame intrinsically to concerns around bodily vulnerability, especially the vulnerability to objectification.

Despite his interest in objectification and shame, in Being and Nothingness Sartre does not consider how these experiences are inherently related to power relations, where the ability to objectify and shame others, and conversely to be objectified and shamed, is intrinsically related to one’s position in the social hierarchy. In short, those with more social power ratify and constitute what counts as ‘acceptable,’ ‘normal’ or ‘proper.’ As a result, they also have more power to objectify and cast shame on others. As the political theorist Melissa Harris-Perry (2011: 16) notes, some individuals ‘are structurally positioned to experience shame more frequently than others.’ Indeed, shame is more often experienced by individuals or groups who are deemed other, or are minoritized, stigmatized or rendered ‘inferior’ or ‘deviant’ according to dominant social norms.

Writing about the experience of minoritized and stigmatized subjects, a well-known critic of Sartre’s early work on ‘the look’ and objectification is Fanon. Fanon wrote about the experience of black identity in 1950s France in his seminal book Black Skin, White Masks. In this work, he pointedly criticizes Sartre, noting that ‘Jean-Paul Sartre had quite forgotten that the black man suffers in his body quite differently from the white man’ (Fanon 1970: 98). Fanon eloquently describes his experience of being a ‘black body’ in a ‘white world’ under the legacy of colonial power relations dominated by the enduring logics of slavery, illustrating that the experiences of objectification and shame are by no means uniform across human subjects, but bound up to power relations and one’s relative social position. Fanon’s account is one of racism, but also one of an objectifying ‘look’ inducing in the subject ‘shame and self-contempt’ (Fanon 1970: 82).

Fanon’s description of his experience of being a black subject in a white world is an account of the visceral lived experience of racism. This account is dominated by the visibility of his body, particularly as it is ‘seen’ through the ‘white man’s eyes,’ which carry the dominant social norms of the white world, norms which render his body marked with ‘inferiority’ (Fanon 1970: 78). He writes: ‘And then the occasion arose when I had to meet the white man’s eyes. An unfamiliar weight burdened me’ (Fanon 1970: 78). Because of the imbalance of power relations, where black bodies hold no social power due to the colonial legacies of slavery, where ‘history in the [Caribbean] islands begins under the burning and humiliating gaze of the white master’ (Cherki 2006: 214), Fanon (1970: 78) notes, commenting on Sartre’s implicit characterization of ‘the look’ as reciprocal, that the ‘Black has no ontological resistance in the eyes of the white man.’ What this indicates is that the black body, as stigmatized, becomes ‘unmercifully imprisoned’ (Fanon 1970: 79) in a meaning that is inscribed by the white gaze. In short, ‘the white man’s eyes’ become the eyes through which black subjects begin to see themselves and evaluate themselves.

It is worth noting that in his later writing Sartre acknowledged how unequal power relations are necessarily part of the experience of ‘the look.’ In his essay ‘Black Orpheus,’ originally published almost ten years after Being and Nothingness, he acknowledges the racial privilege of the ‘white man,’ writing:


Here the black men standing, looking at us, and I hope that you—like me—will feel the shock of being seen. For three thousand years, the white man has enjoyed the privilege of seeing without being seen; he was only a look.

(Sartre 1964–1965: 13)



Sartre’s implicit existential assumptions about ‘the look’ as being able to determine ‘truth’ and ‘virtue’ are unsettled by this acknowledgement of ‘privilege’ and unequal power relations, for which the white subject feels the ‘shock’ of being the subject at the receiving end of the look (Sartre 1964–1965: 13).

Despite Sartre’s late acknowledgement that there might be ‘shame’ in the realization of one’s potential to be complicit in oppression through the privileges afforded by social power (Sartre 1964–1965: 15), the shame of the privileged subject does not lead to a comparable objectification and dehumanization. In contrast, Fanon describes how his own view of himself becomes coterminous with the negative stereotypes associated with his racialized identity. The persistent objectification by the other, leads to a self-objectification which is characterized, as Fanon (1970: 79) describes it, as an ‘atmosphere of certain uncertainty … A slow composition of my self as a body in the middle of the spatial and temporal world … the corporeal schema crumbled, its place taken by a racial epidermal schema.’ He concludes: ‘I am being dissected under white eyes, the only real eyes. I am fixed’ (Fanon 1970: 82). This experience culminates for Fanon (1970: 82) in an enduring and persistent shame: ‘Shame. Shame and self-contempt.’

Fanon describes what Harris-Perry (2011: 108) terms the ‘stigmatizing shame’ that is frequently the experience of racialized subjects in ‘white worlds.’ This stigmatizing shame can be different in nature from, and more pernicious than, the shame experienced by socially privileged or dominant individuals. As Fanon illustrates, socially subordinated individuals do not have the freedom to resist objectification and shame. They simply do not have the social power to return the objectifying gaze. As Lisa Guenther (2011: 24) notes, ‘shame attacks the very resources that one would need in order to resist shame and to put in question the mechanisms that produce it and distribute it unevenly among subjects.’ To reiterate Fanon (1970: 78), the ‘Black has no ontological resistance in the eyes of the white man.’ Without a means to resist shame, it becomes a permanent possibility for subordinated individuals as the norms of the milieu impose ‘a lasting stigma on their very identity … proclaiming that the person herself or himself is defective’ (Harris-Perry 2011: 108). As a result, for subordinated individuals, ‘the sites of potential shame are literally everywhere’ (Woodward 2000: 218), and shame becomes, what the existentialists call a ‘mood.’ No longer intentionally specific, shame becomes a chronic and persistent backdrop colouring all aspects of ordinary day-to-day life, becoming more acute perhaps in moments of exposure or self-reference.

The experience of persistent or chronic shame is not unique to racialized subjects, but is commonly reported in the experience of other stigmatized or oppressed groups, including women. The feminist phenomenologist Sandra Lee Bartky (1990: 84) identifies shame as constituting one of the ‘most pervasive patterns of gendered emotion’ where ‘women are not just situated differently than men within the social ensemble, but are actively subordinated to them within it.’ She argues that shame is a ‘pervasive affective attunement’ (Bartky 1990: 85) in women’s lived experience. This prevalence of shame in women’s lived experience is explored at length in Beauvoir’s existential philosophy.

In her seminal work, The Second Sex, Beauvoir, drawing on insights from biology, social and economic history and sociology, gives an existential philosophical account of the process of becoming a woman, essentially characterizing this process as ‘an extended lesson in shame’ (Guenther 2011: 11). She discusses how many ordinary female anatomical differences that arise in adolescence, such as the onset of menstruation, the growth of pubic hair and breast development, have long been occasions for shame for young girls. Of course, there is nothing inherently shameful about these ordinary physical aspects of sexual maturation. But when measured against the implicit cultural norm of the male body (which does not grow breasts or menstruate), along with the infantilizing expectations for how women’s bodies should look (hairless, diminished in stature) and behave (demurred, placid), shame about the body becomes the inevitable cultural inheritance of women (Dolezal 2015). As Beauvoir convincingly argues, before they have any choice in the matter, women’s bodies are already positioned as deficient, deviant and shameful, and this shame is compounded by the taboo and shameful nature of shame itself. She writes: ‘Her metamorphosis into a woman takes place not only in shame but in remorse for suffering that shame’ (Beauvoir 2011: 347).

The shame that women experience, Beauvoir notes, is intimately connected to ‘the look,’ or the realization that young girls have once they experience themselves as seen (and judged) by others, particularly men. The girl, as she enters adolescence, Beauvoir (2011: 332) notes, realizes that she is ‘grasped by others as a thing,’ and that ‘on the street eyes follow her, [and] her body is subject to comments.’ The male gaze that Beauvoir describes is, of course, not the neutral look of an impartial spectator. Instead, it is an objectifying and value-laden gaze that simultaneously sexualizes a woman’s body, while also searching for shameful ‘flaws’ and ‘defects.’ Internalizing this gaze, women have developed an exacting concern with their physical appearance, especially in relation to cultural constructs of ‘attractiveness.’ ‘For two years,’ another woman Beauvoir (2011: 331) spoke to says, ‘I wore capes to hide my chest, I was so ashamed of it.’ In this way, shame for girls and women is significantly related to the seemingly ‘trivial’ concerns of appearance and physical attractiveness. Women, compared to men, are considerably more attuned to anticipating being judged, criticized and shamed for how they look (Dolezal 2015). Beyond the structural features that mean women are more likely to experience objectification and shame about their bodies, what Beauvoir’s account further highlights is that existence is necessarily inflected with gender; we can’t have an existential account of human existence and ignore the particularities in lived experience as a result of gender. What this also means is that shame, as an inevitable component of lived experience, is often ‘deeply gendered’ (Mann 2018a: 65). This is not to suggest that shame is always about gender, nor that it is experienced differently by men, women and other gender identities, but rather that shame is central to the formation of all gendered identity, and often plays a significant part in the normative formation and policing of both femininity and masculinity (Mann 2014). Shame is also frequently exploited to enable and enforce gendered inequalities (Bergoffen 2018).

The important intersectional insights offered by Beauvoir and Fanon regarding Sartre’s existential phenomenological account of shame, along with Sartre’s original account in Being and Nothingness, have been widely influential in contemporary scholarship about shame. The recent explosion of research and literature on shame within contemporary existentialism and phenomenology (Anderson 2021; Dolezal 2012, 2015, 2017, 2022; Dolezal and Rose 2023; Guenther 2011; Mitchell 2020; Morris 2011; Salice and Sánchez 2016; Sánchez 2013; Westerlund 2019, Westerlund 2022; Zahavi 2014), and on the politics of shame in the wider fields of philosophy, social theory and politics (Bartky 1990; Bergoffen 2018; Harris-Perry 2011; Kitchen 2013; Mann 2014, 2018a, 2018b; Salmela 2019) which draw on Sartre, Fanon and Beauvoir, demonstrates the enduring relevance and importance of their ideas about self-other relations, self-consciousness and shame.
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Introduction

In recent decades, interest in non-monogamous intimate relationships has grown rapidly. Polyamory, relationship anarchy, consensual, or ethical non-monogamy, and more have become popular in academic and public discourse. These practices destabilize the privileging of heterosexual nuclear families and the assumption that romantic coupledom is the ultimate form of love. Non-monogamous approaches flout cultural norms of exclusivity by avowing that intimacy is compatible with multiple dyadic and/or multi-party relationships. Although forms of non-monogamy differ in key respects, advocates for them tend to emphasize honesty, equality, and careful communication of expectations as core values (Klesse 2006). Philosopher Alexis Shotwell (2017: 279) defines non-monogamy as ‘consensually and with mutual interest negotiating desire for more than one relationship.’ Although monogamy literally means ‘one spouse,’ and thus names a form of marriage, it colloquially refers to a general structure of intimate relationships: namely, coupledom, usually involving sexual and romantic exclusivity. In contrast, as Shotwell states, non-monogamy involves actively negotiating the desire for more than one relationship, though it may not always mean having multiple intimate relationships at a given time.

In the emphasis on actively negotiating desires for multiple relationships, non-monogamous practices have much in common with existential commitments. In particular, Shotwell’s definition of polyamory is strikingly similar to the view of loving relationships one finds in the writings of Simone de Beauvoir, who throughout her life articulated the dangers of heterosexual marriage and the possibilities of a more expansive view of intimate relationships. Yet, while Beauvoir is an obvious touchstone for feminist theory, including feminist critiques of marriage, her work has not been a frequent point of reference in discourse on non-monogamy (Barker 2014 is an exception). This is perhaps surprising, since crucial to Beauvoir’s diagnosis of women’s condition is her view that monogamy disadvantages women. What’s more, she reflects on the benefits and challenges of non-monogamy, which she practised throughout her entire adult life, in her writings—including her philosophical and feminist writings, memoirs and diaries, and fiction. Finally, Beauvoir herself views loving relationships as crucial to human existence: in fact, they are the basis of justice.

At the same time, Beauvoir’s personal practices of non-monogamy have understandably been the target of censure. Beauvoir slept with many of her students, sometimes encouraging them to pursue sexual relationships with her long-time partner Jean-Paul Sartre. She and Sartre routinely lied to their relata about their relationships, with Beauvoir offering often rosy pictures of her intimate pursuits in her memoirs that belie the deceptions revealed in her posthumously published letters and diaries. Perhaps, then, Beauvoir might be viewed as too problematic a figure to be helpful for understanding non-monogamy. If so, it would be no wonder that she is not treated as a foundational theorist of polyamory, especially given that it still faces significant scepticism and vilification in mainstream society.

I will argue here that Beauvoir’s approach to love, as conveyed in her nonfictional writings, exemplifies an existential commitment to non-monogamy that is worth taking seriously. Given the complexities and often problematic nature of her own personal relationships, I am not advocating Beauvoir herself as a model for ethical non-monogamy. Rather, I aim to show that the conceptual framework she presents in her theoretical writings, diaries, and memoirs offers a coherent philosophy of non-monogamous love—although she did not always live up to this framework herself. For Beauvoir, loving more than one person at a time is possible and often desirable. Committing to another means inventing a fidelity to them that is distinct from intimate exclusivity. This fidelity, on Beauvoir’s view, is dyadic in nature, even when one has ongoing relationships with multiple partners.

In this article, I draw out the key features of Beauvoir’s philosophy of non-monogamous love. Her reflections on the topic are scattered throughout her oeuvre, spanning both passing references and extended treatments in her memoirs, novels, diaries, philosophical essays, magazine articles, and The Second Sex. While there is much rich material about love in her fiction (e.g. Kean 2018), for purposes of scope I focus here on her nonfiction, schematically drawing together key themes. After drawing attention to Beauvoir’s early reflections on non-monogamy in her student diaries, I turn to her critique of marriage. I note that this critique extends to most monogamous relationships, but that Beauvoir still leaves room for the possibility of authentic monogamous love. I then turn to her own view of love, where love is an act of valuing that fosters reciprocal recognition of ambiguity. I show that Beauvoir treats love as a dyadic bond, while avowing that one may have multiple dyadic relationships at a time. I address her approach to intimacy, hierarchical polyamory, and her own complicated relationship with the value of honesty in love.



Seeking Non-Monogamy: From Beauvoir's Early Diary Entries to her Pact with Sartre

In September 1929, a 21-year-old Simone de Beauvoir found herself in love with three men: her confident cousin and childhood love Jacques, the dashing philosophy student René Maheu, and Maheu’s eager intellectual friend Jean-Paul Sartre. Sartre shared a romantic visit with Beauvoir in Meyrignac in August 1929, with Maheu visiting her a few days after Sartre’s departure on September 1. Both during and between these visits, Beauvoir was deliriously happy. She writes, ‘I am completely understood, loved, and supported’ (Beauvoir 2019: 280). She feels confident in loving the three men each in their own way, although she ‘doesn’t know how to reconcile’ these loves (Beauvoir 2019: 280). Conscious of needing to choose between the three men down the line given the realities of bourgeois society, she realizes that, for the moment, her heart can be committed to all three at once.

Beauvoir’s diary entries on her loving relationships in adolescence and young adulthood illuminate nascent themes that she develops in her existential philosophy of non-monogamous love. In one passage written between Sartre’s and Maheu’s summer 1929 visits, she reflects on her love for Jacques and Sartre. She states,


I love each of them as if he were the only one. I will take from each all that he has for me; and I will give him all that I can give him. Who can reproach me for it?

(Beauvoir 2019: 281)



Here, we see her treating love as a way of valuing the singularity of each relationship without comparison. This economy of generosity, albeit unconventional, she believes to be morally above reproach.

Of course, Beauvoir’s musings from early September 1929 were not the prelude to a polyamorous arrangement with Maheu, Jacques, and Sartre. Although Beauvoir shared romantic back-to-back visits with each in Meyrignac, she was conscious of having to choose between them, knowing each wanted her for himself. She had long envisioned marrying Jacques and was still considering this at the time of these visits (see, for instance, Beauvoir 2008: 791). Maheu, who was already married, continually encouraged Beauvoir to marry Jacques. In retrospect, her choice looks easy: Beauvoir found her intellectual match in Sartre and a companion for the kind of lifestyle she sought. She writes of finding in him not only a passion in heart and body, but also ‘the incomparable friend of my thought’ (Beauvoir 2019: 280). Plus, Jacques announced his betrothal to another woman in October 1929 (Beauvoir 2008: 808).

However, as Kate Kirkpatrick points out in her 2019 biography Becoming Beauvoir, Beauvoir’s diary entries from this time reveal that Beauvoir’s famous October 1929 decision to pursue an open relationship with Sartre was not her first experience of what we would now call polyamory (Kirkpatrick 2019: 103). For decades, the dominant view among Beauvoir scholars had been that Sartre more or less convinced Beauvoir to be non-monogamous, and that she accepted an open relationship as a necessary evil even though she would have preferred monogamy and perhaps marriage (Kirkpatrick 2019: 12). Although these views have sometimes been coloured by stigma around non-monogamous relationships, especially before the recent rise in public discourse about them, Beauvoir herself contributed to this interpretation in the way she described the early days of their relationship in her memoir The Prime of Life. Here, she centres Sartre’s preference for non-monogamy while saying nothing of her own existing interest in it. Beauvoir (1992: 23–24) writes that ‘Sartre was not inclined to be monogamous by nature,’ being too interested as a young man in the ‘tempting variety’ of women. It was he, she writes, who made the case to her for an open relationship, saying that they have a ‘necessary’ love, but that it would be good for them additionally to have contingent love affairs (Beauvoir 1992: 24). She agreed, and they consented to their famous ‘two-year lease’ at Sartre’s suggestion: they would pursue an intimate relationship for two years, then live apart for a few years, and re-join each other once again, renewing their love without letting it devolve into ‘mere duty or habit’ (Beauvoir 1992: 24). While they were never monogamous in principle, they agreed to devote themselves to one another completely during the first two years, leaving no room to ‘actually tak[e] advantage…of those “freedoms” which in theory we had the right to enjoy’ (Beauvoir 1992: 24). After this period, they regularly had other lovers: some short-term, some multi-year, or even multi-decade.

Though Beauvoir presents it as Sartre’s idea, many of the themes within her description of this pact evince commitments that she avows as her own in other writings both before and after her famous conversation with Sartre as she describes it in The Prime of Life. The pact offers a vision of fidelity that is not tied to marriage, traditional romance, or sexual exclusivity, echoing the passion for exploring the range of affective existence and commitment to freedom evident in her early diaries. What’s more, because these diaries show that Beauvoir experienced the joy of multiple relationships before her conversation with Sartre, we cannot understand their pact as merely Sartre’s successful attempt to convince, let alone coerce, Beauvoir into non-monogamy.



Beauvoir's Critique of Monogamous Marriage

Beauvoir was critical of the bourgeois ideals of monogamous love and marriage from adolescence, even well before her joyful summer 1929 experience of simultaneously loving Maheu, Jacques, and Sartre. In her August 1926 diary, 18-year-old Beauvoir (2006: 77) muses on the ‘several things that I hate about love.’ The primary thing she hates is ‘the abandonment of all of oneself’ (Beauvoir 2006: 77), because such abandonment means forgoing one’s freedom in favour of sacrificing oneself to the other. Those familiar with Beauvoir’s accounts of love in later writings, especially the ‘Woman in Love’ chapter of The Second Sex, may be struck by the similarities between Beauvoir’s account of devotion and this adolescent entry. She also worries here that marriage dangerously commits individuals to lifelong contracts without honouring the self’s process of becoming (Beauvoir 2006: 78).

In her more developed work, Beauvoir takes aim at the norm of marriage following the standard social mould of bourgeois monogamy prevalent in France at her time of writing. Marriage presents itself as the only socially sanctioned option for lovers, leading many to adopt its structure unreflectively. For Beauvoir, by contrast, lovers should negotiate norms for their relationships that meet their own individual needs, as she and Sartre did in their well-known ‘pact.’ Plus, marriage tends to slot lovers into pre-existing social roles, encouraging bad faith as individuals are circumstantially forced to transform the intimate experience of love into the performance of public roles. By virtue of its role as a public social institution, marriage is at odds with the ‘singular recognition of the other’ achieved in love (Beauvoir 2011: 458). By fitting individuals into the roles of ‘husband’ or ‘wife’ (at Beauvoir’s time of writing), marriage makes it difficult if not impossible to treat the beloved as unique, because it implicitly compares them to other possible individuals who could fill such roles. In so doing, it additionally treats the beloved as static, failing to respect that selves change in an ongoing process of becoming (Beauvoir 2006: 78).

What’s more, monogamous marriage tends towards inauthentic love by virtue of sanctioning the desire to possess the other’s freedom. Beauvoir worries that it licenses what she perceives as the two primary threats to love: devotion and jealousy. For Beauvoir, devotion is an inauthentic way of loving another characterized by self-sacrifice. Devotion abdicates freedom by taking the other to be one’s ultimate end and acting for them (Beauvoir 2004b: 118–19). Devoting oneself to a loved one leads to becoming an ‘identity parasite’ (Morgan 1986: 126). Beauvoir thinks devotion is especially tempting for women in patriarchal societies, which gives them few opportunities to live out their own freedom through projects in the world; as a result, many women devote themselves to male partners and/or their children.

Although it appears to abdicate freedom, devotion paradoxically seeks to control the other’s freedom by parasitically living it out. As a result, devotion denies both one’s own and the other’s freedom in perpetual oscillation (Beauvoir 2004b: 118). Monogamous relationships romanticize devotion by upholding a single beloved that is one’s ‘other half,’ such that one’s lover becomes one’s source of identity, significance, and legitimacy in life (Morgan 1986: 130; see also Cleary 2015: 130–39). Monogamy also promotes jealousy, since jealousy is justified as a natural and even romantic reaction to feeling that one’s oneness with the beloved is threatened. Yet this sense of oneness is illusory; jealousy reveals that one sees one’s lover as one’s property (see Anderson 2021).

Beauvoir, then, is critical of monogamy in the social organization of marriage. However, does this critique extend to (a) monogamy generally, and (b) marriage in all of its possible forms? That is, do monogamy and marriage themselves license devotion and jealousy, or only tend towards these inauthentic forms of love under current social conditions in which monogamous marriage is taken for granted? After all, an existential account of authenticity recognizes that, to some extent, we are always tempted towards inauthenticity. As Beauvoir (2015a: 144–45) argues in The Ethics of Ambiguity, there is no recipe for ethical life: no one form guarantees freedom. The only way to judge whether a form is just is if it enables people to actively take up freedom. Do monogamy and marriage necessarily prevent this, or might it be possible to freely take up a pact of monogamy—and even marriage?

Beauvoir is equivocal on this point. In numerous passages, her critique of marriage seems to be an unambiguous, even ontological, condemnation. She jokes in The Second Sex that marriage itself is so incompatible with love that ‘at the very least divine intervention is necessary’ in order to keep love alive within it (Beauvoir 2011: 455). The public nature of marriage is fundamentally in tension with the private character of erotic intimacy (Beauvoir 2011: 67). She says that ‘marriage, whatever its form—monogamy, polygamy, polyandry—is itself nothing but a secular incident that does not create a mystical link’ between the partners (Beauvoir 2011: 77). As for monogamy outside of marriage, in writing of their pact in The Prime of Life, Beauvoir suggests that she and Sartre could not ‘deliberately consent’ (Beauvoir 1992: 24, trans. modified) to remain ignorant of all of the encounters they could have with other people and the emotions that would arise from them. To commit to monogamy would artificially restrict both their own and the other’s freedom by committing them to a lifelong rejection of such other experiences.

Yet she also occasionally writes positively about the possibilities of authentic monogamy and marriage. In The Second Sex, she writes that men might accept women as equal partners rather than expecting the woeful asymmetry of heterosexual marriage at her time of writing. She thinks this will likely involve both partners working outside the home so that the wife is ‘self-sufficient’ (Beauvoir 2011: 733). If this is the case, and ‘the man is scrupulously well-intentioned, lovers and spouses can attain perfect equality in undemanding generosity’ (Beauvoir 2011: 733). This passage, then, suggests that she thinks an authentically loving marriage can be achieved.

It may remain in question, however, whether this conclusion is consistent with other aspects of Beauvoir’s critique. One might say that monogamy is inauthentic because it restricts freedom: namely, one’s freedom to pursue multiple relationships at once. Yet there are two problems with concluding from her account here that monogamy is necessarily inauthentic because it restricts one’s freedom to explore other relationships. For one, Beauvoir’s existentialism recognizes that humans have limited time and resources to devote to various projects: we must always choose, and choosing involves closing off possibilities. Thus, from an existential perspective, it seems that one could state that monogamy, when freely chosen rather than consented to out of an uncritical respect for established social norms or fear of being left alone, is merely one of many valid ways to choose authentically for oneself.

Additionally, part of Beauvoir’s problem with monogamy is its failure to account for the changing nature of the self over time. But this arguably only holds for lifelong monogamous commitments, such as marriage. If one makes a short-term commitment that one freely renews over time, this would seem to be no more inauthentic than a renewable commitment to non-monogamy. Moreover, on a practical level, Beauvoir’s own pact with Sartre shows that one may be monogamous in practice while committing to the value of non-monogamy. In the same way that one can be single and living an authentic life, one may find oneself in just one relationship at a time while open to other relationships in principle. Beauvoir’s account of agreeing to the ‘two-year lease’ with Sartre is suggestive on this point. Recall that, though they agreed not to prevent one another from pursuing other relationships, they treated it as self-evident that they would not pursue other relationships for the initial period of their ‘pact’ (Beauvoir 1992: 24). While she does not elaborate on this point, the idea of giving themselves completely to their relationship initially sounds like what polyamorists describe as ‘new relationship energy’ (NRE), or the experience of infatuation early in relationships that incentivizes lovers to spend maximal time and emotional resources on one lover. While remaining committed to the principle of non-monogamy, Beauvoir and Sartre recognized that establishing their relationship involved practising monogamy for a time.



Beauvoir's Existential Philosophy of Non-Monogamous Love

I have argued elsewhere for reading Beauvoir as a phenomenologist of love who treats love as an affective mode of valuing a) the loved one and b) one’s relationship with them (Anderson 2021). From a non-monogamous perspective, Beauvoir views love as a way of valuing the singularity of the beloved while avowing that one may value multiple beloveds without comparing them to one another or licensing jealousy. She also treats love as a way of valuing the singularity of ‘each’ loving relationship, in which the relationships are dyadic. That is, loving more than one does not only involve treating each beloved as unique, but also treating each relationship established with each beloved as unique. The two-values interpretation is in the background of my argument here, though I will not thematize it here; I will focus on how Beauvoir’s philosophy of love comes out of her theory of reciprocal recognition, why this leads her to viewing intimate relationships as fundamentally dyadic, and how this pertains to non-monogamy and honesty.


Reciprocal Recognition of Lovers' Situated Freedom

Beauvoir’s approach to love is rooted in the belief, adopted from G.W.F. Hegel, that human relations are initially conflictual. She follows Hegel in (a) viewing both individual and group relations in this fashion, and (b) suggesting that this initial character of conflict may resolve into reciprocal recognition if the parties recognize each other’s freedom (Beauvoir 2015a: 76, 2011: 6–8). Beauvoir contrasts this view with an alternative social ontology stemming from Martin Heidegger, which treats humans as initially with one another in a non-conflictual harmony. For Beauvoir, the source of conflict between people is that we experience ourselves as subjects and others as objects. This tempts us to believe that we are pure subjects and they are pure objects. In actuality, however, others are subjects for themselves and we are objects for them: thus, there is a reciprocity between my subject-relation to others and their subject-relation to me. Both self and other are characterized by the condition of ‘ambiguity’: that is, the dual human condition of freedom and facticity. For Beauvoir, humans are both subject and object. Rooted in our situations, we also transcend them.

When we authentically recognize this character of ambiguity in both ourselves and others, we establish an ethical relation of reciprocity and begin to value others. This valuing is an ongoing feeling-act that deepens with greater intimacy over time, moving from a bare recognition of the other as freedom to an enriched sense of who they are and how we co-create a world together. Beauvoirian reciprocity is an embodied mutual recognition that unfolds over time and is incompatible with oppression (Anderson 2019; see also Parker 2015). Beauvoir (2004a: 249) considers reciprocity to be the foundation of ethical human relationships, since reciprocity honours the ambiguity of both self and other.

For Beauvoir (2015b: 77, 2011: 416, 706), love has a ‘privileged role’ among human relations because it is the primary site of overcoming conflict through reciprocity. Reciprocal recognition is often experienced erotically, as sexual encounters allow one to experience both self and other as body-object and consciousness-subject simultaneously (Beauvoir 2011: 415–16; see Bergoffen 1997; Anderson 2019). However, erotic love is not placed above other forms of intimacy: she notes, ‘love may be platonic as well as sexual’ (Beauvoir 2015b: 78), since what distinguishes it is that it reveals ‘the presence of the beloved’ in both their uniqueness and contingency. That is, love discloses the other in their ambiguity. Reciprocally, love enables us to experience our own ambiguity: she writes, ‘it is love given and love received that will be the most powerful aid in bringing about this paradoxical synthesis’ of being both ‘a minute particle of humanity and as an irreplaceable being’ (Beauvoir 2015b: 77). Experiencing ourselves as both situated and free is central to the human experience, and disclosed most clearly in the experience of loving. Authentic love, for Beauvoir (2011: 706, trans. modified), is based ‘on the reciprocal recognition of two freedoms.’

Reciprocal recognition requires a radical willingness to leave the other free. Even as love involves building a shared world between lovers, one must continually accept that the other is free to live an independent life by pursuing their own aims. Beauvoir (2006: 76–77) writes in her early diary, ‘It will be necessary to have a never-ending faith in the value of the one whom you love and know only with this faith because he is different from oneself; one must love him in this very difference.’ This is only possible when lovers are equal. Rather than losing oneself in the other, Beauvoir (2006: 78) longs for a love in which lovers ‘simply walk side by side, helping each other a little.’ She continues this theme in her mature writings, where she emphasizes that love ‘presupposes friendship’ (Beauvoir 2015b: 78). Inauthentic love, such as the form sanctioned by monogamous marriage, denies one side or the other of the human condition, failing to achieve reciprocal recognition (Beauvoir 2015b: 77–78).

Following this recognition of the beloved as unique—as a situated freedom in the world—Beauvoir thinks loving another person requires resisting the temptation to reduce them to a type or set of qualities. Love discloses the other as other, recognizing the other as a freedom that cannot be fully known by the self. This means that one see the beloved as ‘overwhelmingly and incomparably apart’ (Beauvoir 2015b: 78) from others, rather than as an object of comparison with them. In discussing jealousies emerging between loved ones, Beauvoir (1992: 192) states, ‘The moment anyone begins making calculations or comparisons, they cease to live for the moment.’ This suggests that comparison is not only a problem because it reduces the other to their situatedness and overlooks their freedom, but also because it has a tendency to foreclose partners’ ability to revel in the presence of each other’s company. In The Second Sex, Beauvoir (2011: 67) writes that eroticism ‘cannot be integrated into the social sphere, because there is in eroticism a revolt of the instant against time, of the individual against the universal.’ Erotic love sets up a private domain shared only between two, and which does not need to be intelligible to those outside of it. This privacy fosters lovers’ desire ‘to be irreplaceable for each other’ (Beauvoir 2011: 467), and that this irreplaceability must not be a result of duty or ongoing commitment but rather be spontaneous.



The Primacy of Dyads

As described above, Beauvoir articulates a picture of love as a reciprocal recognition between individuals who, in each other’s presence, transcend social roles and bask in their own private world. One might be struck by how similar this sounds to a classic picture of romantic love, including the bourgeois love-marriage ideal that Beauvoir condemns. Her claims about irreplaceability and reciprocal equality sound mononormative at first blush, given Beauvoir’s vaunting of the ‘couple’ who stands outside other social relations when lost in love.

However, Beauvoir pairs this emphasis on dyadic reciprocity with the idea that we may have many loving relationships at one time. She does not conclude that reciprocal recognition is achieved in marriage: in fact, she thinks marriage tends to kill it, for reasons specified above. Nor does she think that one need have a monogamous relationship in order for reciprocity to be possible. Indeed, monogamous relationships often fall prey to devotion and jealousy, as outlined above, both of which are failures to achieve reciprocal recognition.

Beauvoir’s descriptions of ‘the family’ that she and Sartre established offer some clues as to how Beauvoir squares her belief in the primacy of dyadic intimate relationships with non-monogamy. ‘The family’ was their name for what today might be called a ‘polycule,’ or a connected network of non-monogamous relationships. In The Prime of Life, she writes that each member of the family had a nuanced relationship with each other member, ‘and we were all careful to respect their singularity. I usually saw Bost with Sartre, but besides this exception, duos were the general rule’ (Beauvoir 1992: 401, trans. modified). Meeting in the Café de Flore, the family would split up into dyads, even sitting at separate tables, so they could speak one on one. Beauvoir writes that, although ‘people found these customs preposterous,’ they made perfect sense to those within the family. Savouring ‘the taste of tête-à-tête,’ conversation is best when it achieves ‘exclusive intimacy’ (Beauvoir 1992: 401): that is, when it takes place between only two. She writes that conversation with more than one other person at a time usually devolves into the mundane, as opposed to ‘true communication’ (Beauvoir 1992: 401, trans. modified). Relationships are dyadic because of the nature of intimate communication.

One may very well have multiple dyadic intimate relationships, however, including with people who, in turn, have their own relationships. This is what happened in ‘the family.’ Its members had relationships with varying degrees of intimacy, but Beauvoir considered it important not to let comparison enter the mix by introducing an element of a ‘third.’ Beauvoir (1992: 192) writes of Sartre’s relationship with Olga Kosakiewicz that, ‘As often happens, it was the intervention of a third party that caused trouble’: in this case, it was mutual friend Marc Zuorro, whose interest in Olga made Sartre jealous. Sartre came to believe Olga preferred Marco to him, and, in reflecting upon this, Beauvoir (1992: 192) suggests that the heart of the issue is the introduction of comparison into a dyadic relationship. She also notes that these jealousies were not sexually motivated, but rather had a platonic character. For Beauvoir, the difficult emotions that non-monogamy can engender should not be swept under the rug through sexual libertinism or considered insurmountable through recourse to human nature’s supposedly monogamous desires. Instead, we must grapple with eroticism’s hostility to group dynamics by freeing lovers for their own singularity, resisting comparison and jealousy not by repressing them but by shifting the focus back on dyadic reciprocity.

Advocates of polyamory might criticize Beauvoir for underestimating the power of group bonds. One might say that her acceptance of Hegelian recognition and view of reciprocity tacitly imports the ideal of coupledom into her philosophy of love. While Beauvoir places no cap on how many dyadic relationships one might have at a time, she does propose a difference in kind between dyadic and group relationships, privileging the former thanks to their potential for intimate reciprocal recognition. Given her pessimistic view that the introduction of a ‘third’ into a relationship fosters comparison and jealousy, she would likely be sceptical of multi-party intimacies.

A further question is whether Beauvoir advocates hierarchical polyamory. That is, does one need to put one (or more) dyadic relationship above others? This is a case in which Beauvoir’s life tells a certain story, but it is not entirely clear to what extent this maps on to her philosophical views. In her personal life, Beauvoir and Sartre practised hierarchical polyamory by having a primary partnership, treating their relationship as superseding other relationships. Even as Beauvoir and Sartre did not put specific limits on their other relationships with other partners, their main commitment was to each other. As noted above, her memoir The Prime of Life recounts that she and Sartre agreed that they had a necessary love, while their love for others was contingent. However, it is unclear to what extent this necessary/contingent distinction was simply a matter of personal lifestyle, or perhaps a language she borrowed from Sartre, as opposed to expressing Beauvoir’s own philosophy of love. The privileging of dyadic relationships that one finds in Beauvoir is not necessarily limited to a theory of primary partnership in a traditional open relationship structure, even though she did practise hierarchical polyamory in her personal life.



The Question of Honesty

The clearest sense in which Beauvoir and Sartre practised hierarchical polyamory was their policy of honesty. This is also the element of their love lives most at odds with Beauvoir’s espoused values, since it led to paternalistic treatment and deceptive behaviour towards other lovers. Starting with their two-year lease, Beauvoir and Sartre agreed to tell each other everything. They shared details of every aspect of their lives with one another in constant conversation and, when they were apart, detailed letters. Although they later softened this policy, speaking openly about their sexual and romantic experiences with other people remained the norm for them. For Sartre and Beauvoir, being honest with one another was a way of avoiding bad faith: subjecting each other’s experiences to each other’s ‘gaze’ by recounting them gave the lovers a more impartial sense of their own actions (Beauvoir 1992: 24, translation modified). We may conclude this approach to honesty was what indicated the primacy of their bond over their bonds with others—rather than, say, marriage or sex. Beauvoir (1998: 208) felt far more sexually passionate about Nelson Algren than she ever did about Sartre; she cohabited with Claude Lanzmann for years, while she and Sartre never lived together for any extended period. And, after flirting with the possibility of marriage early in their relationship, mainly so that they could find teaching positions in the same city, Beauvoir and Sartre left behind this possibility for themselves—though Sartre, at least, came close to marrying Dolores Vanetti and Lena Zonina.

This policy of honesty did not extend to their other relationships. Both Beauvoir and Sartre, especially Sartre, frequently lied to their other partners. They lied about who they were sleeping with, when they were returning from vacation—and who they were on vacation with—and even about the depth of their own relationship. As Hazel Rowley (2005: 84) puts it in her dual biography of the couple, ‘Sartre took the view that there were some people one simply had to lie to.’ Sartre seems to have been motivated by the desire to avoid women partners’ jealousy: multiple of his long-term partners, including Dolores Vanetti and Wanda Kosaciewicz, were known to be quite jealous (Rowley 2005: 144, 162, 221, 312, 338). While many of Beauvoir’s lies were acts of complicity with Sartre’s deceptions, she also lied to loved ones about her own relationships. For instance, core member of the ‘family’ Olga Kosaciewicz never knew that Beauvoir had a sexual relationship with Olga’s partner Jacques-Laurent Bost, let alone that this relationship lasted years. And her failure to tell Nelson Algren that she’d decided to cut their tour of Latin America off early so she could return to Paris to be with Sartre caused a huge amount of friction in her relationship with Algren, who wanted to marry her (Kirkpatrick 2019: 243).

Through the practice of lying to other people but telling each other all, Beauvoir and Sartre revealed the primacy of their relationship. Sartre told Beauvoir, ‘You are not only my life but also the honesty of my life’ (Rowley 2005: 112). He worried in this letter that Beauvoir would begin suspecting that his routine lying to other lovers would make her question whether he was honest to her. But he claims that he is totally honest with her, and that this is part of his ‘very self’ (Rowley 2005: 112). Much later in life, he told Olivier Todd that he copes with his women partners’ jealousy as follows: ‘I lie to them…It is easier, and more decent.’ Todd followed up by asking if he ever lied to Beauvoir. Sartre said, ‘Particularly to the Beaver’ (Rowley 2005: 338). This approach to honesty at best reveals a sound principle of non-monogamous love that two imperfect individuals failed to live up to during their lifetime; at worst, it puts into question the viability of their very approach to love. For Beauvoir’s part, she came to question the value of honesty in her subsequent work, coming to disentangle it from telling each other everything and seeing it as compatible with discretion (Beauvoir 1992: 25).




Conclusion

In 1950, Beauvoir (2015b: 76) wrote, ‘until now, our society has never known a love that was not founded on inequality.’ Equal love for Beauvoir is not a bourgeois love-marriage, but rather a comradeship between equals recognizing their singular situated freedoms. Equality is necessary for authentic loving relationships. This, she believes, has been impossible under conditions of rampant gender inequality. Thus, one might conclude that no authentic loving relationship is possible in an unequal society—after all, Beauvoir doesn’t exempt lesbian relationships in The Second Sex. And, as much as she offered a rosy picture of her and Sartre’s relationships in many of her writings, she struggled with jealousy, participated in deception, and was ignorant of power imbalances in her relationships with younger women.

At the same time, Beauvoir’s philosophy of love from her early to mature writings compellingly identifies problems with monogamous marriage and offers compelling reasons for treating non-monogamy seriously. Equality in loving relationships is a goal worth striving for even under non-ideal conditions, on her view. While her argument that the nature of intimacy renders dyadic relationships different in kind, as well as more valuable, than group bonds puts her at odds with some theoretical approaches to polyamory, it presents a valuable foil for such theories, against which an approach to the value of multi-party relationships might be articulated. More needs to be said about how Beauvoir’s unique account of freedom informs her view here—for instance, her view is a far cry from certain strands of non-monogamy, such as relationship anarchy and libertarian approaches. It is also distinct from the notion of ‘polyfidelity’ in polyamorous circles, which involves restricting sexual and/or emotional interaction to a delimited set of partners. Broadly speaking, however, polyamory rejects the widely held social expectation that love involves sexual and emotional fidelity to one other person. Instead, polyamorists suggest that satisfying and ethical relationships may be found with multiple people. This is not only compatible with Beauvoir’s philosophy of love, but also may be enriched by the rich existential account of reciprocal recognition we find in her work.
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Introduction

It is not unusual to see scholarly commentators suggest that existentialism affirms mortality as a necessary aspect of meaningful human life. In his seminal paper, ‘The Makropulos Case: Reflections on the Tedium of Immortality,’ Bernard Williams (1993: 73) claims that ‘Some existentialists […] seem to have said that death was what gave meaning to life, if anything did.’ More recently, one of the editors of this very volume has written a lovely personal reflection in which he argues that existentialists generally call for an acceptance of mortality and exhibit ‘a readiness to die’ and a willingness ‘to lose one’s being and merge with nothingness’ (Aho 2022: 119–20). And in an anonymous referee report on my new book (Buben 2022), I was told that existentialism ‘generally treats death […] as the fundamental given of human existence, one [that] provides life with its coherence, urgency, and meaning.’ In this chapter, I will make the case that these and other similar associations of existentialism and mortality are somewhat misguided.

In the context of the contemporary analytic debate about the meaningfulness/desirability of immortality (which Williams’ paper kicked off around fifty years ago), my book has already made this case with respect to several of the main figures usually tied to existentialism. While I would agree that a primary goal of existentialist thinkers is to make mortal lives meaningful, they do not generally hold that life must be mortal in order to be meaningful, or that acceptance of mortality is a worthwhile aspiration. None of the thinkers I focus on make definitive claims about the necessity of mortality for establishing human meaning, and very few of them clearly advocate for such acceptance.1 In their own ways, they all recognize the importance of finitude, but mortality is not the only (or even the main) source of finitude in human lives. As many figures associated with existentialism admit (see e.g. Sartre 1992: 698–99), humans would be meaningfully finite even if they were chronologically indefinite. The distinction between meaning-generating finitude and mortality should not be surprising to careful observers of these individual figures, but the popular conception of existentialism exemplified above is not always so careful. To keep my argument—that ordinary mortality does not play such a substantial and constructive role in existentialist thought—concise and straightforward, I will focus on two of the most obviously anti-mortality thinkers in the tradition: Miguel de Unamuno and Albert Camus.



Unamuno and the Hunger for Immortality

There is no need to beat around the bush in making this claim: annihilative death destroys human meaning, according to Unamuno. As one commentator explains, ‘For Unamuno there is no meaning in this life if there is not another life in which the self he currently is remains’ (Evans 2013b: 60; cf. Ariso 2017: 91; Culpepper 1961: 280; Evans 2013a: 48). In his own words:


If at the death of the body which sustains me […] my consciousness returns to the absolute unconsciousness from which it sprang, and if a like fate befalls all my brothers in humanity, then is our toil-worn human race nothing but a fatidical procession of phantoms, going from nothingness to nothingness […] If we all die utterly, wherefore does everything exist?[…] it is the Wherefore that corrodes the marrow of the soul […] our thirst of immortality, of survival, will always stifle in us this pitiful enjoyment of the life that passes and abides not.

(Unamuno 1954: 42–44)



This tethering of hope for personal meaning to the prolongation of the person immediately puts Unamuno at odds with the popular view of existentialism, but why is he so critical of chronological finitude, and correspondingly so enthusiastic about immortality?

Unamuno (1954: 41) believes every human being longs for immortality, and he sees ubiquitous religious traditions and commemorative rituals as supporting evidence. We find intolerable the notion that our lives will one day be entirely swallowed up in nothingness (see e.g. Unamuno 1954: 47, 57). Unamuno (1954: 43–44) even goes so far as to claim that utter annihilation is more repugnant to him than the perpetual sufferings of hell: ‘It is better to live in pain than to cease to be in peace.’ But even if this seems like a rather extreme, and maybe naïve, declaration, it is hard to deny that many of our behaviors and attitudes seem aimed at our own preservation in some sense or another.2 These days, when traditional views on immortality no longer seem tenable, we still bring children into the world and create works of art and ingenuity hoping to pass on our genes or etch our names into the historical record. We may not always be entirely sensitive to the nature of our hopes, but they are, nonetheless, manifestations of the human hunger for immortality. Unamuno (1954: 52; cf. 46, 51, 55–56) states, ‘When doubts invade us and cloud our faith in the immortality of the soul, a vigorous and painful impulse is given to the anxiety to perpetuate our name and fame, to grasp at least a shadow of immortality.’ One other type of ‘shadow’ Unamuno (1954: 46–47, 57) discusses is the pan(en)theistic or monistic ‘trick’ that promises preservation in God’s mind or the bare conservation of mass/energy in the universe; certain religious and philosophical worldviews use these ideas to comfort those afraid of personal annihilation. What these ‘shadows,’ or consolation prizes, all have in common is that they are usually not what people really want when they get nervous about their impending doom (cf. Candelaria 2012: 55–56; Evans 2013b: 64).

What we really want, in the midst of our desperate attempt to preserve something of ourselves in any way we can, is personal immortality. Unamuno (1954: 45) famously exclaims,


I do not want to die—no; I neither want to die nor do I want to want to die; I want to live for ever and ever and ever. I want this “I” to live—this poor “I” that I am and that I feel myself to be here and now, and therefore the problem of the duration of my soul, of my own soul, tortures me.



Although he regularly refers to the soul living on, which might call to mind immortality in a religious afterlife of some kind, there is nothing in this passage that clearly rules out a technologically achieved life extension in the here and now. He seems to have a strong preference for bodily longevity (see e.g. Unamuno 1954: 47; cf. Culpepper 1961: 285), and he does not seem too opposed to living on in something like worldly life with certain adjustments. Unamuno (1954: 231) states, ‘What we really long for after death is to go on living this life, this same mortal life, but without its ills, without its tedium, and without death.’ Since many of the speculative technologies aimed at extending life would simultaneously eliminate, or at least mitigate, life’s various ills (e.g. medical technologies that cure diseases and rapidly heal injuries), and many excellent arguments have been put forth about why boredom need not be a serious concern even in everlasting lives,3 it seems possible that desires like Unamuno’s can avoid dependence on the supernatural.

None of what has been said thus far is meant to suggest that Unamuno thinks he is likely to attain personal immortality of any sort. His own capacity to reason and all available evidence indicates the opposite (see e.g. Unamuno 1954: 90, 103–4). Nonetheless, even if it is highly unlikely that he will experience a continuous flow of personal consciousness, he argues that the essential task for each individual is to live as though he/she/they deserves to go on indefinitely. Borrowing a sense of rebelliousness from Étienne Pivert de Senancour, Unamuno (1954: 268) states, ‘If it is nothingness that awaits us, let us make an injustice of it; let us fight against destiny, even though without hope of victory; let us fight against it quixotically.’ In addition to Don Quixote, this passage also smacks of Dylan Thomas’ famous poem (written over a decade after Unamuno’s death), as Unamuno recommends an anti-rational rejection of going quietly. Every person has a certain uniqueness and Unamuno finds it shameful, perhaps criminal, for the universe to just rub out each irreplaceable perspective one after another. His reaction to such criminality is to struggle to become more irreplaceable, more unique, so the injustice of annihilating him, and the corresponding indictment of the universe, will be even greater. He thinks you should ‘Act so that in your own judgment and in the judgment of others you may merit eternity, act so that you may become irreplaceable, act so that you may not merit death’ (Unamuno 1954: 263). Unamuno ultimately seems to be pushing his readers into something vaguely resembling Christian service to others—the more they value us and depend on our contributions, the worse it will be if/when the universe permanently wipes us out.4 Our indispensability is an argument of sorts for not exterminating us (in the unlikely event that the universe is paying attention and wants to/can do something about it).

Before moving on to see how Camus relates to the preceding, I should respond briefly to a recent critique of my account of Unamuno.5 Doing so will only strengthen my claim about his anti-mortality stance. Alberto Oya (2022: 112) says I fail to explain ‘the reasoning behind Unamuno’s claim that we all naturally (and so inevitably, and thus non-voluntarily) long for an endless existence.’ Oya argues that because every human being has a natural ‘hunger for immortality,’ according to Unamuno, there is no place for him in contemporary disputes about whether it is desirable or not. We simply cannot help it, so questions about whether and why someone might affirm or deny its desirability do not really come up for Unamuno. The hunger is a necessary metaphysical fact about us rather than a ‘psychological, empirically contingent claim’ (Oya 2022: 113). I do not disagree with Oya’s basic point about Unamuno here. I stated up front that Unamuno believes every human being longs for immortality, citing the abundance of religious traditions and commemorative rituals to support his view. The problem is that this fairly uncontroversial basic point about him is not the most crucial issue in my account of Unamuno, and I am not sure it should get more attention than it does. Of greater significance, Oya (2022: 114) ignores what is most relevant, for my purposes, in Unamuno’s work, which leads him to make two key mistakes in arriving at the conclusion that Unamuno ‘cannot offer any relevant philosophical contribution to the current debate as to whether an endless existence would be something desirable.’

First, while it is true Unamuno thinks hunger for immortality is natural and universal, that does not preclude his repeated criticisms of those who fail to desire it properly. What Unamuno advocates for is a desire for personal immortality, but he acknowledges that attaining it is highly unlikely, and thus, it is common for our universal hunger for immortality to manifest itself in other, less personal, yet more attainable ways. In his words, we seek ‘shadows of immortality.’ It is these ‘shadows’ that Unamuno rejects and mocks repeatedly in the relevant parts of Tragic Sense of Life, and, to paraphrase Oya, it is indeed a psychological and empirically contingent matter whether or not we are able to fend them off and maintain our longing for true personal immortality. Failure to do so attracts Unamuno’s scorn. See, for example, his critique of Friedrich Nietzsche:


His heart craved the eternal All while his head convinced him of nothingness […] Bursting with his own self, he wished himself unending and dreamed his theory of eternal recurrence, a sorry counterfeit of immortality […] And there are some who say that his is the philosophy of strong men! No, it is not. My health and my strength urge me to perpetuate myself. His is the doctrine of weaklings who aspire to be strong, but not of the strong who are strong. Only the feeble resign themselves to final death and substitute some other desire for the longing for personal immortality. In the strong the zeal for perpetuity overrides the doubt of realizing it, and their superabundance of life overflows upon the other side of death.

(Unamuno 1954: 50–51; cf. 231)



Unamuno’s judgment of those who retreat from personal immortality into the shadows suggests he might have more to contribute to ‘the current debate’ than Oya claims.

Oya’s other big oversight is related to what is really at stake in the desirability debate.6 Whether or not desire for immortality, in some sense or another, is unavoidable for us, the debate is mostly about whether immortal life would be worth living or meaningful. I think Oya recognizes this fact about the debate, but he seems to believe Unamuno does not really address the (im)mortality and meaning issue in a relevant way. Again, I am not sure why Oya would believe that (his short response paper provides insufficient explanation). As I discussed at the beginning of this section, Unamuno thinks mortality is destructive of human meaning. Holding such a view makes Unamuno very relevant to a debate about the meaningfulness of immortality because it leads him to see immortal life as the only form of life that has any hope of being truly meaningful. Unamuno may well be wrong about that,7 but he is most certainly weighing in on the central issue of the debate when he asks (rhetorically), ‘If we all die utterly, wherefore does everything exist?’



Camus and the Revolt Against Death

Considering the not insignificant differences between them, Unamuno and Camus also have some striking commonalities that will become more apparent as we examine the latter. For the more atheistically inclined Camus, the world is inherently meaningless, and yet, humans have a natural tendency to seek out meaning and attempt to make sense of it (cf. Pölzler 2018: 482–83). Although we have always attributed meaning to the world (e.g. through religion), these attributions never hold up to scrutiny, and our ultimately futile behavior is what renders human existence absurd:


I said that the world is absurd but I was too hasty. This world in itself is not reasonable, that is all that can be said. But what is absurd is the confrontation of the irrational and the wild longing for clarity whose call echoes in the human heart. The absurd depends as much on man as on the world.

(Camus 1975: 26)



The problem is that most of us have a hard time accepting our own absurdity, which leads us to retreat into one of two types of suicide: literal and philosophical. The literal sense of suicide does not require much explanation, but ‘philosophical suicide’ is Camus’ term for any attempt to establish (or reestablish) a connection with some larger or absolute notion of meaning. The most obvious examples of such an attempt involve a ‘leap’ into a dubious religious faith, and this leap is suicidal insofar as the leaper hopes without evidence that there will be a (safe) place to land. This movement suggests a failure to be honest with oneself about what can be expected from the world in which one lives. Camus (1975: 85) says, ‘The leap in all its forms, rushing into the divine or the eternal […] all these screens hide the absurd.’

Instead of retreating or hiding from the absurd through self-deception (or literal suicide), Camus recommends a kind of revolt that involves standing up to, and taking complete ownership of, one’s absurd situation. As he puts it,


One of the only coherent philosophical positions is thus revolt. It is a constant confrontation between man and his own obscurity. It is an insistence upon an impossible transparency. It challenges the world anew every second.[…] It is that constant presence of man in his own eyes.

(Camus 1975: 53–54)



Left to our own devices, revolt allows each of us to take on responsibility for the value we attribute to our own existence. Without absolute value or guidance built right into the universe, taking responsibility in this way is how we can individually create and cultivate a life worth living (cf. Camus 1975: 54). Of course, this sort of creative self-cultivation is somewhat arbitrary and ultimately purposeless, but it is the best we are going to get if we insist on foregoing suicide (in either sense) and living an absurd life (cf. Camus 1975: 103–6).

The most interesting aspect of Camus’ revolutionary embrace of the absurd, at least for my purposes, is that it insists on longevity. He states, ‘belief in the absurd is tantamount to substituting the quantity of experiences for the quality.[…] what counts is not the best living but the most living’ (Camus 1975: 59). Since every experience is equally meaningless in the big picture and creating some limited value in an absurd existence happens only through standing up to it and refusing to run away from it (i.e. refusing suicide), we must keep the revolution going as long as we can (cf. Wolfs 2010: 75–76). Because death ends the modest meaning-making of the ‘absurd man,’ it is, in a way, his enemy (Camus 1975: 79).8 With more life comes more experiences, more chances to thumb one’s nose at the universe and one’s absurd place in it, and death is the only obstruction to whatever these further value-producing activities might be. Here is Camus (1975: 61) doing the math:


To two men living the same number of years, the world always provides the same sum of experiences. It is up to us to be conscious of them. Being aware of one’s life, one’s revolt, one’s freedom, and to the maximum, is living, and to the maximum.[…] Let us say that the sole obstacle, the sole deficiency to be made good, is constituted by premature death. Thus it is that no depth, no emotion, no passion and no sacrifice could render equal in the eyes of the absurd man […] a conscious life of forty years and a lucidity spread over sixty years.[…] The absurd and the extra life it involves therefore do not depend on man’s will but on its contrary which is death.[…] One just has to be able to consent to this. There will never be any substitute for twenty years of life and experience.



Given his emphasis on quantity of life experience, we can now begin to see what he has in common with Unamuno.

It is certainly true that Unamuno’s idiosyncratic religious inclinations distinguish the two of them, but he and Camus both clearly champion the extension of personal existence, and they both argue that it is necessary for the cultivation of meaning in life. They also share the view that annihilative death is a kind of injustice. In what amounts to a near paraphrasing of Unamuno, Camus (1975: 84) claims that ‘In the rebel’s universe, death exalts injustice. It is the supreme abuse.’ As we will see, I think there is even a case to be made that Camus would sympathize with Unamuno’s rather extreme position about preferring the suffering of hell to personal annihilation. This is not to say Camus (cf. 1975: 98–102) wants anything to do with a fantastical otherworldly immortality (unlike Unamuno), which would seemingly require the very philosophical suicide he repudiates, but he (like Unamuno) does not rule out living an indefinitely extended life of value in this world. He states,


The heart learns thus that the emotion delighting us when we see the world’s aspects comes to us not from its depth but from their diversity. Explanation is useless but the sensation remains and, with it, the constant attractions of a universe inexhaustible in quantity.

(Camus 1975: 87)



Somewhat surprisingly, it is a tale of the afterlife that serves to drive home his point about the ‘inexhaustible’ benefits of staying alive in the here and now.

In his retelling of the myth of Sisyphus, Camus argues for the enduring value of what looks like a miserable, tedious, and pointless immortality. For the crime of interfering with the work of Death (at least according to some ancient versions of the story), Sisyphus is condemned by the gods to spend all eternity repeatedly rolling a boulder up a hill only to have it roll back down to the bottom each time he approaches the top (Camus 1975: 107–8). It is not only the perpetual misery of excruciating physical labor that Sisyphus must endure, but also the psychological torment of knowing his monotonous efforts are ultimately purposeless. As Camus (1975: 108–9) puts it, Sisyphus’


Whole being is exerted towards accomplishing nothing.[…] If this myth is tragic, that is because its hero is conscious. Where would his torture be, indeed, if at every step the hope of succeeding upheld him? The workman of today works every day in his life at the same tasks and this fate is no less absurd. But it is tragic only at the rare moments when it becomes conscious.



After setting this rather bleak scene, Camus famously takes things in a rather interesting direction. Although condemned to an absurd immortality, Camus (1975: 111) says he can ‘imagine Sisyphus happy.’

Because revolt is about how many experiences one has, not what kind of experiences one has (since no experience is inherently more worthwhile than any other), Sisyphus is Camus’ quintessential ‘absurd hero’ for refusing to hope he can escape his fate. Each pointless, back-breaking ascent is another opportunity for Sisyphus to determine the value of his own absurd existence. Of course, in at least one important way, Sisyphus’ absurd resolve is unique—literal suicide does not seem to be among his options. But, according to Camus, he does not beg the gods for mercy or resent his predicament; he owns it. Sisyphus ‘scorns’ the gods and will not allow them to determine what his experiences mean (cf. Gordon 2008: 188).9 To them, his rock-rolling is punishment, but that is not all it is or can be; so long as Sisyphus exists, he can engage in the inexhaustible work of self-cultivation through creative reinterpretation of his activities. Camus (1975: 110–11) concludes


His fate belongs to him. His rock is his thing.[…] The absurd man says yes and his effort will henceforth be unceasing.[…] he knows himself to be the master of his days.[…] Sisyphus returning towards his rock […] contemplates that series of unrelated actions which becomes his fate, created by him […] One always finds one’s burden again. But Sisyphus teaches the higher fidelity that negates the gods and raises rocks. He, too, concludes that all is well. This universe henceforth without a master seems to him neither sterile nor futile.[…] The struggle itself towards the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart.



There is no denying that the Sisyphus story really pushes the limits of Camus’ stubborn revolt and the value it can generate, but if he is right about what is possible for Sisyphus, then it should also be possible for humans with normal or even extended lifespans in less outrageous situations.

So why might Camus sympathize with Unamuno’s controversial preference for hell over annihilation? If even Sisyphus can realize some sense of value or meaning in his existence, perhaps no suffering is so horrible that we ought to prefer extinction.10 Though I am certainly suspicious about this kind of claim, Camus does suggest a mitigating defense built around another figure from Greek tragedy—Sophocles’ Oedipus. Despite his famously terrible life, Camus (1975: 109–10) is impressed that Oedipus can still assert ‘that all is well’ in his old age: ‘that remark is sacred.[…] It teaches that all is not, has not been, exhausted.’ Like Sisyphus, Oedipus has been assigned an extremely painful existence by the gods and, like Sisyphus, he can still derive value from it (in his case, through the simple joy of spending time with his daughter). The point of this comparison seems to be that our capacity to create value in life is astonishingly resilient; it can even reemerge after many years of persistently awful circumstances. So long as we do not die, there will likely be more opportunities for worthwhile experiences. We will no doubt have ‘our nights of Gethsemane’ (Camus 1975: 109), our moments of despair and agony, but perhaps dawn awaits those who can hold on a little longer.11



Conclusion

Given the anti-mortality views of Unamuno and Camus, and their place in the existentialist tradition, it should now be apparent that the practice of generalizing about acceptance of mortality and its necessity for meaning/value within the tradition is flawed and should probably be abandoned. Should anyone care to complain that the, admittedly extreme, opposition to mortality expressed by these two figures is something of an outlier, I have argued in other recent work that the rest of the tradition (including most of the central contributors) provides not much more than varying degrees of ambivalence about the significance of mortality. I do not mean to suggest that every thinker associated with existentialism takes a more or less dim view of mortality but identifying an exception here and there does not warrant making problematic generalizations. At the very least, I hope commentators will be more careful about doing so in the future.



Notes


	Simone de Beauvoir probably comes closest to suggesting that mortality is necessary for the cultivation of meaning, but even in her case there is some ambiguity. In A Very Easy Death, Beauvoir’s (1965: 91, 105) reflections on her mother’s death, she does not advocate for the acceptance of death without a fight, and in fact, she even seems to enlist in her mother’s ‘rebellion’ against it (this response is foreshadowed by the appearance of part of Dylan Thomas’ ‘Do not go gentle into that good night’ as the book’s epigraph). Despite the significant suffering caused by her various ailments, Beauvoir’s (see e.g. 1965: 14, 88, 93) mother never stopped demanding more life. Watching it all play out, Beauvoir comes to develop a great appreciation for her mother’s demeanor. In her final thoughts on the situation, Beauvoir (1965: 105–6) explains:

‘He is certainly of an age to die.’ The sadness of the old; their banishment: most of them do not think that this age has yet come for them. I too made use of this cliché […] I did not understand that one might sincerely weep for a relative, a grandfather aged seventy and more.[…] we are all mortal; at eighty you are quite old enough to be one of the dead […] But it is not true. You do not die from being born, nor from having lived, nor from old age. You die from something.[…] My mother encouraged one to be optimistic when, crippled with arthritis and dying, she asserted the infinite value of each instant; but her vain tenaciousness also ripped and tore the reassuring curtain of everyday triviality. There is no such thing as a natural death […] All men must die: but for every man his death is an accident and, even if he knows it and consents to it, an unjustifiable violation.



Although she does not always speak of death like this, Beauvoir’s willingness to see it here as a kind of injustice to rebel against makes her sound a lot like both Camus and Unamuno (as we will see). For more on Beauvoir’s views on meaning and (im)mortality, see Buben (2022: Ch. 9).

Friedrich Nietzsche is probably the best example of a so-called ‘existentialist’ advocating for the acceptance of mortality (see e.g. ‘On Free Death’ from Thus Spoke Zarathustra), although he stops short of asserting that life must be mortal in order to be meaningful. For more on Nietzsche’s views on meaning and (im)mortality, see Buben (2021a).


	Cases of suicide seem like obvious counterexamples to what Unamuno is saying. I am not sure his preference for a life of pain over nonexistence is entirely defensible, but Unamuno does think he can explain suicide within the framework of universal longing for immortality. He says, ‘it is the supreme longing for life, for more life, the longing to prolong and perpetuate life, that urges [suicidal individuals] to death, once they are persuaded of the vanity of this longing’ (Unamuno 1954: 44–45).

	See Buben (2015), where I highlight several of these arguments and add one of my own.

	It must be noted that anyone can engage in such service, regardless of station in life or religious orientation. Unamuno (1954: 273–74) uses the example of a simple shoemaker who, through deep concern for the comfort of others, can become so indispensable to them that they will feel his death as a great injustice.

	The simplified overview provided in this chapter is based on the more detailed treatment of Unamuno’s relevant ideas originally found in Buben (2021b), where I bring him into the contemporary debate about the desirability of immortality.

	Oya (2022: 112) makes another, more minor, mistake when he says, ‘the truth is that in this debate Unamuno is simply quoted and, at least as far as I know, there has been no serious attempt to analyse in depth the philosophical relevance (if any) of Unamuno’s position when addressing the current debate on the question as to whether living an endless existence would be something desirable.’ Williams (1993: 91–92) does more than ‘simply quote’ Unamuno, even if he might not dig as deep as Oya would like (cf. Buben 2021b: 143–44).

	He is clearly unimpressed by the various ‘shadows of immortality’ that promise to preserve meaning once we are gone, and he seems rather committed to the notion that persistence of individual subjects is necessary for the persistence of their meaning, but plenty of thinkers remain unconvinced that these positions imply the impossibility of meaning in life while it is still being lived (see e.g. Bradley 2015: 413–16).

	Many deaths are not the result of suicidal escape, of course, but Camus (1975: 55) thinks making peace or coming to terms with death is similarly problematic: ‘It is essential to die unreconciled and not of one’s own free will. Suicide is a repudiation. The absurd man can only drain everything to the bitter end, and deplete himself.’

	Thomas Nagel (1979: 22–23) says Camus’ talk of ‘scorn’ and ‘revolt’ is a tad dramatic. He might be right in more mundane cases of supposed ‘revolt,’ but I think these terms are suitable for Sisyphus’ over-the-top situation.

	Claudia Bozzaro (2018: 117–18, 121) thinks The Myth of Sisyphus does point toward such a conclusion but argues—with the help of Camus’ The Plague—that he would have a more compassionate response in cases where physician-assisted dying is necessary to alleviate extreme, long-term suffering.

	See Buben (2022: Ch. 8) for a more detailed treatment of the Camusian ideas discussed in this chapter.
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Introduction

This chapter offers an interpretation and partial defence of Jean-Paul Sartre’s conception of freedom in Being and Nothingness. Sartre’s well-known insistence that freedom involves a groundless, non-deliberative, ongoing choice of one’s life is often deemed obscure, implausible, or both. However, I have come to the view that there is much to be said for it, at least when it is regarded as a specifically phenomenological thesis.1 In what follows, I will draw on Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, supplemented by themes in the writings of Simone de Beauvoir and Knud Ejler Løgstrup, in order to set out what I take to be a plausible account of the phenomenology of freedom.

Central to Sartre’s conception of freedom is the proposal that we are to be identified with our possibilities. Only a being that ‘is its own possibility’ can experience possibilities as integral to its surroundings and understand ‘possibility as possibility’ (Sartre 2018: 155).2 According to Sartre, how the surrounding world appears practically significant to us depends upon a contingent arrangement of values. It is relative to these values that things matter to us in the ways they do. Our values are not imposed from elsewhere or somehow discovered by us. Furthermore, they do not take the form of fixed, enduring characteristics that determine the course of our actions. There is nothing outside of them to specify or justify them. Their persistence is instead akin to a choice that we continually make to sustain, develop, transform, or abandon networks of values. For Sartre, freedom is not a localized phenomenon; it is a matter of being the possibilities that we have chosen, something that envelops how we experience and relate to the world as a whole. To be what we are is to be oriented towards what we are not yet.

My aim in this chapter is to sketch a phenomenological account of freedom that I take to be broadly right, rather than simply to endorse what I take to be Sartre’s position.3 This will involve agreeing with Sartre that our sense of freedom is not to be identified with a localized, episodic experience with a distinctive quality, such as a feeling of intention, volition, choice, or effort. Instead, it is something that encompasses all of our experiences and is presupposed by our actions. However, freedom, as characterized by Sartre, appears oddly bereft of structure and amenable to no further characterization. Our coming into being is a matter of pure contingency, and the organization that we give to our lives is ultimately attributable to the ongoing exercise of a groundless freedom—it is the ‘choice of myself within the world and, by the same token, my discovery of the world’ (Sartre 2018: 604). This is variously described by Sartre (2018: 576, 578, 593) as ‘the fabric of my being,’ a ‘nothingness,’ and an ‘unanalysable totality.’ I will suggest that, although the distinctive way in which an individual’s life is organized can be construed as a matter of ongoing choice, the overall form of human experience, which is a prerequisite for having an organized life, cannot. From time to time, we might be said to explicitly recognize the contingency of a practically meaningful world that is more usually taken as given, as well as its dependence on values for which we are ultimately responsible. But this is not the revelation of a bare freedom. Our freedom has a structure, one that is amenable to further analysis. To be more specific, I will identify some of the ways in which it depends on relational possibilities involving other people. If we are to anticipate and actualize outcomes in light of our values, other people must offer possibilities of certain distinctive kinds. Given this, it would be more accurate to say that we are our possibilities than that I am mine.

To develop this position, I will turn first of all to Being and Nothingness, endorsing Sartre’s view that pre-reflective freedom consists in a way of experiencing and responding to our surroundings. Then, I will consider Simone de Beauvoir’s (2018) account of how the sense of freedom depends on certain ways of experiencing and relating to other people. Following this, I will emphasize the need for a more concrete and discerning account of the relevant interpersonal possibilities, by drawing on Knud Ejler Løgstrup’s (1997, 2007) conception of basic trust and what he calls the ‘sovereign expressions of life.’ As I draw things together, Peter Strawson’s (2008) discussion of ‘reactive attitudes’ will also make a brief appearance.



Freedom and Possibility

Central to Sartre’s conception of pre-reflective freedom is the manner in which our experience is infused with possibilities. We do not experience only certain actions and thoughts as free. Rather, we already experience ourselves as free before we think and act; freedom spans our whole being. As Sartre (2018: 61) says, it is not a ‘faculty of the human mind that can be contemplated and described in isolation.’ My focus throughout this chapter is on pre-reflective freedom, a freedom that we take for granted in our daily lives without explicitly recognizing it.4 According to Sartre, reflective experiences of freedom are rare. For the most part, it is instead manifest in our responses to possibilities offered by the surrounding world. He gives the example of writing a sentence, where the words we write are called for by a larger situation; they appear on the page spontaneously and without foresight. In situations like this, we experience our possibilities through the process of actualizing them. A situation elicits responses by presenting us with various ‘requirements,’ including ‘matters of urgency’ (Sartre 2018: 75). So, if such experiences are acknowledged to include a sense of freedom, it is not to be found in a localized, internal feeling that precedes, accompanies, or is integral to an experience of action.

Sartre maintains that the possibilities we encounter in the world reflect the possibilities that we are—the two are inseparable. My writing this sentence is not an isolated act. It is embedded in the larger project of making a particular point, in the context of writing a chapter, a project that itself makes sense only relative to a set of wider philosophical concerns. In this way, the possibilities offered by our surroundings are specified by an intricate, hierarchically embedded organization of projects and associated values, relative to which the things around us matter as they do. Because our experiences are organized in light of our values, we come to live in a world ‘populated by requirements’ (Sartre 2018: 78).5 We do not generally act on the basis of preceding mental states that are experienced as internal to ourselves. Instead, actions are elicited by experiences of what is lacking in our environment, which themselves depend upon which possibilities we strive to actualize (Sartre 2018: 570).

The experience of freedom is not limited to a sense of what we can and perhaps ought to do (something that is implicit in the demands the world places on us). In pursuing our projects, we equally experience things as impeding us in various ways. For instance, Sartre (2018: 630) mentions the crag that appears to the climber as too difficult to climb. Something can only impede or obstruct us insofar as we confer on it a certain significance, via a project that we take up. How situations constrain our activities therefore depends on choices that we make. It can be added that our freedom is not a circumscribed part of our lives, encompassing only those experiences that include the likes of ‘I can,’ ‘I am required to,’ and ‘I cannot.’ Instead, it is inextricable from and indispensable to the overall form or structure of experience. I will offer a case for this that is not explicit in Sartre’s Being and Nothingness but is—I think—implied by what he does say. A first step is to acknowledge, in line with the wider phenomenological tradition, that objects of experience are imbued with various different kinds of significant possibilities, not all of which relate directly to our own agency. As Sartre (2018: 153) observes, when we look up at the dark clouds, the possibility that it will rain ‘belongs to the sky like a threat.’ Possibilities such as this are phenomenologically irreducible. We do not first experience the clouds and then infer that it might rain or have two separate experiences: perceived clouds and imagined rain. Instead, the objects of our current experiences always surpass themselves, pointing beyond themselves to something else (Sartre 2018: 152). In other words, all of our experiences are imbued with a sense of the possible.

The next step is to observe that our experiences of possibility are organized in specific, intricate, and interdependent ways. Implicit in my experience of any situation is a sensitivity to the differences between various kinds of possibilities that it incorporates: ‘I can;’ ‘I cannot;’ ‘they can;’ ‘they cannot;’ ‘we can;’ ‘they can but I cannot;’ ‘I can but they cannot;’ ‘it will happen regardless of what anyone does;’ ‘it is imminent;’ ‘it might happen at some point,’ and so forth. In the case of the ‘I can,’ what is elicited always appears as a possibility, rather than as something inevitable. Alternative possibilities remain available, even if they are not salient. As I write this sentence in a spontaneous, unthinking way, I do not experience its coming as unavoidable; there remain other possibilities. I could just stop. Importantly, I experience such possibilities as distinct from those involving epistemic uncertainty. As a rock falls down a cliff, I do not know exactly where it will land, and a number of contrasting possibilities may appear salient. However, this is not how I experience possibilities associated with my own agency. We experience our own possibilities in the guise of ‘I can’ rather than ‘it might happen.’ We also distinguish this ‘I can’ from ‘others can.’ As Sartre would put it, there is always a gap between what is now the case and how I act; I do not experience my actions as determined by what precedes them or as mere unknowns. Furthermore, this ‘I can’ is integral to the structure of all experience. It is one of many kinds of possibilities in terms of which the world is organized. If ‘I can’ could not be distinguished phenomenologically from these other possibilities, experience as a whole would lack structure.

For Sartre, our sense of freedom further involves the absence of any underlying foundation for our projects and values. Our possibilities reflect our projects, which reflect further projects, and so on. But the structure as a whole is groundless. In a choice-like way, we are responsible for the structure of our lives over time, for continuing to accept the values and pursue the projects relative to which some possibilities and not others appear to us: ‘[…] the meaning of all these minor passive expectations on the part of reality, of all these banal and everyday values, derives from an initial project of myself, which is akin to my choice of myself within the world’ (Sartre 2018: 79).6

There is, I think, something importantly right about Sartre’s claim that we are ultimately responsible for the underlying values and projects that give our lives structure. We cannot simply choose to undo it all instantly and start again. Similarly, though, we are ordinarily deemed responsible for our well-established beliefs. Although we cannot change them in an instant, we can interrogate and revise them over time. Furthermore, there are times in our lives when projects and values are profoundly disrupted—sometimes due to our own decisions and actions but often as a result of contingent events. The unexpected bereavement, the illness, the injury, the accident, the financial collapse, the war—with such events, an organized world that one took for granted can cease to be sustainable. Situations no longer offer the possibilities that they previously did and there is no basis for one’s actions (or, at least, a substantial subset of one’s actions). One is thus required to act in ways that involve reaching out without a basis, so as to consolidate new projects and systems of values that then come to reorganize one’s world (Ratcliffe 2022). In certain extreme scenarios, we could think of such world-constituting actions in terms of groundless choice—the ongoing choice of having a world that is organized in one or another way, to be contrasted with choosing something against the backdrop of a world that is already constrained by entrenched projects, values, and prescriptions.

Yet, even if something along these general lines is accepted, the sense of freedom still has a structure. Hence, what I do not wish to accept is that freedom eludes phenomenological characterization, beyond talk of the groundless choice of oneself and one’s world (Sartre 2018: 603–4).7 It is important to distinguish the content or organization of a life from the overall form of experience that is required for it to have any such organization. The phenomenology of freedom is integral to the latter. I also part company with Sartre by maintaining that freedom is not simply something that we either have or do not have. During times of upheaval, the overall form of experience can be fragile and malleable. Being deprived of the idiosyncratic and contingent organization of a life is compatible with retaining a sense of freedom and, with it, a capacity to reconstitute one’s life. However, it can further involve changes in the structure of experience that erode freedom itself, denying one the ability to sustain or restore a world of organized possibilities that include the ‘I can.’ Hence, the extent to which a challenging situation might constrain the scope of potential activities is to be distinguished from how the sense of freedom is itself susceptible to change. I will now propose that central to the structure of freedom, and also its malleability, are distinctive kinds of possibilities involving other people.



Freedom and Other People

To appreciate how freedom depends on other people, it is first necessary to acknowledge that it has a structure, one that is amenable to description and further analysis. Here, it is helpful to draw a comparison with Sartre’s discussion of the body, given that the relationship between freedom and the body is—I suggest—analogous to that between freedom and our relations with other people.8 For Sartre, we are our possibilities, we are our freedom, and we are also our bodies. It is only through a body that the world can appear to us as an organized arrangement of possibilities. Sartre (2018: 416–17) summarizes his position succinctly by referring to the body as the ‘contingent form taken by the necessity of my contingency.’ In order to have any kind of world, it is necessary to have some kind of body. However, this body could take any number of more specific forms—which bodily characteristics and capacities one has is a contingent matter. The contingent features of one’s body influence which possibilities show up. For instance, certain things appear to us as above or below, left or right, accessible or inaccessible. Even so, our bodies do not fully determine which possibilities we experience, as the significance of our bodily abilities and limitations also depends on which projects we pursue.

In my view, Sartre’s most convincing argument for the necessary dependence of world experience, and therefore freedom, upon having a contingently structured body is as follows:


[…] if in fact the ends that I am pursuing could be attained through a purely arbitrary wish, if it were enough to wish for something in order to obtain it, and if the use of implements were not determined by definite rules, I would never be able to distinguish within me a desire from a volition, or a dream from an act, or the possible from the real.

(Sartre 2018: 439)



Sartre thus recognizes that intentionality (construed phenomenologically) has an intricate structure. Our pre-reflective experience distinguishes between what is currently perceived, what is imagined, what is remembered, what we try to do, what we actually do, what we can do, what others can do, and so forth. Almost all of our experiences and thoughts presuppose such distinctions.9 A being with no bodily constraints and an unlimited capacity to actualize possibilities would not in fact experience any possibilities at all, as such constraints are a necessary condition for encountering situational possibilities in structured ways. In their absence, the distinction between possibility and actuality would collapse and, with it, our freedom.

Although the precise form that the body takes is indeed contingent, it seems implausible—on the basis of Sartre’s analysis—that just any kind of object could serve as a body. Consider, for example, an impregnable, immobile cube, with no capacity for acting upon its surroundings or being affected by them. Even though the properties of our bodies are contingent, the form that our contingency necessarily takes can still be characterized in more specific terms. As Sartre recognizes, a body has capacities, limitations, weaknesses, vulnerabilities, and a cohesive, practically engaged point of view. In addition, one might argue that the likes of change and finitude are essential to the body, that to be one’s possibilities is also to be constrained by ageing. The sense of freedom therefore requires the body to have properties that can instantiate such characteristics. Only with such a body can we experience a world organized in terms of various different kinds of interrelated possibilities, which appear to us pre-reflectively as distinct from one another—a world in which we can try, succeed, fail, be threatened or harmed, find safety, or run out of time.

Much the same point applies to how we anticipate and experience other people. In a number of different ways, the structure of freedom depends on relational possibilities involving others. Sartre recognizes something of this but emphasizes a certain kind of relation: that of being alienated from one’s own possibilities and thus coming to recognize one’s ‘facticity’ or object-like nature, which would otherwise be phenomenologically inaccessible. Focusing on the relational experience of shame, he refers to discovering an ‘aspect of my being’: I cannot be ‘vulgar’ or ‘clumsy’ on my own; they are possibilities that only appear with the interpersonal, requiring the recognition that ‘I am as the Other sees me’ (Sartre 2018: 307–8).

Shame, as conceived of by Sartre, is not a reflective experience whereby we first evaluate our appearance or actions as they are encountered by others and then respond to that evaluation emotionally. Instead, it is a spontaneous, pre-reflective, bodily experience, an ‘immediate shudder’ (Sartre 2018: 308). Integral to this experience is a sense of alienation from one’s own possibilities (which are experienced through our bodies and can thus be affected by changes in bodily experience). Rather than appearing dynamically in the guise of our freedom, they become the frozen object of another’s gaze. Although they are still recognized as our own, there is an experience of distance or detachment from them: ‘my freedom is over there, outside the freedom that I live, like a given attribute of this being that I am for the other’ (Sartre 2018: 360). So, instead of being a mere object within one’s world, the other person is encountered as a locus of possibilities that has ‘stolen the world from me’ (Sartre 2018: 351). Sartre adds that we are able—to varying degrees and in various ways—to contain and limit this reorganization of our possibilities around the other. Nevertheless, our most fundamental relation with others, our sense of what it is to share a world with them, is constituted by the ‘constant possibility of my being seen by the Other’ in a way that involves the reorganization and deadening of possibilities (Sartre 2018: 352).

I do not seek to deny that the possibilities offered by other people include our being affected in some such way. Nevertheless, this is just one aspect of what it is to experience others in a distinctively personal manner. Importantly, it is also only one of the ways in which interpersonal experience relates to the sense of freedom. At this point, we need to step beyond Sartre’s account, which emphasizes how interpersonal relations alter our pre-reflective sense of freedom, our dynamic engagement with possibilities that reflect our projects. What is required is a wider-ranging analysis of interpersonal possibilities, which acknowledges how the interpersonal is also essential to an initial, pre-reflective experience of freedom. As such, it is established in advance of anything that might be described in terms of an alienation from one’s possibilities or the revelation of one’s ‘facticity.’

We can come to see how interpersonal experience sustains a pre-reflective sense of being one’s possibilities by further drawing on the analogy with the body. As with bodily capacities, limitations, weaknesses, and vulnerabilities, it is important to recognize the ways in which various different aspects of interpersonal experience contribute to our sense of the possible. We need to look past the likes of shame, fear, and pride, which Sartre associates with the ‘look’ of the other; relational possibilities involving other people are also essential to the pre-reflective, practically organized world.

In addressing how interpersonal experience contributes to the sense of freedom, it is informative to consider Beauvoir’s The Ethics of Ambiguity, first published in 1947. Beauvoir (2018: 27–28) offers a largely complementary view of human existence as irrevocably incomplete, always oriented towards significant possibilities that reflect projects and values: ‘the goal toward which I surpass myself must appear to me as a point of departure toward a new act of surpassing.’ Her discussion, like Sartre’s, is concerned with something that envelops human experience as a whole, rather than something that accompanies only certain activities: ‘no action is conceivable without this sovereign affirmation of the future’ (Beauvoir 2018: 124).10 Beauvoir further identifies some of the ways in which freedom depends on other people, departing in the process from Sartre’s emphasis on a self-alienating gaze. For instance, she suggests that having any projects at all requires a sense of there being distinct, interdependent, and potentially conflicting projects. To have practical possibilities is also to have an appreciation of their being given by others, potentially taken away by others, and embedded in shared practical meanings. Thus, in a manner reminiscent of Heidegger (1962), others are presupposed as conditions of intelligibility for the projects upon which our possibilities depend (Beauvoir 2018: 76). If this is accepted, then our pre-reflective freedom requires that of others, insofar as the intelligibility of our projects depends on there being both shared and competing projects, which are themselves intelligible only on the assumption of freedoms beyond our own. Others, as loci of projects that are distinct from one’s own, do not just take away one’s possibilities; they can also grant, sustain, and further them.11

According to Beauvoir, relational possibilities involving others also play a more fundamental role in the constitution of our freedom. She and Sartre agree that we are essentially incomplete, always striving towards possibilities that themselves point to further possibilities. Yet one’s own life has a determinate endpoint when those possibilities will be extinguished. One cannot anticipate such an endpoint and continue to sustain a sense of there being possibilities stretching out in an open-ended way. According to Beauvoir, the only way to maintain our sense of the possible in the face of a limited lifespan is to recognize the interdependence of our own freedom and that of others. This allows possibilities to extend indefinitely, beyond the bounds of one’s own life: ‘we can only be free with an open future and only others can extend it beyond our own life.’ Consequently, the ‘me-others relationship’ turns out to be just as indispensable to the structure of my experience as the relationship between subject and object (Beauvoir 2018: 78). Beauvoir goes on to endorse the following, more general position:


[…] it is not true that the recognition of the freedom of others limits my own freedom: to be free is not to have the power to do anything you like; it is to be able to surpass the given toward an open future; the existence of others as a freedom defines my situation and is even the condition of my own freedom.

(Beauvoir 2018: 97)



The phenomenological role of others is therefore comparable to that attributed to the body by Sartre. The other is not encountered first of all as a modification of our freedom that reveals our otherwise inaccessible objecthood. Like our bodies, others operate to constrain and enable, contributing to our sense of what we can and cannot do, our vulnerabilities, what is given to us, and what we are dependent upon. Moreover, our experiencing an open-ended arrangement of possibilities, shaped by but not determined by our past, depends on certain ways of relating to others just as it does upon having a body. In order to have an open future, at least one of the following must apply: (a) some of these possibilities are experienced as ‘ours,’ rather than just ‘mine’ or ‘yours;’ (b) some of ‘my possibilities’ are directed towards furthering possibilities that I recognize as ‘yours’ or ‘theirs.’ Otherwise, my possibilities die with me. In this way, Beauvoir promotes a conception of human lives as dynamic, open-ended, and interdependent.12

However, in addressing the relationships between human freedom and interpersonal experience, we can also be more discerning. There are many ways of anticipating and experiencing other people, which affect our own possibilities differently. Furthermore, different kinds of relational possibilities predominate in different kinds of human relationships and situations. Experiencing the world as a structured arrangement of possibilities, of a kind that can sustain coherent patterns of practically meaningful action over time, involves being open to all of these. Furthermore, there is interpersonal and temporal variation in the kinds of interpersonal possibilities we are receptive to. This renders not only the contingent organization of a life but also the phenomenological structure of freedom susceptible to change. The price we pay for our possibilities is fragility and vulnerability, something that applies to our interpersonal relations just as it does to our bodies.



People and Possibilities

Sartre does not limit his discussion of interpersonal possibilities to shame and the look. Having also mentioned pride and fear, he goes on to describe a range of ‘concrete’ interpersonal relations, which give rise to ‘entirely new modes of being of the for-itself’ (Sartre 2018: 479). However, he adds that all of these somehow incorporate the conflictual relation that he has already identified. As he writes, ‘conflict is the original meaning of being-for-the-Other’ (Sartre 2018: 483). Hence, the dynamics of human relations can be characterized in terms of various tensions between retaining one’s own freedom and striving to possess the freedom of others. I have proposed that even the pre-reflective, undisrupted experience of freedom depends on others. So, the scope of our concrete relations with others should be construed more broadly. In particular, I want to suggest that the structure of freedom depends upon a form of pre-reflective, non-localized, interpersonal trust. In a given situation, we might distrust Sue to do p, or distrust Bob full stop. However, localized distrust arises against the backdrop of a wider pattern of interpersonal anticipation. This involves continuing to depend on specific others, and others in general, in a number of ways—they will tell me the truth; they will not harm me for no reason; they will help me if I am in great need. Without this, an organized network of ongoing, changing, and developing projects would become unsustainable. Trust, at least as I conceive of it in this context, is a pre-reflective anticipatory structure common to a wide range of interpersonal situations, spanning relations that take the form of ‘we,’ ‘I-you,’ and ‘I-them.’13

A detailed account of the phenomenological fundamentality of trust is offered by Løgstrup, in The Ethical Demand and some of his later writings. For Løgstrup, trust is our basic, default way of anticipating and encountering other people. Episodes of distrust and more enduring attitudes of distrust towards specific individuals or collectives involve its modification. Trust, according to Løgstrup, consists in a kind of openness to others’ influence. We allow ourselves to be vulnerable before them; to trust is to ‘lay oneself open’ (Løgstrup 1997: 9). Trusting relations of this kind enrich our sense of an open future by pointing to new possibilities. Interpersonal encounters include the potential to be affected in ways that alter one’s possibilities, opening up the future in new and sometimes unanticipated ways: ‘By our very attitude to one another we help to shape one another’s world’ (Løgstrup 1997: 18). It can be added to Løgstrup’s account that this is also something we anticipate from our encounters with others, contributing to our sense of what it is to experience someone in a distinctively personal way. And, I suggest, a fully rich sense of an open future is not only a matter of pursuing certain possibilities in light of one’s projects, but also of appreciating the potential for its interpersonal transformation.

Trusting others involves tolerating a degree of indeterminacy—even if it is unclear what is the case or what will happen, we can depend on them when navigating situations. So, trusting expectations involving others enable us to act under conditions of uncertainty. In addition, they involve recognizing that the outcomes of our actions do not depend on us alone and that our lives can move in unanticipated directions, potentially involving profound shifts in our projects and values. A sense of there being certain kinds of interpersonal possibilities is therefore an important aspect of how we experience the future—a qualitative enrichment of our openness to new possibilities. In this way, having an open future involves accepting one’s dependence and vulnerability, being ‘in the power’ of others’ ‘words and conduct.’ In contrast, encountering others on the basis of inflexible assumptions or suspicion is to not let them ‘emerge through words, deeds, and conduct,’ amounting to a ‘denial of life’ (Løgstrup, 1997: 14). If this is broadly right, then trusting anticipation is not just one of the ways in which we encounter others—it is inseparable from the potential to be affected by someone in a specifically personal way.14

In addition to this, trust is a condition of possibility for constructing, sustaining, and developing a coherent arrangement of projects. In fact, it plays multiple roles. Becker (1996) draws helpful distinctions between trust as ‘credulity,’ ‘reliance,’ and ‘security.’ We are epistemically reliant on others and—for the most part—credulous. Otherwise, we would be faced with a level of chronic epistemic uncertainty that would undermine much of what we do. Most of our projects also involve one or another form of practical reliance upon others. They may work with us or for us, and almost all of our own efforts depend in some way on the reliability of their labours—the power will not go out; the tools will not fall to pieces; the car will start; the delivery will arrive. Most of our goal-directed activities further presuppose a non-localized sense of safety or security—they will not harm me, ridicule me, destroy what I have done, or undermine what I do for no reason. If one ceased altogether to anticipate people in these ways, an organized world of future-oriented possibilities would become unsustainable.15

Radically different ways of anticipating and experiencing other people, bereft of basic trust, therefore amount to privations of an open future—of a world of meaningful possibilities that include the ‘I can.’ And it is plausible that these sometimes occur. For instance, Eugene Minkowski (1970: 189) describes a form of experience that involves encountering others only as the undifferentiated judges of one’s own guilt: ‘he was not persecuted by living men but by men who were transformed into persecutors and were only that. He no longer saw the total, complex life of the human being.’ This transformation of interpersonal experience is, Minkowski suggests, inseparable from a future that is bereft of the potential for positive development and a past that is set in stone—no longer subject to reinterpretation in light of meaningful, unfolding events. R. D. Laing (1960) describes another predicament, where others appear only as an existential threat, something that is similarly incompatible with sustaining a coherent perspective upon a world of organized possibilities.

To put all of this in more Sartrean terms, we could say that trust is integral to the constitution of the for-itself, to the ability to choose any kind of organized world, and thus to our freedom. Without at least some degree of trust, we could not experience a fully open future or sustain the various possibilities that depend on having stable networks of projects and values. Hence, non-localized trust, as manifested in the anticipation and experience of concrete relations with others, is integral to the phenomenological structure of freedom. In its most basic form, trust is not something that is chosen, something that is contingent and groundless in the way that an arrangement of values and projects might be said to be contingent and groundless. Instead, it is a condition of possibility for having any system of projects. Exactly who we trust and when we trust are contingent. However, having trust, like having a body, is a necessary condition for freedom. As Løgstrup (1997: 18) suggests, this is not something that we choose or acquire, but something that is given as a condition of our being:


Trust is not of our own making; it is given. Our life is so constituted that it cannot be lived except as one person lays him or herself open to another person and puts her or himself into that person’s hands either by showing or claiming trust.



Different aspects or subtypes of trust (such as epistemic and practical) are amenable to further analysis, as are the ways in which and the degrees to which trust can be eroded. Thus, insofar as trust is integral to freedom, our sense of freedom is equally amenable to analysis. However, the interpersonal conditions of freedom are not limited to trust. In developing a wider perspective, it is again informative to draw on Løgstrup (2007) and, more specifically, what he calls the sovereign expressions of life.16 These are said to include the likes of trust, mercy, and openness of speech, although Løgstrup does not provide a comprehensive taxonomy. Such ‘expressions,’ as he understands them, are not ‘applied’ by us in the context of already established interpersonal situations. Instead, they are integral to how we pre-reflectively experience and respond to interpersonal situations, arising spontaneously as ‘claims’ that a situation makes upon us. They are thus analogous to Sartre’s account of writing as a spontaneous, pre-reflective response to requirements that emanate from our experienced surroundings. The sovereign expressions, for Løgstrup, play an essential role in both opening up and transforming interpersonal situations. Hence, they are also implicated in a wider-ranging sense of openness and possibility. They are to be contrasted with ‘obsessive and encircling movements of thought and feeling’, such as envy and jealousy, which fix upon something in a rigid way and perpetuate themselves by precluding openness to meaningful change (Løgstrup 2007: 53).

Løgstrup (2007: 59) remarks that, unless we acknowledge how the sovereign expressions operate in the context of concrete encounters, we will be left with an account of human experience that is too abstract, culminating in ‘existentialism’s vacuous talk of the vacuous self.’17 Nevertheless, we can—I suggest—reconcile the two by conceding that, although the continuing organization of a life might resemble a choice, the basis for that choice has a structure—our bodies and our relations with others together open up certain kinds of possibilities that would otherwise be inaccessible to us. So, a sort of groundless choice is in fact compatible with Løgstrup’s (2007: 67) insistence that ‘we live off something that we cannot credit to ourselves.’ The conditions of freedom are to be found in the capacity for certain kinds of interpersonal relations; there is a ‘positive experience of the freedom of existence in the realized sovereign expressions of life’ (Løgstrup 2007: 68).

This account of trust and the sovereign expressions points to the prospect of distinguishing and further describing the various kinds of possibilities integral to interpersonal experience and how they relate to one’s being a locus of possibilities. Effectively, what Løgstrup provides us with is a partial phenomenological account of what Strawson (2008) has called the ‘reactive attitudes.’ These are the attitudes that characterize ‘participation in a human relationship,’ consisting of reactions to the ‘good or ill will or indifference of others’ (Strawson 2008: 9–11). Strawson emphasizes just how much it matters to us whether others’ actions involve one or another attitude towards us, from goodwill and affection to indifference and malevolence. Furthermore, he suggests that an organized arrangement of reactive attitudes is so deeply engrained in our conceptual scheme that it could not—in practice—be abandoned. By adopting a phenomenological approach along the lines set out by Løgstrup, we can see why. The kind of experiential world we are able to sustain depends on the kinds of attitudes we anticipate from others in general. Our own reactive attitudes, such as gratitude and blame, relate to what we anticipate from others and, more specifically, what we require or demand of them. The full spectrum of reactive attitudes is a reflection of the various different kinds of possibilities that we associate with other people, what we expect from them. However, we do not merely anticipate and respond to the attitudes of others within the context of an already established world. Interpersonal expectations of various kinds are also integral to the constitution of that world. The attitudes that we anticipate from others, how we respond to those attitudes, and what we anticipate from others in response to our own words and deeds contribute to the sustenance of a world and to the sense of being a free agent.

The task of analysing the structure of freedom therefore includes that of analysing the various attitudes we anticipate from and adopt towards others—how they are interrelated and which, if any, could be said to have priority. This encompasses Løgstrup’s ‘sovereign expressions’ and—potentially—much else besides. Some forms of interpersonal expectation are integral to unproblematic, pre-reflective freedom, while others might be said to modify it or disrupt it, opening up new possibilities for self-experience and self-conception. What elicits the ‘reactive attitudes’ is not experienced solely in the guise of psychological states possessed by oneself and others. Interpersonal expectations are also embedded in the experienced world, operating as conditions of intelligibility for projects and associated practical possibilities. This perspective also allows for numerous permutations: different ways of being in the world and with others.

In conclusion, I have suggested that, with certain qualifications, talk of existential freedom is quite plausible. Freedom involves a sense of ‘I can,’ along with various other interrelated possibilities. These are integral to experienced situations and depend in various different ways on our relations with others. Our pursuit of possibilities is dynamic in nature—changeable in both form and content. In one sense, it is groundless; the specific organization of a life is contingent and malleable. However, our freedom also has a phenomenological structure, including both bodily constraints and a multi-faceted arrangement of possibilities concerning other people. If this is right, then much of the required philosophical work was not done back in the 1940s. It remains to be done, in the guise of a detailed analysis of the necessary conditions for experiencing a dynamic, interpersonal world of organized possibilities, some of which take the form ‘I can.’
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Notes


	As Webber (2018: 40) observes, Sartre’s account of freedom is often regarded as implausible, but on the basis of a ‘view of freedom much simpler and less credible than the one he actually held at this stage of his career.’

	I will be referring throughout to Sarah Richmond’s 2018 translation of Sartre’s 1943 Being and Nothingness. Page numbers refer to the English language text.

	One could also use the term ‘free will.’ However, I avoid it here, as it has connotations of effort, volition, or choice. For Sartre, our experience of freedom involves something more pervasive and fundamental, a sense of the possible that is presupposed by any localized occurrence that we might identify as an exercise of will. The will, he says, ‘requires’ an ‘original freedom’ (Sartre 2018: 582). In this chapter, I also refrain from engaging with metaphysical debates concerning free will. I am concerned exclusively with the relevant phenomenology. Nevertheless, phenomenological analysis has the potential to inform metaphysical debates by clarifying the phenomena at stake.

	This can be contrasted with the reflective awareness of freedom that Sartre (2018: Part One, Chapter 1) maintains can be acquired through ‘anguish.’

	Echoing Heidegger (1962), Sartre (2018: 281) emphasizes our interactions with organized arrangements of equipment that reflect our various goal-directed projects: ‘as I am my possibilities, the order of equipment in the world is the image, projected into the in-itself, of my possibilities, i.e., the image of what I am.’ However, we can also think of the many ways in which things matter and the underlying values relative to which they matter in broader terms. For instance, we could include the full range of aesthetic and moral experiences, along with enduring commitments and pastimes that involve repeated patterns of activity rather than interacting with equipment in moving towards a practical goal.

	It should be added that the sense of freedom is not, according to Sartre, something that precedes an arrangement of projects and is responsible for their appearance. That would involve a misleading abstraction. He maintains instead that our freedom is always manifested within concrete arrangements of projects: ‘the for-itself’s freedom is always committed; the freedom in question here bears no relation to some undetermined power, able to pre-exist its choice’ (Sartre 2018: 625). One is not free to summon a world out of nothing, but instead to sustain, modify, or abandon projects that are more or less central to the organization of one’s life.

	In this respect, at least, I depart from Sartre’s (2018: 575) position, which involves maintaining that freedom is an existence without essence, something that cannot be ‘contained within a definition.’ This would seem to conflict with the project of providing a phenomenological analysis of its structure.

	It can be added that the phenomenological roles played by the body and by other people are inextricable. It is together that they determine the kinds of possibilities accessible to us. Although I focus on bodily and interpersonal experience, I do not claim that they are together sufficient for a sense of freedom, only that they are both necessary.

	See Ratcliffe (2017) for a discussion of forms of experience that involve changes in the overall structure of intentionality, in the pre-reflective sense of perceiving as distinct from imagining or remembering.

	Beauvoir adds that the nature of our freedom is routinely obscured in various different ways, giving rise to both individual attitudes and larger political orientations that fail to acknowledge our essential dynamism and incompleteness. Ethics, she maintains, involves the ‘triumph of freedom over facticity’ (Beauvoir 2018: 48).

	Sartre does explicitly acknowledge that, when we confer significance upon things in light of our projects, we already encounter those things within a context of shared practical meanings. Whether or not something is a car or a computer does not depend on my freedom alone (Sartre 2018: 663). However, Beauvoir’s point is also concerned with how the intelligibility of one’s own projects depends on there being distinct projects attributable to others.

	See Webber (2018) for a wider-ranging discussion of historical and philosophical relationships between Sartre’s changing conception of freedom and Beauvoir’s position. Webber also considers Merleau-Ponty’s critique of Sartre on freedom, and how the three philosophers conceive of the ‘sedimentation’ of projects and its implications for the sense of freedom.

	Hence, trust is not specific to a form of we-intentionality, something that Sartre (2018: 564) takes to be derived from a more basic experience of conflict.

	Løgstrup (1997) adds that there is a unilateral demand that we care for those who place their trust in us, which originates in the recognition of our own life as a gift. For current purposes, I set this aside, as nothing that is said here requires its acceptance.

	Such points can be complemented by a developmental perspective. For example, Fonagy and Allison (2014) offer an account of how epistemic trust depends on attachment and of how different attachment histories give rise to different epistemic dispositions. Epistemic trust, they maintain, is a precondition for accessing shared knowledge through interpersonal interactions. Without it, one may live a life characterized by ‘rigidity,’ ‘lack of flexibility,’ and constant searching for an affirmation that cannot be obtained due to a pervasive lack of security. Couching this in more phenomenological terms, we might say that one lacks access to certain kinds of interpersonal possibilities, in a way that alters how one experiences and engages with the world more generally, as well as one’s orientation towards an open future. See also Blankenburg (2012) for a discussion that integrates phenomenological and developmental perspectives on how the structure of experience is affected by loss of the capacity for trust.

	In developing his account of the sovereign expressions, Løgstrup engages with themes in two of Sartre’s plays: The Devil and the Good Lord and The Condemned of Altona.

	In fact, the complaint is reminiscent of Sartre’s (2018: 34) own criticisms in Being and Nothingness of overly abstract thinking.
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Søren Kierkegaard loved Regine Olsen, but he broke off their engagement (Garff 2013: 186–91)—not because he loved someone else, but because he chose a way of existing that was incompatible with marriage and family, in his view: a life dedicated to reminding others of the need to choose how to exist. This ‘religious’ mission, for Kierkegaard, was not ‘better’ than family life, but involved a different way of judging better and worse, of affirming what matters.

For Kierkegaard, no code or algorithm can decide between incommensurable ways of esteeming and existing: one must choose. That choice is genuine only if it does not deceive itself into believing that one is just following a rule, that there is no sacrifice involved, or that the unchosen alternatives have no merit. Authentic individuals must choose without knowing that their choice is ‘right’; they must embark on a venture in the twilight. At the critical moment, nothing can replace our need to decide; we have to leap.

Is this notion of existential choice worth revisiting in the 21st century? Or have we outgrown it by coming to understand the social and biological conditions of human behaviour? Is the notion not only naive but dangerous, inasmuch as it celebrates irrational, indefensible, and arbitrary decision? This chapter will defend the reality of freedom and the need for existential choice. I will lay out some important ways of existing, distinguish existential choice from other forms of choice, and describe how temporality is transformed in a moment of crisis.


The Truth of Freedom

It is clear that we want freedom to be real, and that we normally use the concept of free choice to make sense of life. When we are theorizing, we may debate whether human behaviour is determined by nature, nurture, or both, and we may see these as the only alternatives. But in our everyday practical lives, we trust in choice as a factor beyond genetics and environment.

We begin with stories. Children are hungry for them, and adults never completely sate that hunger: we interpret our own lives and our surroundings in narrative form, and through both factual and fictional stories we learn to empathize with others and explore possibilities that we may never realize in our own actions. These narratives would not be engaging, or even intelligible, without a question that presupposes freedom: What will the protagonist choose to do? The human capacity to act gives the dramatic pivots of a story their urgency and importance. Stories draw us into their plots not simply because we are curious about what will happen, but because they revolve around moments that demand a decision.

The Greek word for decision is krisis. A crisis takes place at a kairos: a singular, transformative moment when a unique opportunity for action presents itself. Crises may unfold slowly and subtly, but they tend to climax at a point that presents a unique, nonrecurring opportunity for success or failure. Kairos can be distinguished from chronos: clock time, the countable continuum of before and after (Smith 1969). We can measure periods of chronos by comparing motions, and we can place events in chronological order. We represent moments in chronos as points or segments on a line. In contrast, a kairos is a turning point that invites us to act just then, ‘seizing chance by its forelock’ (Nietzsche 1966: 223)—not too soon, not too late. It is a decisive opportunity to do a deed that can never be redone or undone.

Stories recognize the importance of the kairos, and thus the crucial difference between past and future in the light of freedom. If we omit freedom, and simply observe an objective unfolding of events, we see only that the past is earlier, the future is later, and the past is better known. We observe time merely as chronos, and the phenomenon of the kairos vanishes. But if we include freedom in our understanding, as we normally do, the future becomes the possible: what can and may be done. The past is what has already been done and cannot be undone—in Latin, the factum. The present, at its most intense, is the crucial point, the moment where significant action needs to be taken, where freedom becomes most acute. In the present moment, one must choose or fail to choose. In the kairos, the possible becomes actual in an act, and then becomes a fact.

Some stories experiment with reversing the distinction between the future as the doable and the past as the done. Tales of time travel into the past, such as the films Back to the Future or Groundhog Day, hold out the hope of reviving the done and making it doable again. In contrast, Harold Pinter’s play Betrayal or Christopher Nolan’s film Memento, where scenes are presented in reverse chronological order, give the doable the feeling of the done, creating a sense of foreordained doom. Both types of stories can have a powerful emotional impact. This effect demonstrates the importance of the difference between the done and the doable, a difference that hinges on free doing.

Freedom is presupposed not only in narratives, but in any attribution of responsibility. We assume a distinction between voluntary and involuntary action whenever we praise or blame someone morally (Aristotle 1985: 53–70; Kant 1993: 50). But the point is broader than morality: whether the activity is political, creative, technical, scientific, or religious, we presume that the agent has, at least to some extent, chosen to engage in it. Can any human being avoid making that presumption? The very attempt to avoid attributing responsibility seems like an irresponsibility for which we ought to be held responsible. It appears to be a freely chosen denial of freedom—a self-contradictory act of ‘bad faith,’ in Jean-Paul Sartre’s (1966: 56–86) terminology. Few, if any, of us can avoid holding others responsible—and doing the same for ourselves.

But our strong tendency to attribute responsibility, and our natural fascination with stories that involve choice, do not yet prove that choice is a reality, or that philosophies based on choice are sound. There is a long history of arguments against free will. According to Hannah Arendt (1971: vol. 2, 29–34), freedom has always troubled rationalist philosophers, because it implies the capacity to begin something truly new, something that is not already contained in its preconditions. Freedom seems incompatible with the principle that every event has a sufficient cause, and with the ancient doctrine that being cannot come from nonbeing. A free act would seem to emerge from nowhere.

One might answer that freedom is based not on necessitating causes, but on reasons. When we act freely, we can explain why we are pursuing our goals. Free action, then, is not baseless but has rational grounds. But can we in fact act out of reason? Kant, the most eminent advocate of freedom as rational action, denies that the existence of such action can be proved; the objectively knowable world must be ruled by causal laws, and the idea of a free will behind phenomena is only a postulate (1956: 56–58).

Since the existentialist boom immediately after the Second World War, there has been no lack of anti-existentialist perspectives that take the mind as an effect of systems that operate on a deeper level (Dupuy 2009). Such systems may be informational, semantic, cultural, political, and biological. They can supposedly be analysed by the appropriate theoretical perspectives—such as cybernetics, structural anthropology, or neuroscience—without any residue of the myth of free will. These points of view bypass even the Kantian idea that we need to postulate freedom as a possibility. Neuroscience, in particular, is in the ascendancy today, and is often taken to prove that free will is delusive. A famous series of experiments by Benjamin Libet in the 1980s seems to show that our brains signal what we are going to do before we are conscious of our ‘choice’ to do it.

Owen Flanagan and Gregg D. Caruso are convinced that the notion of choice itself has been discredited by such results. They define ‘neuroexistentialism’ as a philosophical stance that, like earlier forms of existentialism, responds to the lack of ‘secure foundations for meaning, morals, and purpose’ (Flanagan and Caruso 2018a: ix). But while thinkers such as Kierkegaard emphasized the need to choose in the absence of such foundations, Flanagan and Caruso see free choice itself as an illusion. ‘There is no longer any reason to believe in a nonphysical self which controls action and is liberated from the deterministic laws of nature—a little uncaused causer capable of exercising counter-causal free will’ (Flanagan and Caruso 2018a: 8). Humans are only ‘biological systems who rely on patterns of reward and punishment and whose values are contingent products of culture and biology’ (Flanagan and Caruso 2018b). Neuroexistentialism aims to ‘make use of the knowledge and insights of the behavioural, cognitive, and neurosciences to satisfy our existential concerns and achieve some level of flourishing and fulfilment’ (Flanagan and Caruso 2018a: 12) once we have concluded that ‘naturalism’—that is, a view in which ‘the universe is causally closed’ (Flanagan and Caruso 2018a: 8)—‘is the only game in town’ (Flanagan and Caruso 2018b).

But is this conclusion premature? Has freedom in fact been disproved? I cannot do justice to the question in this brief essay (for some debates see Sinnot-Armstrong and Nadel 2011; Flanagan and Caruso 2018a: parts II and III). But I offer a few considerations that may give us pause before we give up on the very ideas of decision, responsibility, and existential crisis.

First, Libet’s own interpretation of some of his experiments leaves room for a little Libet-liberty. He proposes, for instance, that ‘conscious will can function in a permissive fashion, either to permit or to prevent the motor implementation of the intention to act that arises unconsciously’ (Libet 1985: 529).

Still, even though Libet does not endorse complete determinism, his evidence for the unconscious origin of intention does pose a challenge to free will—or rather, to a certain misconceived picture of freedom: freedom as an arbitrary, groundless choice between equally indifferent, meaningless options. Such a choice is very unusual and artificial, and perhaps it is in fact impossible. On the rare occasions when we need to choose between truly equivalent options, as when we pick numbers for a lottery ticket, we are more likely to invent meanings (say, choosing ‘lucky numbers’) than to make a truly random choice.

One can make a good case, then, that Libet’s experiments cast doubt on the earlier ideas of a prominent thinker in the existentialist tradition. For Sartre (1966: 538–39) in Being and Nothingness, the subject is indeterminate, unobjectifiable, and capable of creating values and meanings by pure fiat, by a freedom that has and needs no grounds because ‘nothing comes to it either from the outside or from within which it can receive or accept.’ In contrast, neuroscience indicates that choices presuppose interests, commitments, and attractions—a point Max Scheler made in his anti-Kantian phenomenology of value long before fMRI scans. We do not just posit values; we experience goods as valuable (Scheler 1973: 247). As Alain Locke (2012: 476) puts it, ‘Reality in its fullness contains and exhibits values.’ This means that we already care about valuable things before we reach decisions. Furthermore, we are not aware of all the ways in which we already care.

But neuroscience does not refute freedom itself. If we are incapable of purely arbitrary or groundless choice, this is not because we are determined by physical necessity, but because options are normally meaningful. They are connected to the rest of our lives and disclose concrete possibilities that we care about. There is a significant basis for choice: something appeals to us. We are not forced to choose an attractive option, but we recognize its qualities and actively respond to them. For instance, I am hungry and I am offered the option of a healthy, abundant, and delicious meal, or a meagre, unappetizing, and unhealthy one. Usually, of course, I will choose the better meal—not because I am forced to, but because I perceive its attractive qualities and can judge them in the light of my overall situation and needs. All sorts of sensations, memories, and cultural competencies help to reveal these qualities of the good meal. I do not consciously control all of these systems that present the meal to me; and of course, I am already attracted to the meal before I actually reach for it. So there are many pre-conscious indications of what I will do before I consciously do it. But this does not eliminate the fact that I am doing it, and doing it with some understanding of a future possibility rather than simply being forced to behave by past causes.

Although deterministic accounts of action may seem sober and scientific, they tend to employ circular reasoning and dogmatic assumptions. For instance, a strict behaviourist might insist that my selection of the tasty meal is determined by my biology in combination with my history of positive and negative stimuli. But what counts as positive and negative? For an ascetic who is denying himself bodily pleasures, it might be precisely the healthy, abundant, and delicious meal that is undesirable. ‘Reward and punishment’ do not determine our behaviour; the very meanings of these terms emerge as we make choices and carry them out. To insist that the ascetic has been conditioned differently would just be to beg the question.

More difficult choices respond to conflicts between strong, qualitatively different options—for example, between friendship and professional duty. Should I report an old friend’s dishonesty in the workplace and risk destroying our relationship? Such a decision calls for deliberation. As I deliberate, I weigh various commitments, advantages, and disadvantages. A brain scan would certainly show plenty of activity going on before I made my choice, including deeply rooted emotions; but that does not prove that my choice is causally determined by unconscious factors.

Kant, I propose, was on a correct but narrow track in associating freedom with reason. In a broader perspective, free choice requires disclosure, whether this involves reasoning or some other form of interpretation, such as sense-perception, emotion, or practical skill. To use Heidegger’s (1998: 142–46) word, freedom requires unconcealment: we are set free into an open space or ‘clearing’ where there is room for situations and opportunities to become manifest to us as agents. In the clearing, we mind beings: we pay attention to, care about, and foster what there is. In this way we ‘let beings be,’ as Heidegger (1998: 144) puts it. We also get glimmers of other worlds that are configured quite differently depending on the way of minding that predominates there. We may encounter portals to a world of marriage or a religious world, for instance. Passing through those portals involves choice and risk, as the path is never completely or irresistibly laid out for us.

Choice, then, is a response to meaningful options within a meaningfully disclosed life. These options present themselves to us as possibilities rather than forcing us to behave in a certain way; they face us, as it were, from the future ahead of us, instead of shoving us from behind. Freedom, on this view, is inseparable from truth, in the sense of unconcealment.

Conversely, any attempt to discover or articulate a truth presupposes that we are free: we are not just forced to utter some assertion or carry out some research programme, but choose to do so as we pursue some glimmer of revelation. If this is right, then those who argue against freedom refute themselves in this very act, because all arguments and all truth claims presuppose our free participation in an open realm.

This participation is not arbitrary, unencumbered, or purely autonomous. We are, to use another Heideggerian term, ‘thrown’ into a specific context (Heidegger 1962: 174). We do not arrive in our clearing from nowhere, but are embedded in history and nature; the options we pursue have to be available to us in our tradition and our environment. I cannot choose to be a priest of Apollo.

Furthermore, we are thrown into our own, living bodies. We can agree that ‘humans are […] 100 percent animal’ (Flanagan and Caruso 2018a: 2). What we should conclude from this fact, though, is not that we lack freedom but that other animals are also free—at least, those animals to which we can plausibly attribute some form of awareness and desire. (For a defence of animal agency, see Steward 2012: Ch. 4). The squirrel burying a nut is actively responding to a possibility that is disclosed to it. It is pursuing an opportunity—not just obeying physical laws. The cat that is stalking the squirrel twitches and wiggles before it executes a challenging pounce; it is perceiving a complex situation and weighing possibilities for action—not just being triggered by inputs.

However, the human animal does have dimensions of freedom that most animals lack. We can pause longer before reacting to an opportunity; ‘permit or prevent’ a tempting action (in Libet’s terms); discern more complex, varied, and indirect aspects of a situation; and debate the pros and cons of a course of action in linguistic and conceptual terms, both with ourselves and with others. We can develop new ways of caring and acting, which bring with them new forms of unconcealment—new truths. Furthermore—and here we return to the theme of existential choice—we can do more than just choose options within a given form of life; we can choose among ways of existing.



Ways of Existing

What are the fundamental existential options that face us?

There is no eternally complete list of such options. Again, we can only pursue opportunities that are available in our historical situation, and we may not be able to imagine what opportunities may arise in other cultures or in the future. But some broadly conceived ways of life have proved to be durably relevant, at least for members of literate societies who enjoy some degree of political liberty. As a sampler of these options, we can begin with the three ways of existing that especially concern Kierkegaard, and then return to Plato and Aristotle to see a few more.

Kierkegaard does not present a system that lays out the basic ways of existing—that would be far too impersonal and dogmatic for him. But he often recurs to three kinds of existence that are especially meaningful for him: the aesthetic, the ethical, and the religious. Here I simply sketch my interpretations of these ways of life, without engaging in detailed textual readings.

Aesthetic existence is devoted to savouring experiences—not necessarily pleasant, but interesting ones. The aesthete seeks new, unique situations and relationships that stimulate complex impressions and emotions. Drama and wit are crucial. Predictability and boredom are anathema. The paradigmatic aesthete is the seducer, who knows how to play dangerous games with big game—the human heart and body—creating exquisitely tense and rich situations. The seducer may thrill to the drama, but ultimately he is an unmoved mover, a godlike consciousness that manipulates and observes, keeping control and remaining unharmed. If the seduction culminates in victory, the seducer relishes this climax of the drama, and then moves on to the next (Kierkegaard 1987: vol. I, 445). Like Simone de Beauvoir’s (1948: 58) ‘adventurer,’ ‘he does not attach himself to the end at which he aims; only to his conquest.’ Commitment and stability would make life dull. Language, for the aesthete, is a means to make existence interesting. He plays with ambiguity, innuendo, and impersonation as the unique situation may invite them. Ironic quotation marks hover around his every utterance.

For ethical individuals, in contrast, open communication, honesty, and commitment are paramount. They want to find common ground with others, so they work towards shared understanding that can be articulated and affirmed. This common understanding then becomes a principle that shines clearly and prescribes right action for all. Making a special exception for oneself would violate the universal law, and lying is the most obvious case of such immorality (Kant 1993: 15); communication must be as direct, clear, and truthful as possible. Ethical individuals feel unfulfilled unless they freely make commitments in the form of public promises. The paradigm is a good marriage, with its trust, its repeated dedication, its honest communication, and its loyalty (Kierkegaard 1987: vol. II, 5–154). This is the kind of life that Kierkegaard chose not to pursue when he broke his engagement.

Religious existence, in Kierkegaard’s (2006: 46) interpretation, involves a ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’—not a mere transgression of morality for hedonistic, aesthetic, or other amoral motives, but a way of acting that sets ethics aside for the sake of a different kind of goal. The paradigm here is Abraham’s readiness to sacrifice Isaac, his own son, in order to obey a particular, inexplicable order from God. For a religious choice to be genuine, the individual must respect and honour ethics; he violates morality only with ‘fear and trembling,’ and holds out hope that he can ultimately be reconciled with it. The need or demand to which the religious individual responds is not a universal principle, a clear truth that can be shared by all; it is a singular requirement, a unique and finite demand—which, for a unique and finite individual, can have infinite significance. Such a demand cannot be applied to others and cannot be communicated except indirectly. No abstract reason for it can be given, and the individual who responds to it sets out on a lonely and singular journey. Religion is not a matter of knowledge, but of limits, mystery, and faith. It concerns how one adopts a stance towards what one knows that one does not know.

Again, these three ways of life are not presented by Kierkegaard as a complete list; he represents them dramatically, through characters and literary personae, and challenges us to choose among them—or, perhaps, to choose a further way. It may be that the three ways are limited by his mindset or historical situation; he would hardly pretend to be able to transcend individuality and survey all human possibilities from an absolute point of view. What are some other possible ways of existing, then?

We might look to the Republic, Books VIII–IX, where Plato’s Socrates sets out five types of soul that resemble five types of political regime. In brief: The philosophical soul is led by its rational understanding of the good. The timocratic soul seeks honour above all, which is gained by loyalty and courage. The oligarchic soul pursues wealth. The democratic soul is irresolute, following the whim of the day. The worst soul, the tyrannic, is enslaved to its most depraved and terrible cravings. For Socrates, this is a decline from best to worst (Plato 2004: 239), and reason dictates (of course) that the rational life is best. But life does not simply consist in following dictates; in his concluding myth, Socrates proposes that we are each responsible for choosing our kind of soul (Plato 2004: 323).

For more reflections in a Platonic vein, we can consult Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Book I, Chapter 6. For Aristotle, the life of pleasure is animalistic and fails to engage our distinctively human faculties. The life devoted to honour and reputation is too superficial and dependent on others’ opinions. The life of wealth cannot be the good, since wealth is just a means to an end: money can buy things that may play a part in a good life, but only if we use them well. The life devoted to having a virtuous soul is admirable, but it cannot be considered fulfilling unless it involves some good fortune and a lifetime of actions that put virtue into practice. The remaining serious alternatives are the political and philosophical forms of existence.

Kierkegaard, who is arguably individualistic to a fault, surely fails to do justice to political life. For Aristotle, genuine political existence realizes virtue, extends beyond private relationships to benefit one’s community, and earns honour—not just superficial reputation, but well-deserved praise. Good politics engages the human capacity for reasoned discussion about contentious issues that affect the common welfare (Politics I.2). It aims at peace, and at enabling good lives for the citizens who are capable of them (VII.14). There can certainly be more egalitarian political ideals than Aristotle’s, but all political ideals celebrate the capacity of individuals to dedicate themselves to a community that transcends their personal interests. We depend on our community and affect it, in some way, through every public act—so we cannot help caring to some extent about its destiny. The political life fulfils this kind of care.

The philosophical life, for Aristotle, is the only serious rival to the political, and according to Nicomachean Ethics, Book X, it is the best. ‘Philosophy’ here means theorizing, in a broad and fundamental sense: the pursuit and contemplation of truth. Although theorists continue to be members of a political community, they alienate themselves, to some extent, from that community and withdraw from full action in order to seek the truth (Aristotle 1998: book VII, Chs. 2–3)—which, in its highest forms, Aristotle (2016: book VI, Ch. 3) takes to be universal, necessary, and eternal. By knowing such truth, the philosopher wants to become immortal and rise above human limitations, inasmuch as this is possible (Aristotle 1985: book X, Ch. 7). For Kierkegaard, intellectual though he is, this ideal is inauthentic because it evades the existential choices that we all face, replacing them with the illusion of disengaged, supratemporal contemplation; one can engage in thought and philosophy as an existing individual, but philosophy is not itself a way of existing. However, despite Kierkegaard’s aversion to a purely theoretical life, it is surely a life worth taking seriously—a life that may involve sacrifice and dedication, and that engages the innate human desire to understand (Aristotle 2016: book I, Ch. 1).

New ways of existing can arise under new conditions. Today, when our planet’s ecosystems have been destabilized by human industry, it is possible to live as an advocate for the global environment—a way of existing that unites elements of politics, religion, and philosophy, but that could not have been envisioned for most of history, at least not on a worldwide scale.

Of course, we can also develop new approaches to the ways of life explored by classic thinkers—for instance, by working out a form of religiousness that is quite different from Kierkegaard’s. It is never enough to sign on to some ready-made existential package; in order to exist authentically, we have to plunge into a way of being and work out its meaning in practice. ‘The question of existence never gets straightened out except through existing itself’ (Heidegger 1962: 33).



The Time of Crisis

Now we can bring together our thoughts on freedom and on alternative ways of existing to reflect on the kairos in which one freely chooses a way to exist.

In an existential crisis, my entire configuration of meaning is at stake; the whole is upset, threatened, or transformed. Existential choice offers a new answer to the question, ‘Who am I?’ I am still acting within a meaningful world, but this is destabilized meaning, meaning in flux—and the character of my response will affect how the meaning of my life as a whole will be shaped. Truth itself—the very way in which my situation is unconcealed—hangs in the balance.

Elsewhere I have described a variety of ‘emergencies’ or ‘traumas’ in which our established sense of the world is challenged by encounters with what exceeds it. With varying intensity, such moments of emergency call into question who we are, and even affect what it means to us that anything is at all (Polt 2019: 217–26). These emergencies may provoke existential choice, result from it, or combine with it. For instance, a troubling encounter with a charismatic prophet might invite a leap into a religious way of existing. A choice to leave the business world and become an artist might open the way to surprising encounters with other artists and aesthetic experiences. An ethical imperative might irrupt into an amoral life in the very moment when an individual makes a choice that goes against the grain of everyday existence and inaugurates an ethical way of existing.

How does an existential choice differ from other significant crises?

The so-called existential threats that we hear about so often—threats to our continued survival as individuals, communities, species, or ecosystems—are obviously important, and need to be addressed with lesser or greater urgency. But they may or may not be existential crises in the existentialist sense—moments that challenge who we are. Sometimes a clear danger calls our identity into question and provokes us to reframe our lives, but dangers can also harden our identities instead of transforming them. We can become so panicked at the prospect of the end of life that we freeze in a defensive or reactive posture. This may actually block off existential choice, since accepting our own mortality liberates us for a more authentic decision about how to live in the face of death (Heidegger 1962: 311; Aho 2022). Dangers can also be occasions for us to show our skills as ‘responders’ and get the satisfaction of overcoming adversities without budging from our habitual self-understanding and way of life.

Some wrenching choices approach the radicality of an existential crisis, but do not profoundly change who we are. Instead, they take place within a way of existing. For example, one might abandon one’s church and join a different congregation, adopt a new political cause, or break up with a love partner to unite with someone else. But the shift to a different way of life is more radical: one might leave one’s family to join a religious order, or give up a political career in order to become a researcher.

One more kind of choice is deep and difficult, but also falls short of an existential crisis. One may find that one has fallen into a certain way of life that does not fit one’s natural talents, predilections, or abilities. Maybe it came about through pressure from others, or through one’s upbringing, unreflective habit, or a shallow misunderstanding of oneself. It was never a genuine decision, it does not work, and it is clear that abandoning it is the right thing to do—even though that is easier said than done. But in a more radical crisis, one abandons a life that does ‘work,’ which one chose earnestly in the past. This established way of life is successful by its own lights, but it has come into question. It may feel hollow and pointless, and an alternative that offers a very different kind of appeal may materialize. A prosperous entrepreneur, for example, might abandon business and pursue a religious calling.

Moments of crisis cannot be grasped through established relationships and concepts. They are lonely, inasmuch as they force one to decide which kinds of relationships with others are crucial: one cannot simply fall back on one’s existing friendships and community. These moments cannot be fully understood either prospectively or retrospectively. For instance, before one dedicates oneself to a political cause, one’s stance has no room for that cause, or interprets it in a qualitatively different way. After one is dedicated and committed, one tells oneself a certain story about the crisis: it was an awakening, a recognition. But this story is told from the point of view of the new standpoint—not from the point of view of the moment of crisis, when one is troubled without possessing an answer, when one feels a shift in the very ground on which one can stand.

Moments of crisis are inevitably multivalent, because they can be interpreted through endless analogies, none of which is perfect. There is no objective account of ‘what happened’ in an existential crisis. To pretend to such an account is to ignore the hole that can never completely be filled by our interpretations. Instead of finding an identity or a fact at the root of an existential crisis, we find a problem: ‘Who am I?’

In a crisis, we glimpse paths that we can follow, but the paths are obscure because they are in the process of opening up. They are not yet fully there, because we have not gone down them yet (Bergson 1913: 175–83). The entirety of life is in play, its meaning is at stake, but we cannot know just what our choice is going to mean. Everything is at risk, and nothing is certain. The choice, then, has to be made without full clarity or knowledge. It must be what Kierkegaard (2006: 34) calls a ‘leap.’

Such leaps are not dictated by reason—so are they a reckless form of irrationalism? They certainly would be if they were blind and arbitrary choices, based on nothing at all. But we care before we decide. The important and significant possibilities that we glimpse in an existential choice are reasons for choice. The difficulty of the choice is not due to a lack of reasons, then, but to an abundance of incompatible reasons that are imperfectly revealed.

We could also respond to the charge of irrationalism by inquiring into rationality itself as a form of life. Let us assume for the sake of argument that it is possible to be guided practically by reason—to live rationally, as many great thinkers have insisted. Even if this is the case, other forms of life are obviously possible, so there is a question: why adopt the rational form of life? What is the motive for doing so, and what is the nature of that adoption? Simply to say that the choice is rational would be circular. ‘The question: What is reason, what is its interest, its necessarily pre- or a-rational interest, the reason without reason of reason, this question can no longer give rise to demonstrations of a philosophical type’ (Derrida 1995: 69). Instead, if there is an argument for living rationally, it must be ‘protreptic’: not a purely rational demonstration, but a persuasion that turns us in the direction of rationality. Aristotle himself—a moderate rationalist in ethics—wrote a protreptic text that survives in fragmentary reports. Its purpose is to show us the attractions of philosophy in order to induce us to join ‘those who have decided upon a life according to reason’ (Chroust 1964: 31)—in other words, to leap. This leap may be easier and more gradual if one has been brought up well and has developed habits that are receptive to reason (Aristotle 1985: book 1, Ch. 4)—but the decision is still distinct from reason. In short, the rational life (if there is such a thing) is a way of existing that is based not on pure reason, but on choice—either a great leap or an accumulation of small choices prepared by habituation.

Finally, a brief comment on Hegel’s form of rationalism. The Hegelian view is that the contradictions or ‘reversals’ intrinsic to a form of consciousness precipitate the transition into a higher form (Hegel 1977: 55–56). But even if we managed to find a noncontradictory way of existing that was consistently devoted to a single goal, we might not choose that life, or might choose to abandon it. And even if our lives are contradictory, we may (and often do) tolerate those contradictions for our entire lives. ‘Logic cannot explain movement’ (Kierkegaard 1992: 110). In order to make the transition to a new life we must reach a point of despair when we are no longer willing to invest in our form of existence and choose to leap into a new one.

But how can one change one’s entire way of life? Clearly, existential choice cannot remain at an abstract level, where it is nothing but a general intention that has not yet made a noticeable difference. It has to take the form of concrete decisions. In order to be strengthened and realized, the new way of existing has to be incorporated in daily acts, rituals, or habits. These small choices form commitments and strengthen character.

These decisions must involve some sacrifice: they must forego other options that are incompatible with one’s new existence, and perhaps even learn to take satisfaction in ‘the joy of missing out’ (Brinkmann 2017). Of course, losing an alternative—an existentially possible world—does not necessarily bring joy, but may bring heartbreak or grief. So be it: trying to have it all means having nothing in depth.

No matter how passionately it is chosen or how firmly it is reinforced by habit, a new way of life is not guaranteed to persist. We may fall back into irresoluteness and backslide into our comfortable older habits (Heidegger 1962: 345). More profoundly, if a way of existing becomes necessary, it is no longer free and thus no longer authentic; an authentic life must remain open to alternatives. We do not get to ‘solve’ the problem of existing by settling on a form of life that we no longer have to question; that is no solution, but an evasion. An authentic individual must retain the possibility of retracting an existential choice and choosing a different course (Heidegger 1962: 355).

Let us end with a few thoughts on the temporality of existential choice. A krisis at a kairos is a distinctive kind of present that alters all of an individual’s time. First and most obviously, it can alter the future course of one’s life. This is also true of many critical points in the inanimate world: there are moments in a sensitive and unstable system when different events can create very different, irreversible effects. What makes a human crisis distinctive with regard to the future is that it changes not just what will happen, but how we interpret what comes about and what we hope for. It affects the point of view from which we judge and approach possibilities. If, say, you leap into existing as an advocate for the global environment, your perspective on your possible future acts and events in the world around you will adjust accordingly.

A kairos also sheds new light on the past, making us reinterpret the previous course of our lives. Our background of established meanings and intentions comes into question. Maybe we come to see ourselves as having formerly been lonely, unenlightened, sinful, or clueless. But this ‘formerly’ is not a simple fact; it is how the past emerges when the kairos takes place.

Finally, a kairos illuminates the present as a situation, an opportunity, a singular configuration of circumstances. The present is not simply a neutral datum, but emerges in conjunction with past and future. When the meaning of the past and future is reoriented, the present also takes on a different character. One might have a new, acute sense of it as an ecological crisis, for example.

Because of its disclosive and transformative power, Heidegger says that the kairos or ‘moment of vision’ is more primordial than the ordinary experience of the ‘now’ (Heidegger 1962: 387–88, 1988: 288, 306). He even asserts that with Kierkegaard’s concept of the moment, ‘the possibility of a completely new epoch of philosophy has begun for the first time since antiquity’ (Heidegger 1995: 150; see also Polt 2021).

Whether or not moments of crisis are crucial to philosophy, or even (as Heidegger holds) to the very meaning of being, they are surely crucial to our own lives. Kairos punctuates chronos: measurable and continuous time is formed into meaningful shapes by critical turning points in our existence. An especially intense kairos can even puncture time, rupturing established meaning and forcing a wrenching reinterpretation. At the moment of crisis, the entire course of one’s life is pulled through a singularity like the eye of a needle, and turned inside out.

We need to keep telling stories about existential choices, and those stories are subject to revising and revisiting. The persistent question ‘Who am I?’ leaves us vulnerable to being punctured by a new turning point that comes upon us, incalculably, reminding us that the meaning of our lives is unsettled—that meaning keeps emerging, that meaning is emergence, which is why it cannot come to an end.
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Introduction

When many think of Frederick Douglass within the existentialist philosophical tradition, they think about the philosophical categories of subjectivity and freedom and search in Douglass’ work for these themes.1 They often point out the contradictions that immediately stand out involving an enslaved man writing about subjectivity and freedom, and remark on the general heroism necessary for such deliberations. For most, the discussion centres around the Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave where Douglass details his fight with slave breaker Edward Covey. Yet, these authors do not offer a reading of Douglass’ existentialism through a rendering of his literary or aesthetic choices of language in his works, most notably how Douglass enacts subjectivity and freedom through the literary choice of opacity.

In this chapter, I will argue that a key to understanding Douglass’ Narrative is to read it alongside his often-overlooked work, ‘The Heroic Slave.’ In reading these works together, a different existential rendering emerges, one that is not solely concerned with subjectivity and freedom. In addition to these themes, I want to argue that what is revealed are the ways in which Douglass’ works are concerned with the narrative construction of origin, framed within the existential question, ‘how does one write the origin of one that has been refused an origin?’

In this chapter, it will be argued that the existential aspect of Douglass’ work lies in how he answers this question. It will be argued that when Douglass discusses the origin of the enslaved, it is not in terms of a traditional narrative of enslavement—i.e. the enslaved being denied and fighting for freedom—nor is it in the moralistic terms of what should happen. Instead, I will argue that Douglass engages these ideas in terms of what also happened alongside or parallel to enslavement. In this reading, Douglass is not offering moral suasion but telling us what was also happening along-the-way to freedom and during enslavement—aspects that are often misunderstood. It will be argued that this approach offers new existential insights into the possibility of black freedom and subjectivity by reorienting our idea of the origin of the enslaved—i.e. how they come to and understand their own freedom and subjectivity.



The Heroic Slave

‘The Heroic Slave’ is Douglass’ only overtly fictional work and was published in 1852 directly between A Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave (1845) and My Bondage and My Freedom (1855). What is important about the novella is the literary form that it takes. One wonders why Douglass would produce such a document of historical fiction between his own narrative accountings, until one realizes what they all have in common.

‘Heroic Slave’ was principally concerned with, in addition to the concepts of freedom and liberty, and the principles of American democratic faith, the question of origin. That is, concerned not only with self and social identity and knowledge concerning one’s own lineage, but how to tell a story of one who has no officially acknowledged lineage and whose only proof of existence is existence itself. Douglass’ historical fiction recounts the inherent tension at the heart of modern black existence—though, only free persons had actual accounting of their unique existence by an accounting for their origin and lineage; and, though, the enslaved only had proof of their birth by way of inference, they were, nevertheless, present and had to find a way of accounting for themselves and their own histories. Rather than evade this existential dilemma—to exist without formal accounting—Douglass leans into this dilemma by writing the origin of one who has no origin.

In the opening sentence of Douglass’ Narrative, Douglass (1851: 9) writes the follow of his own origin,


I was born in Tuckahoe, near Hillsborough, about twelve miles from Easton, in Talbot County, Maryland. I have no accurate knowledge of my age, never having seen any authentic record containing it. By far the larger part of the slaves know as little of their ages as horses know of theirs.



He tells us that his own ‘official’ origin was not an exact place, but a place ‘near’ another place, a location ‘about’ this-far from another, known location. In other words, Douglass’ own origin-story exists by inference—its location in proximity to another ‘known’ or legitimate location. Simply stating ‘Tuckahoe,’ was not enough; it could not stand on its own but needed clarity.

And—this is the important element of Douglass’ ‘official’ origin—there was no origin for the enslaved. The entirety of the existence of the enslaved was theorized and understood only in terms of comparison to ‘official’ sources and ‘official’ places. Like the horses of the farms and plantations, Douglass is telling us that the enslaved were thought to not have a reality independent of the enslaver’s world.

One could look at this opening and surmise, quite easily, that this lack of origin in place is a metaphor for a lack of origin within the human world. Yet, one could also surmise that what it meant was that Douglass’ origin had a different location, one set outside of the material reality of Western modernity. This, then, places Douglass, his origin, and the place of his origin within the realm of the mythological—that is, the speculative constituted by mythos, or storytelling, within the realm of fiction.2

It, then, is not surprising that around the same time Narrative was published, Douglass writes an actual fictional account of the origin of one Madison Washington, who like himself, lacks a formal origin, and, thus, must ground himself in another origin and write for himself his own origin-story. If we compare the opening scene in Narrative with the opening scene from the ‘Heroic Slave,’ we get a sense of how ‘Heroic Slave,’ although published later, might serve as a primer for Narrative—that is, a primer for how Douglass constructs an existential accounting of origin.

In the opening sentence of ‘Heroic Slave,’ Douglass (2008: 10) writes,


The state of Virginia is famous in American annals for the multitudinous array of her statesmen and heroes. She has been dignified by some the mother of statesmen…[B]y some strange neglect, one of the truest, manliest, and bravest of her children…holds now no higher place in the records of that grand old Commonwealth than is held by a horse or an ox.



It is interesting to note what Douglass is doing with origin here. It may seem that Douglass is justifying Madison Washington’s existence by relating him to the other white statesman born in Virginia; by locating in Washington the same spirit as the other ‘statesmen and heroes,’ claiming for Washington this right to truth, manhood and bravery. In this reading, Douglass would merely be mimicking white male humanity, approximating himself only in a state of relation. In a similar way, in locating Tuckahoe near another place, Douglass could be read as approximating the meaning of his birth only-in-relation. His and Washington’s origin could simply be seen as aspirational.

Yet, if we were to read these opening sentences existentially—that is, in the sense of searching for meaning beneath surface, disclosing what has been covered over—we get a different understanding of Douglass’ origin and of Washington’s status. It is important to note how Douglass places Washington—between the statesmen and heroes, and the chattel horse and ox, as both a child of the state and property on a ledger. It is this between status that is significant and revealing. As between the two, Washington is neither. Additionally, if one was to look more closely at the two ends that Douglass has placed Washington between, one would see that Washington, like Douglass himself, dangles between the material and concrete reality of chattel status and ‘American annals,’ which are those immaterial ideals that work to establish the material order. Washington, like Douglass himself, is neither material nor immaterial, but a mixture of each.

Douglass’ historical fiction and his narrative set up a series of entanglements: place and location; material and immaterial; human, non-human-not-animal, non-human animal; philosophical introspection and historical circumlocution. In this way, Douglass, in accounting for origin, is offering us a mystery to be decoded.

As one moves through the story, one realizes a parallel: Douglass’ literary choices are themselves as equally opaque as Washington and his own origin, but equally as constructed and fictive. In a seminal scene where Douglass announces the altered origin story of Washington, he does so ambiguously. Douglass (2008: 11) writes,


Curiously, earnestly, anxiously we peer into the dark, and wish even for the blinding flash, or the light of the northern skies to reveal him. But alas! He is still enveloped in darkness, and we return for the pursuit like a wearied and disheartened…Speaking of marks, traces, possibles, and probabilities, we come before our readers.



It is significant, here, that Douglass shrouds Washington in darkness. That Douglass refuses, as it were, to show Washington in-himself, as-himself to the reader. We have to remember that this is a work of historical fiction; Douglass is not held to account for historical details, and, as such, a reader must recognize that each of these details, and how they are revealed, are literary choices.

That Douglass is only offering the reader marks, traces, possibles and probabilities is telling for how Douglass treats black subjectivity and freedom. An existentialist reading, here, would render the fact that in the world of plantation time, black life is only understood by these elements—by marks, traces—and that black life is, itself, liminal only evoking possibles and probabilities. To display this fact, Douglass uses the metaphor of darkness, not to critique Washington’s origin as being hidden by the system of chattel enslavement; rather, to utilize the dark as a narrative strategy to hide Washington’s status from the reader. Rather than revealing Washington directly to the reader—thus, rendering his freedom and subjectivity up front and clear—Douglass uses the opacity of Washington’s condition to protect Washington from onlookers.

What comes next is equally illuminating. Douglass pans out from the above moment, and enters the scene a ‘Northern traveller,’ a man named Listwell. The traveller draws up his horse to a brook to give it a drink of water, and while stopped, ‘caught the sound of a human voice,’ and investigates. Douglass (2008: 11–12) writes,


…A Northern traveller [sic] through the State of Virginia drew up his horse to drink at a sparkling brook, near the edge of a dark pine forest. While his weary and thirsty steed drew in the grateful water, the rider caught the sound of a human voice, apparently engaged in earnest conversation. Following the direction of the sound, he descried, among the tall pines, the man whose voice had arrested his attention.



Douglass situates Washington—and by extension black freedom and black subjectivity—in a double-opacity. Washington himself is in the darkness of the forest, only a disembodied voice; and Listwell finds himself in his own darkness, near the forest where Washington is already in darkness. This is how Douglass presents Washington, through the narratological lens of a double-opacity, forcing the reader to ‘peer in.’ But there is more to this double-opacity.

Within this double-opacity, one also experiences an inversion of the ordinary world. In the ordinary world of enslavement, Listwell is empowered, and Washington is disempowered. But if we look more closely at the language Douglass uses to describe this moment, we see the opposite is actually the case: Listwell is the one forced to move stealthily, forced to conceal himself for fear of being caught. It is Listwell that ‘catches’ Washington, but instead of capturing him, Listwell finds himself ‘arrested’ by Washington. The choice of the words ‘caught’ and ‘arrested’ are not accidental. These words echo Douglass’ own condition at the time of the story’s publication—an enslaved man, on the run—but also Washington’s condition in the story, similar to that of Douglass. But, because of the double-opacity, the existential meaning of the terms is inverted.

Douglass’ double-opacity—his initial refusal to show Washington to the reader—as well as the inversion of Listwell and Washington reveal something about Douglass’ views of black subjectivity and black freedom.

In a seminal moment, Douglass has Listwell report to the reader Washington’s soliloquy where Washington—in conversation with, perhaps, God—says,


What is freedom to, or I to it? I am a slave—born a slave, an abject slave-–even before I made part of this breathing world… But here I am, a man—yes, a man!—with thoughts and wishes, with powers and faculties… I have nothing to lose…liberty, the inalienable birthright of every man, precious and priceless, will be mine. My resolution is fixed. I shall be free…

(Douglass 2008: 12–13)



In this moment, Douglass has Washington deliberate about the meaning of freedom. This is the moment where many scholars would say is the existential revelation—an enslaved man deliberating the meaning of freedom outstripping the intention and convention of enslavement. Douglass, though, gives us more. This enslaved man deliberates what it could mean for him whose very existence and experiences within the world that restrict its meaning and value. It is through the impossibility of this contemplation that Washington reaches the conclusion that the freedom that he imagines is not like that of animals—the bird, ‘perched on yon swinging boughs, in friendly concave, sounding forth their merry notes…though liable to the sportsman’s fowling-piece’ (Douglass 2008: 12). The freedom that Douglass imagines for Washington is not as a fugitive from the Law—one that exists so long as he remains uncaptured. And, although Douglass has Washington quote Patrick Henry, this freedom is not of Henry’s either, for as we come to see, the very act of an enslaved man rendering the words freedom and liberty change the very ontological constitution of those words and what they could mean. But, more than that, Washington’s utterance reflects on the very material conditions that would have to be in place in order for this sort of freedom to occur.

Following Washington’s speech, Douglass (2008: 12) writes:


At these words the traveler raised his head cautiously and noiselessly, and caught, from his hiding place, a full view of the unsuspecting speaker. Madison was standing erect…for at that moment he was free, at least in spirit. The future gleamed brightly before him, and his fetters lay broken at his feet. His air was triumphant.



In this moment, Douglass is giving us a sense of what would have to be materially different about the world for Washington’s freedom, but also the sort of being Washington would need to become in order to enact this freedom and inhabit this world.

The moment Washington utters the words ‘freedom,’ his shackles—the material marker of chattel enslavement—are broken and fall to the ground laying at his feet. In this moment, it is the world of enslavement that has been broken. In the breaking of the shackle, not only is the institution of slavery broken, but time itself is broken. It is in this moment where Douglass can reconstitute the world and reconstitute Washington in the world. This is the moment of Washington’s actual birth—and this is Washington’s origin story. Until now Douglass had shrouded Washington in darkness, but at the moment where the enslaver’s world has ended, Douglass reveals Washington to the reader.

This, it seems, is Douglass’ rendering of black subjectivity and black freedom—as the end of the enslaver’s world. In this way, Douglass’ existential view is also an apocalyptic view as well as a post-apocalyptic view: one that calls for the end of the world; and one that tells us what happens just after the end of the world. In other words, as we the reader search for meaning in black life under the white supremacy of enslavement, Douglass is also showing us what could also happen—in the story of Washington, what did actually happen3 to recreate the world and make manifest black freedom and black liberty.



Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass

If we compare the emergence of Washington in his freedom with Douglass’ A Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave in which Douglass also discovers himself as free, what stands out is that their freedom—or the moment of their discovery of their freedom—marks a new beginning and a new origin and introduces a new sort of being into existence. In both stories, Douglass situates origin not by tracing himself back to an actual physical birth, but a moment of self-creation, one that emerges well after his physical existence.

In Douglass’ Narrative, his origin-story can be traced to his defeat of the slave-breaker Covey. Douglass writes (1851: 67–68),


Mr. Covey seemed now to think he had me, and could do what he pleased; but at this moment from whence came the spirit I don’t know-I resolved to fight; and, suiting my action to the resolution, I seized Covey hard by the throat; and as I did so, I rose…

…This battle with Mr. Covey was the turning point in my career as a slave. It rekindled the few expiring embers of freedom, and revived within me a sense of my own manhood. It recalled the departed self-confidence, and inspired me again with a determination to be free…

…I felt as I never felt before. It was a glorious resurrection, from the ‘tomb of slavery,’ to the heaven of freedom. My long-crushed spirit rose, cowardice departed, bold defiance took its place; and I now resolved that, however long I might remain a slave in form, the day had passed forever when I could be a slave in fact.



This fight with Covey is critical to Narrative—perhaps the scene to measure the text as having a first half and second half, and a way to navigate the text in terms of clues for Douglass’ humanity pre-fight and clues for his trenchant humanity and change in attitude and behaviour post-fight. There is, though, something odd about how Douglass writes this critical scene. Similar to Douglass shrouding Washington in darkness, Douglass, too, shrouds the details of this conflict in darkness. But this, too, is a bit deceptive, for Douglass does detail the fight itself—the details surrounding the physical aspects of the battle—so what do I mean when I argue that Douglass shrouds the details?

Like Douglass’ narrative of Washington, the reader cannot be taken in too much with what Douglass does offer to believe that Douglass is, in fact, giving us detail. That is, in the scene with Listwell, Douglass does tell us something of the setting, of the placement of the characters, but in terms of who or what Washington is, what he is demanding, the audience is, initially, left guessing. Similarly, in this critical scene of the conflict with Covey, it seems that because Douglass is telling about the durative elements of the conflict that Douglass is, in fact, telling us about the fight. But, if we look more closely, we realize that these details do not really tell us about the fight at all. Rather, they tell us about what happened after Douglass has decided to fight. But the decision to fight—what it means about Douglass and his understanding of freedom—the audience, again, is left in darkness.

This opacity is captured in the key phrase, ‘from whence the spirit came, I don’t know.’ The reader is left to wonder, if this scene is pivotal for the narrative as a whole, why would Douglass shroud the details of it?

Let’s follow closely how Douglass (1851: 66) frames the scene:


Mr. Covey entered the stable with a long rope; and just as I was half out the loft, he caught hold of my legs, and was tying me. As soon as I found what he was up to, I gave a sudden spring, and as I did so, he holding my legs, I was brought sprawling on the stable, floor. Mr. Covey seemed now to think he had me, and could do what he pleased but at this moment from whence it came the spirit I don’t know….



There is a double going on in this scene. The scene begins with Douglass in a physical location, and with Covey entering it. Covey grabs hold of Douglass’ legs and takes Douglass to the ground. The traditional reading of the scene interprets this as the beginning of a physical altercation, one that will lead to Douglass’ victory, Covey’s defeat, and Douglass’ freedom. But there is more. If one reads one sentence after the beginning of the altercation—Covey grabbing Douglass by the legs—you will notice that Douglass shifts conversation. What began as a physical altercation in the physical time/space of the plantation, in a horse stable to be specific, becomes a conflict taking place within the metaphysical space of the spirit—what some might call the will. This marks the scene as possessing a double—a shadow, if you will. That is, like Douglass writing of Washington shrouded in darkness or Washington’s bathing in light, if the reader takes Douglass on face value, as telling a linear narrative, then the reader misses this double or shadow—what also happens in the moment, but in a different time and space.

In the above fight, if the reader understands the conflict as a linear progression wherein Douglass is in conflict, defeats Covey and claims his manhood, then one would miss the significance of how Douglass writes the scene, the language he uses to frame the events and to describe his and Covey’s behaviour. In other words, one would miss the double or shadow meaning.

Let’s note how Douglass constructs the scene: Covey imagines that he has caught Douglass in total, ensnared him by the slaver’s clock because he has taken hold of Douglass’ physical body. For Covey, as for the slaver’s clock, Douglass is nothing but body, so to ‘catch’ the body, to dominate the body, is to catch and dominate Douglass.4 It is intriguing to follow what happens right after Douglass’ body is ‘caught.’ ‘Covey seemed to think he had me,’ Douglass notes—simply by taking hold of his body, ‘and could do as he pleased.’ But, right after this physical altercation, Douglass alerts his readers to a narrative shift—his physical body alone does not resist, but his spirit resists through his physical body. Douglass is telling his audience that what Covey has ‘caught’ is not really him. This is a critical moment because everything else that follows, though it may seem to be a physical fight, is not a physical fight at all—Covey cannot get Douglass to submit or to tire, because Douglass is not fighting with his physical body.

As Douglass (1851: 67) details,


He [Covey] asked me if I meant to persist in my resistance. I told him I did…We were at it for nearly two hours. Covey at length let me go, puffing and blowing at a great rate, saying that if I had not resisted, he would not have whipped me half as much. The truth was, that he had not whipped me at all.



Here, Douglass, is performing a literary ruse. He is playing with the word, ‘whip,’ using it in two different ways as if they are synonymous. Covey imagined that he ‘caught’ Douglass because he had hold of his body, had ‘whipped’ him because he had committed physical violence, but Douglass is telling him that he, Covey, had not whipped him, Douglass, at all. This is where the shift occurs. He had committed violence, he had taken hold of his body, but Covey had not whipped Douglass because Douglass had metaphysically shifted himself somewhere else, and then enacted this metaphysical change through his physical embodiment.

Before we follow this thread, it is important that the reader take notice that this shift from the physical to the metaphysical is present in the structure of the narrative itself. The clue is the phrase ‘from whence came the spirit I don’t know.’ Douglass places it just before the element that is usually spied upon to understand Douglass’ transformational view of freedom, and his enactment of liberty, namely, ‘I resolved to fight.’ But we must remember the phrase that proceeds it and analyse it for its content. Douglass is telling us that the source, the foundation of the desire for freedom, the enactment of liberty itself in the resistance of domination was a mystery, even to him. This leaves the audience, too, in a shroud of mystery as to the source of black freedom. We may think we know what it looks like—Douglass’ physical resistance to Covey’s physical constraint—and we may theorise abstractly—freedom as the desire to no longer be held subject, to overcome oppression and undignifying sub-human conditions. But Douglass himself will not give into this thought or into this abstraction—like Washington in the woods, Douglass initially refuses to tell us where it comes from, or how to anticipate its arrival. Like Washington in the woods, this origin, the origin of his self-creation remains a mystery, and leaves the audience only to peer into the darkness.

Douglass seems to be leaving for us an additional element to excavate when he writes, ‘It was a glorious resurrection, from the “tomb of slavery” to the heaven of freedom.’ Notice here that Douglass shifts the temporal schema from what he described earlier. His actual physical conflict was written in the present tense of material reality and from within the enslaver’s temporality. Yet, later in the same paragraph, Douglass shifts the temporal structure, from plantation time of the ‘tomb of slavery,’ to the ‘heaven of freedom.’ It is in this latter temporality that Douglass is introducing the surreal into the real as if they are synonymous. In other words, in grounding himself in the ‘glorious resurrection,’ and in the ‘heaven of freedom,’ Douglass has actually transported himself out of plantation time and into another temporal sequence. It is this framework which is the grounding of his origin, and it is through this framework that Douglass accounts for his existence.



Heroic Slave and Narrative of a Life

What should jump out to the reader is the parallel narrative structure of Narrative and ‘Heroic Slave.’ Although the context is radically different—Listwell is not directly an enslaver; and, he, in spying on Washington, is not attempting to enslave him; while Covey is a slaver, and, in his engagement with Douglass, is trying to enslave him. Yet, in both of these moments, Douglass situates each within the enslaver’s clock—both Washington and Douglass himself are ensnared in a space and time which attempts to situate them as unfree—and introduces the concept of black freedom as a way of upending and disrupting the enslaver’s clock. That is to say, in both of these situations there is a formative rupture and an eruption; and, in each case, there is a moment of liminality through which a new black being emerges.

In both cases, Douglass introduces each—the rupture and the eruption—in terms of inverting the power dynamics between the enslaved and the free; and, in doing, ensnares them both in a kind of entanglement. In both stories, Listwell and Covey imagine to themselves to have caught the enslaved in a moment, but find themselves to, instead, be arrested by it.

As noted above, Listwell, a Northern traveller, happens upon Washington in the forest. Listwell, though himself neither an enslaver nor an abolitionist, nevertheless, as a white free man is ensnared with the slaver’s clock. The reader knows this because the very mention of an enslaved man declaring his freedom is arresting and captures Listwell’s attention. The very idea of black freedom was, for Listwell, unthinkable, causing him to stop, descend from his horse, and walk into a dark forest to see what kind of creature could be making such a speech.

Listwell’s experience with Washington marks Washington’s status along-the-way. That is to say, the reading audience, like Listwell himself, does not know where the story is heading, does not know what they are about to experience. Like Listwell, the reading audience imagines the enslaved in a subhuman condition, a condition that must be aborted in order for freedom to occur. This is the traditional rendering, but not one Douglass himself offers. Rather, Douglass shows us that along-the-way to our conversation about enslavement and freedom, about abolitionism and liberty, we witness and experience a kind of existential vertigo as the marker of black freedom and black liberation that is not in the telos of assimilation. Along-the-way to thinking about freedom and the presence of the enslaved, along-the-way to thinking about the enslaver’s clock and post-enslavement, we discover with Douglass through Washington through Listwell the presence of another clock altogether, another space and time, not after but parallel to, inhabited by another kind of human being.

In both cases, though, there was the rupture of the expected norm of reality, which upends each of them and inverts their power relation. But because Covey was much more directly ensnared in the slaver’s clock in that he did not imagine that Douglass or any enslaved could resist his domination, when Douglass did resist, physically and metaphysically, it not only upended Covey’s worldview, but it also directly disrupted and fragmented his sense of space and time. That is to say, for Covey, unlike Listwell, the slaver’s clock directly determined the entirety of social, economic and political life. In this framework, there is no before or after to the condition, only a during. Yet, this during was completely controlled by the slaver’s clock, placing the enslaved in an animated state of suspended existence—the slave is body, and as body, is constrained by the clock of the enslaver, each day was regimented, each interaction was choreographed, the sense of the meaning of space and our engagement in it, too, was set deep down, even to the layer of the soil itself in planting season, harvest season, and, even in crop rotation.

In the case of Covey, then, there is no along-the-way—no real way of rendering slavery and post-slavery, there is just slavery. Douglass drops us right in the during to experience it. That is to say, in the experience of the during there does not seem to be an end to enslavement as a permanent condition, and it is thought that it is the enslaved that are trapped within this condition in perpetuity. Douglass’ fight with Covey, though, upends this view. Douglass, in resisting Covey metaphysically, and engaging him physically, actually traps Covey in the during with him.

And, because Douglass as enslaved has become accustomed to its meaning, he can endure the conflict. But, because Covey has imagined himself free, imagined himself enacting the during onto Douglass, when he gets trapped within it, he cannot endure and quickly gives in. As Douglass (1851: 67) himself notes, ‘We were at it for nearly two hours. Covey at length let me go, puffing and blowing at a great rate…’ The introduction of a specific timeframe of two hours introduces the surreal into the real given that it would have been impossible for Douglass to know the exact length of time of their conflict. What Douglass does know is that Covey imagined he had caught him, but ends up letting him go, finding himself, too, ensnared in the during in which there seemed to be no end to the conflict—Douglass not conceding, and none of hired hands coming to his defence. Here, Douglass is enacting the narrative strategy of the during to note the space/time and metaphysical transformation of the moment.

Time, here, becomes a metaphor for the existential experience of time itself, as a way of grounding the world and as a way of establishing an alternate origin for Douglass. This is why Covey becomes exhausted, yet Douglass seems to gain in strength. Because the during is counter to the slaver’s clock and because there is nothing to be accomplished in the during like there is with the slaver’s clock, Douglass portrays Covey as becoming exhausted—puffing and blowing at a great rate. Douglass has, in this moment, not only transcended the time/space of the slaver’s clock, but he has pulled Covey into this transcendence with him; and has succeeded in infecting Covey with his sense of time. It is this during that Covey cannot stand, and eventually leads to Covey letting Douglass go.

The experience of time has shifted, even if time itself has not; and, in this shifting, Douglass is reborn ‘from the tomb of slavery’ as a free man, even if enslavement is still the Law. In this way, Douglass’ fight with Covey mirrors Washington’s speech—both ground themselves by overturning the time and space of enslavement, all-the-while still acknowledging the concurrent reality of enslavement as Law.

It is in this during that Douglass introduces himself as another kind of being, one whose temporal reality and origin lie outside of the traditional time and space and history of Western modernity, one who can both create and endure this metaphysical space/time shift.



Notes


	For example, George Yancy (2002: 298) argues in his essay, ‘The Existential Dimensions of Frederick Douglass’ Autobiographical Narrative’ that Douglass’ work is ‘rich with existential motifs: anguish, dread, Angst, freedom and facticity, the for-itself and the in-itself, transcendence and immanence, the self-Other dialectic, etc.’ and gives as the preeminent example Douglass’ fight with the slave breaker Edward Covey. For Yancy (2002: 298), a phenomenological reading of ‘the lived-reality of being Black under white supremacy or whiteness’ reveals the ‘concept of whiteness…through the lens of her [Simone de Beauvoir’s] conception of the “serious man”’ as a choice, one that is enacted and continually reinforced through macro and micro actions throughout one’s society and throughout one’s life. The specific example of Covey demonstrates this choice and its enactment in an almost exaggerated manner. Yancy (2002: 311) writes, ‘[I]t is Douglass’ fight with Covey which further helps him to complete the process of existential conversation,’ in which Douglass’ self-narration of his own subjective consciousness began with this moment of the material assertion of the right to his body, which then became as assertion of his voice in the writing of his own narrative. But this fight was the seminal moment that ‘signifies a more important realization,’ namely, ‘he [Douglass] does not possess an essence (Black inferiority) that precedes his ex-istence’ (Yancy 2002: 313).
Similarly, Lewis Gordon’s ‘Frederick Douglass as an Existentialist’ and Bernard Boxill’s essay, ‘The Fight with Covey’ both argue, as Yancy does, the existential significance of Douglass’ work but also the watershed moment of his fight with Covey. Gordon (1997: 42) notes, ‘[T]o to situate Douglass’ contribution to existential thought requires an articulation that addresses both slavery and struggle.’ That is, the living context of the contradiction between the human as freedom and the social condition of enslavement as the negation of human freedom. For Gordon, the fight with Covey is a material manifestation of this conflict, making it the existential moment of Douglass’ work. Gordon (1997: 45) writes,


The fight with Covey raises as many questions as it addresses. Although a moral tale, it challenges many of our assumptions, much of what we take for granted—which, in the end, is a lesson that a slave’s condition challenges all of us who fail to treasure our freedom. In teaching us about ourselves, Douglass’ discussion raises questions on what it means to be a human being, and in that regard carries a philosophical as well as anthropological leitmotif.



Douglass’ fight with Covey is this moment—it is both an assertion of existential personhood in the dignity of choice and the responsibility for one’s actions and inactions, but also the reality of the weight of all of our decisions. Similarly, Boxill (1997: 273) argues,


Frederick Douglass’ reflections on the results of his fight with Covey are something of a puzzle. In his Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass he claims that the ‘battle with Covey’ was the ‘turning point’ in my life as a slave, ‘recalled’ in his ‘departed confidence’ and ‘inspired’ him with ‘determination to be free.’ This was in 1845. Yet until at least 1849 he was a faithful Garrisonian pacifist warning of the counterproductive consequences of violent slave resistance…Did he not sense the tension between this pacifist stance and his celebration of the psychological and moral consequences of fighting Covey?



For Boxill, decoding the enigma of Douglass’ fight is critical to understanding Douglass’ views of subjectivity and freedom, for it is critical existential moment of self-recognition.

Frank Kirkland, though, goes against this grain, questioning the very validity of an existentialist reading of Douglass for rendering Douglass’ critique of enslavement. Kirkland (2015: 125) argues that ‘Existential thought has been the prime explanatory medium in which the philosophical import of Frederick Douglass’ critique of slavery has been delineated,’ which for Kirkland should be of no surprise, given the weight of the philosophers who weigh into this discussion. But Kirkland (2015: 125) argues this reading often obscures a more fundamental reading of Douglass, one that addresses ‘three other themes central to Douglass’ thought—moral suasion, political abolitionism, and violent resistance in general.’ For Kirkland (2015: 125), the problem with the existential readings is that they often ‘derive their significance and importance solely from Douglass’ fight with Covey,’ meaning, they over emphasize this moment for Douglass’ own intellectual, moral, philosophical and literary self-development.

While the debate over an existentialist reading is a worthwhile pursuit, the task of this chapter is not to enter into this conversation. Rather, it is to assert, philosophically speaking, the meaning and context of black freedom—its existential significance and consequence as a necessary aside.


	For more on fiction in Frederick Douglass, see Haile, (2020: especially Chapter 1). Also, see Robert Stepto (2015); and William L. Andrews (2015).

	We have to remember that although Douglass does fictionalize much of ‘Heroic Slave,’ the novella was based on a real event of a slave rebellion, one that resulted in the liberation of Washington and a number of other enslaved men and women. For more on this see, Cynthia S. Hamilton (2004).

	Rasheeda Philips argues in her essay, ‘The Nowness of Black Chronopolitical Imaginaries in the Afro/Retrofuture’ that the enslaver’s world was predicated upon the specific structuring of time and the experience of time for both the enslaved and the enslavers. The temporal schema, Philips argues, is not just a means of organizing activities throughout one’s life but is also a fundamental way in which the reality is to be understood. Philips (2019) argues,

My recent research through Slave Narratives held in the U.S. Library of Congress yields hundreds of references by formerly enslaved Africans on the use of time and clocks by slavemasters to attempt to regulate every waking moment of their lives, as well as the times they were allowed to sleep and rest. Across many narratives, interviewees recounted how they were made to wake up between 3 or 4 o’clock AM, usually by the master’s blowing of a horn or ringing a bell. They were often made to work until or past sundown, some interviewees recalling working regularly until 10 PM. This control over the temporal domains of enslaved Africans extended into times of birth, times of death, and even the ‘time’ of emancipation and liberation… Seen as no more human than the watch or clock, enslaved Africans, and post-emancipation Black Americans were forbidden access to the temporal domain of their pasts, as well as the temporal domain of the Western progressive future.



It has long been argued that the slave lives a purely public life wherein the details of everyday life is lived out in the public space, from food consumption to sexual activity and reproduction, to education and literacy, to marriage and social and family structure—all according to the enslaver’s clock, as Philips notes. Yet, I also want to argue that Douglass, here, is contesting this view by creating a private space out of opacity itself. This chapter argues that a black existentialist reading not only of Douglass, but of black texts in general, will reveal alternative realities and meaning inherent in their lives, but also expressive in their works. As such, I want to argue that along with this double, Douglass and black writers, create another literary or aesthetic double within their works themselves—one that a white audience can understand as the alienation of enslavement from private life, whose entire life is predicated upon an utter lack of internal life; and, another narrative all together, one that is along-the-way that is predicated on the during experienced as a kind of seeming public life, but as the moment of inward privatization. This can be seen in how Douglass frames his discussion of Washington and what he reveals; and, how Douglass presents and represents his fight with Covey, and what he chooses to represent therein. What I want to focus on with the black existential elements of black speculative fiction is this simultaneity of this double.
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Introduction

European nihilism is a foundational element of antiblack racism. Friedrich Nietzsche’s thought on the subject, perhaps inadvertently, helps explain modern European attitudes as a pretext for black experiences of existential invisibility within antiblack racist worlds. Traditional conceptions of (European) ‘Man’ entail antiblack racist conceptions of black people, and only make sense when considered from weak nihilistic perspectives of European humanity. For example, Nietzsche’s internal critique of modern (European) ‘Man’ exposed a weak nihilistic solipsism, which is at the heart of antiblack racism and black existential invisibility.


All the values by means of which we have tried so far to render the world estimable for ourselves and which then proved inapplicable and therefore devalued the world—all these values are, psychologically considered, the results of certain perspectives of utility, designed to maintain and increase human constructs of domination and they have been falsely projected into the essence of things. What we find here is still the hyperbolic naiveté of man: positing himself as the meaning and measure of the value of things.

(Nietzsche 1968: 13–14)



Modern European philosophy situates a weak nihilistic notion of (European) ‘Man,’ as that which fixes the meaning of ‘things.’ Traditional Western reality has proceeded according to weak nihilistic values, including antiblack racism, or the ideal that racially white people exclusively possess subjective capacities necessary for establishing reality, thereby producing values such as ‘truth.’ For this reason, weak nihilism and antiblack racism permeate traditional discourses on human understanding.1 Given Nietzsche’s criticisms of idealist conceptions of humanity, then, antiblack racism entails a particular form of ‘whiteness’ that is weak nihilism; it is the value of chosen ‘appearance’ masquerading as ‘true’ reality.


Appearance is an arranged and simplified world, at which our practical instincts have been at work; It is perfectly true for us; that is to say, we live, we are able to live in it: proof of its truth for us—the world, apart from our condition of living in it, the world that we have not reduced to our being, our logic and psychological prejudices, does not exist as a world ‘in-itself’; it is essentially a world of relationships; under certain conditions it has a differing aspect from every point; its being is essentially different from every point; It presses upon every point, every point resists it—and the sum of these is in every case quite incongruent.

(Nietzsche 1968: 306)



Nietzsche admitted the world of modern (European) ‘Man’ was a world of relative appearances wherein ‘Man’s’ proclivity for distancing himself from his value projections becomes indicative of weakness. The weak nihilism of antiblack racism, for example, can be observed through the antiblack racist’s continued willing that there be no other world of value beyond the world of whiteness. Black lives in antiblack racist worlds are situated by a white nihilism that causes grievous occasions for pessimism and nihilism by black people facing the, alleged, universal nature of antiblack racist demands for black suffering.

Antiblack racism confronts black people with a ‘nihilistic threat,’ a consequence of which is the notion that human life is valuable only for those who count as racially ‘white.’2 Antiblack racism embodies a form of weak nihilism dependent upon philosophical ideals of white normativity, which can be called ‘white nihilism,’ because it values according to metaphysical conceptions of the ontological reality of its own ideals, i.e. metaphysical commitments, in order to justify itself. Since antiblack racism depends on forms of nihilism making the value of black life invisible, then, sometimes, black responses lead to conclusions that the overall meaning of life, especially black life, is meaningless, i.e. black pessimism and black nihilism. Derrick Bell (1992) legendarily claimed that black pessimism was an intelligent response to the permanency of antiblack racism. Cornel West (1993: 17–31; see, also, 1982), on the other hand, famously argued that black pessimism and nihilism evidenced a ‘disease of the soul,’ and prescribed socialistic forms of black Christianity as an optimistic response. These responses can be used to establish a traditional binary between black optimism and black pessimism, situating this analysis of black nihilism, which contends, in the spirit of Frantz Fanon and Lewis Gordon, that the values needed in response to antiblack racism are indicative of ‘not reformation but a different civilization’ (Gordon 1999: 53). We need alternative frameworks for evaluating human values in response to antiblack racism, especially those of blackness and whiteness, and neither a revitalization of traditional optimism nor a resignation to pessimism fits the bill.

Black nihilism undertakes the project of human value creation through the additive experience of black existential invisibility. Black invisibility, ultimately, is the phenomenon of experiencing one’s being through a reality that coalesces around presumptions of one’s nonexistence. ‘A feeling of inferiority; no, a feeling of nonexistence’ (Fanon 1967: 106). The black nihilistic situation involves valuing against antiblack racist ideals and value structures that render black productions of value and critiques of value structures as inherently valueless. A black pessimistic devaluation of antiblack racist values, then, is a first step towards black nihilism. Black pessimism creates an opportunity for further movement not only by rejecting white nihilism but also by interrogating all metaphysically affirmed ideals in social and political affairs and, instead, seeking to establish social and political realities based upon values justified in terms of human existential freedoms and responsibility for them.



Frantz Fanon's Black Nihilism

Fanon’s work provides a descriptive encounter of black consciousness facing the problems of pessimism and nihilism, while living through existential invisibility. Fanon’s thought deepens Jean-Paul Sartre’s elucidation of human existentialism and supports black nihilistic responses to antiblack racism. Fanon (1967: 1) indicates the nihilism of his position when he proclaims, ‘I do not come with timeless truths. My consciousness is not illuminated with ultimate radiances. Nevertheless, in complete composure, I think it would be good if certain things were said.’ Announcing that he does not come with ‘timeless truths,’ Fanon aims directly at the weak nihilistic philosophies of modern (European) ‘Man.’ The entire affair of modern European philosophy is seen, from this perspective, to be a smokescreen covering up colonial lusts for wealth, domination, rape and murder, while being concerned with how to best hide these value commitments behind facades of universalism. ‘My consciousness is not illuminated with ultimate radiances,’ signals the earthly contextualization of Fanon’s critical engagements. ‘[N]evertheless … I think it would be good if certain things were said,’ inverts axiological schemas rendering black perspectives as valueless. By invoking the term ‘good,’ Fanon becomes a determiner of value outside of antiblack racist traditions. Here, we will cite Fanon in support of the general theorization that certain forms of black nihilism are a healthy means for trans-valuing the white nihilism underlying antiblack racism.

Fanon’s thought would have been compelled to reject the ‘ultimate radiances’ regarding the religious dimensions of West’s optimistic response to black invisibility, and perhaps would have challenged the strategic utility of Derrick Bell’s pessimism regarding the white nihilism of antiblack racist values. If antiblack racism depends upon unsubstantiated claims of God being on the side of whites, how long can unsubstantiated claims of God being on the side of blacks remain motivating? On the other hand, can treating antiblack racist values as permanent be a useful means for eradicating them in the sense of trans-valuing white nihilistic values, even if that strategy might allow for some temporary relief? Fanon’s (1967: 2) analyses insist upon a trans-valuation of white nihilistic values, proposing nothing short of ‘the liberation of the man of color from himself,’ for which, he says, ‘there are two camps: the white and the black.’ According to this approach, the existential dimensions of human consciousness are understood to precede its essence. Human essence, as a form of meaning, is fundamentally indeterminable, or non-existent, because consciousness exists prior to experiencing questions concerning the meaning of itself.3 Existence precedes essence in the human existential world; however, in antiblack racist worlds, essences of determined realities precede black existence. Human reality in the antiblack racist world, as Nietzsche admits, is a construction, so it is not unlike Paley’s clock. However, the logic behind Paley’s analogy is that God must be the author of reality; the logical conclusion of antiblack racism is that whiteness is the author of reality (Gordon 1995: 140–59). That is, antiblack racist whites desire to be God, or at least godlike, in relation to black people. Antiblack racism introduces metaphysical ideals partitioning human existential spaces along racially somatic and semiotic lines indicating a presence or absence of full humanity. Being a strong nihilist means battling people who claim to have ‘Truth,’ or God, on their side.

The objectivity of blackness, in antiblack racist worlds, contextualizes the subjectivity of phenomenal black perspectives. Blackness is thus, at first, not a choice but a predicament concerning how one will choose to live life; it is a situation against and through which people live by attempting to make their lives valuable. Fanon addresses black invisibility, where the meaning of one’s existence becomes uncertain because it is not simply being determined through the eyes of others, but it is being demanded by the other to not exist. ‘Colonialism forces the colonized to constantly ask the question, “Who am I in reality?”’ (Fanon 2004: 182). It is as a form of non-existence that black humanity functions as an antithetical ‘No,’ according to Fanon, in relation to the weak nihilistic theses of antiblack racism. But rather than become a ‘man of resentment,’ a pessimist who treats antiblack racist values as immutable, or a black optimist that requires belief in God’s benevolence to value oneself, and fight, Fanon attempts to live blackness as a ‘Yes,’ on the sole grounds that he insists upon himself. This is what I call ‘strong black nihilism.’


Man is a yes that vibrates to cosmic harmonies. Uprooted, baffled, doomed to watch the dissolution of the truths he has worked out for himself one after another, he has to give up projecting onto the world an antinomy that coexists with him.

(Fanon 1967: 2)



Fanon’s (1967: 168–73) strong black nihilism is fully displayed through his critique of George Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel’s master-slave dialectic. Hegel’s phenomenology ascribes a telos to the dialectical processes of human becoming in terms of an ultimate resolution of the particular into the universal. However, as Valentine Moulard-Leonard demonstrates in ‘Revolutionary Becomings: Negritude’s Anti-Humanist Humanism,’ Fanon proposes his own version of the dialectic of liberation, which finds its resolution in ways that encourage black nihilism in valuing Humanity anew. On Fanon’s view, conflict based upon strong, black, determinations, insistent on the values of its own existence, is inherently violent and necessary to move forward. As Moulard-Leonard (2005: 234) points out, an antiblack racist culture ‘cannot engage in such self-examination as long as it does not fundamentally put into question the very metaphysics of recognition on which all its values are built.’

Hegel argues that human phenomenal life entails the ability to posit universal reality through considerations of phenomenal being. ‘[Consciousness] enters into relations with substantial things… it knows that it is dependent upon them; but it realises at the same time that it is a value in itself in so far as it is capable of such relationships’ (Hegel 1981: 176–77). In other words, consciousness, which is abstract, is inseparable from the concrete world in which it plays out its potential. Hegel’s master-slave dialectic describes a moment in the process of consciousness aspiring to absolute knowledge through the particularity of the ‘other.’ There, consciousness finds itself with self-certainty but lacking truth since it has mastery over only inanimate objects. It has certainty of itself, on Hegel’s view, through the process of satisfying its desires. But when an ‘other’ appears, it desires recognition from this other, and concludes it must ‘master’ the other in order to attain the ‘truth’ of self-certainty. Attempts at mastery fail since mastery over others doesn’t grant recognition of an equal but of an inferior. Analogous to mastery over objects in the world, mastery over the slave initially appears as being insufficient to grant the truth of self-certainty sought. The slave, on the other hand, attains the truth by generating an inner life, since restricted, and externalizing his inner life through work. In other words, ‘the master is an independent self-consciousness whose essence is to be for-itself by excluding everything else from-itself (negation)’ (Moulard-Leonard 2005: 235). The slave exists outside of truth and self-certainty which, on this view, it can only attain through the master. Ironically, however, Hegel claims, this causes a reversal where the truth of the master then becomes the servile consciousness of the bondsman. Here, the slave is not aware that ‘it does in fact contain within itself this truth of pure negativity’ (Hegel 2012: 110). The slave discovers its consciousness through mixing with the inanimate objects on which it works at the master’s behest. He discovers what he truly is by putting his subjective life at stake through the objective activities of labour. The particularities of the subjective are enabled in this way to potentially lose themselves in the universal, generating moments of abstraction ‘necessary for attaining universal consciousness (negation of the negation)’ (Moulard-Leonard 2005: 235). On Hegel’s view, the emergence of the slave’s consciousness suspends that of the master’s, causing an abstract equilibrium of recognition wherein each sees themself, mutually, as particular and universal. But, alas, is mutual recognition from black people desired by antiblack racist slave masters, or today’s antiblack racists?

Human reality is comprised of interdependently constituted perspectives creating and recreating cultural worlds through complex matrices of meaning. Here, the antiblack racist world is seen as a gross perversion of human reality. Following Fanon’s critique of Hegel, one could argue, ‘natural reality,’ or consciousness outside of engagement with others, becomes ‘human reality,’ only when realizing that ‘the other has to perform the same operation’ (Fanon 1967: 169). Hegel (2012: 106) concedes that,


Each is the mediating term to the other, through which each mediates and unites itself with itself; and each is to itself and to the other an immediate self-existing reality, which, at the same time, exists thus for itself only through mediation. They recognize themselves as mutually recognizing each other.



However, the rub is, Hegel explicitly endorses antiblack racist tropes of (European) ‘Man,’ wherein the consciousness of black people disappears as black people were meant to be perpetually enslaved, and their progeny perpetual occupants of spaces of black invisibility. What then of the mutual forms of existential recognition that Hegel describes as fundamental to all humanity? Fanon fundamentally challenges the nature of the ‘truth’ accomplished in Hegel’s dialectic. The primordial flaw is the antiblack racist’s presumptions of human consciousness simply not existing in black people. Hegel believes there is absolutely no phenomenal consciousness to be found in black bodies. The white nihilistic attitudes that drove antiblack racist institutions of slavery in the West have no theoretical room for mutual recognition. We can say that black people, on this view, do not discover their humanity through their enslavement, or through resisting it. Rather, they are forced into a black nihilistic encounter with white nihilistic Humanity, which subdues their own and forces it underground. There are two conceptions of humanity facing each other, but only one of which insists upon a denial of the phenomenal existence of the ‘other.’

If one begins with the original affirmation that black people are human beings, then white nihilism and antiblack racism do not admit of any mutual recognition between whites and blacks because of their paradigmatic dependence upon assaults, erasures and denials of black consciousness. There is no middle ground for respect and dignity under these circumstances; there are no calm conversational working out of issues to be had. As Oladipo Fashina (1989: 186) demonstrates, in ‘Frantz Fanon and the Ethical Justification of Anti-Colonial Violence,’ for black people, ‘respect and dignity do not come from freedom unless freedom also results from conflict and risk of one’s life. Thus, in order to win genuine respect and dignity, the colonized must force the settler’s recognition through physical violence.’ He went on to explain, for example, we shouldn’t misunderstand what Fanon (1967: 168–69) meant when writing in Black Skin; White Mask, that:


Man is human only to the extent to which he tries to impose his existence on another man in order to be recognized by him. As long as he has not been effectively recognized by the other, that other will remain the theme of his actions. It is on that being, on recognition by that other being, that his own human worth and reality depend.



According to Fashina, we should consider the above quote in terms of another, which Fanon (2004: 50) provided in The Wretched of the Earth: ‘On the logical plane, the Manicheism of the colonists produces a Manicheism of the colonized. The theory of the “absolute evil of the colonist” is in response to the theory of the “absolute evil of the native”.’ Fashina’s explanation of the connection between the two passages supports the theorization that the recognition achieved through strong black nihilistic struggles for black liberation does not come from a shared conception of humanity between antiblack racists and black people, but from a violent insertion of values that have made themselves undeniable.4 Strong black nihilists are not, nor do they desire to be, ‘equal’ with white nihilistic conceptions of humanity.

On this view, it is absurd for black people to seek, or value, recognition from antiblack racist whites. Sartre (1961: xiv) acknowledges this in the preface to The Wretched of the Earth,


And if you mumble, sniggering awkwardly: “He’s really got it in for us!” you have missed the true nature of the scandal, for Fanon has got nothing ‘in for you’ at all; his book, which is such a hot issue for others, leaves you out in the cold. It often talks about you, but never to you.

Sartre (1961: xlv)



He continues, ‘For the fathers, we were the only interlocutors; For the sons, we no longer count: We are the object of their discourse’ (Sartre 1961: xlvi). Fashina elucidates Fanon’s strong black nihilistic dialectic of liberation, which helps to identify Fanon’s distrust of Western discursive appeals to humanity, rejecting white nihilistic presumptions of the ahistorical nature of the modern values of (European) ‘Man.’ Fashina (1989: 189) demonstrates a way in which acceptance of white nihilistic values entails acceptance of ‘an internal human nature,’ which ‘forces us to mistake the dominant image of human nature—an image which is historically restricted, for eternal.’ Fanon rejects the forms of universalism inherent in Hegel’s master-slave dialectic, in other words, and supplants it with a strong black nihilistic dialectic of liberation. The point is that strong black nihilistic awareness of one’s life as valuable by virtue of the sheer fact of its existence can offer a propellant to positive actions within antiblack racist worlds. To be clear, being propelled to violence by insisting upon one’s humanity is not the same as accomplishing one’s humanity through violence, which is how it goes according to Hegel’s schema. Rather, as Fashina (1989: 191) points out, Fanon argues that ‘the colonized possesses a sense of his own humanity which precedes and is a causal factor of anti-colonial violence.’



Black Nihilism and the Afropessimism Debate

The question of whether black people ought to view their future prospects in antiblack racist societies optimistically or pessimistically is an old one. Several contemporary philosophers have begun writing on multiple elements constituting what I call ‘black nihilism,’ although, they tend to limit the discussion between ‘black optimism’ and ‘black pessimism.’

Frank Wilderson III’s (2008: 95–114) ‘Biko and the Problematic of Presence,’ describes black pessimism, but offers an example of weak black nihilism in response that should be avoided. According to Wilderson (2008: 104–5),


What we learn from Fanon and others is that the world is unethical due to its subsumption by the slave relation. The slave relation, then, relegates the [Marxist] capital relation (the irreconcilability between the position of the worker and the position of the capitalist) to a conflict, and not the antagonism that Marx perceived it to be.



Here, the sufferings of capitalist oppression are contextualized by the relationship between master and slave. Drawing on Orlando Patterson’s Slavery and Social Death, Wilderson argues that the economic features of the master-slave relationship are not a constituent element of slavery, but an incidental (though commonplace) experience of the slave. Patterson’s corrective involves seeing slavery, first and foremost, as a structuring relation that constitutes the paradigm of human interaction (Wilderson 2008: 104–5). In Red, White, & Black: Cinema and the Structure of United States of America Antagonisms, Wilderson (2010: 14) argues antiblack racism is dependent upon black death, which ‘connotes an ontological status’ of existential invisibility for blackness. ‘White, Human … exists ontologically as a position of life in relation to the Black or slave position, one of death’ (Wilderson 2010: 23). Wilderson’s work highlights black invisibility as a result of weak nihilistic ideals situating (white) Humanity. Whiteness depends upon the existential erasure, or ‘social death,’ of blackness. Wilderson describes the black pessimistic situation of having no value against the seemingly immutable force of white Humanity. For example, when he argues that whiteness functions in terms of a denial that ‘can grasp its own capacity, be present to itself, coherent, by its unavailability to the a priori violence of … Black accumulation and fungibility’ (Wilderson 2010: 50), he illustrates its weak nihilism, its need for epistemological guarantees of security.


Settler ontology is guaranteed by way of a negative knowledge of what it is not, rather than by of its positive claims of what it is. Ontological Whiteness is secured not through its cultural, economic, or gendered identities; but by the fact that it cannot be known (positioned) by genocide (or by accumulation and fungibility).

(Wilderson 2010: 215)



Wilderson (2008: 105) proceeds to argue that ‘it is impossible to disentangle both Blackness and Africanness from the constituent elements of slavery since their emergence and legibility are inextricably bound with the centuries of process through which subjects were turned into objects.’ He claims that ‘empowerment predicated on Black Consciousness can only impact/liberate the Black at the level of preconscious interests and at the level of unconscious identifications; but not at the level of structural positionality’ (Wilderson 2008: 111). This is not incorrect; black consciousness and black political activity are distinct but related subjects. Yet, Wilderson treats black consciousness as distinct from political consciousness. This is because he is convinced that ‘anti-Blackness is a structural necessity and a paradigmatic constant’ (Wilderson 2008: 111) of the contemporary human political world. He is a black pessimist who believes that ‘Black Consciousness cannot restore the Black to a world predicated on his/her absence. No matter what Blacks do (fight in the realm of preconscious interest or heal disalienation in the realm of unconscious desire), Blackness cannot attain relationality’ (2008: 111). After describing black pessimism, however, Wilderson stops. He collapses into a form of phenomenal resignation. He seems to suggest a form of valuing non-black valuing. This, to me, seems eerily close to valuing white nihilism. He appears, simply, to capitulate to the fact of black pessimism.

From this perspective, Wilderson displays weakness in the face of black nihilism; he describes black pessimism but collapses before seeing how it can become strong, or occasion newer ways of being that can lead to free political realities. Wilderson’s Afropessimism functions as a form of weak black nihilism because rather than considering how black nihilistic perspectives can help pave the way to enabling the emergence of black political demands, out of which healthy political arrangements can be fought for and won; he capitulates to black invisibility. He appears inconsolably forlorn about black preclusion from white worlds. But why lament so deeply black inability to join the antiblack world? Why should anyone want to join that world? Perhaps it is the job of the black pessimist to complete the task of black nihilism, strongly; that is, to create newer worlds. Wilderson used the hammer of black pessimism to destroy white nihilistic values, but he did not have the strength to wield it to build. He demonstrates weak black nihilism when he writes,


My gaze, a blackened gaze, cannot reposition me, restore me to a paradigm whose coherence—that is the integrity of Humanity at every scale: the national, the civic, the domestic, the corporeal—is predicated on the production and reproduction of my non-being.

(Wilderson 2008: 111)



But, what is needed is not restoration within this civilization; what is needed is a new humanity. The strong black nihilist does not lament a black gaze that cannot restore it to a white world. Furthermore, if I am right, the black gaze should not aim to restore black people to the antiblack world. Black disconnection from the white world is not a ‘failure,’ in the same sense that the colonial construction of the (white) Human world is not an ‘achievement.’ Gordon et al. (2018: 106) echoes this point, ‘an antiblack world,’ is not identical with ‘the world is antiblack.’ Rather, ‘such a world is an antiblack racist project. It is not the historical achievement. Its limitations emerge from a basic fact: Black people and other opponents of such a project fought and continue to fight …’ (Gordon et al. 2018: 106). In other words, the strong black nihilistic gaze aims to shoot, pierce and go beyond antiblack racist worlds, towards an existentially free world, not seek restoration within a nihilistically weak world.

Black pessimism, from my perspective, ought to be viewed as a stage conditioning further choices to be made between strong and weak nihilism. Wilderson laments black invisibility, producing weak nihilistic proclamations of its political futility. Black pessimism, however, can be a precursor to strong black nihilism, not merely a death sentence. Wilderson’s view enables a false dichotomy between Afropessimism and Afro-optimism. However, as Stephen Marshall (2012) suggests in ‘The Political Life of Fungibility,’ there are important points of overlap between these binary positions that should be considered. That is, there is convergence on the general nature of the problems of blackness whereby one is demanded to face what I call the black nihilistic situation of having to value beyond the suffocating confines of white nihilism and antiblack racism.

Fred Moten is associated with Afro-optimism. In ‘The Case of Blackness,’ Moten (2008) treats blackness as a pathogen blocking the way towards a more humane sense of humanity. His reading of Fanon suggests that the ‘Black’ is a man haunted by ambivalence. Moten understands Fanon as paradoxically struggling against the categories of terms needed to articulate himself. However, I argue, Moten misunderstands the strong black nihilism inherent in Fanon’s thought. Fanon does not seek to relieve black people of the ‘case of blackness,’ nor does he consider blackness a disease to be alleviated; he does, however, consider antiblack racist values to be an eradicable disease infecting humanity and causing the underdevelopment of its possibilities. Fanon does not seek to restore his blackness within a (white) Human world that cannot justify its original exclusion of blackness. By ‘the liberation of the man of color from himself,’ (1967: 2) means to liberate all humanity from weak nihilistic conceptions of itself, which in its modern sense, is most fundamentally over-determined in terms of modern conceptions of racial whiteness and blackness.

In the face of social death, the strong black nihilist is at once both a pessimist and a nihilist, or as Jared Sexton (2011: 28–29) puts it,


Black optimism is not the negation of the negation that is Afro-pessimism, just as black social life does not negate black social death by inhabiting it and vitalizing it. A living death is as much a death as it is a living. Nothing in Afro-pessimism suggests that there is no black (social) life, only black life is not social life in the universe formed by the codes of state and civil society … the modern world system. Black life is not lived in the world that the world lives in, but it is lived underground….



The error by Wilderson, for example, is that he is conflating ‘the modern world system’ with the (white) modern world system. This is why, in my opinion, Afropessimism, would be better off developing and occupying a space of black pessimism, similar to Fanon’s version of negritude. There, at least, negritude only implicitly accepts reason, and not the entire world, as ‘white.’ But, black nihilistic life is forged underground, at first, beneath and in spite of the antiblack racist world. It is forced to develop itself as far removed as possible from the pale, weak nihilistic light of white-normative ideals. This life, and persisting through it, involves living through a state of exception between life and death. ‘Double emphasis, on the lived and on death. That’s the whole point of the enterprise at some level’ (Sexton 2011: 28).

Support for my theorization that the choice between Afropessimism and Afro-optimism is a false dichotomy can be further found in Sexton’s defence of some of the features of Wilderson’s pessimism. Afropessimism entails the erasure of neither black phenomenal capacities nor the agency of black performance, as Wilderson claims, but rather simply highlights the facts of black invisibility within antiblack racist societies. Sexton (2011: 37) points out the fact that ‘black social death is black social life.’ Sexton (2011: 37) responds to both Moten and Wilderson by arguing that ‘Afro-pessimism is “not but nothing other than” black optimism.’ Perhaps, the point of contention is that the dichotomization misses the question of strong versus weak black nihilism, as a result of pessimism, in response to antiblack racism. Blackness is lived through a logic of ‘improvisational immanence’ (Sexton 2011: 36); in other words, the ‘permanence is a pedestrian sense that something “lasts or remains without essential change”’ (Sexton 2011: 34). The contention arises ‘over what it means to inhabit this permanence’ (Sexton 2011: 34). Regarding what I call Wilderson’s weak black nihilistic claim that the ‘performance’ of black consciousness cannot change the ontological situatedness of Western political reality, Sexton is charitable.


Though [Wilderson] is attempting to think the two registers together—the performative and the ontological—he is indicating not so much that ontology is not performative, but rather more so that performativity does not, in fact, have disruptive power at the level or/in the way that it has been theorized to date. More radically still, he is suggesting that this theorization remains insufficiently elaborated.

(Sexton 2011: 33–34)



One can perhaps be satisfied with Sexton’s reading of Wilderson as simply doubting theorizations of black performativity leading to political change. At any rate, black pessimism and black optimism, as features of the processes of black nihilism, remain crucial lenses for theorizing existential needs of black life in contemporary America, calling to attention some of the most hidden, denied aspects of the problems associated with antiblack racism.

Achille Mbembe, Saidiya Hartman, and Stephen Best are some other interlocutors whose thoughts are compatible with my theorization of black nihilism. Mbembe identifies ‘sovereignty’ as a driving desire of whiteness. In ‘Necropolitics,’ he articulates whiteness in part through a desire to dictate life and death for black subjects. He develops Michel Foucault’s conception of ‘biopower,’ wherein sovereignty entails the strength to ‘exercise control over morality and to define life as the deployment and manifestation of power’ (Mbembe 2003: 12). Mbembe investigates the roles of death, life and the human body in constructing conceptions of antiblack racist ‘power.’ As a result of the ‘sovereign’ status whites seek in relation to black people, blacks are forced into what Mbembe (2003: 12) calls a ‘state of exception,’ or what I call, black pessimistic and nihilistic spaces. These are existential spaces where black life and death meet their limits in terms of incomplete realizations of each other.5 As a result, the ‘state of exception’ acquires a spatial arrangement that locates it ‘outside the normal state of law’ (Mbembe 2003: 13).

Antiblack racism’s arrangement of black spaces beyond the scope of morality, justice and law has both a geographical and an existential landscape. Mbembe’s thought sheds light on the black nihilistic terrain of the ‘state of exception,’ revealing the white normative structuring of the ‘sovereign’ subject around which antiblack racist political institutions are built. He argues that Western notions of justice are predicated upon modern European philosophical categories and white-normative conceptions of ‘pure reason.’ He counters, ‘instead of considering reason as the truth of the subject, we can look to other foundational categories that are less abstract and more tactile, such as life and death’ (Mbembe 2003: 14). He exposes white nihilistic dimensions of antiblack racist notions of sovereignty when arguing that


Such figures of sovereignty are far from a piece of prodigious insanity or an expression of a rupture between the impulses and interests of the body and those of the mind. Indeed, they … constitute the nomos of the political space in which we still live.

(Mbembe 2003: 14)



While purporting to be grounded on universal ideals of truth and reason, antiblack racist ideals are neither the products of reason nor insanity nor antinomies abounding between phenomena and noumena. Rather, antiblack racism, on this view, results from a fundamentally weak nihilistic desire for sovereignty.

Hartman’s work also helps illuminate the situation of black nihilism and the need for thinking unlicensed thoughts in facing as yet unrealized hopes. Hartman and Best’s (2005) concept of ‘fugitive justice’ describes the predicaments of black pessimism and nihilism while addressing the question of attitudes and dispositions that may be required for going forward in light of a well-documented antiblack racist American history. Indeed, as they say, ‘By 1787, it was already too late. It was not too late to imagine an end to slavery, but it was too late to imagine the repair of its injury’ (Best and Hartman 2005: 1). Legal redresses of American slavery ‘would inevitably be too narrow, and as such it would prove necessarily inadequate’ (Best and Hartman 2005: 1). The injuries of slavery must be endured and cannot be undone.


The forms of legal and social compensation available are less a matter of wiping the slate clean than of embracing the limited scope of the possible in the face of the irreplaceable, and calling attention to the incommensurability between pain and compensation. How does one compensate for centuries of violence that have as their consequence the impossibility of restoring a prior existence … of repairing what was broken?

(Best and Hartman 2005: 1)



Here, black nihilism is considered in light of a form of black pessimism offered through Ottobah Cugoana’s writings on ‘captivity.’ Cugoana argues that, in such cases, one is forced to demand justice ‘in light of that which he cannot describe or convey, fully cognizant that what has been destroyed cannot be restored’ (cited in Best and Hartman 2005: 2). Hartman and Best mobilize pessimistic and nihilistic languages emphasizing the transformative roles of mourning, grief, lamentation and death, as conducive to the establishing of further perspectives necessary for valuing black life in antiblack racist societies, where one can potentially live again. ‘A life lived in loss’ is Cugoana’s description of what I call black nihilism, where, as Hartman and Best (2005: 3) put it, there is ‘a sophisticated understanding … between the necessity of logical remedy and impossibility of redress,’ which can be used to understand black nihilism as a ‘loophole between hope and resignation.’

Finally, Gordon’s thought on the Afropessimism debate supports my theorization that strong black nihilism is an appropriate way beyond the binary of black pessimism and optimism, provided it leads to political commitments. His support for my theorization can be summed up in the following quote:


An ironic dimension of pessimism is that it is the other side of optimism. Oddly enough, both are connected to nihilism... It emerges when people no longer want to be responsible for their actions. Optimists expect intervention from beyond. Pessimists declare relief is not forthcoming. Neither takes responsibility for what is valued. The valuing, however, is what leads to the second, epistemic point. The presumption that what is at stake is what can be known to determine what can be done is the problem. If such knowledge were possible, the debate would be about who was reading the evidence correctly. Such a judgment would be a priori—that is, prior to events actually unfolding. The future, unlike transcendental conditions such as language, signs, and reality, is, however, ex post facto: it is yet to come. Facing the future, the question isn’t what will be or how we do know what will be but instead the realization that whatever is done will be that on which the future will depend. Rejecting optimism and pessimism, there is a supervening alternative: political commitment.

(Gordon et al. 2018: 108)



How might political commitments to justice be conceived for those who historically exists beyond the bounds of humane considerations of the just? At least, in terms of antiblack racism, strong black nihilistic responses to antiblack racism reject its philosophical and existential underpinnings; they ultimately seek to move beyond metaphysically affirmed values traditionally justifying (white) human life. Strong black nihilism contains, therefore, a necessarily black pessimistic disposition towards white nihilistic values. Black pessimism and certain forms of weak black nihilism, nègritude for example, can be developmental stages within a strong black nihilistic process. Ultimately, strong black nihilism desires not to rely on constructed black metaphysical affirmations in order to struggle against antiblack racism, but may do so, initially, as a reactively necessary move. Strong black nihilism insists upon devaluing white nihilism, i.e. black pessimism, as a first step, while preparing to trans-value weak nihilism, i.e. strong black nihilism, as a final step.

Through each of the above mentioned philosophers, the cause of stealing away black nihilistic philosophical spaces wherein black people can develop and continue the work of building and preparing the way for newer forms of humanity beyond white nihilism and antiblack racism is, in one way or another, advanced. The importance of black nihilistic thought, however, cannot be understated precisely for this reason: philosophies of black nihilism, including black pessimism and black optimism, construct terms of discourse useful for future generations of black people to identify, theorize and strategize against the prevalence of evolving, yet weak, nihilistically entrenched, antiblack racist value systems. To adopt languages enabling future generations of black people to find strong black nihilistic voices, to make black values undeniable, and not perish of the forces of antiblack racism’s weak nihilistic impositions, is the goal of strong black nihilism. New forms of valuing humanity are required to move beyond the decadent parameters of the antiblack racist world. Fanon’s (1967: 1) work provides support for my theorization that strong black nihilism, as he writes in the opening pages of Black Skin; White Masks, may be a potential way forward, ‘toward a new humanism.’ He suggests, in the closing sentences of that text, the goal of a new humanism is to adopt an open disposition towards Humanity. ‘I want the world to recognize, with me, the open door of every consciousness’ (Fanon 1988: 42).



Notes


	For instance, after Descartes (2017) introduced Rules for the Direction of the Mind (originally written in 1628 and published in 1701), European society began producing mass volumes of texts espousing rationalistic knowledge of the human condition. In addition to Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy (1641), there were John Locke’s An Essay on Human Understanding (1690), George Berkeley’s A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge (1710), David Hume’s An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (1748), and of course, Immanuel Kant’s ‘Of the Different Races of Human Beings’ (1775) and Critique of Pure Reason (1781), to list several.

	‘The very structure of modern [Western] discourse at its inception produced forms of rationality, scientificity, and objectivity as well as aesthetic and cultural ideals which require the constitution of the idea of white supremacy’ (West 1982: 47).

	‘If man, as the existentialist conceives him, is indefinable, it is because at first he is nothing. Only afterward will he be something, and he himself will have made what he will be… Not only is man what he conceives himself to be, but he is also only what he wills himself to be after this thrust toward existence’ (Sartre 1957: 15).

	Black people, for instance, had been living and existing on the planet Earth for several hundred thousands of years before the first, phenotypically, ‘white’ person, evolved.

	Here, he is drawing on Hannah Arendt’s theorizing of presumed spaces within Nazi concentration camps. ‘[There] are no parallels … it stands outside of life and death’ (Mbembe 2003: 12).
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Nothing Matters

Nietzsche and the early Heidegger fit into the existentialist category uncomfortably, but their work certainly has consonant elements. One such element is their analyses of nihilism, generally defined as the denial of the existence of objective values. Nietzsche (1968: 3) sees nihilism coming out of the death of God in his ‘history of the next two centuries.’ For a long time, God determined what matters and why we matter; now, without Him, it seems that nothing can matter. ‘What does nihilism mean? The highest values devalue themselves. The aim is lacking, and “Why” finds no answer’ (Nietzsche 1968: 9). God can no longer function as the unquestionable centre that orients and organizes our entire lives the way the sun keeps the planets in their orbits, giving us the light to see and labour. Truly, much is lost. ‘What were we doing when we unchained this earth from its sun?… Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying as through an infinite nothing?’ (Nietzsche 1974: 181).

This mass despair that considers this loss of ultimacy to be the ultimate loss is passive nihilism. It holds that nothing matters—not in the metaphysical register that Western civilization craves. There are no holy quests, no ragged bits of the sacred half-buried in remote sands whose recovery can restore what was lost, nothing that could turn our random ambling towards death into a hero’s quest to save Something Important that Means Something.

Heidegger’s early philosophy shares some of this nihilist outlook. Existential experiences such as anxiety and the anticipation of death reveal a world stripped of meaning. ‘Anxiety discloses an insignificance of the world; and this insignificance reveals the nullity of that with which one can concern oneself—or, in other words, the impossibility of projecting oneself upon a potentiality-for-Being which belongs to existence’ (Heidegger 2008: 393). No vocation is favoured by God or nature or human nature or reason as the Right Way to Live; no quest for the fate of the realm has been left for us at the Inn; there are no capital letters in the descriptions of our lives. ‘Anxiety reveals the nothing’ (Heidegger 1993: 101). These experiences show us something essential precisely by showing us nothing. The silence of the voice of conscience says it plainly: ‘we cannot seek to delimit any concrete single possibility of existence…. The call “says” nothing’ (Heidegger 2008: 325, italics in original). Rather than not saying anything, this is what it says: in response to ‘what is our purpose?,’ our conscience tells us, ‘Nothing.’



Nothing Matters

But this bleak picture is the premise of their argument, not its conclusion. Nietzsche believes that the strong among us can push through this passive nihilism into active nihilism which takes the same event and reverses its polarity. The loss becomes a gain, for the lack of values given to us opens the possibility for the creation of values by us, values better tailored to a mortal life.

We must give up the transcendent if we are to embrace the immanent. This is why nothing matters, as Nietzsche’s (1974: 181) madman says of humanity’s deicide: ‘there has never been a greater deed.’ While Her absence means that nothing can matter the way we think we need, this nothingness, this open sky free of surly deities, this good green earth emptied of fiery pits—this matters. The fact that nothing can matter in the ultimate, metaphysical sense is tragic for those who recognize this as the only meaningful meaning, but it also opens the way for a new kind of mattering, a mortal, joyful one. Nothingness is a terrifying, empty abyss waiting to swallow us up and, at the same time, a blank canvas inviting creation. The disorienting lack of direction also indicates that we are in unmapped territory enticing exploration. When nihilism clears away, it also clears a way out. Like its two-word motto that we are returning to in order to turn it over and over, nihilism is fundamentally ambiguous, our interpretation of it depending on our health or strength.1

Ironically, this shows us that a quest has been pressed upon us, not by God but precisely by Her demise: the quest for a new kind of meaningfulness given to us by nothing. We must find a meaning that does not come from anything transcendent, eternal, absolute for these are not of this world. This quest for meaning that we have been charged with charges our lives with meaning.

Thus, while it is true that ‘some sun seems to have set,’


We philosophers and “free spirits” feel, when we hear the news that “the old god is dead,” as if a new dawn shone on us…. At long last the horizon appears free to us again…. Our sea, lies open again; perhaps there has never yet been such an “open sea”.

(Nietzsche 1974: 280)



Nietzsche plays with the image of the sun to capture the ambiguity of nihilism, for the sun lying low on the horizon could be either sunset or sunrise, and nothing makes us take it one way or the other. Our ‘way to the evening… is the way to a new morning’ (Nietzsche 1960: 190) since the Twilight of the Idols and Daybreak both describe the same event.

For Heidegger, an authentic life takes ownership of living in a way proper to how it genuinely is, all words related to ‘Eigentlichkeit’ or authenticity. We must exist in a way that accords with our way of being, which is ‘defined by a “not” [Nicht]’ (Heidegger 2008: 329). This not-ness seeps behind us in thrownness (Heidegger 2008: 330) and ahead of us in death (Heidegger 2008: 354), such that ‘“care”—Dasein’s Being—… in its very essence, is permeated with nullity through and through.’2

As with Nietzsche’s nihilism, this problem presents its own solution. Our nihilistic purposelessness gives us a purpose, a project ‘which belongs to existence,’ namely, to come to grips with our purposelessness. Heideggerian authenticity means living in full acknowledgment of our temporality and lack of any kind of ultimacy. The Existential Imperative—the only command a dead God can issue—is to honestly, resolutely face up to our lack of ultimate significance and this quest to give up quests grants significance.3 There is nothing that we can do that would be Meaningful, but there is nothing that we can do that would be meaningful, resolving to live in a way proper to nothingness-infused mortals. Nothing matters.



No-thing Matters

Heidegger changed his views and writing in the 1930s, often called his turn, and one thing that turned him was an extended engagement with Nietzsche. He thinks Nietzsche brilliantly diagnosed the essential problem of our time, nihilism, but the solution he proposed actually worsened it.4 Nietzsche proposed to overcome nihilism by reversing traditional metaphysics—prioritizing becoming over being, this life over the next. Upon discovering that nothing could authorize values, he went about identifying a thing to author values—the will.5 While innovative, this move is still playing the same old metaphysical game, merely switching the source of value. Reversals remain within the framework they’re re-forming and so cannot fundamentally overcome and twist free of them. Heidegger argues that Nietzsche’s reversal undermines itself, for our creation of values strips them of their authority. They are whatever we say they are, and we can change or abandon them at will. ‘By being appreciated as a value, being is deprecated as a mere condition set by the will to power itself…. What was supposed to be the overcoming is but the completion of nihilism’ (Heidegger 2002: 193). Contra Kant, only heteronomy can command us. ‘If we merely attempt, on our own authority, to set or seize upon the measure, then it becomes measureless and disintegrates into nothingness’ (Heidegger 1996: 167).

Having taken God’s place as source of all value then, as the standard objection to divine command theory has it, our decisions as to what to value cannot but be arbitrary. Anything guiding our creation such as intrinsic meaning or preferences we bring to it would compromise our pure autonomy. We cannot have any reason to value any thing rather than another else we are merely obeying reason, making meaning meaningless and values valueless. Whereas Nietzsche thinks that we cannot have pre-existing or given criteria for our choice to be our choice, Heidegger argues that we must have some guidance it for it to be a choice at all, and not a random spasm or coin-flip. ‘The dispensation of value requires a new principle, i.e. something that provides it with a point of departure’ (Heidegger 2002: 169).6 Nietzsche’s saving value by having nothing determine it in fact destroys its very possibility. It is the way that nothing matters for Nietzsche that makes nothing matter, his supposed escape from nihilism trapping him within it.

It is nihilism’s ambiguity that provides the solution to its problem for Heidegger. As ‘the border between two world eras,’ it could either end in global despair or become ‘the transition to the realm of a “new turning of being.” The movement of nihilism must thus of its own accord be disposed toward different possibilities and in keeping with its essence be polysemous [mehrdeutig].’7 We overcome nihilism not by backing out but by going through. We must follow its principle all the way out to accept no thing as foundation, rather than just switching things—from God or nature to will. No thing can ground or supply traditional meaning so seeking it in things or beings is what condemns us to meaninglessness. ‘Homelessness is the symptom of oblivion of Being… the fact that man always observes and handles only beings’ (Heidegger 1993: 242).

The true lesson to draw from the death of God, Heidegger argues, is to change ontological registers, away from all beings to that which is not a being at all—being. This is why no-thing matters. When we stop looking for some thing to give us meaning and values, we can start finding meaning in their simple givenness, gratitude that they are given to us.

This change in perspective shows us that we are not straying through a blank ‘infinite nothing’ but live in a world brimming with significance—things calling out for our attention, calling on us to attend and tend to them, to care about them, to care for them, to take care of them. If we quiet our clamouring for explanations or foundations that justify absolutely, the wondrous abundance around us can be heard. He sometimes calls this meaningful context ‘world’ which, he emphasizes, is not a thing. ‘World is never an object [no-thing] that stands before us and can be seen,’ but it is what ‘first gives to things their look and to men their outlook on themselves.’ Were it a thing, all the questions about justifying it would arise bringing nihilism in their wake when ‘“why” finds no answer.’ Instead, beings manifest as significant, their worldhood just being the meaningful arrangement of things in their places as ‘what is holy and what unholy, what great and what small, what brave and what cowardly, what lofty and what fugitive.’8

We do not live in a vacuum with no up or down but a meaningful world that makes sense to us and makes sense for us, which guides our decisions and creations the way the wood tells the woodworker what to make out of it. Whereas in Being and Time thrownness had the existentialist sense of being abandoned to our own resources, in the later work it takes on connotations of being-given a home, a world, an understanding. It is not a burden that compromises action, but the gift that enables it. As the source of intelligibility, demands for its justification are unintelligible. ‘Being remains mysterious, the simple nearness of an unobtrusive governance’ (Heidegger 1993: 236).

Heidegger is particularly interested in what one might call the meta-values9 of wonder and gratitude. These begin when we turn from the things that are given to the givenness of things, from beings to being. Focusing on what is given or who is giving distracts us from the sheer fact of givenness so that ‘one can no longer be struck by the miracle of beings: that they are’ (Heidegger 1994: 169). The ‘ontological difference’ means that since being is in no way a being, no thing is doing the giving. This is why the fact that being is no-thing, a characterization Heidegger often makes,10 matters. Nietzsche’s taking credit for creating meaning decisively closes off the possibility of gratitude.


The things for which we owe thanks are not things we have from ourselves. They are given to us…. But the thing given to us… is thinking…. How can we give thanks for this endowment, the gift of being able to think?

(Heidegger 1968: 142–43)



We should be grateful to think and think to be grateful. We have been given the incomprehensibly wondrous opportunity to witness and participate in the fact that things are, to bring out and explore their conceptual dimensions. Our thinking is thanking if we take it as granted instead of for granted. This means to think thoughtfully, to continue questioning instead of settling into a certainty which makes further thinking superfluous. Being, the ultimate source of all thought and reality, is no-thing comprehensible; it is a ground that is an abyss, highlighting the sheer opening up of the world to us. This is the one ‘miracle’ that can be performed by a dead God, indeed, only by one—a true creatio ex nihilo. The be-ing of all beings, their manifesting to us, is what can still be revered in the after-glow of the setting of divinity, and it is the murder of this possibility that Heidegger (2002: 199) mourns: ‘by passing it over, we continually accomplish (without attending to it) that killing of the being of beings.’ We know it is sacred for it can be desecrated, as Nietzsche proudly did in ‘thinking in values… the greatest blasphemy imaginable against Being’ (Heidegger 1993: 251).

Heidegger reinterprets his earlier, existentialist view of anxiety to bring it in line with his later.


As that which is altogether other than all beings, being is that which is not. But this no[-]thing essentially prevails as being…. An experience of being as that which is other than all beings is bestowed in anxiety…. Readiness for anxiety is a Yes to assuming a stance that fulfils the highest claim, a claim that is made upon the human essence alone. Of all beings, only the human being, called upon by the voice of being, experiences the wonder of all wonders: that beings are…. The lucid courage for essential anxiety assures us the enigmatic possibility of experiencing being. For close by essential anxiety as the horror of the abyss dwells awe. Awe clears and cherishes that locality of the human essence within which humans remain at home.

(Heidegger 2010: 233–34, bracketed hyphen added)



The essential ambiguity of nihilism returns, the same sentence giving rise to both ‘the horror of the abyss’ that Nietzsche foretold and the awe that Heidegger promises: no-thing gives us meaning and guidance. Nietzsche’s awesomely aweless atheism morphs into Heidegger’s thankful thinking of ‘the miracle of beings.’ There is glory to be witnessed, awe to be had, thanks to be given—just not to anyone or thing. There is no-thing to be grateful to—no ground, no source, no creator—and we should be grateful for this no-thing, since any-thing would draw attention away from the sheer thereness of everything. Thanks for nothing.



Noth-ing Matters

Heidegger seeks the sacred in a forsaken world, discovering that when nothing matters, no-thing still matters; indeed, it is the only (no)thing that can. The creation of everything by an omnipotent being for a comprehensible purpose is not wondrous—that’s just a deity’s Monday morning. Rigid laws of nature creating the conditions for a big bang means that everything is just the way it had to be. Everything just happening, on the other hand, and the happening of every-thing—itself not a thing—is endlessly question-worthy, thought-provoking, brain-tickling, awe-inspiring, wonder-ful.

Philosophy starts in wonder but usually smothers it with answers and explanations. Perpetually questioning questions that accept that no-thing explains beings, on the other hand, this devout ‘questioning is the piety of thought’ (Heidegger 1993: 341), for it invites an epiphany of ‘the miracle of beings.’ Similarly, when Heidegger reads the great works of metaphysics, he is not interested in definitively determining tenets but in reviving questions. He wants to converse with these works, provoke them into provoking new thoughts, instead of reaching univocal readings which, in Nietzsche’s phrase (1966: 16), ‘prefer a handful of “certainty” to a whole carload of beautiful possibilities.’ This polysemous reading is what happens anyway, when each generation reads the same works differently, uncovering new meanings that stimulate new thinking. A pious reading acknowledges and celebrates texts’ inexhaustible richness.

For instance, when Heidegger asks Leibniz’s ‘basic question of metaphysics which the nothing itself compels: Why are there beings at all, and why not rather nothing’ (Heidegger 1993: 110), he is not seeking an answer; ‘philosophical questions are in principle never settled as if some day one could set them aside.’11 The death of God teaches us to accept no-thing as (no)answer, subtly but essentially altering our asking. It is the same question Leibniz asked since nothing has changed it, but nothing has changed it—specifically the final clause, ‘instead of nothing,’ which


prevents us, in our questioning, from beginning directly with beings as unquestionably given, and having hardly begun, already moving on to the ground we are seeking, which is also in being. Instead, these beings are held out in a questioning manner into the possibility of not-Being. In this way, the Why gains a completely different power and urgency of questioning.... From now on, beings as such waver, insofar as we put them into question. The oscillation of this wavering reaches out into the most extreme and sharpest counterpossibility of beings, into not-Being and Nothing. The search for the Why now transforms itself accordingly.

(Heidegger 2014: 31–32)



Taking things ‘as unquestionably given’ to investigate their causal relations or origins in a ‘ground… which is also in being’ resolves their givenness with a giver, dissolving the question by solving it.

But the nothing gives ‘the Why… a completely different power.’ This is how I understand Heidegger’s notorious phrase, ‘das Nichts selbst nichtet,’ a sentence that sent Carnap and generations of translators into conniptions. It makes ‘Nichts,’ the word for ‘nothing’ (and ‘not’) into a verb, signifying that it is not a being but an event, not some-thing but something that happens to things. The phrase has been translated, ‘the nothing itself nihilates’ or ‘noths,’ but I will take a slight grammatical liberty and insert a hyphen (as was Heidegger’s wont) to render it as a present participle (e.g. ‘she is swimming’): 12 ‘the nothing itself is noth-ing.’ The nothing is no-thing but rather an action or effect, something it does to everything, the noth-ing of being.

Noth-ing makes conspicuous the fact that things are by showing us the possibility that everything could not exist, similar to the way the absence of a previously inconspicuous tool draws attention to it.


In the clear night of the noth[-]ing of anxiety the original openness of beings as such arises: that they are beings—and not nothing. But this “and not nothing” we add in our talk is not some kind of appended clarification… It brings Da-sein for the first time before beings as such.

(Heidegger 1993: 103, bracketed hyphens added)



Anxiety’s noth-ing makes beings’ being glow, changing aweless taking for granted of everything into awed gratitude for the granting of everything. Knowing no answer could satisfy it, this question seeks none; it holds everything up against its own nothingness, changing everything while leaving it all the same. In Heidegger’s rereading, Leibniz’s question similarly ‘expresses a completely different question…. With our question we establish ourselves among beings in such a way that they forfeit their self-evidence as beings’ (Heidegger 2014: 32). Nihilism’s nothingness as the lack of a giver turns into the no-thingness of their being-givenness, an endless provocation to rethink and reread.

I used to think that Heidegger’s anachronistic readings of his own early writings were due to a perverse inability to admit having been wrong. Now I see him rereading his own work the way he does others—creatively transforming them. In Being and Time, for example, thrownness had the existentialist sense of finding oneself living without explanation, justification, or choice. Changing everything by changing nothing, our lack of a fated task has now become our task—nothing charging us with accepting nothing.

Now Heidegger changes nothing again.


Man is rather “thrown” from Being itself into the truth of Being, so that ek-sisting in this fashion he might guard the truth of Being, in order that beings might appear in the light of Being as the beings they are…. It is in this direction alone that Being and Time is thinking when ecstatic existence is experienced as “care”.

(Heidegger 1993: 234)



We are thrown into existence, but the thrower is no-thing beyond the throwing, the mere event of our opening to beings which happens anew every time we look at, hear or think anything. And this gives us something like the kind of fateful role that thrownness had earlier denied: only our ek-sisting stretches open the clearing to allow beings to be. Guarding and preserving the miracle of beings be-ing is the true issue of ‘care,’ not settling the issue of our own being by performing a job or role (Heidegger 2008: 237). All is still ‘permeated with nullity through and through,’ but these have transformed from forsaken to for-the-sake-of-which, even as they remain the same idea.13

Our unique role in the cosmos charges us with a cosmic-scale responsibility both grave and ek-xhilarating. ‘Such standing in the clearing of Being I call the ek-sistence of man. This way of Being is proper [eignet] only to man’ (Heidegger 1993: 228). We perform this noth-ing because we ourselves are no-things, that is, we ought to clear the clearing ek-statically because we have no independent subsistence apart from being which is equally no-thing. No longer homeless, we belong here because we and being belong to each other in a way that things never can. We care for this belonging the way Parmenides laid out at the dawn of philosophy: thinking and saying being contains


the concealed thanks that alone pays homage to the grace that being has bestowed upon the human essence in thinking, so that human beings may, in their relation to being, assume the guardianship of being. Originary thinking is the echo of being’s favour, of a favour in which a singular event is cleared and lets come to pass: that beings are. This echo is the human response to the word of the silent voice of being.

(Heidegger 2010: 236)



No thing can have ultimate significance but we, who are no-thing but the ‘echo’ of the voice calling on us to let it ring out, partake in the sacred as we let beings be by doing noth-ing.

We have a responsibility due to our unique ability to respond, a for-the-sake-of-which assigned to us by ek-sistence.


The human being holds free the locale for that which is quite other than beings [no-thing], so that within this openness something like coming to presence (being) can be given [the noth-ing]. This noth[-]ing, which is not beings [no-thing] and which is nevertheless given, is nothing negative. It belongs to presencing…. To what extent does there belong to this ‘giving of being and nothing’ something that gives and entrusts itself to this gift in preserving it? We can easily say: There is a giving.

(Heidegger 2010: 316–17, all bracketed insertions added)



Nietzsche argued that nothing gives us importance, so we have nothing and must come up with it ourselves; Heidegger says that no-thing gives us importance, so we have noth-ing, a purpose we could never create and, if we had, would no longer be a purpose. One must be summoned to a calling. It is precisely to no-thing that we owe our gratitude, including the gratitude for being able to be grateful. The view that ‘the being of beings would be a product of human representation’ is what ‘continues to cast its last shadow over us’ (Heidegger 2010: 303), not the shadows of God that Nietzsche worked so hard to erase. Only a granting can give us that which is to be cherished, so what is granted to us first and above all is granting itself.

Heidegger finds the festivals and sacred games of exaltation that could honour no-thing for the sheer being of all that is, in poets’ wording of the world and thinkers’ unfoldings of its conceptual dimensions. They are the ones who celebrate and frolic in the joined mutual echo between their ability to say and think and reality’s sayability and thinkability. So extraordinary is this absolute ordinariness that it makes even this destitute world ‘an ordaining of destining, as is every way of revealing’ (Heidegger 1993: 330). Grateful delight in words or thoughts is what Aristotle would call the out-standing (done with arete or excellence) exercise of our highest faculty, ‘the supporting ground of our humanity… the distinctive ability to relate to beings as such’ (Heidegger 1994: 179). It is at the same time being’s excellent exercise of its ergon—manifesting. It is in these ceremonies, these solemn, gleeful revelries, that beings most open up to be to their fullest, and we become most truly ourselves.

These are the ceremonies of what Heidegger calls the gods who attend the wake of God, for whereas God is the beingest being of all, gods are no-things.


Erecting a building, raising a statue, presenting a tragedy at a holy festival… means to consecrate, in the sense that in setting up the work the holy is opened up as holy and the god is invoked into the openness of his presence. Praise belongs to dedication as doing honour to the dignity and splendour of the god. Dignity and splendour are not properties beside and behind which the god, too, stands as something distinct, but it is rather in the dignity, in the splendour that the god comes to presence. In the reflected glory of this splendour there glows, i.e. there clarifies, what we called the world. To e-rect means: to open the right in the sense of a guiding measure, a form in which what is essential gives guidance.

(Heidegger 1993: 169)



As philosophers have long argued, theology needs to get the ontology right. The gods are not substances with properties; they are no-thing but the dignity and splendour of our world holding glorious sway in holiness. They do not make but are the meaningfulness of our world when it shines and ‘gives guidance,’ telling us what matters.


This presence of the god is in itself the extension and delimitation of the precinct as a holy precinct…. It is the temple-work that first fits together and at the same time gathers around itself the unity of those paths and relations in which birth and death, disaster and blessing, victory and disgrace, endurance and decline acquire the shape of destiny for human being. The all-governing expanse of this open relational context is the world of this historical people. Only from and in this expanse does the nation first return to itself for the fulfilment of its vocation.

(Heidegger 1993: 167)



We are called to the vocation of hearing the voice of being by echoing it and so letting it resound to give our lives order and our living orders.

This is the light of a holiness that may only arise after God’s watchful glare has set as we live through the ambiguous gloaming of this evening-land (the literal translation of the German word for the Western world, ‘Abendland,’ that Heidegger points out).


In such nearness, if at all, a decision may be made as to whether and how God and the gods withhold their presence and the night remains, whether and how the day of the holy dawns, whether and how in the upsurgence of the holy an epiphany of God and the gods can begin anew. But the holy, which alone is the essential sphere of divinity, which in turn alone affords a dimension for the gods and for God, comes to radiate only when Being itself beforehand and after extensive preparation has been illuminated and is experienced in its truth. Only thus does the overcoming of homelessness begin from Being, a homelessness in which not only man but the essence of man stumbles aimlessly about.

(Heidegger 1993: 242)



The sun must take its direction so that either ‘the day of the holy dawns’ or ‘the night remains,’ that it may give direction. Will we continue stumbling aimlessly without direction or directions, with no up or down ‘straying as through an infinite nothing’ (Nietzsche 1974: 181), or may we not find our way home in noth-ing the no-thing of being.

No-thing makes noth-ing matter: it is of importance that we manifest being because there is no creator or cause to do it in our place. The very nothingness that led to nihilism’s conviction that nothing matters is precisely what makes us matter. Where Nietzsche’s (1974: 181) madman worries about the cold darkness that will follow our spinning ‘away from all suns,’ Heidegger notes that the withdrawal of the source of light is essential to seeing. The apparently nihilistic abandonment of beings by being is just the other side of the self-concealment it must harbour in order to reveal anything. ‘In order to bring into view what resides in a visual field, the visual field itself… must in a certain sense be over-looked.’14 We see things by means of light but if light itself were a visible thing it would block our sight of illuminated things with opaque blocks of luminous amber. Light’s role in vision is not unambiguous: we have to not see the light if we are to see that which is lighted. The sun’s departure can reveal while looking into the sun can blind. Perhaps this is why the madman begins by lighting ‘a lantern in the bright morning hours’ and ends by throwing ‘his lantern on the ground, and it broke into pieces and went out’ (Nietzsche 1974: 181–2).



Nothings Matter

This paper has given multiple readings of nihilism’s defining phrase: nothing matters. Let us conclude reflectively: why does this matter? Are these readings anything more than hermeneutic parlour tricks, dollar-store deconstruction?

Existentialism is, at bottom, about freedom. It foists choices upon us as something we did not choose but which now obligates us to make the decisions that make us who we are. Nothing external can determine our decisions if they are to be decisions instead of manipulations, and if they are to be our decisions instead of causal sequences passing through us; ultimately, any pushing or tugging that sways the will compromises its pure circuit of self-causality. The available choices must radically underdetermine our spontaneous choice among them, which culminates in their having no impact on our decision at all. Nihilism can only truly exist in a world empty of values.15

The absence of intrinsic meaning forces you to choose while simultaneously removing any possible guidance for your choice. Nothing makes you select one option or another because nothing makes you select one or another—it is our being no-thing, lacking any inherent nature, that requires us to make it ourselves. The sun must be able to be seen as either going up or down because, having ‘unchained this earth from its sun,’ there is no longer ‘any up or down,’ leaving us ‘straying as through an infinite nothing’ (Nietzsche 1974: 181, italics added). Existentialism has no choice but to embrace ambiguity since its understanding of freedom inhabits the free space between our choice and our choices.

Nietzsche (1968: 301) rejects the notion of ‘a “sense-in-itself,” a “meaning-in-itself.” There are no “facts-in-themselves,” for a sense must always be projected into them before there can be “facts.”’ This projection can go in many directions, making reality itself polysemic: ‘facts is precisely what there is not, only interpretations…. The world is… interpretable otherwise, it has no meaning behind it, but countless meanings’ (Nietzsche 1968: 267). Because there is no single, fixed Meaning or Truth, the world bears and inspires an array of interpretations, multiple ones being meaningful and truthful within their perspectives.16

Thus, there is no Ethics since ‘nature is always value-less, but has been given value’ by us (Nietzsche 1974: 242). But that means that there can be many ethics, as we project different value systems onto our various lives. Morality, supposedly written into nature,


is interpretation, not text; and somebody might come along who, with opposite intentions and modes of interpretation, could read out of the same ‘nature,’ and with regard to the same phenomena, rather the tyrannically inconsiderate and relentless enforcement of claims of power—an interpreter who would picture the unexceptional and unconditional aspects of all ‘will to power.’

(Nietzsche 1966: 30)



A believer sees pacifistic egalitarianism in nature, while Nietzsche reads the opposite in ‘the same phenomena’—a morality of power, a relentless war of all against all, red in tooth and claw. Each is a projection of meaning like every reading, clearing out room to create.

As with the necessarily free choice to freely choose, this universal openness to interpretation must itself be open to interpretation, as the aphorism above concludes: ‘supposing that this also is only interpretation—and you will be eager enough to make this objection?—well, so much the better.’ Heidegger sees ‘the same phenomena’—the no-thing at the heart of all meaning opening the possibility of vastly different interpretations—and interprets it vastly differently. These meanings are not imposed by us on pliable material; they emerge and proliferate like wildflowers in a field or springs bubbling up from the earth. ‘Words are wellsprings that are found and dug up in the telling, wellsprings that must be found and dug up again and again’ (Heidegger 1968: 130). These textual disseminations are the great legacy we are heir to and inherit the responsibility to care for them, listening for and to them. Husserl’s phenomenology had shown that attending to things, dwelling on and with them, reveals endless details in ever-receding horizons. Heidegger (1993: 353) made something like his teacher’s dry observation the central ritual of his post-religion: ‘dwelling itself is always a staying with things… in this way, that mortals nurse and nurture the things.’ Dwelling on texts, piously reading, lets new meanings arise, releasing more than their author meant them to mean.

We are called on to call beings into the clearing by calling them names. The greater our attentive articulation—the better our works evoke the rich details we overlook in usual experience—the more fully they are manifested, and the more fully they are. Attending to texts means dwelling on them, giving them time and space to unfurl themselves instead of rushing directly to their most obvious, univocal sense. Hermeneutic nihilism leads to semantic polysemy: since the texts mean no-thing, no single, fixed, determinate sense, they can allow multiple meanings to reveal and preserve some truth in their noth-ing of the words.

Heidegger demonstrates this by listening to unheard intonations faintly ringing in canonical texts, asking not just what they do mean but what they can mean, what further possibilities could they open up to explore. This may sound strange but it’s what we do with all great works, keeping them relevant and readable generation after generation by continually finding new senses in them. Thus, he reads Leibniz’s question ‘in a transformed manner. The question now asked is: Why is it that everywhere only beings have priority, without our giving thought to the “not” of beings, to “this nothing,” i.e. to being with regard to its essence?’ (Heidegger 2010: 317–18). He changes it from a question about beings—what entity is responsible for the existence of all?—to a rhetorical question meditating on nothing—there can be no ultimate explanation for the being of all that is. He performs this alteration by noth-ing the words’ no-thingness. Perhaps Leibniz did not intend it this way, but he could not fix the sense of his words any more than anything or anyone else can. If the words can and do say that, then they do. This is one way to understand Heidegger’s saying, die Sprache spricht—language speaks instead of us, so to speak is to listen.17 We do not imbue words with whatever sense we choose, like Humpty Dumpty; we speak by listening to and cooperating with the meanings words give us, meanings that no one constructed or can fully grasp or control. Heidegger uncovers Leibniz’s questioning of nothing to be noth-ing its own meanings into no-thing, which is something new.

These semantic nothings matter. Words must stay empty of Meaning in order to remain meaning-ful in so many different contexts, as Jacques Derrida often argues. But they are meaningful, and their polysemy means the no-thing of Meaning and does noth-ing to meaning, showing us the lush bounty of significance we have thankfully been thrown into. Polysemy reveals meaning’s pervasiveness and impermanence as interpretations linger their while, fated to fade as epochs withdraw and emerge, spreading out multiple ways of understanding being across history. Where Nietzsche wants the strong to take charge of their meaning, Heidegger sees us charged with and by an overflowing meaningfulness that no author can encompass, including himself, as we saw with his rereadings of his own works.

Polysemous language can speak simultaneously of being and beings, of nothing and being, of nothing and no-thing and noth-ing, of nihilism and meaningfulness, the death of God and the return of the gods, the sun setting and rising over the ever-churning over-turning of words.


Do we stand in the very twilight of the most monstrous transformation our planet has ever undergone, the twilight of that epoch in which earth itself hangs suspended?… But are we also at the same time precursors of the dawn of an altogether different age?

(Heidegger 1975: 17)



We are both at once, polysemically, so that the abyssal nothingness of our destitution can also begin the noth-ing of the world’s gods. ‘In a world’s worlding is gathered that spaciousness out of which the protective grace of the gods is granted or withheld. Even this doom, of the god remaining absent, is a way in which world worlds’ (Heidegger 1993: 170). The danger is the saving power, the gods’ absence their presence.

To be no-thing is to be an openness to all things, to be the noth-ing of all things in what is no-thing but the event of rising from and falling back into nothingness. This is the great gift, the gift of the ability to be given, to thoughtfully give thanks for the giving, to be the reception of The Great Giving That Is Is. We do this by being no-thing and doing noth-ing and questioning nothingness because nothing matters, in many ways. We have unchained ourselves from the sun that lit the metaphysical tradition, creating the dread of ‘night continually closing in on us’ (Nietzsche 1974: 181)—but it is the sun’s withdrawal that reveals the stars in the sky. The night’s dark nothingness exposes the radiant stars in their innumerable combinations and constellations that have been guiding people home since Homer’s time. For what is every star but another sun that can give us a new orientation? The withdrawal of the one sun is simultaneously the emergence of countless suns, just as the loss of a single way to interpret an image or two-word phrase creates the possibility to read them in multiple ways.



Notes


	‘Pessimism negates the existing world. Yet its negating is ambiguous. It can simply will decay and nothingness, but it can also renounce what exists and thus open a path for a new formation of the world’ (Heidegger 1991 3: 206).

	Heidegger (2008: 331), italics added and order of phrases reversed but with no change in meaning, I believe; see also Heidegger (2008: 354).

	For more on this topic, see Braver (2014: 24–25); Braver (2022b).

	‘Nietzsche was the last to experience this homelessness. From within metaphysics, he was unable to find any other way out than a reversal of metaphysics. But that is the height of futility’ (Heidegger 1993: 241).

	‘The nihilistic question “for what?” is rooted in the old habit of supposing that the goal must be put up, given, demanded from outside—by some superhuman authority. Having unlearned faith in that, one still follows the old habit and seeks another authority that can speak unconditionally and command goals and tasks. The authority of conscience now steps up front.... Or the authority of reason. Or the social instinct (the herd). Or history with an immanent spirit and a goal within, so one can entrust oneself to it. One wants to get around the will, the willing of a goal, the risk of positing a goal for oneself; one wants to rid oneself of the responsibility’ (Nietzsche 1968: 16–17).

	See also Heidegger (1991 1: 31–32); Heidegger (1991 3: 202).

	Heidegger (2010: 292), translation slightly changed. For more on Heidegger’s polysemy, see Braver (2022a).

	Heidegger (1993: 170, 168, 169), translation slightly modified, bracketed insertion added.

	Heidegger would hate this term, along with ‘values,’ but he uses the latter in a technical sense for self-posited morals or standards whereas I’m employing it in a looser, more general way.

	E.g., ‘within the perspective of scientific representation, which is acquainted only with beings, that which is not in any way a being (namely, being) can present itself only as nothing’ (Heidegger 2010: 316).

	Heidegger (2014: 46). In traditional approaches, ‘the questions not asked… because one already possesses an answer to the question’ (Heidegger 2014: 158). See Braver (unpublished).

	I have come to realize that the participle is a grammatical device of great interest to Heidegger, along with tautologies, ambiguous genitives, and impersonal verbs.

	I note in passing that Heidegger uses the word ‘same’ in an unusual sense in his later writings—not the same old ‘same’ that we’re used to—but delving into this topic in anything like the detail it needs would take me far afield. I discuss it at length in the book I am presently writing.

	Heidegger (1994: 128). ‘Beings stand in a luminosity… they are lighted…. Being is not merely hidden; it withdraws and conceals itself…. It shows itself and withdraws at the same time. This vacillating self-refusal is what is properly lighted up in the clearing, and yet for the most part it goes unheeded—corresponding to our comportment in the midst of beings. E.g., if we stand in a clearing in the woods, we see only what can be found within it: the free place, the trees about—and precisely not the luminosity of the clearing itself’ (Heidegger 1994: 178).

	This is why Heidegger sees nihilism as the logical conclusion and inner law of modernity’s autonomous subject with its ‘new experience and formation of freedom itself, i.e., a binding with obligations that are self-imposed…. According to this inner drive, a liberation to a new freedom, the mathematical strives out of itself to establish its own essence as the ground of itself’ (Heidegger 1993: 296). Thus, ‘nihilism is not merely one history, nor even the fundamental feature of Western history; it is the lawfulness of this historic occurrence, its “logic”’ (Heidegger 1991 3: 205).

	‘There are many kinds of “truths,” and consequently there is no truth’ (Nietzsche 1968: 291).

	See Braver (2007: 314–25).
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The concept of the good is largely absent in existentialist thought, with thinkers tending to speak instead of values, which are characterized as being in some sense dependent on the agent’s act of valuing, the capacity for which – often specified as freedom – is taken to have a unique value status.2 Jonathan Webber (2018: 2) argues that ‘as originally defined by Simone de Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre, existentialism is the ethical theory that we ought to treat the freedom at the core of human existence as intrinsically valuable and the foundation of all other values.’ Talk of ‘foundation’ can be read in different ways – as the origin of value in an otherwise valueless world, or as the mechanism through which independently valuable things come to be normatively binding in someone’s life. The former conception – of a kind of ‘heroic’ freedom – is often equated with existentialist thought. But if the free capacity for valuing is itself taken to be intrinsically valuable and hence possessing a value status independent of being valued, the latter interpretation also becomes plausible. A common move in existentialist thought is to try to combine the two approaches, whereby it is a certain manifestation of valuing that creates us as valuers. In ‘choosing to choose,’ we create ourselves as the authentic, resolute, autonomous beings capable of creating (derivative) value through our free valuing (see, e.g., Heidegger 1962: 313–14; Han-Pile 2008; McMullin 2013: 294–96).

Here we can see existentialism as an heir to Immanuel Kant’s moral revolution, which locates value not in human nature or God’s will, but in the good will of rational autonomy. But the shift to emphasizing free/authentic/autonomous choice as the ground of all value brings with it worries about nihilism and ‘decisionism’ – the view that we must ultimately decide for decision’s sake alone and ‘without recourse to any [ultimate] reasons or evaluative standards’ (Burch 2010: 211; see also Burch and McMullin 2020). Kant’s model famously avoids these worries by specifying that free valuing only counts as such if it is constrained by universal rational (specifically formal) limits. In other words, Kant stipulates that, on pain of incoherence, we should only endorse claims that are formally consistent with reason, which is itself conceptualized as universal and hence as making the same demands on all of us. Kant thereby accommodates our sense that no individual is the origin of the good; things make a claim on universal reason independently of any individual’s decision to be so claimed. But by making these limits intrinsic to free rational choosing itself, Kant can ostensibly avoid the worries about heteronomous views. Namely, that they make us out to be passive in the face of goods understood as independent of our cares and projects – making it difficult to see how we can be responsible for these goods in our lives. On the heteronomy model, we become little more than objects conforming to laws that bind us from without.3 Existentialists agree with Kant in rejecting a picture of the moral subject as entirely passive and irrelevant to the possibility of value.

But by understanding normative bindingness solely in terms of autonomous endorsement, the threat of arbitrariness looms. Critics argue that existentialist thought is especially prey to this threat.4 Since it abandons Kant’s universal conception of reason, it appears to abandon any constraints on what one can or should freely endorse. On traditional readings of existentialism, we are simply ‘condemned’ to choose – and the choosing is up to each individual alone. Individual agents are responsible for bestowing normative standing on claims that would otherwise get no normative purchase on their agency. Here the worries about arbitrariness and decisionism become pressing, since nothing appears to constrain the agent’s free ability to bestow the status ‘valuable’ on anything she wishes.

Like Kant, then, existentialist figures point to limits intrinsic to the act of valuing or to the structure of freedom/agency itself, and it is this demandingness that has ultimate normative priority. But this solution to the decisionism worry also helps to fuel it, since it doubles down on Kant’s move inward and the seeming lack of genuine constraint that results (see Braver 2012: 263). No longer is it a universally shared reason that is responsible for value, now it’s a solitary freedom. Indeed, being an anxiety-fraught loner responsible for all possibility of value is, according to Sartre (1956: 508), the core meaning of human life: ‘exile in the midst of indifference’ is the foundational meaning of human existing and is the ‘support of all others.’ Such a foundational meaning is conducive to the heroic conception of the valuing will as alone in a valueless world, condemned to choose in anxious solitude.

But this foundational meaning includes not simply a self-relation but also endorses a particular understanding of the self-world relationship; namely, with the latter understood as to be overcome by a self that is able to become its own foundation instead, answerable to nothing but itself. Indeed, insofar as existentialists emphasize certain experiences – anxiety, despair, nausea, and (as we will see) encounters with ‘the slimy’ – they seem to stack the deck in favour of this model of the heroic solitary self, condemned to freely and resolutely choose what counts as valuable from out of the ‘vast rubble of the world’ (Murdoch 1992: 341). In other words, by emphasizing certain concrete experiences over others – namely, ones in which a hostile, alien, and uncertain world threatens – they justify a worldview in which all hope of value resides in freedom’s ability to master this condition.

But we should question this tendency. In what follows, I will consider the ideal structure of value experiences to uncover ways in which they resist this picture of human beings as exiles in the midst of an anxiety/despair/nausea-inducing world. The nature of value experiences is such that in them some good is present to us as objectively real; a meaning constituted through at least three features, which might be named the demandingness, shareability, and worldliness of the good. Each aspect contributes to the possibility of experiencing some good as transcending the act of valuing. The existentialist emphasis on the first feature – interpreted as the demand to be answerable to oneself for one’s answerability – tends to occlude or cover over the latter two ways in which the ideality of value makes itself manifest: in the shareability5 and world-dependence of value experiences. In what follows, I will question the emphasis on demandingness by turning instead to the third feature. That is, by examining the worldliness of the good as manifest in value experience.


The Ideality of Value

The close relationship between ‘values’ and the activity of ‘valuing’ makes the former seem easy to understand as just whatever object or state an individual desires or chooses or ‘projects.’6 A warm jacket is valuable to the person who is cold, a friend is valuable to the person who is lonely. But if we think instead about ideals, the limit quality of the value experience becomes clearer. Though ideals bear a relationship to agency – one strives to act in conformity with an ideal – it’s not as easy to think of them as products of agency. Rather, they are conditions of normative perfection that serve as aspirational guides and goals for imperfect agents; they act as a kind of measure or limit on one’s agency.

But is this right? Isn’t ‘idealising’ – the setting up of an ideal – something that we do? After all, idealization can be understood as a method – one whereby we abstract from irrelevant contingent features to isolate an essential core present in multiple diverse particulars. This method generates models of reality that help us compare ostensibly different particular circumstances and so navigate a complex world more efficiently. They do so by abstracting away from the contingency and partiality of experience to isolate essential features that apply across multiple contexts and agents. For example, scientific modelling leaves behind the specificity of the perspectival dimension of perception to operate on the plane of mathematical models uncontaminated by that specificity (see Husserl 1989: 80–95; for discussion see Crowell 2016; D'Angelo 2019).

On traditional accounts, as found in figures like Plato, Kant, and Edmund Husserl, ideals are only available to reason, which aspires to a completeness, unity, and intersubjective shareability of understanding that is ruled out for concrete experience in all its contingency, particularity, and diversity. Since ideals represent a kind of purification of imperfect reality, they are not fully compatible with the ‘real’ and can only ever be approached asymptotically. And insofar as ideals represent a state of epistemic or practical perfection, they bring with them a critical orientation to the given as in some sense lacking.7 They point us, through this critical stance, towards how we might best know and act in the world. Ideals serve as reliable organizing principles for making sense of the messy buzz of our lives, and they do so because they are shared across agents, they purport to isolate the core features of the world on which we are dependent, and they make normative demands about how it is best to proceed. They display, in other words, the three features of value objectivity mentioned above.

The above comments are a standard way of understanding what we mean by ‘the ideal’ – namely, as standards that organize and enable our projects of knowing the world and thriving with others. This might seem to suggest that ideals are little more than useful fictions created for pragmatic purposes. But the modelling work that we do is not arbitrary or grounded in sheer will – though this picture of value can be found in the Existentialist tradition8 – rather, it is answerable to the purpose for which we seek these ideals: to achieve true knowledge and plan well for the future in concert with others. In this sense, ideals are answers to our most essential questions about how best to go on (Taylor 1989: 50). And the degree to which these ideals succeed in answering those questions – i.e., the degree to which they succeed in orienting us towards what is best – is not up to us but is, rather, answerable to the reality that we are attempting to navigate well with their help. As Husserl points out in the Crisis – perhaps his most existentialist work – we tend to forget the fact that any modelling work we do is answerable to the lifeworld in which it plays its role.9 Though we call the models ‘ideal’ it is in fact the conditions of theoretical and practical excellence the models are meant to embody that are the true ideals – and which serve as limits on our valuing. Though idealizing is work that we do, it is work in which we take ourselves to be uncovering some deeper truth about the best way to understand self-world, self-self, and self-other relationships. And what is best depends on constraints intrinsic not only to the nature of our agency, but also intrinsic to the others and the world on which we rely in order to be valuing selves at all.

It is the self-world relationship – or self-being, as Sartre puts it – that is at stake in Sartre’s famous account of the ontological ideal in Being and Nothingness, which he understands as a condition in which the nothingness of freedom experiences itself as at one with the plenitude of being, but without losing its status as free consciousness. This impossible state of a completion and fullness that can nevertheless be experienced as such is what Sartre (1956: 566) calls ‘the in-itself-for-itself; that is, the ideal of a consciousness which would be the foundation of its own being-in-itself by the pure consciousness which it would have of itself.’ He famously characterizes the desire for this state as a ‘useless passion’ wherein we strive futilely towards being gods: ‘perpetual surpassing toward a coincidence with itself which is never given’ (Sartre 1956: 139). Specific values are to be taken as different ways in which this ultimate project of ideal self-being unity finds expression in concrete form in particular lives: ‘Value haunts the for-itself as the totality of being which is lacking’ (Sartre 1956: 565). For Sartre, this is a self-being unity that maintains the integrity of each by enabling the self to take the place of being in becoming its own ground. Hence the ideal in question is one that specifies what the relationship between self and being ought to be; it is a normative picture of how it would be best for the self’s dependence on the world to be managed. On Sartre’s conception of this ideal, the relationship that ought to be – the state of excellence to which he thinks we ought to be oriented – is one in which we overcome our dependence on contingent being through heroic self-grounding.

And a key reason that the ontological ideal takes the form it does, for Sartre, is because it is anchored in certain value events that are taken to be the exemplary cases around which the model is built. Understood as models, ideals have a kind of generality and averageness available to reason but at odds with the specificity and particularity of concrete reality. But we might also think of the way that certain concrete experiences can manifest the ideal (or its opposite) to intuitive givenness in exemplary form. Some may be loose approximations of the ideal to which they point, but others may be experienced as direct and complete encounters with the good specified by the ideal or the evil that is its opposite, the experience serving as an anchor point around which the core meaning of the ideal model then turns. Such instances can take on a symbolic role, giving meaning and direction to the development and application of the model itself. Value experiences of this kind are not fully pre-delineated by the model but are rather transfigurative encounters – meaning events that can transform or enrich old models or found new ones by giving to immediate intuitive grasp the state of perfection (or deficiency) in terms of which the model is meant to orient us.10

In this sense, ideal models can be understood as grounded in or answerable to certain paradigmatic value events that give us a kind of immediate access to the ideal or anti-ideal condition itself. In the next section, I will consider Sartre’s description of one kind of experience as just such a paradigmatic value event, and one that shapes his understanding of the ontological ideal. In this case, it is a negative value experience of what he calls the ‘slimy’: a powerful, concrete experience of being as both loathsome and as threatening to engulf us – an experience that prompts the understanding of the ideal self-being relationship as one of dominance.



The World as Slime

At the end of Being and Nothingness Sartre engages in a bizarre and fascinating analysis of ‘the slimy.’11 This analysis takes place within the broader context of a discussion of ‘qualities,’ which are ways that the modes of being of particular things or states are experienced as indicative of a certain fundamental relationship between the in-itself and the for-itself. Qualities ‘translate symbolically to our perception a certain way which being has of giving itself, and we react by disgust or desire, according to how we see being spring forth in one way or another from their surface’ (Sartre 1956: 599). Qualities like ‘sliminess’ are concretely experienced particulars that bear a symbolic ontological import intuitively given to experience in the encounter. Insofar as they provide a taste of the ontological ideal of a self-world unity that can be experienced as such, qualities are value experiences that manifest the ideal in concrete form. What is revealed in the experience of ‘the slimy’ is an ontological category or region of possibility made manifest by the world through an exemplary concrete particular: ‘In one sense it is an experience since sliminess is an intuitive discovery; in another sense it is like the discovery of an adventure of being’ (Sartre 1956: 611).

In the case of the slimy, what is intuitively given to experience is what Sartre (1956: 565, 611) calls an ‘anti-value’ – a repugnant manifestation of the totality that the for-itself is lacking; a danger haunting consciousness which it rejects and from which it flees. The slimy communicates an ontological possibility – an ‘adventure of being’ – whereby ‘the for-itself is swallowed up by the in-itself’ (Sartre 1956: 614); in which ‘the foundationless In-itself has priority over the For-itself’ (Sartre 1956: 611). This priority manifests in experience as terror of suffocation and contagion. Consciousness fears being invaded by ‘a thousand parasites until finally it [has] completely lost itself’ (Sartre 1956: 610). The slimy in essence represents the self’s failure to resist the dissolution of its boundaries into a distinctionless goo. The danger made real in the encounter with the slimy is a condition in which the for-itself is both consumed by the in-itself and yet knows itself to be so. This force of dissolution and assimilation manifests as a kind of hostile intentionality: ‘The slime is like a liquid seen in a nightmare, where all its properties are animated by a sort of life and turn back against me. Slime is the revenge of the In-itself’ (Sartre 1956: 609). The ontological adventure represented by ‘the slimy’ is, in other words, a condition in which ‘the In-itself would draw the For-itself into its contingency, into its indifferent exteriority, into its foundationless existence’ (Sartre 1956: 609).

There is of course something attractive to us in the possibility of sheer being without the self-distance constitutive of consciousness. The eternal desire to ‘be ourselves’ – as sheer being is – manifests in the face of the slimy as a sick fascination; an inability to look away in our simultaneous desire for and revulsion at the sheer contingent indifferent thereness of being – an indifference so alien to our striving that we are haunted by the fear that it’s not simply indifferent, but hostile. As we have seen, Sartre holds that at bottom our fundamental project is aimed at being ‘gods’: i.e., achieving a condition in which we maintain the consciousness and agency necessary to experience the condition of thing-like completion and self-identity. Such a state would allow us to experience ourselves simultaneously as fully self-aware consciousness and fully realized being. Though achieving such a condition permanently is impossible, in Sartre’s idea of ‘sliminess’ we can see the possibility of an exemplary momentary realization of a version of this condition, wherein one is conscious of – but not free to escape or control – the submersion of freedom in brute being. Such encounters are a suffocating taste of the anti-ideal; freedom is paralyzed in a kind of fascinated horror before a world in which freedom is consumed. Sartre’s (1959: 180–81) most famous example of this kind of encounter comes in his novel Nausea:


Had I dreamed this enormous presence? It was there, deposited on the garden, tumbling down in the trees, all soft, sticky, soiling everything, all thick, a jelly. And I, was I inside, with the garden? I was frightened, furious, I thought it was so stupid, so out of place. I hated this ignoble messiness. Piling up to the sky, spilling over, filling everything with its gelatinous slither, and I could see depths upon depths of it reaching far beyond the limits of the garden…I was nowhere, I was floating. I was not surprised, I knew it was the World, the naked World revealing itself all at once, and I choked with rage at this gross absurd being…I shouted, What filth, what filth! And I shook myself to get rid of this sticky filth, but it held and there was so much, tons and tons of existence, endless.



The language used here is extraordinary in its efforts to generate in the reader a sense of suffocating disgust and horror in the face of a world ungoverned by human concepts or projects. It makes use of both moral concepts (being is ‘ignoble’) and visceral, evocative description (being is ‘filth’ – and elsewhere, ‘flowing larva’ (Sartre 1959: 181)) – to evoke for the reader an all-consuming and immediate event in which sheer being is experienced as such, despite the seeming ontological impossibility of that occurring: ‘I was the root of the chestnut tree. Or rather I was entirely conscious of its existence. Still detached from it – since I was conscious of it – yet lost in it, nothing but it’ (Sartre 1959: 177). It is an immediate experience of the realized anti-ideal: consciousness undergoing its own dissolution into Being and living to tell the tale.12

Such an experience serves as a negative anchor point around which the Sartrean ontological ideal takes shape; it animates the understanding of what self-being unity should look like: namely, as a state that avoids the suffocating horror of the slimy. Hence it promotes mastery of the former over the latter in such a way that being’s character as threatening is neutralized, while keeping the benefits of completion and closure that it offers.

Another kind of exemplary experience offers a more positive anchor point, but grounds a similar understanding of the ideal: Kant’s notion of the sublime, which – taking inspiration from Iris Murdoch – can be understood as a kind of ‘inverted’ slime.13 In Kant’s sense of the sublime, we encounter a terrifying manifestation of something vastly bigger or more powerful than ourselves – the threatening presence of reason-less nature/being – and yet are able, via the power of reason, to overcome. In the sublime, we simultaneously experience ourselves as at the mercy of being, while also smugly appreciating reason’s dominance of it: ‘Kant’s sublime is…a movement of proud withdrawal into a fortress of unconquered rationality as our high reaction to the vast rubble of the world’ (Murdoch 1992: 340–41). In contrast, the experience of the slimy is one in which we are unable to master the threatening power of being but are rather choked by its unavoidable, horrifying plenitude.

In both experiences – the slimy and the sublime – the plenitude, indifference, and power of being are experienced as a terrifying threat of being overwhelmed, a threat that we do or do not feel able to master. In this sense, both are concrete experiences that promote Sartre’s claim that ‘exile in the midst of indifference’ is the foundational meaning of human existence, and the ‘support of all others.’ Both are, in other words, taken as exemplary manifestations of a deeper ontological reality wherein freedom is fundamentally under threat from a hostile being that seeks to consume it – a loss of self momentarily experienced as such in the fascinated paralysis characteristic of both the slimy and the sublime.

Such experiences help justify the conception of the ontological ideal as dominance of freedom over being. And since, at least for Sartre, it is the very contingency of being – its lack of order or justification – that prompts these feelings of disgust and horror, the imposition of order is taken to be our highest priority. On such an understanding of being – namely, as a hostile and disgusting force threatening to suffocate us – the appropriate response can only be to assert mastery; to undertake freedom’s heroic work of meaning-creation, hoping thereby to achieve the ideal self-being relationship by eradicating being’s contingency via freedom’s self-grounding.



The World as Promise

We might consider another type of encounter and, consequently, another way of conceptualizing the relationship between self and being. Namely, one in which the intimation that ‘the foundationless In-itself has priority over the For-itself’ (Sartre 1956: 611) – namely, recognition of our dependence on the world – is not met with revulsion, paralysis, and suffocation. In this alternative type of value experience our dependence on being is not manifest as a terrifying ‘exile’ to be overcome but is rather given as a sense of being fully at home in the world, immersed in an arena of meaning that underwrites our striving but is in no way our responsibility or the result of our agency. Sartre (159: 181–82) himself hints at this possibility in the passages immediately following Roquentin’s famous encounter with the chestnut:


I got up and went out. Once at the gate, I turned back. Then the garden smiled at me. I leaned against the gate and watched for a long time. The smile of the trees, of the laurel, meant something; that was the real secret of existence. I remembered one Sunday, not more than three weeks ago, I had already detected everywhere a sort of conspiratorial air. Was it in my intention? I felt with boredom that I had no way of understanding. No way. Yet it was there, waiting, looking at one. It was there on the trunk of the chestnut tree... it was the chestnut tree. Things – you might have called them thoughts – which stopped halfway, which were forgotten, which forgot what they wanted to think and which stayed like that, hanging about with an odd little sense which was beyond them. That little sense annoyed me: I could not understand it, even if I could have stayed leaning against the gate for a century; I had learned all I could know about existence. I left, I went back to the hotel and I wrote.



This is a striking passage insofar as it appears to undo all that came before – the long, and at times overwrought, descriptions of suffocation and disgust characterizing Roquentin’s encounter with the tree roots are replaced by a sense of being not as hostile slime but as smiling conspirator, inviting us to… what? The conspiratorial intimations smiling at us from the laurel and the tree are not explicit communications, they offer not so much meanings as promises of possible meaning: they ‘forgot what they wanted to think’ and yet they are characterized as quasi ‘thoughts’ with a symbolic or communicative mode: ‘an odd little sense which was beyond them.’ Roquentin’s response, concerned as he is with mastery, is bored annoyance at their inability or refusal to offer themselves up to complete knowing: ‘That little sense annoyed me: I could not understand it.’ Hence, he concludes that he has ‘learned all [he] could know about existence’ and leaves the smile of the world unanswered.

But we should not be so quick. Encountering the conspiratorial smile of existence suggests a radically different understanding of the ontological ideal: one wherein freedom recognizes in the world an arena of possibility conducive to the good and supportive of its projects – but not thereby reducible to mere dross for arbitrary shaping. It is, on the contrary, a ‘co-conspirator’ in the possibility of meaning but not one that can be colonized by reason. This is a situation in which freedom experiences itself as claimed by and answerable to the world in a way that does not call for dominance but rather reverent stillness; a momentary condition of being at peace with a world revealed as the only location in which the good could be realized.

Here we might make use of Alexander Nehemas’ (2010: 72, 63) discussion of beauty as that which is experienced as a kind of ‘pledge for the future;’ an ‘overwhelming feeling, that sweeping sense that all will be well.’ In the Symposium, Plato (1961: 561–63) characterizes beauty as the principle of unity itself – a unity, I suggest, that applies not solely to the beautiful object, but also to the sense of rightness or fit – of belonging in the world – to which encountering it gives rise. Whereas we take the slimy to be animated by a hostile will, we take encounters with beauty as signs that the world is ordered and welcoming in a way that resists viewing it as threatening or indifferent matter to be dominated by we ontological exiles. It provides the momentary experience of self and being as at one in generating possibilities of value. In encounters with beauty the world winks as a co-conspirator; we encounter a kind of order that’s experienced as found, not made by us – indeed, as being so irreducible to our projects and aims as to warrant being called objects of ‘disinterest’ (Kant 2000). Such experiences enable us to see ourselves not as exiles alone in a hostile world, responsible for creating goodness ex nihilo, but rather as participants in and enablers of the good, answerable to and dependent on the world that makes it possible. In such experiences, the world is made manifest in exemplary or symbolic form as the home of the good, as a general background condition brought to intuitive givenness. The result – a kind of elemental trust in the world14 – does not promote the heroic decisionism of Sartre’s model, but rather encourages a different understanding of the relationship between freedom and being: not a masterful imposition but a responsive and respectful humility.

Martin Heidegger’s later work should be understood as an attempt to get just such a possibility in view; to shift our understanding of the ontological ideal by showing us how the relationship of dominance and self-grounding fails to capture the truth of the self-world relationship. We can see this, for example, in his account of the artwork, which represents something that resists our ability to understand it via the categories of mastery and control through which we ordinarily carve up the world (see Heidegger 1993b; Thomson 2011). Instead, the artwork is a concrete manifestation of the possible unity of self and being (in Sartre’s sense) – or what Heidegger calls world and earth. As in Sartre’s account of being, Heidegger (1993b: 172) characterizes ‘earth’ as that which is fundamentally at odds with knowability: ‘The earth appears openly cleared as itself only when it is perceived and preserved as that which is essentially undisclosable, that which shrinks from every disclosure and constantly keeps itself closed up.’ But also like Sartre’s characterization of being as co-conspirator winking at us with a smile, Heidegger (1993b: 168) characterizes earth as ‘the sheltering agent’ that ‘shelters everything that arises.’ And in Country Path Conversations – where he is struggling to articulate the relation to being he names ‘letting be’ (Gelassenheit) – he speaks of ‘something healing’ that comes out of the ‘rustling of the expansive forest;’ an ‘open and yet veiled expanse’ that ‘carries us to what is objectless [dem Gegenstandlosen], and yet also keeps us from dissolving into it;’ a something that never ‘bends our essence back on itself’ or ‘confines it to a narrowness by means of which it is made rebellious in itself’ (Heidegger 2010: 132).

This self-concealing condition can itself become evident in intuitive givenness, however – a condition that Heidegger (1993b: 32) also understands in terms of beauty: ‘In this way self-concealing being becomes illuminated. Light of this kind sets its shining into the work. The shining that is set into the work is the beautiful.’ Here we might turn to the Romantic tradition’s contributions to this approach, or the impact that Friedrich Hölderlin had on Heidegger’s thinking in this regard, prompting him to shift from Idealism’s understanding of ‘intuition as Anschauung to intuition as analeptic Ahndung’ (Pfau 1988: 28). As Richard Eldridge (2014: 135) puts it,


‘Ahndung’ is Hölderlin’s archaic Swabian spelling of Ahnung – presentiment, foreshadowing, or intuitiveness. ‘Analeptic’ indicates that such a presentiment is animating or restorative. That is to say, orientation in life is achieved, if it is achieved at all, only through an unpredictable, restorative moment of receptivity.



The struggle to escape understanding the ontological ideal as mastery comes most sharply to the fore in Heidegger’s (1977) critique of technology and its imposition of frameworks that occlude all possibility of encountering the ‘unpredictable, restorative moment of receptivity.’ With the notion of Gelassenheit we see him conceptualizing receptive and enabling modes of being in which reverent delight in the world, rather than the mastering or totalizing stance of technology, becomes possible.15

As was evident in Sartre’s account, being’s resistance to knowing and mastery can prompt in us a deep fear and corresponding hostility. But by emphasizing, instead, encounters in which the beautiful world calls forth loving reverence in the face of its healing presence, we can recognize how our fear of dependence and vulnerability might be quieted. Understanding the world as an infinite horizon of potential goodness – and hence as a home to us in which self and being, earth and world, can find harmony – is not primarily achieved via concepts but is rather given to us in unlooked-for experiences of restorative hope and awe. This, I think, is the best way for us to understand Heidegger’s (1993a) suggestion that ‘only a god can save us.’ Namely, that the ‘god’ in question is an overwhelming encounter with a manifestation of the good – a paradigmatic experience that prompts a new understanding of the ideal self-world relationship.16

Though this approach cannot fully address the value scepticism that gave rise to the Kantian/Existentialist turn inward, it reminds us of the transformative events of beauty, dignity, and meaning given to us in a world that makes them possible – challenging the view that all value is attributable to ourselves alone. Though we should not forget the slime, nor should we allow it to suffocate us.



Notes


	I am grateful to the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation’s support during the writing of this chapter.

	The concept of ‘values’ has itself been the target of critique, however. See, for example Heidegger (2002b: 77) and Heidegger (2002a: 169–70, 192–93).

How can being be more highly esteemed than through its express elevation into value? And yet, by being appreciated as a value, being is deprecated as a mere condition set by the will to power itself. For ages now, through having been esteemed at all and so appreciated, being has been robbed of the worth of its essence. When the being of beings is stamped as value and its essence is thereby sealed, then within this metaphysics (i.e., constantly within the truth of beings as such during this age) every path toward the experience of being itself is obliterated.

(Heidegger 2002a: 193)




	Nietzsche (2001: 33) criticizes the categorical imperative for doing the same thing in disguise, since it gives people ‘unconditional confidence in themselves on the basis of some ultimate, indisputable and inherently sublime commandment, and they want to feel like and pass themselves off as its servants and instruments.’

	For example, Murdoch (2014: 78–79) argues that,

The centre of this type of post-Kantian moral philosophy is the notion of the will as the creator of value. Values which were previously in some sense inscribed in the heavens and guaranteed by God collapse into the human will. There is no transcendent reality. The idea of the good remains indefinable and empty so that human choice may fill it up. The sovereign moral concept is freedom, or possibly courage in a sense which identifies it with freedom, will, power. This concept inhabits a quite separate top level of human activity since it is the guarantor of the secondary values created by choice.



For discussion of whether this is an accurate portrayal of Heidegger, see Burch and McMullin (2020), Burch (2010), and McMullin (2013); for discussion of whether this is an accurate portrayal of Sartre and Beauvoir, see Webber (2018).


	Key existentialist thinkers here are Emmanuel Levinas (2007), Simone de Beauvoir (2004), and Gabriel Marcel (1950), who all challenge the possibility of experiencing the good in isolation. Levinas, in particular, emphasizes how the presence of the other breaks one out of narcissistic self-enclosure, transforming the self and calling on one to share the world. This radically disruptive or transgressive element of the ethical encounter attests to a limit that cannot be located within the self but, while being radically external, nevertheless makes the subject capable of moral agency at all. For discussion of Levinas as a ‘transgressive realist’ in this way, see Braver (2012).

	See Taylor (1989: 53–62) for his critique of this view that values are something that we ‘project’ onto an otherwise neutral world. I agree with Taylor (1989: 56) that ‘good and right are not properties of the universe considered without any relation to human beings and their lives…But from there, it is an unjustified leap to say that they therefore are not as real, objective, and non-relative as any other part of the natural world.’

	Idealization can also have a negative connotation in this regard, insofar as it can indicate a kind of wilful blindness towards the particularity and texture of the real, an insistence on seeing unity, perfection, or simplicity where there is none. The abstraction and modelling at work in idealizing can give us insight but it can also mislead.

	As Heidegger (2002a: 173) puts it, for Nietzsche,

Values are the conditions, posited by the will to power itself, of the will to power itself. It is not until the will to power comes to light as the fundamental trait of all that is real, i.e., only when it becomes true and is accordingly conceived as the reality of all that is real, that we see where values originate from and by what means all value-estimation is supported and directed…the will to power, as this principle that has been discerned and therefore willed, is at the same time the principle of a new dispensation of value – new because it is now achieved for the first time knowingly, in the knowledge of its principle. The dispensation of value is new because it itself makes its principle secure and at the same time holds fast to this securement as a value established on the basis of its principle.




	Much more could be said here about Husserl’s (1970) account of idealizing – understood as movement from asymptotic approximation to theoretical perfection via the act of infinitization – and why some objects can be idealized in this way (and hence are suited to scientific study) while others cannot. Of particular interest is Jacques Derrida’s (1989: 133–34) suggestion that Husserl does not explain the origin of this ability to idealize – to make the leap from the given to the infinite – but rather presupposes it. See Girardi (2019: 82–84), D'Angelo (2019), and Crowell (2016).

	With Lee Braver (2012: 272), we might characterize such experiences in terms of the idea of a ‘transgressive realism,’ wherein ‘aporetic experiences enter our awareness not through pathways prepared by our Active Minds but in spite of them, short-circuiting our anticipatory thought processes and violating the recollective model of learning that has haunted philosophy since Meno’s slave learned a little math.’

	Sarah Richmond’s more recent translation of Being and Nothingness does not follow Hazel Barnes in translating ‘le visqueux’ and ‘la viscosité’ in terms of the notion of slime, but rather as ‘the viscous’ and ‘viscosity.’ She does so because she thinks the Barnes translation is too negative, while Barnes thought ‘slime’ would better track Sartre’s figurative meaning (Sartre 2021: lxv). I follow Barnes here since it is precisely the value valence of the experience that is of import for my account.

	There are clear similarities here with Heidegger’s notion of existential death, wherein we can grasp a possibility – in this case, Dasein’s wholeness – that is in principle not possible to grasp.

	Murdoch (1992: 340) speaks of the absolute contingency described in Sartre’s Nausea as a kind of ‘inverted Sublime.’

	See McMullin (Forthcoming), for a discussion of Danish philosopher K.E. Løgstrup’s account of our elemental trust in the world. One might also think of Kant’s account of the highest good here: namely, the idea that belief in the world as conducive to virtue is necessary for its pursuit. But rather than focusing on the motivational role that such a belief plays – and consequently giving rise to worries about its instrumental origins – we might instead suggest that built into value experiences is some acknowledgement of the fact that our valuing work is dependent on a world in which the good can be encountered at all. See also McMullin (2020). Charles Taylor’s (1989: 17) discussion of disenchantment is also important here.

	For example, Heidegger (2010: 99) discusses the need for ‘an indwelling releasement [inständige Gelassenheit] to the worlding of the world.’ For discussion see Wrathall and Lambeth (2011) and Davis (2014).

	The role of divinity in the late Heidegger’s work is especially helpful here. As Wrathall and Lambeth (2011: 166–67) describe it: ‘an experience of something independent of our wishes or desires, something upon which we depend but which we cannot control, something which can show us the limits of the current world order, and call us to disclose a new form of life.’ See also Wrathall (2003), Crowe (2007), and Young (2002). See Tengelyi (2003: 9) for an important discussion of how such meaning-inaugurating events are possible, how a ‘new sense emerging in experience cannot be reduced to any sense bestowal by consciousness. That is what Hegel brings to light by insisting that experience takes place, at least partly, behind the back of consciousness.’





References


	Beauvoir, S. de (2004) ‘Pyrrhus and Cineas,’ in M. A. Simons, M. Timmermann, and M. B. Mader (eds), Simone de Beauvoir: Philosophical writings, 1st ed. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 77–150.

	Braver, L. (2012) ‘A brief history of continental realism,’ Continental Philosophy Review, 45, no. 2: 261–89.

	Burch, M. (2010) ‘Death and deliberation: Overcoming the decisionism critique of Heidegger’s practical philosophy,’ Inquiry, 53, no. 3: 211–34.

	Burch, M., and McMullin, I. (eds) (2020) Transcending reason: Heidegger on rationality, New York: Rowman & Littlefield.

	Crowe, B. D. (2007) ‘Heidegger’s gods,’ International Journal of Philosophical Studies, 15, no. 2: 225–45.

	Crowell, S. (2016) ‘Husserl’s existentialism: Ideality, traditions, and the historical apriori,’ Continental Philosophy Review, 49, no. 1: 67–83.

	D'Angelo, D. (2019) ‘Forgetfulness of experience: Ideality and necessity in Merleau-Ponty’s reading of Husserl’s Origin of Geometry,’ in A. Cimino and C. Leijenhorst (eds), Phenomenology and experience: New perspectives, Boston, MA: Brill Academic Publishing, 99–113.

	Davis, B. (2014) ‘Returning the world to nature: Heidegger’s turn from a transcendental-horizonal projection of world to an indwelling releasement to the open-region,’ Continental Philosophy Review, 47, no. 3: 373–97.

	Derrida, J. (1989) Edmund Husserl’s origin of geometry: An introduction, J. P. Leavey (trans), Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press.

	Eldridge, R. (2014) ‘Doch Sehnend Stehst/Am Ufer Du (But longing you stand on the shore),’ in D. Nassar (ed.), The relevance of Romanticism: Essays on German Romantic philosophy, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 129–146.

	Girardi, L. (2019) ‘Experience and unity in Husserl’s solution to the crisis,’ in A. Cimino and C. Leijenhorst (eds), Phenomenology and experience: New perspectives, Boston, MA: Brill Academic Publishing, 81–98.

	Han-Pile, B. (2008) ‘Freedom and the choice to choose in being and time,’ in M. A. Wrathall (ed.), The Cambridge companion to Heidegger’s ‘being and time,’ Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 291–319.

	Heidegger, M. (2010) Country path conversations, B. Davis (trans), Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

	Heidegger, M. (2002a) ‘Nietzsche’s word: God is dead,’ in J. Young and K. Haynes (eds), Off the beaten track, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 157–199.

	Heidegger, M. (2002b) ‘The age of the world picture,’ in J. Young and K. Haynes (eds), Off the beaten track, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 57–72.

	Heidegger, M. (1993a) ‘Only a god can save us,’ in T. Sheehan (ed.), W. Richardson (trans), Heidegger: The Man and the Thinker, Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 45–67.

	Heidegger, M. (1993b) ‘The origin of the work of art,’ in D. F. Krell (ed.), Basic writings, 2nd ed. New York: HarperCollins, 139–212.

	Heidegger, M. (1977) ‘The question concerning technology,’ in W. Lovitt (ed.), The question concerning technology and other essays, New York: HarperPerennial, 3–35.

	Heidegger, M. (1962) Being and time, J. Macquarrie and E. S. Robinson (trans), Oxford: Oxford Blackwell.

	Husserl, E. (1989) Ideas pertaining to a pure phenomenology and to a phenomenological philosophy: Second book, R. Rojcewicz and F. Kersten (trans), Dordrecht, Netherlands: Springer.

	Husserl, E. (1970) ‘The origin of geometry,’ in D. Carr (trans), The crisis of the European sciences and transcendental phenomenology: An introduction to phenomenological philosophy, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 353–378.

	Kant, I. (2000) Critique of the power of judgment, P. Guyer and E. Matthews (trans), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Levinas, E. (2007) Totality and infinity: An essay on exteriority, A. Lingis (trans), Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press.

	Marcel, G. (1950) The mystery of being, volume one: Reflection and mystery, London: The Harvill Press Ltd.

	McMullin, I. (2020) ‘Rational ideals and the unity of practical agency: Kant’s postulates of practical reason and their Heideggerian reconceptualization,’ in M. Burch and I. McMullin (eds), Transcending reason: Heidegger on rationality, New York: Rowman & Littlefield.

	McMullin, I. (2013) Time and the shared world: Heidegger on social relations, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press.

	McMullin, I. (Forthcoming) ‘Trust in the world: Løgstrup on the conditions of shared moral life,’ Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal [Preprint].

	Murdoch, I. (2014) The sovereignty of good, London: New York: Routledge.

	Murdoch, I. (1992) Metaphysics as a guide to morals, London: Vintage Classics.

	Nehamas, A. (2010) Only a promise of happiness, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

	Nietzsche, F. (2001) The gay science, J. Nauckhoff (trans), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Pfau, T. (1988) ‘Critical introduction,’ in T. Pfau (ed.), Hölderlin, essays and letters on theory, Albany: SUNY University Press, 1–30.

	Plato (1961) Plato, collected dialogues, E. Hamilton and H. Cairns (eds), Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

	Sartre, J. (2021) Being and nothingness: An essay in phenomenological ontology, S. Richmond (trans), New York: Washington Square Press.

	Sartre, J. (1959) Nausea, L. Alexander (trans), Norfolk, CT: New Directions Books.

	Sartre, J. (1956) Being and nothingness: An essay on phenomenological ontology, H. E. Barnes (trans), New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc.

	Taylor, C. (1989) Sources of the self: The making of the modern identity, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Tengelyi, L. (2003) The wild region in life-history, G. Kallay (trans), Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press.

	Thomson, I. D. (2011) Heidegger, art, and postmodernity, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Webber, J. (2018) Rethinking existentialism, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Wrathall, M. A. (2003) ‘Between the earth and the sky: Heidegger on life after the death of God,’ in M. A. Wrathall (ed.), Religion after metaphysics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 69–87.

	Wrathall, M. A., and Lambeth, M. (2011) ‘Heidegger’s last god,’ Inquiry, 54, no. 2: 160–82.

	Young, J. (2002) Heidegger’s later philosophy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.








28 Existential Crises

Katherine Withy

DOI: 10.4324/9781003247791-35


Existentialism is that distinctive style of philosophizing that starts with individual human existence as it is lived. Sometimes, as we lead our lives, proto-philosophical questions arise. Nowhere do they do so more—and, more urgently and powerfully—than in existential crises. An existential crisis is an experience in which our existing is shown to be at stake. To be at stake is both to be at risk and to be in question. Consider the existential crisis described by Leo Tolstoy (2008: 16):


I began experiencing moments of bewilderment; my life would come to a standstill, as if I did not know how to live or what to do, and I felt lost and fell into despair. […] On these occasions, when life came to a standstill, the same questions always arose: “Why? What comes next?”



Tolstoy (2008: 26) goes on to identify the proto-philosophical questions that arose for him:


My question, the one that brought me to the point of suicide when I was fifty years old, was a most simple one that lies in the soul of every person, from a silly child to a wise old man. It is the question without which life is impossible, as I had learnt from experience. […I]s there any meaning in my life that will not be annihilated by the inevitability of death which awaits me?



Tolstoy is experiencing a crisis of meaning, in which he wonders about the meaning of his life. His existing is at risk of meaninglessness, and it becomes an urgent question what meaning his life might have and, if it has none, whether, why, and how he can go on existing.

A crisis is a turning point. The Greek root of the term, krinein, means to separate or to distinguish. As Reinhart Koselleck (2006: 358) explains, ‘[t]he [Greek] concept imposed choices between stark alternatives—right or wrong, salvation or damnation, life or death.’ In a legal context, the decision is between guilty and not guilty. Theologically, it is God’s judgement of saints and sinners at the end of the world. Medically, a crisis is the turning point of an illness: the point at which it becomes clear whether the patient will live or die. An existential crisis is also a turning point, one at which we decide whether, and how, we will go on existing. This is the decision confronting Tolstoy, and in order to make it, he needs to know whether his life has a meaning even though he will die.

Existentialism takes up (among others) these proto-philosophical questions about finitude and the meaning of life. Existentialist philosophers thus frequently think about moments of crisis and breakdown, especially the experience of confronting mortality; about the fragility and riskiness of human life and how it can be put at stake; and about the responsibility that thereby falls upon each of us to determine whether and how to go about leading our lives.

To the extent that existentialism is ‘grounded on the crises and emergencies of vital experience,’ it is what Carlos Alberto Sánchez (2015: 91) calls ‘a circumstantial philosophy.’ A circumstantial philosophy arises out of lived crisis, but it also has the task of responding to that crisis (Sánchez 2015: 77). It must speak to the living questions, despair, and bewilderment of people such as Tolstoy. Existentialism does this by providing the concepts that a person or community in crisis needs in order to, if not answer their existential questions, then at least understand what is happening. That these concepts are to help suffering people to understand their experience is perhaps why existentialism frequently delivers them by means of novels, plays, aphorisms, and stories rather than in dry academic prose.

As existentialist philosophers have responded to various existential crises, over time and in different parts of the world, they have developed a repertoire of existentialist concepts. By surveying these concepts and the crises that they were developed to illuminate, I want to raise the question of what concepts we need in the 21st century. With the impending climate catastrophe, humanity is facing a uniquely pressing existential crisis. I will argue that existentialism has the tools to help us to understand and to navigate this existential crisis.


Where Are We Moving to? Away from all Suns?

The original existential crisis in the history of existentialism and for our age is what Friedrich Nietzsche called ‘the death of God.’ In The Gay Science, Nietzsche (2001: 119) tells the story of a ‘madman who in the bright morning lit a lantern and ran around the marketplace crying incessantly, “I’m looking for God! I’m looking for God!”’ He concludes, ‘“God is dead! God remains dead! And we have killed him!”’ (Nietzsche 2001: 120). The madman introduces an image to capture the staggering magnitude of this change:


What were we doing when we unchained this earth from its sun? Where is it moving to now? Where are we moving to? Away from all suns? Are we not continually falling? And backwards, sidewards, forwards, in all directions? Is there still an up and a down? Aren’t we straying as though through an infinite nothing? Isn’t empty space breathing at us? Hasn’t it gotten colder?

(Nietzsche 2001: 120)



The death of God is the unmooring of us from our sun—from our taken-for-granted source of illumination, orientation, and warmth. For Nietzsche, ‘we’ are modern Europeans. We lost what warmed, oriented, and illuminated our lives as we moved out of the medieval period.

Medieval Europeans were warmed, oriented, and illuminated by the Christian God, who anchored a worldview that was utterly taken for granted. On that worldview, God the creator and judge provided the basic framework for illuminating how the cosmos hangs together (namely, as an orderly creation), orienting us towards our proper place (namely, near the top of the hierarchy of creation, capable of both good and evil), and assuring us of how we ought to go about our lives—namely, by aiming to have God judge us closer to saint than sinner. We might be uncertain of how we will be judged in the end, but a crisis of meaning of the sort that Tolstoy experienced is not possible. None of the big existential questions about the meaning of life can arise, for they are all already answered. God is the source of truth and goodness, the cosmos is clearly ordered and understandable (at least in principle), and everything has its proper place: in orbit around a divine sun.

When we cease to automatically orbit this sun, God dies. As Paul Tillich (1944: 66) explains, because of ‘the breakdown of the religious tradition under the impact of enlightenment, social revolution, and bourgeois liberalism [,…] religion lost its “immediacy,” it ceased to offer an unquestioned sense of direction and relevance to human living.’ This is not a claim about increasing secularization so much as a claim about the Christian worldview coming to have a new status. Rather than forestalling existential questions, it became an optional answer to them. When the Christian worldview is no longer taken for granted, individuals in Europe for the first time have deep questions about what the universe is like, how human beings fit into it, and how to lead a meaningful life. These are the questions that arise for Tolstoy in his crisis of meaning. In the end, he answers them by adopting a Christian worldview (Tolstoy 2008: 75). But even if everyone else were to do the same, a change would have taken place. God has still died.

Indeed, having been unchained from this sun, we might worry, with Nietzsche, that we are moving away from all suns—all orienting and stabilizing answers to our existential questions. As David Michael Levin (1990: 82–83) explains:


Since we have always regarded God as the ultimate source of our values and ideals, regarded him as the final authority and, in a topsy-turvy way, as the very ground of those values and ideals, the death of God […] seems to manifest the end of all grounds, the end of all rational foundations, the end of all universalizable moral authority: the end, in fact, of all guarantees that this world, or rather our existence in this world, is ultimately meaningful, ultimately purposeful.



If there are no ultimate explanations, no secure answers, and no final reason that things are as they are, then we are fundamentally adrift in the universe. We would be in permanent crisis, seeking orientation, illumination, and warmth but finding none. Albert Camus (1983: 21) calls this condition, ‘absurdity’: ‘what is absurd is the confrontation of this irrational [universe] and the wild longing for clarity whose call echoes in the human heart.’

Existentialist philosophizing begins here, with what Tillich (1944: 67) calls ‘the desperate struggle to find a new meaning of life in a reality from which men have been estranged.’ That estrangement is the death of God: the original, epochal crisis of meaning that unhooked us from our sun and made possible the individual crisis of meaning that Tolstoy experienced.



Don't Lanterns Have to be Lit in the Morning?

Nietzsche’s passage tells us what it is like after the death of God: cold, dark, and disorienting. The madman asks: ‘Isn’t night and more night coming again and again? Don’t lanterns have to be lit in the morning?’ (Nietzsche 2001: 120). Indeed, without our sun, lanterns do have to be lit. These are replacement sources of illumination and guidance that purport to answer our existential questions and so resolve the crisis of meaning provoked by the death of God. There are (at least) two types of lantern that we can light, and each is associated with a further type of existential crisis that we can experience.

The first type of lantern is a replacement worldview. Like Tolstoy, we might light our lives by a religious faith, or we could turn instead to a scientific worldview, subscribe to a political ideology, or develop our own idiosyncratic cosmology. Modernity after the death of God gives us plenty of things to place our faith in: science, technological progress, capitalism, democracy, individualism, consumerism, fashion—along with a range of traditional faiths and their various sects and offshoots. (That individuals can and must choose a worldview from this smorgasbord would have been utterly inconceivable for medieval Europeans.) Choosing a worldview is lighting a lantern that gives us a vision of how things hang together overall and so guides us in leading our lives.

But lanterns can be snuffed out—or, they can prove insufficient in a universe so cold and vast. Whatever worldview we take up can come into doubt. This is a third type of existential crisis: a crisis of faith. Perhaps a good person suffering unnecessarily leads us to lose faith in our god; perhaps the latest quantum developments make us despair that natural science will ever reach firm answers; perhaps as we grow up and grow away from our communities and families we come to question the political views that we had subscribed to. Our existential questions become questions again and we feel the coldness, darkness, and disorientation that is our fundamental lot in the wake of the death of God.

To come through a crisis of faith, one must either relight the lantern or light another one. That is: readopt the doubted worldview or take up a new one. I have been speaking as if this is a simple matter of choice, but of course it is more complicated. ‘Choosing’ a worldview involves coming to be gripped by it and so has an element of passivity. Sometimes a new worldview will call out to you as soon as the old one comes into crisis—you might, for example, find your faith in your god replaced by a belief in a wholly material universe. But, often, you have to work hard to put yourself in a position to be gripped again, and when it happens it feels like a miraculous conversion. What this takes will differ in each case, but it explains why crises of faith can be long and wearying struggles.

The disorientation and destabilization of a crisis of faith is sometimes mitigated by the presence of a second type of lantern that we moderns guide our lives by: a practical identity, such as sibling, student, or software engineer. Committing ourselves to one or more of these identities amounts to what I have been calling ‘lighting a lantern’ because practical identities give us a place in society as well as (more or less explicitly articulated) guidelines and expectations about how to lead our lives. Think of the various identities that one can take up in high school. Once you decide whether to be the jock, class clown, or quiet weirdo, you know where you fit in, how to behave, how to dress, what to like and dislike. The same applies more broadly in modernity. In modernity, we are individuals who light lanterns by defining ourselves in terms of our practical identities.

Identities help us to orient ourselves but they can also bring us into crisis. As in a crisis of faith, this occurs when our identities no longer grip us and we lose the illumination, guidance, and existential support that they provided. We might lose our job and wonder: Who am I really, if I am not a software engineer? The identity might be such that we transition out of it at some point: Once I graduate, I’ll no longer be a student. Who will I be? Or we might simply have an epiphany one day: Why am I always clowning around? Is this who I want to be? Call this an identity crisis. In an identity crisis, my existing as the practical identity that I take up is at risk and in question. That identity shows itself to be an unstable and contingent guide for my life. But it is important to be clear on precisely what existentialist philosophers take the issue to be. To that end, consider the national identity crisis experienced by Mexico in the first half of the 20th century and how existentialist philosophers in Mexico responded to it.



What Is he Pursuing in his Eccentric Course?

Just as identity crises frequently occur in adolescence, ‘much the same thing happens to nations and peoples at a certain critical moment in their development,’ according to the Mexican poet Octavio Paz (1985: 9): ‘They ask themselves: What are we, and how can we fulfil our obligations to ourselves as we are?’ These questions arose for Mexico and Mexicans after centuries of colonization and warfare. Spanish colonizers arrived in Mesoamerica in the 16th century and conquered the indigenous Aztec civilization. The Spanish language, Western values, and Catholicism spread throughout the colony, blending with the Indigenous culture and creating a distinctive Mexican identity. The Mexican War of Independence (1810–1821) freed the colony from Spain but was followed by a century of internal warfare and unrest, as well as invasions by the United States, Spain, and France, culminating in the Mexican Revolution (1910–1920), in which the Mexican people tried to establish a unified national character for themselves. Paz (1985: 166) summarizes: ‘[t]he whole history of Mexico, from the Conquest to the Revolution, can be regarded as a search for our own selves, which have been deformed or disguised by alien institutions.’ As Paz understands it, Mexico’s identity crisis is a search for its authentic self.

What is an authentic self? Charles Guignon (2004: 6) explains that


[T]he basic assumption […] is that, lying within each individual, there is a deep, ‘true self’—the ‘Real Me’—in distinction from all that is not really me. This real, inner self contains the constellation of feelings, needs, desires, capacities, aptitudes, dispositions, and creative abilities that make the person a unique individual.



On this view, the task of coping with an identity crisis is to discover one’s true self behind the identities that one has taken up, to reject those externally imposed ways of living, and to live in accordance with one’s authentic self. Thus Paz (1985: 33) understands Mexico’s identity crisis as ‘a struggle between the forms and formulas that have been imposed on us’ by outside forces, such as the Spanish, ‘and the explosions with which our individuality avenges itself,’ such as the Mexican Revolution.

But, for existentialist philosophers, there is no authentic self behind the identities that we individually or collectively take up. Behind those identities is only our ability to choose who we will be and our absolute freedom in doing so. Jean-Paul Sartre (2007: 22) famously put this by saying that the human being’s ‘existence precedes [its] essence,’ meaning that we have no essential, unchanging characteristics to start with but first exist and then determine who we will be. ‘In life, a man commits himself and draws his own portrait, outside of which there is nothing’ (Sartre 2007: 37).

If Sartre is right, then identity crises must be understood differently. Emilio Uranga interprets Mexico’s identity crisis in a more existentialist manner by taking it as a problem not of authenticity but of accidentality. An accident is a non-essential property of a substance—a property that the substance possesses contingently. Mexican identity is also contingent: it is an accident of history that the Spanish and Indigenous cultures and peoples blended and so that Mexican identity came about. But Mexican identity is accidental in a still deeper sense. This is the sense in which all properties of a substance, both essential and contingent, are accidents of that substance. A substance exists on its own, but its properties cannot exist by themselves. They can exist only in substance: ‘[t]he accident hangs on to, or depends on, or belongs to, another thing. It is not enough in itself for itself’ (Uranga 2021: 116). Just as accidents depend ontologically on substances, ‘being Mexican depends on a relation to the Spanish or Indigenous, which lends her reality as Mexican’ (Sánchez 2021: 72). This dependence is due to the fact that Mexican identity is a blending of the Spanish and Indigenous. Both culturally and ethno-racially, to be Mexican is to be mestizo (Spanish: mixed) and nepantla (Nahautl: in between). To be Mexican is to be both Spanish and Indigenous—and also to be neither Spanish nor Indigenous. Mexican identity is defined as other than the Spanish and Indigenous. It is especially not Spanish, given that the Mesoamerican indigenous peoples were largely wiped out and European culture and identity were valourized in the colony. Mexicans become ‘the negation of Europeans, who in their historical posturing have proclaimed themselves to be “substantial”’ (Sánchez 2021: 31).

Other identities can be dependent, and so accidental, in similar ways. Simone de Beauvoir (2011: 5–6), for instance, shows that being a woman is defined in terms of, and so is ontologically dependent on, being a man:


[H]umanity is male, and man defines woman, not in herself, but in relation to himself; she is not considered an autonomous being. […] She is determined and differentiated in relation to man, while he is not in relation to her; she is the inessential in front of the essential. He is the subject; he is the Absolute. She is the Other.



Frantz Fanon (2008: 82–83) noted something similar with regard to being a black man: ‘not only must the black man be black, he must be black in relation to the white man.’ In these and other cases, one way of being or identity is substantial, independent, essential, and primary, while the other is accidental, dependent, non-essential, and secondary.

Because of their dependence, accidental identities are in permanent ontological-existential crisis. What it means to be B (Mexican, woman, black man) depends on what it means to be A (Spanish, man, white man) insofar as B is defined, at least in part, as not-A. So, B is defined (at least in part) by a lack or a not-ness. It is not fully in being, as the substantial A is, but is mixed up with nothingness. Such accidental being is precarious: ‘at a distance, alienated, detached[.…] fragile and fractured, […] both in being and not in being’ (Uranga 2021: 118–19). For instance, if what it means to be A changes, then what it means to be B will also change. Or, if A were to cease to be, so too would B. Existing as accidental is ontologically risky. Being in such an ontological-existential crisis is the normal situation of Mexican being, on Uranga’s analysis. It is a ‘permanent crisis that will never be normal. Our normality is our crisis, not that which is transitory’ (Uranga 2021: 185).

This permanent identity crisis belongs to the nature and structure of Mexican identity, as well as to any identity that is similarly accidental rather than substantial. But, according to Uranga, it also points towards a universal feature of identities, by virtue of which any of them can come into crisis. For while many of us tend to experience ourselves as substances, stable, and secure in our identities, this is an illusion. All of our identities are accidental in the sense that they are ‘nothing consistent and persistent, but something fragile and fractured’ (Uranga 2021: 155). Identities are fragile precisely because they are lanterns that we have lit—or, to use Sartre’s metaphor, portraits that we have drawn ourselves. We make of ourselves who we will be, and whoever we make of ourselves—whatever identity we take up—will always be contingent, in the sense that it could be otherwise, and it will never be secure and stable, as an authentic self would be. We are always free to choose to make someone else of ourselves. In this (rather loose) sense, we are all accidental, always in permanent ontological-existential crisis, and always vulnerable to an identity crisis.

The question facing us all is thus the question facing Mexico: whether to embrace accidentality or to seek to become substances. Paz (1985: 20) puts the question this way:


[Mexico] crosses history like a jade comet, now and then giving off flashes of lightning. What is he pursuing in his eccentric course? He wants to go back beyond the catastrophe he suffered: he wants to be a sun again, to return to the centre of that life from which he was separated one day.



Here, the sun represents the substantial, central, self-standing. The comet, in contrast, is eccentric (Greek: ek-kentron), off-centre, accidental. What should Mexico, as a comet, pursue in its eccentric course? It may want to be a sun again, but the truth is that it cannot. No identity is truly substantial; substantiality was a (European) fantasy. Accordingly, the desire to be a substantial sun must be rejected and accidentality embraced. Uranga (2021: 157) thus argues that Mexicans should choose themselves as accidental. Facing up to their situation as Mexican is being truly authentic.

It also models for people who are not Mexican how they can be authentic—namely, by facing up to the fundamental contingency and instability of any identity that they take up. We need a model because facing up to this precarity is hard. It is uncomfortable to consider ourselves as fundamentally unstable, as in zozobra: ‘the state in which we are not sure if, at any moment, a catastrophe will overwhelm us […, in which] we are at the mercy of whatever may come’ (Uranga 2017: 173). Further, facing up to our situation as lantern-lighters is anxiety-provoking. To see why, let’s travel from mid-century Mexico to Nazi-occupied Paris, where existentialism as a philosophical movement properly began.



Is the Magnitude of This Deed Not Too Great for Us?

During the Second World War (1939–1945) and the Nazi occupation of France (1940–1944–1945), the question facing French individuals—including existentialist writers such as Sartre, Camus, and Beauvoir—was whether to collaborate with occupying German forces or to resist them. Who shall I be, collaborator or resister? As is often the case, this question of identity is tied up with the question of which worldview one adopts: shall I subscribe to the Nazi worldview, or not? This choice is emblematic of the human being’s freedom to choose, and responsibility for choosing, which lanterns to light after the death of God. Considering why it is so anxiety-provoking will help us to better understand the modern human situation and why identity crises and crises of faith are experiences of anxiety. The reason, in short, is that every choice is a choice between good and evil that chooses for the whole world.

That Nazis are evil is a truth too often trivialized. Nazi Germany was a modern, industrialized, bureaucratic Western European nation state that embarked upon an explicitly eugenic and genocidal programme. It planned to systematically murder all Jewish people in Europe, and it proceeded to do so by killing people en masse in industrial gas chambers within extermination camps (such as Auschwitz), in concentration camps, in gas wagons, and by shooting. The Nazis murdered six million Jewish people across Europe (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Washington DC 2020). Elsewhere, in labour camps, prisons, and hospitals, the Nazis continued to carry out their well-organized eugenic programme of creating a master race by killing people deemed inferior: Roma people, Slavic people, disabled people, and gay people, among others. Adding political opponents, opposing soldiers, and other civilians, between 1933 and 1945, the Nazis are estimated to have murdered some 17 million people (United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Washington DC 2020).

Choosing whether to collaborate with the Nazis or to join the French Resistance was choosing between good and evil. As one of Camus’ (1948: 229) characters in his allegorical novel The Plague puts it: ‘there are pestilences and there are victims, and it’s up to us, so far as possible, not to join forces with the pestilences.’ Camus was active in the Resistance, primarily as the editor of the underground newspaper Combat. But others joined forces with the pestilence, either actively collaborating with the Nazis or passively accepting their occupation of France. They chose evil.

Our freedom to choose which lanterns to light is a freedom to choose either evil or good—and the choice could go either way. Søren Kierkegaard (1980) calls this vertiginous situation ‘anxiety’ (Angst). Sartre captures this ‘anguish’ (angoisse) (Sartre 2021: 66) concretely in the situation faced by Resistance fighters tortured by the Gestapo for information: ‘One single word would provoke ten or a hundred new arrests. This total responsibility in total solitude[:…e]ach of them understood, in the completest loneliness, his historic role and responsibility’ (Sartre 1944: 40). The interrogated person’s choice to talk or not has the highest possible stakes: their death, a hundred new arrests, perhaps even the victory of the Nazis. There is no choice but to make a choice, alone, with no guarantee that under conditions of torture one will choose good over evil. As Sartre (1984: 128) puts the choice in his war diaries: ‘[a]ccomplice or martyr, that’s the alternative. And your decision makes History.’

Your decision makes history because, after the death of God, there is no fact of the matter about what is good and what is evil (Sartre 2007: 28). Objective moral standards are among the comforts that we lost when we lost our sun. But subjective morality remains. Whenever I choose something, I implicitly say: ‘I support this; this is good’ (Sartre 2007: 24). So when I choose who I am going to be and which lanterns I am going to light—collaborator or resistor, for or against the Nazis—I am taking a stand on what is good and thereby making it the case that one is good and the other is not. It follows that, when I choose, I am responsible for making the world the sort of place that it will be: one in which Nazis are evil, or one in which Nazis are good. Sartre (2007: 25) writes that


[A] man who commits himself, and who realizes that he is not only the individual that he chooses to be, but also a legislator choosing at the same time what humanity as a whole should be, cannot help but be aware of his own full and profound responsibility.



So too for all human beings choosing which lanterns to light—which worldviews to adopt, which identities to take up—after the death of God. Such freedom is, as Camus (1956: 132–33) writes, ‘not a reward or a decoration […but] a chore, on the contrary, and a long-distance race, quite solitary and very exhausting [,…] too heavy to bear.’

Nietzsche describes this responsibility as ‘the heaviest weight’ (Nietzsche 2001: 194), which ‘[t]he weight-bearing spirit takes upon itself […]; like a camel hurrying laden into the desert’ (Nietzsche 2003: 54). His madman wonders whether this is too heavy a task for us. If the death of God is at the same time our inheriting the responsibility of lighting lanterns, we might wonder with him: ‘Is the magnitude of this deed not too great for us? Do we not ourselves have to become gods merely to appear worthy of it?’ (Nietzsche 2001: 120).



The Best-Hung Lamps Have Been Upset

We have seen that we moderns are lantern-lighters in the darkness after the death of God. We anxiously bear the freedom and the responsibility for lighting lanterns, and since those lanterns can always go out, our situation is ontologically-existentially precarious. But there is yet another risk that we take when we light lanterns: we might take up an identity or a worldview that damages or destroys us.

I said that there are no objective criteria by which the Nazi worldview can be judged good or evil, and that only our choices make it so. But there is one criterion by which worldviews may be assessed: whether they augment, diminish, or destroy our freedom to choose. The Nazi worldview is antithetical to human freedom—not only in its commitment to genocide and its ambition to dominate Europe, but also in its totalitarianism, which denies individuals the right to adopt their own worldviews and locates the authority for doing so in the state. To take up the Nazi worldview is thus to simultaneously affirm and deny one’s freedom to adopt and responsibility for adopting a worldview. It is also to commit oneself to denying that freedom to others, both fellow Nazis and the victims of the murderous regime. To reject Nazism is thus to stand for freedom. Sartre (1944: 40) says of the tortured Resistance fighter that in ‘set[ting] himself freely, irremediably, against the oppressors,’ in choosing to resist, ‘in his freedom in choosing himself, he chose the freedom of all.’

Worldviews need not be explicitly genocidal and totalitarian in order to undermine our freedom to choose. They might simply destroy human lives. The First World War (1914–1918) made apparent that many of the lanterns that we have collectively lit after the death of God have been massively destructive. Over 14 million people, both military and civilian, died in that war. Battlefield casualties were so high in large part due to new military technologies, such as tanks and machine guns, and the technique of trench warfare. Trench warfare is devastatingly brutal, and those who survived it were frequently physically disabled and/or deeply traumatized by it. More or less obliterating a generation of young men and exposing many civilians to the massive, senseless destruction of life, industry, and land made the war a profound social trauma also. All the shining promises of modernity—of Enlightenment, progress, scientific knowledge, technology, ‘civilisation’—came crashing down with the realization that these can be put in the service of such destruction. In the aftermath of the war, Paul Valéry (1919: 183) reflected on ‘the lost illusion of a European culture, and the demonstration of the impotence of knowledge to save anything whatever; […and] science, mortally wounded in its moral ambitions, and is it were dishonoured by its applications.’ Unintentionally echoing Nietzsche, Valéry (1919: 183) writes that ‘[t]he rolling of the ship has been so heavy that at the last the best-hung lamps have been upset’—and they have set the ship ablaze.

The Second World War further showed how destructive our lanterns can be—and not only in the hands of Nazi Germany. This war ended when the United States dropped atomic bombs on the civilian populations of the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. (The United States is the only nation to have used nuclear weapons in warfare.) For obvious reasons, the atomic bomb was an especially concerning scientific development, leading Gabriel Marcel (1956: 48) to write that people ‘to-day are faced with a fact which would have been inconceivable at the beginning of this century: they know that they have it in their power to destroy the universe.’

We have not yet destroyed the universe by manipulating atomic nuclei. But we have catastrophically altered our planet by releasing greenhouse gases that affect the climate. The anticipated climactic changes and knock-on effects, such as sea-level rise and ocean acidification, will irreversibly damage many of the planet’s ecosystems. New ecosystems will develop, but not before significant numbers of the earth’s species are driven to extinction. This may include Homo sapiens: warming temperatures are expected to have disastrous impacts on human beings and human society, through droughts, floods, crop failures, the spread of infectious diseases, and extreme heat. By the end of the century, up to three quarters of the human population may live in a climate so hot and humid that it exceeds the human body’s capacity to regulate its temperature (Mora et al. 2017: 501).

Rupert Read (2022: 68–70) lays out three possibilities for how the climate catastrophe will unfold for humanity: Butterfly, in which our way of life is transformed so radically that it is unrecognizable; Phoenix, in which modern civilization collapses and is followed by a different, successor civilization; and Dodo, on which civilization as such simply collapses. Read (2022: 70) concludes: ‘[a]ny way you look at these three possibilities […], they justify the conclusion that this civilisation’—by which he means the globalized, technological, neoliberal world that most human beings currently live in—‘is finished.’ And that death is in fact a suicide: human civilization will have been destroyed by the lanterns of progress, technology, industry, capitalism, and neoliberalism.

When we acknowledge the destructiveness of our worldviews, we face up to our collective mortality. Valéry (1919: 182) wrote of the First World War that ‘[a]ll is not lost, but everything has felt itself perish.’ He says that:


We civilizations now know that we are mortal. […] We see that the abyss of history is large enough for every one. We feel that a civilization is as fragile as a life. Circumstances which would send the works of Baudelaire and Keats to rejoin the works of Menander are no longer in the least inconceivable; they are in all the newspapers.

(Valéry 1919: 182)



The same can be said today. The newspapers are full of circumstances that put not just one human civilization but all of human civilization—any complex human society—at stake.

Of course, much more is at stake, including the continued existence of many of the plants and animals that we have evolved alongside. The climate catastrophe is, first and foremost, an environmental crisis. It is increasingly a socio-political crisis. But it is also an existential crisis. It puts our existing at stake and in question in a unique way. It is not clear whether and how each of us will go on, or whether and how human society will go on. And it raises meta-existential questions about our lives as lantern-lighters: Why do we take up such destructive worldviews? Given that we do this, is humanity worth preserving? Is it possible to light different lanterns, to take up less destructive worldviews? What new ways of making sense of ourselves and our place in the universe can help to illuminate, orient, and warm us after the death of God and during the climate catastrophe—without setting everything on fire?

How can existentialist philosophizing help us to understand and navigate this crisis of self-incineration?



‘I Come Too Early,’ He Then Said; ‘My Time Is Not Yet’

After the madman announces the death of God, the villagers in the marketplace are bewildered:


[T]hey too were silent and looked at him disconcertedly. Finally he threw his lantern on the ground so that it broke into pieces and went out. “I come too early”, he then said; “my time is not yet. This tremendous event is still on its way, wandering; it has not yet reached the ears of men”.

(Nietzsche 2001: 120)



The villagers are not the madman’s proper audience; they are not yet ready to face up to their true situation after the death of God, which the madman’s lantern was to illuminate. Is it still too early? It is time to rekindle the madman’s lantern.

The madman’s lantern shows us that we are lantern-lighters in the darkness after the death of God. I have argued that this is what makes us vulnerable to existential crises. The death of God is an epochal crisis of meaning, in which those of European heritage have lost that automatic worldview that allowed their lives and the cosmos to make unproblematic sense. This first allows individuals, such as Tolstoy, to experience individual crises of meaning, in which they wonder about the meaning of life and their place in the universe. It also first requires individuals to take up the anxious burden of lighting lanterns—adopting worldviews or identities as replacement sources of illumination, orientation, and comfort. As lantern-lighters, however, whatever sense we make of who we are and how things hang together will always be vulnerable and contingent, which puts us in the permanent ontological-existential crisis of accidentality. As such, we are capable at any time of experiencing crises of faith or identity crises in which the lanterns that we have lit to guide us cease to illuminate, orient, and comfort. All five types of crisis reveal the contingency and instability of our worldviews and identities, as well as the heavy weight of the responsibility of choosing which lanterns to light. Some of these lanterns might turn out to be evil and destructive, in the sense that they are worldviews that undermine or destroy the human freedom to choose. They might do so simply by destroying us or the conditions of our existing. If they thus set the ship on fire, our lanterns can lead us to a crisis of self-incineration, such as the current climate catastrophe.

Paraphrasing Paul Kingsnorth, Read (2022: 148) writes of the impending climate breakdown that ‘there is an abyss opening up before us. We need to be brave enough to look into it; and only if we do that will we then know what to do next.’ We need to see our true situation with unflinching lucidity. Environmentally, that means facing up to the scale and scope of the impacts on ecosystems, and how those will impact humans and other lifeforms on earth. Socio-politically, it means facing up to the scale and scope of the impact on human societies, including through mass migration, strain on infrastructure, and potential widespread famine and disease. Existentially, it means facing up to what caused those impacts: the fact that we, collectively and individually, have taken up worldviews and identities that are destroying us. That is the abyss that we need to look into. And it is existentialist philosophy that illuminates it for us, by illuminating the phenomenon of existential crises.

Then we will know what to do next. Existentialist philosophy provides the orientation: the worldviews that we have taken up are not unchanging and unquestionable frameworks of meaning, as the Christian worldview was for medieval Europeans. They are accidents. We chose them. We have the responsibility and the freedom to unchoose them. Whereas ordinarily this freedom and responsibility is destabilizing and anxiety-provoking, I suggest that in the context of a crisis of self-incineration, it can also be comforting. We know what we have to do: snuff out the destructive lanterns of progress, technology, industry, capitalism, and neoliberalism.

In these ways, existentialist philosophy is itself one of the lanterns that illuminates, orients, and warms us as we confront this most crucial of existential turning points, at which it will be decided whether, and how, we will go on existing.
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Introduction

The term ‘existentialism’ can be understood narrowly. Jonathan Webber (2018: 1–2) suggests that it be restricted to the writings of Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, lest it lose all specificity. But it can also be understood broadly. David Cooper (2012: 29–30) offers an ‘existentialist manifesto’ of ideas shared by many thinkers and writers who may not have embraced, or even heard of, the label. ‘Existentialism,’ as I see it, is best understood as designating a general philosophical orientation, like ‘empiricism’ and ‘rationalism’ – in this case, one that takes ‘existence,’ in a distinctive sense, as fundamental. Here, following Richard Schacht (2012: 113–14), I will employ the German term, Existenz, to mark this sense and will argue that what makes it distinctive is its disclosure of a kind of normativity, ‘existential normativity,’ irreducible to the more mundane norms of ethical, practical, and cognitive life: the good, the right, and the true.

Existential normativity pertains to what it means to be a self. Being a self, in turn, is not a summation of one’s values, duties, and cognitions (one’s biographical personhood) but a matter of one’s commitments, and commitment, whatever it may embrace in the world or out of it, is a mode of self-binding.

In his 2019 book, This Life, Martin Hägglund explores this idea under the felicitous term ‘secular faith,’ which I will adapt to my own purpose here. ‘Faith’ conjures up religious thoughts and so stands in some tension with its qualifier, ‘secular.’ Indeed, Hägglund introduces secular faith with arguments designed to show that the idea of God is not coherent and eternal life is not desirable.1 Instead, what we desire when we confront our (finite) being in time with others is to ‘live on’ in this life (2019: 28). Without going into these arguments here, we can see how the term ‘secular faith’ might cut across the familiar distinction between religious and atheistic versions of existentialism represented, say, by Søren Kierkegaard and Gabriel Marcel on one side, and by Friedrich Nietzsche and Jean-Paul Sartre on the other.

This cross-cut plays well with Noreen Khawaja’s (2016: 16) observation that ‘something about existential philosophy feels religious to its readers, even at its most atheistic pitch.’ Later I will consider Khawaja’s account of what underlies this feeling, but my main concern is to show how Martin Heidegger’s concept of authenticity (Eigentlichkeit) in Being and Time incorporates the normative phenomenology of commitment, or secular faith.

In the background is the oft-expressed view that, as Khawaja (2016: 129) (summarizing Taylor Carman) puts it, ‘there is no normativity immanent in Heidegger’s account of the self,’ or as Ernst Tugendhat (2001: 150) bluntly asserts, ‘the moral, and indeed the normative in general, does not appear’ in Being and Time. Those who understand Heidegger in this way – for instance, Richard Wolin (1990) – often accuse Heidegger of ‘decisionism,’ the idea that my commitments are normatively promiscuous, without any guiding measure. In particular, the ‘leap of faith’ thought to be bound up with committing oneself to something cannot be rationally justified.

But is reason the only touchstone for understanding normativity? The denial of this assumption – the supposed ‘irrationalism’ of existential thought – leads directly to the phenomenon of existential normativity.

I will begin by examining the concept of meaning (Sinn), which existentialism borrows from phenomenology (Section ‘Existentialism and the Phenomenology of Meaning’). Through the phenomenological thematization of meaning, Existenz gains philosophical traction and the normativity involved in commitment comes into view. Section ‘Death and the “Meaning of Life”’ examines a fatal equivocation on Existenz – its reduction to ‘life’ in the natural or biographical sense – evident in some existential interpretations of death. Khawaja’s ‘ascetic’ interpretation of Existenz, in which existential normativity is specifically tied to the project of philosophy, gets us closer to the truth. Section ‘Breakdown and Insight: The Liminal Condition of Selfhood’ argues that Heidegger’s phenomenology of existential breakdown – where the meaning of Existenz is disclosed to the one whose existence it is – avoids the fatal equivocation and establishes the general scope of existential normativity. Finally, Section ‘Commitment and Secular Faith: The Problem of Decisionism’ shows where the decisionism objection goes wrong: reason, as reason-giving, belongs to secular faith as what we owe one another.



Existentialism and the Phenomenology of Meaning

The animating concern of existential thought is nicely expressed in the title of Viktor Frankl’s well-known book, Man’s Search for Meaning,2 but how should we understand this concept of ‘meaning’? For Heidegger, Karl Jaspers, Sartre, and Simone de Beauvoir, Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology provides the starting point, while the concept of Existenz reflects their dissatisfaction with Husserl’s rationalism.

For example, in a 1912 review essay Heidegger (1978: 24), following Husserl, claimed that meaning can be grounded neither in linguistic utterances nor in psychological processes. Instead, the path runs through phenomenology, with its appeal to the ‘intentionality’ of consciousness. This is the idea that all conscious experience is of something. The ‘of’ is not added to experience by psychological mechanisms that produce the ‘appearance’ of an object; it is an essential moment of experience itself. And the way the object is there in experience is as something – that is, as meaningful. I do not see colours and shapes but trees, chairs, religious icons, artworks, animals, and other persons.

Husserl (1982: 51–62) took all of this to be obvious, but he held that the elucidation of meaning required a kind of philosophical askesis: the ‘bracketing’ (epoché) of our usual interest in establishing the properties and relations of entities, focusing instead on the meaning through which such properties and relations are given. Phenomenology is not concerned with determining what the thing before me actually is but with how the meaning as which the thing is there for me is constituted in experience.

The existential uptake of phenomenology begins by recognizing that meaning, the ‘as,’ is not causally but normatively constituted. There are two fundamental ways in which something can show itself ‘as’ something – as it is, and as it is not. This distinction is not imposed on experience but is constitutive of experience, as is evident whenever experience corrects itself by means of subsequent experience. Such correction would be impossible were it not that the meaning as which I initially take something depends on a norm of what counts as further veridical experience of the ‘same’ thing. In Husserl’s terms, I always experience something within a ‘horizon’ of ‘intentional implications’ governed by the norm of what it (truly) means to be a thing of that sort.

Heidegger’s Being and Time aims to answer the general ontological question of the meaning of being, but Heidegger argues that this presupposes an ‘existential analytic,’ i.e. phenomenological clarification of the being who can and does raise the question of being. Such a being must already possess some understanding of being; otherwise, it could not formulate the question. Further, its own being is included in the question, precisely as in question (Heidegger 1962: 32). Finally, ontology cannot simply assume that the properties and relations that belong to a being who questions are adequate starting points for clarifying the meaning of its being. So, like Husserl, Heidegger (1962: 27) demands a kind of askesis, designating the entity ‘which each of us is himself’ as ‘Dasein,’ without further sortal predicate (e.g. ‘human’ being), and he attributes to Dasein only what is essential for clarifying its ability to raise the question of the meaning of being: Dasein can raise the question because it is that being ‘for which, in its being, that very being is essentially an issue,’ in question (1962: 117).

Here the concept of Existenz comes into view. Of all the things that are in any way whatsoever, only Dasein ‘exists’ (1962: 67), and if selfhood belongs to Existenz, what it means to be a self must be normatively constituted. Being a self would then be a normative achievement, the assessment of which is – at least in part – an ‘internal’ matter: success or failure must be at issue in the self’s own being.

One way to approach this ‘internal’ or existential normativity is to consider two different ways in which normativity pertains to the being of something. On the one hand, things have a socially normative status. A hammer is a hammer if it counts as one in a socio-historical context that includes practices of hammering, i.e. if it has been established as appropriate for such practices. Similarly, a person is a father if they count as one according to the legal and customary norms of fatherhood in their place and time. On the other hand, a different kind of normativity concerns whether this hammer, in this project, functions well or badly for the purposes of this work. Many things count as hammers, but not every hammer works well for every hammering task. This second kind of normativity is situation-specific, and being sensitive to it requires that an agent be practically familiar with the meaningful context that such a situation constitutes here and now. Only so can the hammer ‘show itself’ as suitable for the work at hand (Heidegger 1962: 117).

Applying this distinction to the self highlights the role of existential normativity. For instance, I am a father in the social sense if I fulfil the criteria of fatherhood that anyone must fulfil to count as a father where and when I live. These normative criteria are in part spelled out in legal and other concepts, including moral ones – what is morally expected of fathers around here. But even if I fulfil such desiderata I might still, in this situation, fall short of being a father in the situation-specific normative sense. This is because to ‘be’ a father is to act for the sake of being one, trying to live up to what it means to be a father (Heidegger 1962: 116). Drawing on Aristotle’s distinction between praxis and techne, Heidegger notes that, unlike the case of the hammer, success in trying to be something cannot be determined by technical rules. If what it means to be a father remains in question, I must decide how a father should act in this situation. My success or failure at being a father will therefore always retain an element of invisibility – both to myself and to others. What it means to be a father inhabits the gap between my socially normative status and my trying to be a father in the present situation; it is at issue in how I take up the socially normative expectations and make them my ‘own.’ This might well involve my rejecting those expectations, though with the caveat that, should one’s act in no way conform to the social norms of fatherhood, one will not be recognizable, even to oneself, as trying to be a father.

Of course, we ‘are’ many things in the social sense: father, teacher, citizen, neighbour. When I act here and now for the sake of being one, the social role becomes my practical identity.3 It follows that the ‘I’ who acts, the self, cannot simply be identified with any of them. And yet the self is not a homunculus standing apart from all practical identities. It exists. So, what it means to be a ‘self,’ full stop, must also be normatively assessable. To say that being a father is, existentially, trying to be one here and now is to say that in addition to taking a stand on how a father should be, oneself can do so either ‘authentically’ or ‘inauthentically.’

As a first pass, these terms indicate that if I am committed to being a father, then either I treat the social norms of fatherhood as fixed, and my situation-bound action as authorized, by what one normally thinks about such things, or I recognize that what it means to be a father in this situation is always at issue and that I am responsible for the normative force – or ‘bindingness’ – of the norms in accord with which I act. In the first case, I act inauthentically, in the latter I act authentically. In the former, I may do everything ‘right’ as a father, but I have ‘disowned’ my self; in the latter, what I do may be identical to the former, but my manner of committing to fatherhood reflects a kind of self-ownership.

This sort of normativity, vividly presented in Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, cannot be grounded in reason. Abraham’s faith in God comes into conflict with his keeping faith with Isaac, his duties as a father. Kierkegaard’s pseudonym, Johannes de silentio, presents these duties as grounded in reason – that is, as norms which hold for everyone and at all times, the universal. Seen from the outside, then, the meaning of Abraham’s act is not holy sacrifice but murder, contrary to reason. Seen from the inside, however (which silentio tries to imagine but cannot really understand: ‘the inner is incommensurable with the outer’) – that is, taking Abraham’s ‘fear and trembling’ into account, his anxiety concerning his understanding of God’s command – it points towards existential normativity: Abraham is addressed by God not in his universal status as a human being but in his singularity as a self – his faith is a ‘purely personal virtue.’ And his self is at issue precisely in the way that he ‘owns’ being a father. What it means to be a father for the ‘single individual’ who alone can be one here and now is not determined by a recipe of rationally grounded values or a moral law, but by commitment (‘faith’), which, because it concerns singular selfhood, lacks the universality required of rational norms. From the point of view of reason, then, faith is a ‘paradox’ that justifies only ‘by virtue of the absurd.’

For silentio, it follows that Abraham cannot make himself understood to anyone and so must remain silent; existential normativity seems to preclude offering reasons for what my commitments lead me to do. There is a grain of truth in this: To offer the reason that ‘God commanded me to do it’ belies the singularity of the choice and relieves Abraham of responsibility, on the assumption that there is an authority higher than reason. But in a deeper sense, silentio is wrong: Abraham’s choice is not grounded in reason, but he owes reasons to others – even if only ‘Here I stand; I can do no other.’ Abraham’s silence indicates a misunderstanding of existential normativity.



Death and the ‘Meaning of Life’

Before addressing the phenomenology of secular faith, we need to see why Existenz is not a specific difference (‘human’) within the genus ‘life.’ We may start by recalling Nietzsche’s claim (1968: 14) that nihilism, the feeling that life has ‘no meaning at all,’ is a ‘pathological’ condition. It is pathological because it is a neurotic response to the ‘death of God’ and those ‘shadows of God’ which, transcending life, have traditionally justified it, providing it with meaning and purpose (Nietzsche 2001: 109). Nietzsche’s prescription for such an illness – his provision for what Bernd Magnus (1978) called an ‘existential imperative’ for affirming life – is found in the thought of the eternal recurrence of the same: If you knew that your life would recur eternally in precisely the form it has taken, could you say ‘yes’ to this, overcoming any desire for revenge against time and its ‘it was’? Here the norm that distinguishes between a healthy and a pathological life targets a difference in attitudes towards the absence of all those ‘shadows of God;’ it is thus secular, concerned with this life. But Nietzsche is no phenomenologist; his concept of life is drawn, in complicated ways, from the life-sciences of his time, and so existential normativity, the link between Existenz and meaning, cannot come into view.

Collapsing Existenz into life is also evident in much existentialist writing on the connection between authenticity and death. One influential version, pioneered by Charles Guignon (1999: 229), holds that authentic selfhood consists in giving ‘coherence, cohesiveness, and integrity to a life course.’ This is facilitated by facing up to my mortality, giving my life a ‘sense of an ending’ (Guignon 1999: 230), rather than inauthentically projecting death into some objective future. Death ‘individualizes’ me. If I am to be authentically myself, my many practical identities must be ordered in the form of a story on the basis of what truly matters to me. Authenticity, then, entails explicit commitment, ‘choosing to choose,’ and while the authentic self must take over the norms and roles that already exist in their situation, even while possibly transforming them, selfhood is measured by the norm of narrative coherence.

There is much to recommend this view, but it omits an important phenomenological point: quite apart from narrative coherence, authenticity pertains to each individual project within such a ‘life.’ I don’t simply gather my practical identities into a story with beginning, middle, and end; rather, in acting for the sake of a practical identity, what it means to be such an identity is at issue, in question. In each case, my act is polarized between the normative possibilities of acting authentically (taking responsibility for the normative force of the norms belonging to it) or inauthentically (acting towards such norms as towards laws and values whose normative force is felt to be one of their objective properties). Inauthenticity, as Sartre (1956: 76) put it, conceals the fact that ‘it is I who confer on the alarm clock its exigency – I and I alone.’ In short, the approach via narrative self-identity conceives authenticity as a biographical concept, whereas for Heidegger it is at issue in the moment, whether or not these moments are brought into narrative coherence.

Merold Westphal adds a religious dimension to the equation of Existenz with life. He too defines ‘death’ as the limit of ‘our present life’ but holds that this limit is both ‘boundary’ and ‘frontier,’ where something beyond this life might be glimpsed (Westphal 1984: 95, 102). Westphal (1984: 97, 100) describes how facing up to our finitude can obliterate our inauthentic ‘defensive self-deception in the face of death,’ the flight from the ‘finite freedom’ of Existenz into the ‘tranquillizing’ character of ‘mere existence.’ To the latter belong ‘the more nearly objective aspects of our selfhood’ (Westphal 1984: 100): my behaviour, inclinations, and roles understood as properties of persons. But Existenz demands ‘taking care’ of one’s ‘self’ – acting for the sake of being myself. Thus, authentically confronting my own death yields a normative question: ‘Have you fulfilled the task of becoming a self and have you used the gift of selfhood wisely?’ (Westphal 1984: 100). Setting aside the issue of what norm is at work in that term, ‘wisely,’ it is clear that this approach, too, ties authenticity to a retrospective view which attempts to evaluate a biographical whole while holding out hope that life does not end with death.

In resolute opposition to such a position, Martin Hägglund’s (2019: 29) idea of secular faith takes death to be the ending of a life in the natural sense and so as a definitive end to any possible meaning of life. He argues that life-after-death is unintelligible, and, further, that an ‘eternal life’ would lack the condition under which anything could truly matter to us (Hägglund 2019: 5). In contrast, the fact that we will die means that an authentic existence is one in which we ‘keep faith with a form of life’ in the face of the ‘fragility’ of meaning, safeguarding what matters to us by sustaining the ‘motivational force’ of our commitments (Hägglund 2019: 50).

Khawaja (2016: 123) embraces a similar view when she glosses ‘death’ as ‘the most ineradicable possibility of a living consciousness.’ But her view takes Heidegger’s debt to Husserl’s phenomenology quite seriously – in particular, his tacit debt to Husserl’s epoché. Heidegger’s existentialism is a ‘philosophical methodism’ which embraces ‘the intelligibility principle’ (Khawaja 2016: 124), the view that what is given is always given as something. Neither Heidegger nor Husserl pursues a ‘metaphysical account of human nature or reality;’ both are concerned exclusively with the conditions for ‘making sense’ (Khawaja 2016: 114, 117). Authenticity is among those conditions, but Heidegger is ‘not a theorist of personal authenticity;’ he is not concerned with ‘whether you are tapped into your true self or best self.’ Rather, authenticity is an ‘ascetic norm within the methodological space of phenomenology,’ one that ‘governs the relation of philosophy to life’ (Khawaja 2016: 114–15).

Authenticity thus pertains to the formal structure of Existenz (characterized as understanding or sense-making), and the ‘evaluative criteria’ it entails are ‘tied to the methodological mission of philosophy itself’ (Khawaja 2016: 116). That mission is to ‘explicate the structures of existence’ as phenomenological conditions on meaning or intelligibility, and to succeed in that task one must ‘appropriate’ these structures, ‘own’ them with insight (Evidenz). Heidegger’s methodism, then, signifies ‘a way of doing philosophy that is always also a way of life’ (Khawaja 2016: 120).

Thus, despite her identification of ‘death’ with the ending of a life, Khawaja clearly recognizes the phenomenological provenance of the concept of Existenz, and so also the existential normativity at issue in authenticity. Against Carman, Tugendhat, and others, she rightly recognizes that ‘authenticity is a norm, just not an ethical one’ (Khawaja 2016: 129). It is a ‘new existential value’ (Khawaja 2016: 114), but it does not permit us to say that it is ‘better,’ in some general sense, to be authentic. Instead, it governs an Existenz committed to the philosophical project of elucidating the conditions of meaning-making. But it can be generalized to other projects as well, because all projects are instances of meaning-making.

For Khawaja (2016: 219), this generalized version rests on authenticity as an ‘ascetic norm’ which yields a ‘penitential logic’ of decision. That authenticity has an ascetic cast stems, above all, from the phenomenological approach to meaning via an epoché of all ‘worldly’ positing: in order to reveal the conditions that make things available as the things they are, we must ‘bracket’ our everyday tendency to focus exclusively on the properties and relations of the things that concern us. Heidegger’s existentialism, in turn, shows why this is no arbitrary decision to practise philosophy in one way rather than another. Instead, this askesis is demanded by Existenz, the ‘singularity’ of selfhood. The philosophizing self explicitly confronts its own mode of being when its ‘world’ collapses in Angst, which that self, ‘from its own standpoint, demands as the only appropriate [philosophical] way of access to itself’ (Heidegger 1962: 226).

On Khawaja’s (2016: 131) interpretation of Heidegger, Angst shows the world’s ‘radical insignificance when considered apart from’ its ‘source.’ The fact that the self can be identified with none of its practical identities and the mere ‘worldliness’ of the worlds that belong to them – the ‘asceticism’ at the heart of Existenz – means that authenticity demands ‘radical penitence,’ in which I atone for having lost myself in the anonymity of worldly life. I lose myself when my choices fail to appear as choices but assume a kind of automatic character, thereby concealing what ‘choice’ means for the kind of being, Existenz, I am. Authenticity, then, demands that I ‘make up for not choosing’ by ‘choosing to choose’ in a resolute decision about how to go on: commitment as ‘owned resolve’ (Khawaja 2016: 131–32). But being authentic is not a property of the self. Because I am something only in trying to be it, owned resolve must be renewed at each instant, and this is something at which I can succeed or fail. Authenticity is thus a kind of piety or repetition.

Here we glimpse the outlines of secular faith in Heidegger’s existentialism, together with its ties to the existential norm of authenticity. But from a phenomenological perspective Khawaja’s identification of death with the ending of a life is still not ascetic enough: appealing to the ‘worldly’ (natural or biographical) concept of life in the interpretation of death disrupts the phenomenological unity belonging to what Heidegger treats under separate headings: Angst, death, and conscience. Addressing this problem shows why commitment, the ‘faith’ of secular faith, is more than a desideratum of philosophy. As what John Haugeland (1998: 341) calls a ‘resilient and resolute first-person stance,’ commitment is ‘secular’ because it can embrace the fallen world as its own, keep faith with the world without penitential nostalgia for its ‘source.’



Breakdown and Insight: The Liminal Condition of Selfhood4

A familiar feature of existential thought is the claim that there are occasions when I experience the structure of Existenz in an unclouded way, gaining insight into what it means to be a self. Heidegger’s (1962: 226) phenomenology of existential breakdown is an account of this liminal mode of Existenz: a ‘unitary phenomenon’ which ‘Dasein, from its own standpoint, demands as the only appropriate [philosophical] way of access to itself.’ It is liminal because in undergoing such an experience the self is neither authentic nor inauthentic; and it is insight because it provides phenomenological evidence that authenticity and inauthenticity are possible ways for a self to comport itself. Authenticity and inauthenticity target the character of the self’s commitments, evaluating how a self comports itself towards norms in all of its affairs.

One might sense a problem here, arising from the polysemy of normative language itself. For while normative terms come in pairs – good or bad, just or unjust – the positive term also serves as the name of the norm itself. This is usually no problem. A moral norm governing how one ought to act is not constitutive of what an act is, and so if an act is judged morally bad, this does not mean that it is not an act at all. But if a norm is constitutive – as, say, the rules of chess are – problems can arise. For instance, if one takes logical laws to be normative for thinking because they are constitutive of what thinking is, then it would seem that non-logical thinking cannot be thinking at all. Making a wrong turn in logical reasoning is not thinking incorrectly; it is mere mental functioning. A similar problem arises in aesthetics: What do we say about a ‘failed’ work of art? If it lacks ‘aesthetic value’ we might reasonably hold that it is not art at all. This problem runs deep, but here we simply ask: If authenticity is a norm that pertains to selfhood, is it a constitutive norm, such that to be inauthentic is not to be a self at all?

If Existenz were a sub-species of ‘life,’ the answer might appear to be yes. If, in acting inauthentically, I flee from ‘finite freedom,’ constitutive of Existenz, into ‘mere existence’ (Westphal 1984: 100), it seems that I am no longer a self at all; I am simply alive. But because Heidegger does not subordinate Existenz to life, his phenomenology of existential breakdown makes room for an alternative: the structure of Existenz, including selfhood, is not suspended between authenticity and inauthenticity; only my comporting myself towards a particular practical identity is. Thus, authenticity is not a constitutive norm of selfhood. Though selfhood and ‘comportment’ (Verhalten) – acting for the sake of being something – are closely connected, comportment does not exhaust selfhood. To phrase this as a paradox: there is a liminal condition in which one is a self without being anything.

For Heidegger, experience of the liminal condition of selfhood involves the unity – the unified phenomenon – of the three moments we noted earlier: Angst-death-conscience. While these terms can be applied separately to various aspects of life, Heidegger ‘formalizes’ them as ‘indications’ pointing towards a ‘possibility’ (Vermögen) of Existenz and so demonstrates how authenticity and inauthenticity can get a normative grip on the self at all. Let us begin with Angst.

Angst is possible because Existenz, as the condition for meaning-making, necessarily involves an affective dimension. It is through affect that things can matter to me, such that I can care about them in various ways. A purely rational being, one lacking all affect, could still calculate and reason but could not be moved to do so. At the same time, I am not master of my affects: they ‘assail’ me, I ‘undergo’ them, while their ‘“whence” and “whither” remain in darkness’ (Heidegger 1962: 173). Heidegger (1962: 174, 330) formalizes this affective moment in the concept of thrownness: affectivity is Existenz ‘delivered over’ (überantwortet) to itself, lacking ‘power’ over its being ‘from the ground up.’ In everyday life I am absorbed in my practical identities; I act for the sake of being a father, teacher, or friend and in so doing disclose the context of meaning – e.g. the ‘world’ of teaching – that belongs to these identities. But this would be impossible were I not able to care about, be moved by, the meaning at issue in them. The methodological role of Angst lies in making this condition on meaning-making philosophically evident: in Angst, ‘the world has the character of completely lacking significance’ (Heidegger 1962: 231), and I experience myself as unable to act for the sake of being anything. Angst thus signifies the breakdown of the affective moment of Existenz thanks to which things can matter to me, but it simultaneously discloses a phenomenological aspect of ‘ability-to-be,’ or comportment, as well.

Affectivity is a necessary condition on meaning-making, but it is not a sufficient condition. I can experience something as something only if I comport myself towards a ‘possibility’ for being something, act for the sake of being it (Heidegger 1962: 185). Only by ‘projecting’ myself on the ‘world’ of fatherhood can things show up as normatively salient, meaningful, suitable for fatherly tasks. Heidegger (1962: 183) formalizes comportment under the term ‘understanding’ – not a theoretical self-examination but ‘know-how,’ an ‘ability-to-be’ (sein-können) something: teacher, father, friend. But if Angst has dissolved my affective ties to the world, ties that alone can move me, I cannot try to be anything at all. The normatively salient ‘significance’ of things is thereby reduced to something like a mere familiarity with names. Nevertheless, this experience is still a way to be, a comportment, which Heidegger terms ‘death.’ Paradoxically, then, existential death is ‘the possibility of no-longer-being-able-to-be-there’ (Heidegger 1962: 294) – that is, the ability-to-be which belongs to breakdown and so projects onto an ‘inability to be’ anything. Or, as Heidegger (1962: 307) also puts it: ‘the possibility of the impossibility of every way of comporting oneself toward anything.’

Thus, the finitude of Existenz has nothing to do with the ending of life. The latter is what Heidegger calls ‘demise,’ which ‘happens’ to Dasein when it is instantiated in a living being, and its exploration belongs to ‘a “metaphysic of death”.’ Such metaphysics might take up questions of an afterlife, but it presupposes the existential analytic of Dasein, ‘which is superordinate to an ontology of life’ (Heidegger 1962: 291–92). Whether one generates arguments against the possibility or desirability of immortality (Hägglund) or sees death as a ‘frontier’ to a life ‘beyond’ (Westphal), Heidegger’s existential concept of death belongs exclusively to the conditions of meaning-making, to selfhood as being-in-the-world. Kierkegaard (2006: 39) anticipated this point: the idea ‘that no one can experience death before actually dying strikes me as a crass materialism.’ Thus, on Heidegger’s existential view, authenticity neither involves viewing one’s natural life as ending, nor does it normatively demand that one view oneself as a biographical whole. Instead, ‘end’ refers to the ever-present possibility of the breakdown of the self’s ability to act for the sake of being something. It thus reveals the gap between my self and all my practical identities.5

As a mode of understanding, however, the experience of ‘death’ yields a kind of intelligibility – namely, insight into what it means to be a self (Existenz). For Heidegger (1962: 203), ‘talking’ (Rede) is what articulates intelligibility. But because everyday talk depends on the intelligibility disclosed through my practical identities, all of which have collapsed in breakdown, articulating the intelligibility of the self as such must take a form ‘in every way opposite’ to the talk involved in my everyday comportments (Heidegger 1962: 316). ‘Conscience’ is Heidegger’s (1962: 317) term for such articulation, a ‘call’ (Ruf) that ‘passes over’ what Dasein ‘counts for, can do, or concerns itself with in being with one another publicly’ and addresses ‘only the self.’ Further, the call is ‘silent’ yet ‘heard,’ asserting ‘nothing’ yet ‘unequivocal’ in what it ‘gives to understand’ (Heidegger 1962: 318).

Thus, Heidegger (1962: 324) denies that conscience ‘warns and reproves;’ nor is it normatively differentiated into ‘good’ and ‘bad’ conscience. Conscience articulates a judgement, ‘guilty’ (schuldig), but such guilt does not target anything Dasein has done or left undone and makes no reference to a ‘law or ought’ (Heidegger 1962: 328). As belonging to Existenz, conscience articulates only what the self shows itself in Angst to be: nothing but the addressee of a call which demands a response. ‘Guilty’ in this sense means ‘response-able’ (Heidegger 1962: 329), and the call articulates the fundamental demand on the self that makes its practical identities possible: While Angst reveals that the self never has ‘power over its ownmost being from the ground up,’ it nevertheless ‘must take over being-a-ground’ (Heidegger 1962: 330). Response-ability means that Dasein cannot ‘be’ anything without projecting itself on some ability-to-be, committing itself to some practical identity by ‘grounding’ its meaning as ‘my own,’ even as it remains at issue.

Conscience articulates the intelligibility of Existenz in breakdown, thereby inducting Dasein into normative space – not by providing it with moral or ethical standards but by providing insight (Evidenz) into what it means to be a self at all: to be the sort of being that cannot be anything without answering the call to take over being a ground. But what form does such an answer take?

Conscience neither tells me who to be nor what to do; rather, it attests that all acting for the sake of being something (father, teacher, friend) is constituted by taking up the factic ‘grounds’ of one’s current situation – e.g. socially established norms, personal relationships, individual inclinations, and so on – in light of possibility, that is, in deciding how it is best to go on in that situation. And as Heidegger (1998: 130–31) argues in ‘On the Essence of Ground,’ to consider factic grounds in light of what is best is to consider them as potentially normative or ‘justifying’ reasons for what I do and say. The liminal self, then, ‘answers’ the call by comporting itself, binding itself to a practical identity in such a way that its choice of how to go on, here and now, takes the form of a potentially justifying reason, what seems to it best here and now.

We may now identify with more precision the existential normativity expressed in the concepts of authenticity and inauthenticity. For these terms acknowledge that, as ‘possibility’ (ability-to-be), I can take over being a ground either authentically or inauthentically. In the latter case, I treat the normative force (bindingness) of the norms in accord with which I act as though it arose from their mere presence in the everyday ‘worlds’ in which I act. I thereby conceal the phenomenological fact that normative force originates in my commitment. In taking over being a ground authentically, in contrast, I ‘own up’ to this origin and its finitude. My commitment always remains at issue – in question, subject to collapse – in my acting for the sake of what I am trying to be. Existential normativity thus measures the character of my commitment, i.e. the extent to which binding myself to what I take to be best in how I go on properly reflects the kind of being I am, Existenz as response-ability.



Commitment and Secular Faith: The Problem of Decisionism

In Being and Time, Heidegger’s term for commitment is ‘resoluteness,’ and much trouble has arisen from the following question and Heidegger’s (1962: 345) response to it: ‘On what is [Dasein] to resolve? Only the resolution itself can give the answer.’ My choice of how to go on seems arbitrary, a ‘leap’ or ‘decision’ that has the character of an acte gratuit. In particular, existential commitment seems ‘irrational,’ since it arises from a situation (breakdown) in which the normative force of reasons, as that of all other norms, has been neutralized in Angst. Alienated from my practical identities and disclosed to myself as nothing but response-ability for committing myself to going on in a certain way, it seems that anything I do will be as ‘good,’ just as ‘grounded,’ as anything else.

To address the decisionism-critique and the charge of irrationalism, we must look more closely at the ‘faith’ of secular faith which, following Hägglund (2019: 7), should be understood not as faith in something ‘taken to be independent of the fidelity of finite beings,’ but as keeping faith with something or someone, a ‘normative ideal’ that ‘does not exist independently of those who believe in its importance and keep it alive through their fidelity.’ The starting point lies in understanding the relation between commitment and the liminal condition of selfhood evident in breakdown.

A phenomenological point, often overlooked by those levelling the charge of decisionism, is the fact that, in breakdown, the self cannot act. Angst neutralizes the affective ties I have towards what has mattered to me hitherto: What I once valued or cared about still stands there as what I ‘should’ care about, but it does not move me: its claims on me lack normative force. The existentially ‘dead’ Dasein cannot try to be anything because all such trying requires that I care about it. Such a self understands that it must take over being a ground in order to ‘be’ something. In breakdown, however, where the self is nothing but the addressee of that demand, it cannot take over anything. If Angst has the last word, then it seems that any commitment – for instance, Abraham’s faith in God, where the moment of decision is ‘madness’ (Kierkegaard 2006: 20) – will be paradoxical. As Jacques Derrida (1995: 108) phrases this aspect of commitment: To say that ‘God calls me’ is difficult to distinguish from the phrase ‘I call myself God.’

However, this view of commitment misconstrues the existential situation because Angst, like all affects, passes; it overcomes us, we undergo it, but it is not normally our permanent condition. And when Angst passes, I am returned to the world: those things that mattered to me before, those things I cared about, matter to me once more, are returned to my care. I am again moved by the normative force of the norms at issue in the practical identities for the sake of which I acted, and I am again engaged in the worlds of meaning – of fatherhood, teaching, friendship – disclosed with those identities. So, what has changed?

The point of Heidegger’s phenomenological analysis of breakdown was not to provide an explanation of such action, the aetiology of a choice or decision; it was to take note of an aspect of everyday decision that remains concealed in the skilful coping which typically characterizes my comportments – namely, that the meaning at issue in comportment is normatively modalized. My decision about how to go on, my commitment, can be accomplished authentically (with awareness of my responsibility for the normative force of the norms that bind me) or inauthentically (where such awareness is obscured through what Sartre called ‘bad faith’). Either way, authenticity and inauthenticity have nothing to do with the content of my choice; instead, they measure how I take up the claims made on me by a given practical identity. Only authentic commitment, ‘anticipatory resoluteness’ (Heidegger 1962: 352–55), then, evidences what the ‘faith’ of secular faith is.

For instance, in once more caring about being a father I can simply go along with what is expected of fathers around here, as though what it means to be a father were not permanently in question. In so doing, I have not failed to be a father, but I have fallen short of what existential normativity demands of being a self, ‘my’ self. Calling such comportment ‘inauthentic’ obviously cannot mean that it is immoral or unjust. On the other hand, I act authentically when, anticipating the possible collapse (‘death’) of what moves me, I understand that the normative force of the norms that guide my choices is something for which I alone am responsible insofar as I take over being a ground, make it my ‘reason’ (Grund). What I actually do in either case might well be the same, but my stance towards the norms at issue is quite different: in authentic commitment, my choice of how to go on incorporates a sense of responsibility for what it means to be a father, insofar as that meaning is always at issue. I ‘own’ it.

Secular faith is ‘faith,’ then, because acting for the sake of being something, unlike trying to make something, cannot be reduced to a recipe. Because trying to be a father does not eventuate in a ‘work’ that stands apart from such trying, as a house stands apart from the making of it, what it means to be a father remains at issue whatever I do in its name. Such a meaning is familiar to me from the place and time in which I find myself, and it is to some extent ‘articulated’ in the institutions, customs, and commonplaces thereabouts. But such meaning cannot, in principle, be rationally grounded. It is a matter for ongoing reinforcement, transformation, and re-interpretation.

The existential norm of authenticity acknowledges my ‘inescapable’ responsibility for such reinforcement or reinterpretation in specific situations. My responsibility does not create the norms in light of which I act, and nothing I do can make a norm normative. But existential normativity acknowledges the fact that whether I act in accord with a certain norm or upend it in a novel interpretation, I can do so either by keeping faith with myself as responsible for ‘taking over being a ground’ or by ‘fleeing’ that responsibility into the anonymous ground of ‘what one does.’ Authentic resoluteness, secular faith, is a commitment carried out in ‘anticipation’ of ‘death,’ the awareness of the finitude of my commitment, its ungrounded character – the ‘irrationalism’ of existentialism – the fragility of its claim on me. But secular faith is not my permanent condition: ‘Dasein is already in irresoluteness, and soon, perhaps, it will be again’ (Heidegger 1962: 345). Thus, secular faith, ‘owning’ one’s commitment, requires ‘repetition’ – that is, retrieving (wieder-holen) the moment of taking over being a ground (‘choosing to choose’) that gives commitment its sense (Heidegger 1962: 355).

In this way, I keep faith with what is at issue in my commitments. Such faith is ‘secular’ only in the sense that whatever the ‘content’ of my commitment may be, its normative force is grounded nowhere but in my commitment to it. In light of this, my faith ‘in’ God could be reformulated as ‘keeping faith with God,’ that is, with the meaning that is at issue in my practical identity as a religious believer.

The decisionism-critique is wrong to think that normative terms can get no grip on existential commitment, because that critique fails to recognize that commitment is not an unmotivated ‘leap’ out of the situation of breakdown. The criticism does have a point, though: authentic commitment is not rationally grounded, because the meaning at issue in it is always in question. There will never be a purely rational account of what it means to be a father, and to this extent the charge of ‘irrationalism’ levelled at existential thinkers is valid. However, this is not the end of the story.

The analysis of commitment as secular faith must also do justice to the fact that existential selfhood is not solipsistic. Even in breakdown, where I experience myself as solus ipse, Existenz remains ‘being-with-others’ (Heidegger 1962: 233). For this reason, the self’s responsibility for taking over being a ground is, equally, answer-ability (Verantwortlichkeit) to the others with whom I am, others who can and will have different views about how to go on in a given situation. If in the first instance I am responsible for the normative force of the norms in accord with which I act – that is, if I make them my reasons – such reasons are essentially contestable (there are no private reasons), and so I ‘must’ also be prepared to offer my reasons to others.

Thus, while reason does not ground the norm of authenticity, reason-giving is entailed by it. The origin of reason lies in Existenz as being-with-others, and so to be authentic is to see that the normative force, for which I ‘alone’ (solus) am responsible, concerns us, everyone. To keep faith with myself is possible only if I keep faith with others by being prepared to answer for myself in a conversation where what it means to go on in a certain practice is at issue between us.

Reasons, in this sense, are ‘what we owe to each other,’6 and this ‘owing,’ obligation, stems not from a rational theory of justice but from the existential normativity that constitutes what it means to be a self. Secular faith is faith because the ‘rightness’ of my decision about how to go on is not grounded in reason but is instead at issue for us in a conversation that remains open to the transformation of what it means to be whatever I am trying to be. Such a conversation is more than the ‘game of giving and asking for reasons,’ because it will require discursive strategies that might bring others to see the situation as I do, putting them in a position of appreciate why I think it best to go on in a certain way, while I remain open to seeing things ‘through their eyes.’ But reason-giving will belong to such a conversation because it is called for by the very call that opens me to existential normativity.



Notes


	Hägglund draws deeply from Heidegger but through a lens informed by recent ‘categorial’ interpretations of Hegel. Interested readers should consult his earlier book, Radical Atheism (2008), where, with the help of Jacques Derrida, he deconstructs the crypto-theology inherent in a number of phenomenological accounts of time.

	From Death-Camp to Existentialism was the title of the first English-language translation.

	I borrow the term from Christine Korsgaard (1996).

	The ideas discussed in this section have been more extensively developed in Crowell (2013).

	Jonathan Lear (2011) thematizes this gap as Kierkegaardian ‘irony.’

	I borrow the phrase, though not the analysis, from Scanlon (2000).





References


	Cooper, D. E. (2012) ‘Existentialism as a philosophical movement,’ in S. Crowell (ed.), The Cambridge companion to existentialism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 27–49.

	Crowell, S. (2013) Normativity and phenomenology in Husserl and Heidegger, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Derrida, J. (1995) The gift of death, D. Wills (trans), Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

	Guignon, C. (1999) ‘Authenticity, moral values, and psychotherapy,’ in Charles Guignon (ed.), The Cambridge companion to Heidegger, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 215–239.

	Hägglund, M. (2019) This life: Secular faith and spiritual freedom, New York: Pantheon Books.

	Hägglund, M. (2008) Radical atheism: Derrida and the time of life, Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

	Haugeland, J. (1998) ‘Truth and rule following,’ in Having thought: Essays in the metaphysics of mind, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 305–361.

	Heidegger, M. (1998) ‘On the essence of ground,’ W. McNeill (trans), in W. McNeill (ed.), Pathmarks, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 97–135.

	Heidegger, M. (1978) ‘Neuere Forschungen über Logik,’ in W. F. von Herrmann (ed.), Frühe Schriften, Gesamtausgabe Bd. 1, Frankfurt: Klostermann, 17–43.

	Heidegger, M. (1962) Being and time, J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson (trans), San Francisco, CA: Harper & Row.

	Husserl, E. (1982) Ideas pertaining to a pure phenomenology and to a phenomenological philosophy, first book, F. Kersten (trans), The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff.

	Khawaja, N. (2016) The religion of existence: Asceticism in philosophy from Kierkegaard to Sartre, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

	Kierkegaard, S. (2006) Fear and trembling, C. S. Evans and S. Walsh (eds), S. Walsh (trans), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Korsgaard, C. (1996) The sources of normativity, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Lear, J. (2011) A case for irony, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Magnus, B. (1978) Nietzsche’s existential imperative, Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

	Nietzsche, F. (2001) The gay science, B. Williams (ed.), J. Nauckhoff (trans), Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

	Nietzsche, F. (1968) The will to power, W. Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale (trans), New York: Vintage.

	Sartre, J. -P. (1956) Being and nothingness, H. Barnes (trans), New York: Washington Square Press.

	Scanlon, T. E. (2000) What we owe to each other, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

	Schacht, R. (2012) ‘Nietzsche: After the death of God,’ in S. Crowell (ed.), The Cambridge companion to existentialism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 111–136.

	Tugendhat, E. (2001) ‘Wir sind nicht fest gedrahtet: Heidegger’s “man” und die tiefdimension der gründe,’ in Aufsätze 1992–2000, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 138–162.

	Webber, J. (2018) Rethinking existentialism, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

	Westphal, M. (1984) God, guilt, and death: An existential phenomenology of religion, Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

	Wolin, R. (1990) The politics of being, New York: Columbia University Press.








30 Kierkegaard on Evading Moral Evasions

Gordon Marino

DOI: 10.4324/9781003247791-37


Existentialists are widely held to believe that there is no objective basis for morality, no objective method of resolving moral quandaries. As a result, the existentialists are commonly labelled as moral relativists. Though Søren Kierkegaard’s contribution to ethics was oblique, it would be an egregious mistake to include him in the moral relativists camp.

Readers first opening the doors to Kierkegaard’s authorship will often ask, what was Kierkegaard’s ethics? Answer: Kierkegaard was not Immanuel Kant; he was by no stretch of the imagination a meta-ethical theorist. And yet, he had a profound contribution to ethics as a ‘moral phenomenologist,’ that is, as a thinker who helps us grasp what it is like to try and bring our ethical ideals down from the empyrean into existence. Most importantly, he showed us what we are up against in ourselves in striving to express our convictions in the medium of action.

Like Kant, however, Kierkegaard was convinced that doing the right thing will often usher us into a collision with our short and/or long-term interests. The human proclivity for self-deception is therefore not surprising. On Kierkegaard’s reckoning, when our desire for happiness/pleasure conflict with our moral aims we will be tempted to talk ourselves out of inconvenient truths. For instance, I am on my way to a local bar when a woman suddenly jumps out at me pleading for twenty dollars to hail a taxi to rush her feverish child at home to the emergency room. If I open my wallet for her, I will have to ask my buddies at the tavern for a loan. No thanks. And so, I feed myself the usual line that she is lying and just wants the cash for booze, the very object of my immediate desire.

Kierkegaard’s most significant contribution to what I have termed his ‘moral phenomenology’ is his analysis of self-deception. Prior to delving into the details of Kierkegaard’s account of the self-hoodwinking process, we should note that he distinguished between what he termed a first and second ethics, or if you will between a Greek ethics of, say, Aristotle and a Christian ethics which presupposes sin and the brokenness of human beings.

While Socrates/Plato regarded ignorance as the moral culprit and Aristotle put the blame on akrasia, Kierkegaard anchors his convictions about the poisonous centrality of self-deception in the faith-grounded second ethics. In contrast to the Greeks, ‘Christianity goes a little further back and says that it is because he is unwilling to understand it, and this again because he does not will what is right’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 95).

The preternaturally prolific Dane, who wrote for and to himself, never stops reminding his reader of the perils of self-deception.

Kierkegaard’s most concentrated attempt at uncovering the process of covering over inner truths is inscribed in his 1849 publication, The Sickness unto Death. Though he originally signed his own name to this lapidary work, just prior to publication, he concluded that he did not live up to the ideals inscribed in this demanding text. Accordingly, he scratches out his name and ascribes the work to Anti-Climacus, a dogmatist whom Kierkegaard ranked as his highest pseudonym.

In Part I of Sickness, Anti-Climacus describes despair as an imbalance in the self and then later in that same section as a spiritual illness best defined in terms of degrees of consciousness of being a self. In Part II, there is a radical shift in tone from what seems like a psychological perspective to a spiritual one. Right from the start of the second act, the author announces, ‘despair is sin.’ But what is sin? Responding to this question, Anti-Climacus begins with the Socratic position that sin is ignorance. And yet how can you be culpable of failing to comply with a duty of which you are ignorant? Impossible! Well, yes, unless you are the victim of an ignorance you yourself produced.

It is in Part II of Sickness that Anti-Climacus generates his most illuminating observations about self-deception and the blinkering of our moral knowledge. Setting the stage for his analysis, the doctor of the soul stages a series of comical examples of self-deception, such as this:


…When a man stands and says the right thing, and consequently has understood it, and then when he acts does the wrong thing, and thus shows that he has not understood it – yes this is exceedingly comic. It is exceedingly comic that a man, stirred to tears so that not only sweat but also tears pour down his face, can sit and read or hear an exposition on self-denial, on the nobility of sacrificing his life for the truth- and then in the next moment, almost with tears in his eyes, be in full swing…helping untruth to be victorious.

(Kierkegaard 1980b: 91)



In the same paragraph, Anti-Climacus asks, ‘Does this mean, then, that to understand and to understand are two different things? They certainly are’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 91).

The two senses of understanding are a leitmotif in the authorship. The first form is a purely intellectual understanding in which ‘the knowledge and understanding exercises (sic) no power at all over men’s lives, that their lives do not express in the remotest way what they have understood, but rather the opposite’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 90). To bring this home, maybe you have a placard in your living room window ‘Black Lives Matter,’ maybe you have a bumper sticker to boot, but in truth you never move out of your way to bring the ideas behind these slogans to life. Kierkegaard sometimes dubs this abstract level of understanding ‘thinking whilst forgetting you exist.’

As for understanding in the second existential sense, now, the individual connects what has been abstractly understood to concrete existence. It is perhaps with this distinction in mind that Kierkegaard insists all increases in knowledge must be accompanied by an increase in self-knowledge. Perhaps I come to understand that loving kindness is the supreme good in life. At the same time, I should grasp where I am relative to that goal. For an example of understanding in the second sense, some of us have worked out arguments in support of democracy and then there is Alexi Navalny, a family man who thanks to German doctors miraculously survived Putin’s 2020 attempt to poison him. Shortly after his recovery the leader of the Russian opposition returned to Moscow fully aware that within days of his plane touching down he would be whisked off to court and then prison. All the while, he could have declined his return by telling himself and others that he had a family to think of. And doesn’t family always come first? Not for everyone.

A few pages into the second part, Anti-Climacus reveals the DNA of self-deception. He writes:


In the life of the spirit there is no standing still…therefore, if a person does not do what is right at the very second he knows it – then, first of all, knowledge simmers down. Next comes the question of how willing appraises what is known. Willing is dialectical and has under it the entire lower nature of man. If willing does not agree with what is known, then it does not necessarily follow that willing goes ahead and does the opposite (presumably such strong opposites are rare); rather, willing allows some time to elapse, an interim called: ‘We shall look at this tomorrow.’ During all this, knowing becomes more and more obscure, and the lower nature gains the upper hand more and more; alas, for the good must be done as immediately, as soon as it is known…but the lower nature’s power lies in stretching things out. Gradually, willing’s objections to this development lessens, it almost appears to be in collusion. And when knowing has become duly obscured, knowing and willing can better understand each other, eventually they agree completely, for not knowing has come over to the side of willing and admits that what it wants is absolutely right.

(Kierkegaard 1980b: 94)



The psychology here seems Platonic. Instead of Plato’s image of the soul as chariot with reason as the charioteer trying to steer the horses of appetite and spirit, Anti-Climacus posits knowledge, desire, and willing. Notice, Anti-Climacus does not proclaim that we ought to act on gut feeling but rather at the instant we know our duty, which maybe just to say, we should act the moment we are convinced of what is morally required. But how and when are we supposed to know when we know what is right? Fair question but sand is pouring through the hourglass and you must choose what to do. Though Anti-Climacus has no patience for such cavils, it would be understandable to groan that he and his creator are guilty of underestimating the moral complexity of certain situations. Of course, Anti-Climacus’ response would probably be that we will use this complexity to wangle out of difficult decisions.

Another implication Kierkegaard draws out is that hypocrisy has become a rarity in his day simply because with the kind of self-deception described above, the individual concludes that the easy path is in fact the right path.

Kierkegaard possessed a marksman’s eye for detecting the rat holes of moral evasions. Procrastination, à la ‘I’d better sleep on this one,’ is certainly one such hole and one the present author has gone down. (A side note here. The reader may be tiring of my examples, but if there is one lesson I have drawn from Kierkegaard’s style it is to make sure that you put some flesh on the bones of your abstractions and if you can’t, it says something about your abstractions.) As a graduate student, I was a finalist for a Fulbright. At the time, and on account of our dastardly support of the Contras during the civil war in Nicaragua, I was planning to become a tax resister. Having mentioned my intention to a friend, I was reminded that Fulbright applications go through the State Department, and the State Department is not likely to be a fan of tax resisters. After absorbing this bracing reminder, I decided to sleep on my decision, and I soon put my tax resister plans to bed; I put it to bed with the lullaby that it would be better to wait to indulge in such acts of resistance until I was established and had a stronger platform to make a political statement. Thanks to a little legerdemain, the easy path became the right path.

Another popular exit ramp is admiration. Consider acts of the likes of the late civil rights leader Congressman John Lewis. As a young civil rights warrior, he was arrested countless times and suffered a near fatal skull fracture when beaten in Selma by Bull Connor’s infamous brigade of police thugs. Most of us will applaud Lewis and his comrades as heroes. We might even imagine that there is something noble in our sense of admiration. Kierkegaard, however, observes that admiration in-itself is a dodge. It betrays a belief that doing the right thing even when it collides with your short and/or long-term interests is akin to an athletic or artistic capacity. With this escape route, we let ourselves off the hook by telling ourselves we just don’t have the moral muscle of a John Lewis. But to listen to Kierkegaard, the proper relation to moral greatness is to strive to imitate the kind of courage we find both beautiful and baffling. In Practice in Christianity, the author writes, ‘…there is an infinite difference between an admirer and an imitator, because an imitator is, or at least strives to be, what he admires’ (Kierkegaard 1991: 249).

Levelling is another bypass. In his most philosophical work, Civilization and its Discontents Sigmund Freud counselled that we would be happier and less neurotic if we scaled down the ethical ideals we have inherited from the Judeo-Christian tradition, ideals like love thy neighbour as thyself or better yet, love your enemy. Pace Freud, a long-suffering victim of anti-Semitism, psychologically unrealistic ideals create excessive repressions which, in turn, lead to explosions of instincts of the sort found in some of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s characters or historically speaking in the highly repressive Prussian culture that fuelled the Nazi harrowing machine. Deploying a different vocabulary, Arthur Schopenhauer, agreed with Freud’s that you can no more expect someone to love their enemy than you can expect them to fly. In The Concept of Anxiety, Kierkegaard (1980a: 17) anticipates and specifically calls out this strategy of soothing our super-egos, insisting,


The more ideal ethics is, the better. It must not permit itself to be distracted by the babble that it is useless to require the impossible for even to listen to such talk is unethical, and something for which ethics has neither time nor opportunity. Ethics will have nothing to do with bargaining.



One of Kierkegaard’s most significant contributions was his analysis of moods. In contrast to his academic philosophical brethren, to many of whom regarded feelings as impediments to reason, Kierkegaard acknowledged the cognitive content of moods, most notably in his views on anxiety. There, he maintained that it is only in anxiety that we come to understand that we are free. In his The Concept of Anxiety, Kierkegaard (1908a: 155) concluded, ‘Whoever has learned to be anxious in the right way has learned the ultimate.’ Just the same, Kierkegaard was acutely aware of the perils posed by moods, especially anxiety. Equating anxiety with possibility, he offers these monitory words, ‘I will not deny that whoever is educated by possibility is exposed to danger, not that of getting into bad company and going astray as are those educated by the finite, but the danger of a fall, namely suicide’ (Kierkegaard 1980a: 159).

In his epiphanic discourse ‘At a Graveside’ as well as in other texts, Kierkegaard admonishes that the funk can tempt us to cave into a despairing state of mind in which we surrender our moral aspirations and slump into a perversely relaxed state of playing possum, perhaps with the fantasy, ‘I will turn around when I hit bottom.’ However, Kierkegaard, who must have been personally familiar with this inner terrain, reminds us – there is no bottom, one can always sink deeper.

If we are earnest about living a moral life, we must have enough observing ego to recognize and catch ourselves when toxic moods threaten to drag us down the path to indifference or even to outright hostility to the good. We may not be able to choose what to feel but Kierkegaard offers the up-building counsel that we can at least decide the direction in which to steer our moods and emotions. For instance, I am trying to cope with a chronic illness with a loved one in my family. At times, I feel so hopeless that I figuratively throw my hands up and crave some, any form of forgetfulness.

In order to evade this evasion, Kierkegaard thumps the table, ‘Summon the earnest thought of death.’ The thought of your own death is the true maestro of earnestness, of proper self-love, which is to say of caring about yourself in the right way. He was not here alluding to the task of trimming waistlines but instead of becoming the loving and faithful person the creator formed us to be. Thinking ourselves together with our own death, keeping the horizon of our lives in our mind’s eye, knowing any moment could be our last, elevates the significance of the moment and can shield us from being swallowed up in morally enervating moods. As I have written elsewhere, decades ago my late guardian angel of a brother and I had a major quarrel about a family matter. Even though we loved each other dearly and were at the equator of our lives, we didn’t speak for nine years! Nine years! This tragic state of détente with my brother is precisely the kind of prideful carelessness an existential awareness of our own mortality might help us avoid.

The above examples should serve as a sampler of the kinds of evasions mapped out and red flagged in Kierkegaard’s authorship. They all involve an element of self-deception – of talking ourselves out of what we know. Anti-Climacus observes, ‘And this is how perhaps the great majority of men live: they work at eclipsing their ethical and ethical-religious comprehension, which would lead them out into decisions and conclusions that their lower nature does not much care for.’ Harkening back to the two senses of understanding, he adds, ‘…but they expand their esthetic and metaphysical comprehension, which ethically is a diversion’ (Kierkegaard 1980b: 94).
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If Sartre is right that existentialism is roughly the position that existence precedes essence, then it is inadvertently bound to an ontological stance that contravenes existentialism’s liberatory impulse. This would be an unwelcome outcome for a philosopher who argued that we are condemned to freedom and that we should no longer shirk our responsibility with the bad faith that we live in an inherently meaningful universe. Sartre endeavoured to think the death of God all the way to its conclusion. Human affairs are what we make them, and a free and humane world issues from the actions that construct its foundations. Although it would be preposterous to construe this position as conservative, at least in a political sense (Sartre was a decolonial thinker and adversary of white supremacy avant la lettre), the Kyoto School philosopher Nishitani Keiji nonetheless detected, for all its purported radicality, a traditional ontological assumption that constricts and burdens it.

In raising this objection, Nishitani draws heavily on the Japanese Zen tradition. He does not, however, criticise existentialism from a Zen standpoint external to existentialism, as if it were one autonomous position assessing another autonomous position. There is nothing external to Zen. It is, as the Zen tradition holds, ‘the whole universe in the ten directions’ and, as the great Kamakura Master Dōgen Zenji (1200–1253) claimed, ‘the whole earth without an inch of soil left out.’ Furthermore, Nishitani recovered the Zen perspective from within existentialism. It is not that the latter is wrong, but rather that it forestalls its own movement and remains trapped in an assumption that it does not encounter as such. In this sense, existentialism is a contemporary although fraught gateway to an ancient practice. Nishitani burrows into its ground to unblock it and move beyond it. He called this chōetsu suru 超越する, which van Bragt translated as transdescendance to avoid the sense that Nishitani was rising above and beyond the mundane world. It is not therefore that Nishitani’s Zen perspective is otherwise than existentialism, but rather that it remains repressed within it. Nishitani’s standpoint of a ‘field of emptiness’ is the death of the onto-theological God thought all the way to the end because it endeavours to think its tacit assumption: the discrete subject or existential ego that supposedly has its own being with or without God.

In what follows, I explore Nishitani’s ‘field of emptiness’ as it emerges from the depths of existentialism. I do so by following Nishitani through the gateway of existentialism. After developing Nishitani’s standpoint, I also consider its challenge to existentialism more broadly.


The Ambiguous Gate of Existentialism

Nishitani Keiji grew up riddled with anxiety and obsessed with Nietzsche. Eventually he studied with the brilliant and singular Nishida Kitarō, the progenitor of what came to be called the Kyoto School. His studies provided him the opportunity to spend two years with Martin Heidegger during his infamous Nietzsche lecture courses. It would be wrong, however, to assume that Nishitani was seeking a new Continental philosophical ground for the vacuum that Japanese Westernization produced. His 1949 study of Nietzsche and nihilism (Nishitani 1990) reflected profoundly on the historical situation within which he was conducting such a study. He had been educated in professional philosophy, itself born of the cultural dislocation brought about by the Western-styled industrialization and economic upheaval of the Meiji Restoration. He conceded that Karl Löwith was right to claim that Japan had uncritically embraced an historical tradition that not only undermined the roots of Japanese culture but did so while undergoing a crisis regarding its own European foundations. Japan had imported a dead God. ‘We went through this crisis without a clear realisation that it was a crisis; and even now the crisis is being compounded by our continuing lack of awareness of our spiritual void’ (Nishitani 1990: 175). Japan extirpated its own roots while inheriting an exhausted culture.

In a kind of felix culpa, Nishitani came to realise that his youthful infatuation with Nietzsche revealed an admittedly tremulous gate through the unrecognised nihilism of Japan’s hasty modernity and into the rejuvenated vitality of its Zen tradition. Japanese Buddhism already had an ancient—but now opaque and sedimented—tradition of meditation on nihilism. Existentialism broadly construed provided a perilous yet potentially fruitful passage to its re-activation. This ambiguous promise is abundantly evident in his magnum opus, 宗教とは何か Shūkyō to wa Nanika, literally, What Is Religion? (1961) and published in an English language translation as Religion and Nothingness (1982).

For Nishitani, the problem of nihilism is not a problem for me to contemplate nor is it something for me to confirm or deny. Initially it may appear to be the problem of my own lack of ground, the hollow nothingness at the core of my being. Abe Masao (1989: 28) characterised Nishitani’s account of Sartre: ‘that man can find nothing to rely on, either within himself or without, constitutes the basis of existentialism.’ This may produce Angst or resolute responsibility, but in either case, it is my nothingness and my response to my own hollow core. Or more broadly, it is the nothingness at the heart of human subjectivity. Yet how is it that I do not perish of my own nothingness? How is nothingness an object for a human subject rather than the nothingness that devours this secure albeit hollow subject?

This is the pith of Nishitani’s immanent critique of Sartre. How is nothingness somehow attached to the ego subject that did not perish with onto-theology? Here is Nishitani’s (1982a: 33) critical passage, which I quote at length:


Nothingness in Buddhism is ‘non ego [mu ga],’ while the nothingness in Sartre is immanent to the ego. Whatever transcendence this may allow for remains glued to the ego. Sartre considers his nothingness to be the ground of the subject, and yet he presented it like a wall at the bottom of the ego or like a springboard under foot of the ego. This turns his nothingness into a basic principle that shuts the ego up within itself. By virtue of this partition that nothingness sets up at the ground of the self, the ego becomes like a vast and desolate cave. It reminds us of what ancient Zen tradition calls ‘life inside the Black Mountain’ or ‘living in the Demon’s Cavern.’ One is holed up inside the cave of the self-conscious ego that has nothingness at its ground. And as long as this nothingness is still set up as something called nothingness-at-the-bottom-of-the-self, it remains what Buddhism repudiates as ‘the emptiness perversely clung to.’ The subjectivity of man may be fundamentally deepened, but it still hangs on with devilish tenacity. The self that sets up this nothingness is thereby bound by it and attached to it. Nothingness may seem here to be a denial of self-attachment, but in fact that attachment is rather exponentialised and concealed. Nothingness may seem here to be a negation of being, but as long as it makes itself present as an object of consciousness in representative form—in other words as long as the self is still attached to it—it remains a kind of being, a kind of object.



Sartre’s hollow nothingness at the heart of the human subject—indeed, as measured by the interests of the ego-subject—reveals his tacit yet conservative attachment. Descartes needed God to vouchsafe a world outside the subject, but Sartre’s God is dead, and nothing is vouchsafed—we are condemned to freedom—yet the cogito still manages to assert and maintain itself:


Although Descartes took his starting point from a return to the ego of the cogito, ergo sum, his ego had no choice but to postulate a God beyond itself, a God whose veracity was above all doubt. For Sartre, the ego is constituted on a subjective nothingness.

(Nishitani 1982a: 31)



Sartre’s account of nothingness measures it from the perspective of the subject. As such, it is compelling and has produced memorable literature. This perspective retains merit (see, for example, Rancière’s powerful use of this framework), but it is obstructed from thinking this nothingness from the standpoint of nothingness itself. Nishitani’s (1982a: 34) absolute nothingness is the emptiness (lack of intrinsic being) of all things. It sheds the fixation with my nothingness and empties itself into the field of the emptiness of all beings:


Only absolute emptiness is the true no-ground (Ungrund). Here all things—from a flower or a stone to stellar nebulae and galactic systems, and even life and death themselves—become present as bottomless realities. They disclose their bottomless suchness. True freedom lies in this no-ground. Sartre’s freedom is still a bondage, a kind of hole that has the ego projected into it like a stake driven into the ground for the self to be tied to.



The stake that the ego drives into the field of emptiness to secure itself is an ancient and subtle problem, namely, the sickness of my attachment to emptiness and nothingness. It is an advanced form of bondage, but one in which the ego secures its most recalcitrant hiding place. I am nothing! As we saw above, Nishitani deftly associates this with the Cave of Demons, a problem to which I now turn.



The Cave of Demons

All the universe in the ten directions is one bright pearl. This was the teaching of the late Tang Dynasty Chan Master Xuansha (835–908), known to the Japanese as Master Gensha. To the uninitiated, this is just another cryptic Zen pronouncement. Dōgen Zenji discussed this expression in a fascicle from his Shōbōgenzō (Treasury of the True Dharma Eye) called Ikka Myōju (One Bright Pearl, 1238). In analysing this expression, Dōgen did not decipher it, as if the point were to disclose its hidden meaning. Dōgen was wary about propositional discourse about the Dharma and warned his monks to avoid the ‘briars and brambles of word-attachment’ (Dōgen 2002: 2), and not to ‘get caught up in skilfully turned words and phrases’ (Dōgen 2002: 17) and not be ‘enmeshed in the traps and snares of words and letters’ (Dōgen 2002: 18). Dharma transmission is not accomplished through the exchange of information about the Dharma.

After Master Xuansha received Dharma transmission and was awakened, he taught that all the universe in the ten directions is one bright pearl (Dōgen 2002: 33). As is often the case in the Zen record, a hapless monk eventually asked him a naïve question: ‘I’ve heard that you have said that all the universe is one bright pearl. How can I gain an understanding of that?’ Master Xuansha compassionately responded, ‘All the universe is one bright pearl. What is there to understand?’ (Dōgen 2002: 33).

What makes Master Xuansha’s response compassionate? He is offering the monk a lifeline. If the monk understands What is there to understand as There is nothing to understand, he is trapped in the ‘Demon’s Cave on Black Mountain.’ In this Cave, one is attached to absurdity. There is nothing whatsoever to understand about the expression. It is just an expression that confirms the absurdity of all things and the hollowness of my own existence. In Buddhist teaching narratives, this Cave is a place of stygian darkness, receiving absolutely no light (not even moonlight). Such an understanding of emptiness is a vacuous abstraction, a bad infinity, attached to fancy words and ideas like śūnyatā (emptiness) without operating intimately and mindfully from the standpoint of śūnyatā. As Shibayama Rōshi (1974: 22) commented,


Training in Zen aims at the direct experience of breaking through to concrete Reality. That breaking through to Reality has to be personally attained by oneself. Zen can never be an idea or knowledge, which are only shadows of Reality.



Xuansha does not speak about the Dharma but rather from the Dharma. Each and every thing is empty: ‘That stalk of grass, this tree, is not a stalk of grass, is not a tree; the mountains and rivers of this world are not the mountains and rivers of this world. They are the bright pearl’ (Dōgen 2002: 34). To be trapped in the Cave of Demons is to be attached to emptiness, where to me everything is everything else and ultimately absurd. This is where Nishitani (1982a: 33) finds Sartre, ‘holed up inside the cave of the self-conscious ego that has nothingness at its ground.’ The Cave is the trap of oneself in a world grounded in night.



Emptiness Sickness

Emptiness (śūnyatā) is not a metaphysical position, although one could express it poetically and pedagogically as the one bright pearl that is intimacy with all things. There is no such thing as emptiness, and certainly the point of practice is not to graduate from the tumult of the ordinary mind to the anguished or self-congratulatory absurdity of the mind, where nothing is ultimately anything. If emptiness, itself an expedient purgative, becomes an end in itself, that is, if emptiness becomes the view that we now associate with nihilism, then the cure causes an even greater sickness.

Nāgārjuna—perhaps the greatest and most radical of all Buddhist philosophers—claimed in his masterpiece, the Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, that the view, prapañca (hypostatization or reification), of emptiness turns that which is designed to rid one of all prapañca into the worst prapañca of all: ‘those for whom emptiness is a prapañca have been called incurable’ (Nāgārjuna 2013: 145). His great successor, Chandrakīrti, quotes the Buddha’s dialogue with his disciple and successor Kāśyapa on this point. If the purgative that aims to cure a disease is not itself expelled, is the person cured? Kāśyapa responded that the ‘illness of the person would be more intense’ (quoted in Nāgārjuna 2013: 145). Those who hypostatise the Buddha are ‘deceived’ and ‘fail to see the Tathāgata’ (Nāgārjuna 2013: 250). There is no one self-standing substance that undergirds the Buddha or the beings of this world, especially not a ground called nothing. ‘Emptiness misunderstood destroys the slow-witted, like a serpent wrongly held or a spell wrongly executed’ (Nāgārjuna 2013: 274). Emptiness is a skilful liberatory device, not an ontological position. If it becomes a new attachment, it is a more pernicious prison than what it replaces, and one leaps out of the pot into the hellish fires of nihilism.

Dōgen’s account of Xuansha did not advocate for the annihilation of form and the elevation of emptiness as an exclusive disjunction. In the Zen tradition, the affliction of the Cave of Demons is called śūnyatā-sickness (Jp. kūbyō), an ego attachment to abstract emptiness. Nishitani (1982b: 58), following the great Rinzai Zen reformer Hakuin Ekaku (1686–1768), warned against this:


The ‘solid frozen all sameness of the Tathatā,’ the ‘ice of the one Dharma nature,’ the ‘ice covered absolute one or absolute identity,’ etc. refer to those higher attachments to self and law that lie hidden at the level beyond ordinary attachments to self and law. Only when one breaks through this hidden source of narcissism, when the ‘Great Mirror Wisdom’ tears one asunder, does the ‘infinite fragrance’ of life emerge.



The ‘infinite fragrance’ of life emerges in what Nishitani (1982a: 138) called the ‘field of śūnyatā [kū no ba],’ which is ‘not that the self and things are empty, but that emptiness is the self and things.’ This field (ba 場) is not some place, here or elsewhere, for there ‘is literally no place to stand’ (Nishitani 1982a: 15). It is not here in the sense that it is not any object, present or absent. It is not elsewhere in the sense that there is no place that it is not. Looking for it elsewhere, Dōgen warned us, is like running all over the place looking for your head or travelling south in search of the North Star. For Nishitani, it is the background, which is nothing in itself, but which allows form to foreground itself much as the empty sky allows form to emerge. Kū 空 can be read as either sky or emptiness.

This field of emptiness is the standpoint that transforms the experience of form into something no longer fundamentally formal, no longer a representation, but rather as something more intimate and temporally dynamic. It is to see in form the formless form and to hear in sound the soundless sound. From the standpoint of śūnyatā, form does not disappear, but rather one experiences śūnyatā in its ongoing self-presentation as forms. It is śūnyatā as (soku) this form, right here, right now. This as (soku) is a kind of pivot in which there is neither exclusively emptiness nor form. In themselves these are unhealthy abstractions. Rather, śūnyatā expresses itself right now and here intimately and concretely as this form. Emptiness is neither elsewhere nor separable.

In his essay, ‘Emptiness and Sameness [Kū to Soku],’ on the relationship between śūnyatā (kū) and this ‘as [soku],’ Nishitani (1999: 214) invites us to contemplate a beautiful chawan (tea bowl):


The shape is the factor that gives the tea bowl the name ‘tea bowl.’ It has the form of a utensil made to drink hot and cold water, with a hollow and an opening to contain other liquids [...] Our sensorial perception discerns the object in front of us as a tea bowl by its shape. In our general daily experience, the object in front of us receives the connotation of the general concept known as ‘tea bowl’ by its form.



We begin by recognizing what the chawan is. ‘At the beginning was the form’ (Nishitani 1999: 215). Yet the chawan is not merely either the idea or the image of a chawan; it also came to be imagined as a chawan. But what does this say about the imagination? It mediates the concept (you can imagine the form of a tea bowl) and the perception (you can recognise what you see), but it is nonetheless ‘basically different from both.’ If I know what a chawan is, that is, if I understand the idea of a chawan, I can also conjure up in my imagination an image of a particular chawan. I can see a chawan and recognise it by its idea. In this way the imagination can hold together idea and image, but the imagination derives neither from the practice of entertaining ideas nor from sensuously intuiting things. It does not first and foremost perceive, cognise, or recognise; it creates. It is the coming into being of something that we may then attempt to cognise and develop the habits by which to make it recognizable. In its coming to being, the image is not being perceived as already there, but as something newly imagined. The imagination ‘freely creates images’ (Nishitani 1999: 216) and ‘sensorial intuition and perception create a non-given figure.’

Nishitani expressed the field of emptiness as the self-presentation or imagination of Nature through the double meaning of the English word ‘realisation.’ As Nishitani Keiji (1982a: 5) explained his phrase the ‘self-awareness of reality’:


I mean both our becoming aware of reality and, at the same time, the reality realising itself in our awareness. The English word ‘realise,’ with its twofold meaning of ‘actualise’ and ‘understand,’ is particularly well suited to what I have in mind here, although I am told that its sense of ‘understand’ does not necessarily connote the sense of reality coming to actualization in us. Be that as it may, I am using the word to indicate that our ability to perceive reality means that reality realises (actualises) itself in us; that this in turn is the only way that we can realise (appropriate through understanding) the fact that reality is so realising itself in us; and that in so doing the self-realisation of reality itself takes place.



From the standpoint of the field of emptiness, I realise that the world is realising itself, including the I that is realising (becoming mindful) its own ongoing realisation (imagination, becoming real). Nishitani called this liberated and empty self the selfless self, the self that realises itself in the interdependence of śūnyatā where all things have their ‘home-ground [moto].’



Beyond the Ecstatic Self

The Cave of Demons that is condemned to freedom is just one variant of the existential project. A far more subtle account of the self is the self that is torn open and ecstatically stands out in the field of being as does Dasein in Sein und Zeit (1927). As is well known, Heidegger moves beyond this account of Dasein and abandons it by the time of Beiträge zur Philosophie (Vom Ereignis).1 Nonetheless, Heidegger’s earlier account of Dasein’s ecstatic temporality is still caught in the net of kyomu 虚無, literally hollow or vacuous nothingness (translated by Van Bragt as nihility). Kyomu ‘is an absolute negation aimed at all “existence”’ (Nishitani 1982a: 137). Yet it is not a problem for a thinker to discern or clarify because that already assumes that it is a problem external to and for a thinker. Kyomu is not an object for thought, something that one might elect to add to one’s arsenal of ready concepts. It is not separate from the one who would think it—as soon as you ask what it is, you have lost it. Rather, the one who would think it is already of it and cannot extricate oneself from it in order to ask about it. One cannot ask about nothingness in general, or nothingness for me, because even the ecstatic self is undone by it. Both the free standing (Cartesian self-contained) and ecstatic selves come into crisis. ‘It is already very much there, right under their feet, and by refusing to make it a problem for themselves they only slip deeper into its clutches’ (Nishitani 1982a: 47).

Why is hollow nothingness so terrifying? Why does one quake in the very core of one’s being at what Zen calls the Great Doubt, where one loses one’s fundamental orientation towards all things? Why is death so terrifying? This question points to a nascent paradox lurking in the Cave of Demons. If the thought that I am nothing—that I am no longer fundamentally in any predicatively meaningful sense myself—it is not death that I fear. Rather ‘I’ fear that I am not myself, indeed, that ultimately and radically, I am not at all. If I am nothing, then nothing is not a problem that I have, but rather the dawning revelation that there is ultimately no one to have or not have it. If the ground of myself evaporates, then I evaporate with it. I do not magically survive so that I can absurdly proclaim that, of all my problems, my biggest one is that I have no ground, indeed, that I ultimately am not at all. The revelation of my own absolute nothingness eclipses the one who would have it as a revelation.

Nishitani, following the Zen tradition, calls the annihilation of this discrete ego-self ‘the Great Death,’ which is the culmination of the omnivorous evacuation of the ground in The Great Doubt. The Great Doubt is not an end in itself, but rather the movement of transdescendance, that is, breaking through the hellish Cave of Demons:


The Great Doubt represents not only the apex of the doubting self but also the point of its ‘passing away’ and ceasing to be ‘self.’ It is like the bean whose seed and shell break apart as it ripens: the shell is tiny ego, and the seed the infinity of the Great Doubt that encompasses the whole world. It is the moment at which the self is at the same time the nothingness of self [...].

(Nishitani 1982a: 21)



The movement from the all-encompassing crisis of kyomu to the serenity that issues from the Great Death is a conversion away from the primacy of the standpoint of myself. ‘Once the conversion has taken place, we are able to pass beyond the standpoint on which kyomu is seen as the far side of existence’ (Nishitani 1982a: 138; see also Nishitani 1982a: 222). Nothingness is hollow only from the subject’s purview, but it is precisely this vacuity of the subject that dissolves the subject as a point of orientation in thought. Thought from itself, kyomu is not vacuous but rather the infinite fragrance of the universe, its ceaselessly empty (i.e. without intrinsic, self-standing being) suchness. It is Nichtung (absolute negation)-sive-Ichtung (selfness, jitai 自体, each thing itself in its home ground, yet interrelated to all other things appearing in their home ground) (Nishitani 1982a: 124).

Absolute negation-sive-Great affirmation (Nishitani 1982a: 124, 138), death-sive-life, absolute nothingness-sive-being, transdescends ecstasy because its standpoint is no longer the ecstatic self. It descends into kyomu without the crutch of the ecstatic subject. In so doing, it is reborn into the world of beings from the standpoint of emptiness. Absolute nothingness is (sive) all things, each itself, just as they are. Sive (the ‘as’ pivot) is one way of thinking the logic of 即 soku, the pivot in which a being can only express itself through its opposite while nonetheless still being itself. In his introduction to Nishitani’s Religion and Nothingness, van Bragt explains why he translated soku as sive, evoking Spinoza (e.g. Deus sive natura). ‘Put between two contradictory concepts (for instance in the formula, “emptiness-sive-form, form-sive-emptiness”), it is meant to draw off the total reality of the two poles into itself as their constitutive and ontologically prior unity’ (Nishitani 1982a: xxx). I am (soku) the field of emptiness, but as a selfless self, a transsubjective subject.

Nishitani transdescends through the Great Doubt into the field of emptiness where each being appears, without front or back, singularly as itself yet interrelated with all other singular appearances. This alludes to one of the Buddha Dharma marks of existence, namely, pratītyasamutpāda, dependent origination. In book 24 of his Mūlamadhyamakakārikā, Nāgārjuna (2013: 277) makes Nishitani’s point: ‘Dependent origination we declare to be emptiness. It [emptiness] is a dependent concept; just that is the middle path.’ Huayan Buddha Dharma famously depicts this in the Avataṃsaka Sūtra as Indra’s net, where each being is a singular jewel (its jitai, or ‘itself’ so to speak), yet each being is woven into each other, and each reflects each other, each in its own way, as if, to use another Huayan metaphor, it were in an infinitely expanded hall of mirrors. ‘The centre is everywhere’ (Nishitani 1982a: 146).

It is no longer a question of subjectivity for the latter is a negative or formal thought, the abstraction of the jitai of self into a concept of the self. ‘Subjectivity’—the ego sum—‘is nothing else than the jitai of the self-reflected onto the field of consciousness’ (Nishitani 1982a: 155). The ‘field of śūnyatā’ emerges ‘beyond the scope of a man-centred outlook’ for those who have ‘taken leave of a subjective, “egoistic” mode of being’ (Nishitani 1982a: 175). Our so-called ego may have conventional conveniences and adaptations, but it is a prapañca, a reification and abstract generalisation of the self.

Liberation from both the hollow nothingness of the subjective self in the Cave of Demons and the ecstatic self is potent medicine in this time of the Anthropocene.2 In a sense, the long-term prospects for life as we know it may depend on our capacity to confront the Great Doubt (including the Cave of Demons of human subjectivity’s hollow nothingness) in order to be liberated by the Great Death. This is another liberatory threshold that the thought of finitude offers. We can appreciate its force in ‘Death in Zen Buddhism: A Meditation,’ a marvellous essay by Nishitani’s celebrated successor, the late Ueda Shizuteru.3 The dead cannot tell us about themselves. There is only a ‘monstrous silence’ into which our own world itself will one day fall. Death confirms the hollow ground for both the Cave of Demons and the Ecstatic Self.

Ueda concedes the terror that the thought of death inspires but also puts it into a radically different standpoint. ‘Everything is transitory. This is the truth, but it is the truth as experienced by the I’ (Ueda 2011: 125). It is I who confront my demise with terror and dread because I know that all beings are fleeting, including my own. This brings us to the threshold of another standpoint: the Great Death does not encounter death from the perspective of the ego-self. The great silence of death as the infinite expanse and openness is not itself transitory. It is the selflessness of the self, which liberates the self from losing itself because this self never had itself or never fundamentally was itself. As Ueda recounts this in a mondō between the 10th-century Chan Master Daizui and a disciple. The latter confesses that he is troubled by shōji [birth and death, saṃsāra]: ‘How can I escape it?’ Daizui responded simply and directly: ‘By drinking tea, by eating your meals’ (Ueda 2011: 127). This is the ordinary profundity of Ueda’s (2011: 127) ‘egoless true self.’

Sartre’s Cave of Demons stands alone before the void. Nishitani and Ueda expose the standpoint where we are in an empty yet intimate community with all beings in all activities. Nonetheless one of Sartre’s strengths was the audacity of some of his political commitments. What are the renewed institutions, politics, and economics of emptiness? What question could be more exigent during the contemporary crisis of the Anthropocene?



Notes


	As Fred Dallmayr (1992: 46) argued with relationship to Nishitani: ‘In Heidegger’s sense, sive [soku] meant neither a radical disjuncture nor a smooth blending but rather a chasm or discordant mutuality.’

	For more on Nishitani as a counter-valence to the Anthropocene, see Wirth (2022).

	Translations are my own.
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The Problem of Nihilism

Although they are seldom taught in Western philosophy departments, the thinkers of the Kyoto School offer a distinctive response to our existential predicament – one in which the meaning of life is at issue. ‘On the one hand,’ writes Nishitani Keiji (1990: 3), ‘nihilism is a problem that transcends time and space and is rooted in the essence of human being. … On the other hand, it is a historical and social phenomenon.’ If nihilism is defined as a belief in nothing, or a sense that human existence is meaningless, then few would doubt its pertinence to the contemporary world. ‘The aim is lacking; “Why?” finds no answer’ (Nietzsche 1968: 9) – Friedrich Nietzsche’s words resonate with us today, even if this is partly because ‘nihilism is a perennial problem for humanity as a whole’ (Nishitani 2012: 95). Questions that are always relevant might nonetheless be especially relevant at particular historical moments.1 And the philosophers of the Kyoto School in Japan make the provocative suggestion that it is only by passing through nihilism that we can overcome nihilism (see Heisig 2001: 215). Hence, let us begin by examining the condition in which the question Why? finds no clear answer.

Alluding to Nietzsche (see, e.g. 2001: 203–04), Nishitani (1984: 10) speaks of a doubt that grips one’s whole body and mind, ‘in which the self and all other things in their entirety become one big question mark.’ This image of the ‘question mark’ echoes throughout his works. ‘When we become a question to ourselves and when the problem of why we exist arises, this means that nihility has emerged from the ground of our existence and that our very existence has turned into a question mark’ (Nishitani 1982: 4). In such an experience, ‘self and things alike, at the ground of their existence, [become] a single great question mark’ (Nishitani 1982: 124, see also 111). To feel how compelling the nihilistic standpoint can be, Nishitani (1990: 7) adds, is to make a transition from mere observation to passionate engagement; it is ‘to disclose the nihility at the ground of the self,’ to face an enormous ‘question mark’ about life’s meaning, and thereafter to ‘live in sincerity,’ a state in which one may become authentically oneself.

It is evident that, for the philosophers of the Kyoto School, existential problems about the meaning of life are felt quite personally and with a sense of urgency. This is indicated by Nishida Kitarō (1990: 26) when he claims that ‘truth pertains to the individual person’ (see also Tanabe 1986: 22), and that ‘philosophical views of the world and of human life relate closely [to] practical demands,’ such that ‘those who think deeply or are genuinely serious inevitably seek congruence between knowledge and the practical realm of feeling and willing’ (Nishida 1990: 37). More emphatically, Nishitani seems to have been almost overwhelmed by the force of nihilism. Deciding to dedicate himself to philosophy, he admits, was motivated by trying to find a path out of ‘nihility and despair,’ and therefore no less than ‘a matter of life and death’ (Nishitani 1982: xxxv; see Heisig 2001: 191). This is not merely of biographical interest, since it expresses a polemical conception of philosophy as a way of life, in which one’s being is at stake. Here the Kyoto School thinkers are once again in accord with Nietzsche (2001: 202), who – just one page before his ‘question mark’ discussion – says that great problems demand great love, and that it makes all the difference whether an author ‘has a personal relationship to his problems and finds in them his destiny, his distress,’ or ‘an “impersonal” one, meaning he is only able to touch and grasp them with the antennae of cold, curious thought.’ This passage is highlighted and endorsed by Nishitani (1990: 88), who like his colleagues believes that reflective thinking must be aimed towards transforming one’s life.2 ‘However appropriate a detached spirit of inquiry may be for other intellectual problems, in the case of existentialism and nihilism it … cannot touch the heart of the matter,’ for ‘if nihilism is anything, it is first of all a problem of the self’ (Nishitani 1990: 1). It involves one in an intimate quest to answer such pressing questions as: ‘Why do we exist at all? Is not our very existence and human life ultimately meaningless? Or, if there is a meaning or significance to it all, where do we find it’ (Nishitani 1982: 3)? Nishida (1978: 223) agrees that our exploration of nihilism ought to be charged with ‘feeling,’ as it is not a matter that can be comprehended with emotionless ‘conceptual knowledge.’3 And, to add an important modification, Nishitani (1982: 47) specifies that it is ‘pessimistic nihilism’ which ‘represents the single greatest issue facing philosophy... in our times’ – hinting that, perhaps, not all nihilism is pessimistic.

Noteworthy in each of these Kyoto School thinkers is that the problem of life’s meaning is associated with the language of ground and groundlessness. Their Nietzschean doubts about ‘meaning’ or ‘value’ (see Nietzsche 2001: 110) are often voiced in these terms, as when Nishida (1987a: 82) speaks of ‘nothingness’ at ‘the ground of the self’ or Nishitani (1990: 157) about ‘the nothing at the ground of all beings,’ just to mention two examples.4 We already heard the latter philosopher cited using the term ‘nihility’ in relation to the ground of being or the self, designating a kind of groundlessness (see Varela, Thompson, and Rosch 1991: 243) that can make one suspect ‘the meaninglessness of the whole business’ (Nishitani 1982: 88). When we turn to the topic of absolute nothingness, we shall see that this account of foundations or grounds – or their lack – can be taken at face value as having an ontological significance.



Human Finitude and Affirmation

While we are alive, we are at the same time dying, so we can accurately be described as ‘through and through being and through and through nihility’ (Abe 1989: 44). This is perhaps the most transparent sense in which existence is interlaced with nothingness, and accordingly we find the Kyoto School thinkers using their signature concept in this context. Nothingness, like ‘being,’ is spoken of in various ways, although this is not an arbitrary ambiguity, since each of its meanings is related to all the others (see Carter 2013: 109). The fact that human beings are finite is characterized by Nishitani (1990: 168) as a ‘revelation of Nothing at [our] ground;’ death, he points out, ‘is always latent at the core of one’s being’ (Nishitani 2012: 97), in such a manner that one can at any moment glimpse oneself, ‘as living, in the image of [a] skull’ (Nishitani 1982: 51). As Nishida (1987a: 78) puts it, ‘to exist while being absolutely nothing is the ultimate self-contradiction,’ yet this is exactly our plight. The ‘self’s own nothingness’ lies in ‘its own eternal death’ (Nishida 1987a: 67). Our mortality, our eventual annihilation, colours our entire existence, placing extraordinary demands on our search for meaning; whatever aims we pursue must be worthy of a choice that will forever determine who we have become.

Yet can anything seem convincingly meaningful in the face of death? Nishitani (1982: 16, 3) observes that a severe illness, the failure in some serious endeavour, or the pain of losing a loved one can awaken a ‘fundamental uncertainty’ about existence, a sense of meaninglessness. These events allow no plain answer to the question, Why? Rather, what they share in common is a stark, appalling contingency. They are fates that are hard to love, in Nietzsche’s (2001: 157) spirit of amor fati – ‘see[ing] as beautiful what is necessary in things.’ They stymie any attempt on our part to see them as ‘redeemed and affirmed in the whole,’ with a ‘joyous and trusting fatalism’ (Nietzsche 1997: 84). Yet we are assured by Nishitani (1990: 51), who endorses the idea of amor fati, that ‘even that which negates and obstructs’ can be embraced somehow. For both thinkers, to love even a tragic destiny, we must welcome the fact that death enters our life not only in our moment of dying. It presents itself to us within life itself, in a variety of forms, including in the deaths of others; in ‘the finitude of whatever we might come to know’; and, also, ‘in our being capable of suffering’ (Flavel 2017: 1249). To look charitably upon these grim fates is to find redemptive meaning in what we would not have chosen, saying ‘thus I willed it.’ In doing so, we affirm the being of whatever has been.

But it is precisely on this matter, of ‘recreat[ing] all “it was” into “thus I willed it”,’ as Zarathustra expresses it (Nietzsche 2006: 110), that Nishitani questions his predecessor about the volition inherent in the image of smashing and demolishing with his ‘sledgehammer’ (see Nishitani 1990: 233). This is a high price to pay for the self affirming itself. Is there no other form of affirmation available? Though the ‘love of what is inevitable’ intrigues Nishitani (1990: 51), he seeks a gentler path towards overcoming nihilism through nihilism itself (Nishitani 1990: 90; see Morisato 2022: 35–6). The issue is: can the self attain redemption exclusively through its own power, regarding itself as ‘master over all things’ (Nishitani 1982: 276)? Or does the realization of one’s finitude imply becoming aware that one is grounded in something beyond oneself, not one’s own will-to-power but perhaps a kind of ‘other-power’ as emphasized by his Kyoto School colleague Tanabe Hajime (1986: li)? For Tanabe, if ‘awakening to one’s finitude’ brings about a transformed awareness, it must be that our willpower is relatively impotent; we are, in our being, ‘given to be by absolute nothingness’ (see Morisato 2022: 37). As Nishitani (1990: 48–49) points out, this implies that ‘the standpoint of amor fati’ must imply not an all-powerful will but rather ‘that the will … conform itself to the world.’ Contemplating the affirmation of being, he adds, requires that we think through ‘the ideas of fate and of love.’ And he invites us to consider affirmation in terms of a peaceful reconciliation instead of an assertion of willpower. In an essay on the poet Bashō, he speaks of becoming emotionally reconciled with nihilism (Deguchi 2014: 301). This requires surpassing, after experiencing, the nihilism entailed by our finitude and apparently meaningless suffering, in order to ‘arrive at the absolute affirmation of life itself’ (Yusa 2002: 260; see also Deguchi 2014: 320), as Nishida also believes. Mortality and absurdity, which we cannot rationally affirm, can nevertheless – perhaps – be lovingly accepted. This train of thought seems to lead far afield from the claim, developed throughout Book Two of Zarathustra (see Nietzsche 2006: 61–117) and also in the last aphorism collected in The Will to Power (Nietzsche 1968: 550), that we ought to think of ourselves as ‘will to power – and nothing besides!’



Nothingness, Godhead, and Love

So although Nietzsche ‘stands in the forefront’ of the Western authors who have most influenced the Kyoto School (Schroeder 2009: 44–45), the eclecticism of Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani allows them more readily to evade the ‘metaphysical presuppositions’ of the West in their conceptions of will and being – or, alternatively, ‘empty will’ (Nishida 1958: 78) and ‘love-qua-absolute-nothingness’ (Tanabe 1986: 8). Yet how do we find in this latter notion, which signifies ‘the inexplicable ground of all things,’ an alternative to the ‘philosophy of self-power’ (Morisato 2022: 29–31)? In other words, how can nothingness, which ‘encloses the being of the predicates,’ and is thus beyond being, nevertheless be identified with ‘God’s holy love’ (Nishida 1958: 104, 130; see also May 2007: 136–37, 147–48)? This is possible only if the concept of nothingness is akin to that of the absolute undifferentiated Godhead, of which one particular, concrete realization is God as love, ‘Love’ standing eminent among all the divine names. And that is just what we find Nishitani and Tanabe claiming.5 The ‘godhead of absolute nothingness’ can be glossed as ‘nothingness-qua-love’ (Nishitani 1982: 57–64; Dumoulin 1992: 27), a notion that each of these Kyoto School thinkers puts forward, in direct antithesis to Nietzsche, as a potential ground for affirmation. They present us with an alternative metaphor: as opposed to the assertion of will imagined as an outreach of grasping hands, they invite us to cultivate the receptivity of ‘open hands’ (Waldenfels 1980: 64–92; Dumoulin 1992: 60). This is appropriate not only ethically, but for ontological reasons. ‘Being is born from nothingness’ or ‘out of nothingness,’ in Nishida’s (1987b: 157, 166) terms, and ‘actuality is thus revealed to [arise from] an abyss, Boehme’s Ungrund, whose bottom we can never reach’ (Nishida 1987b: 135). For Tanabe, the preferred Western mystical author for conveying this idea is Eckhart. ‘Absolute nothingness’ in his terminology means something like Eckhart’s Godhead, which is ‘beyond being’ (Tanabe 1986: 187), the background to our own utterly gratuitous existence.6 It resembles nothing else in Western thought so much as Jaspers’ (see 1971: 17–29) ‘encompassing,’ that which is behind all delimited horizons.

Love as we know it flows like a stream from a hidden source, as Nishitani (1990: 51) says, perhaps alluding to Kierkegaard,7 in a movement by virtue of which ‘one’s innermost nature bursts forth like a natural spring’ (see also Parkes 1993: 55–56). Absolute nothingness, Godhead, ‘is not a thing, not something that “exists,” but rather is that activity that brought existences into being’ (Carter 2009: 5). Nothingness, that is, cannot be manifested as nothingness. It is unfathomable. It is not ‘a “thing” that is nothingness,’ Nishitani (1982: 70–71) explains, but rather ‘there is no thing that is nothingness;’ this recognition itself can lead us to a ‘negation-sive-affirmation’ of ‘personal existence.’ It would be accurate, then, to speak of the dynamic activity of absolute nothingness as an expression of ‘nothingness-in-love’ (Heisig 2001: 176), absolute nothingness erupting into particularized love.

Love is thus the Tanabean ‘other-power’ within, out of which we finite individuals are disclosed; it serves as our enabling basis (Morisato 2019: 189). In ourselves we are capable of nothing, yet this realization does not lead to annihilation of the self. On the contrary, Nishitani (1982: 25) states, in our very ‘powerlessness’ we are ‘somehow capable of receiving redeeming love from God.’ ‘Somehow’ gestures towards a sort of obscurity, or mystery, that attaches to the birth of distinct persons, yet the direction in which the Kyoto School thinkers are gesturing is obvious. Remarking on ‘the actualization of the individuality of the self,’ Nishida (1990: 137) comments that ‘truly great people are so not because of the greatness of their achievements, but because they have displayed great individuality.’ Love forms the heart as it flows from the heart (see Kierkegaard 1995: 12). Our self-awareness of being dependent on this ground allows for ‘the consecration of the finite individual’ as such, through an ‘inner openness’ or receptivity that is not willed but involuntary (Morisato 2019: 179; see also Nishida 1987a: 76–77).

Whereas Nietzsche (2000: 27–29) applauds the Buddhist standpoint for being ostensibly ‘colder’ and ‘more objective’ compared with the ‘illusion[s]’ of a perspective informed by love, his characterization simply does not match the views of Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani, who resist being categorized as typical Buddhists. But they deviate from being typical Western existentialists, too. ‘Peculiar to the Japanese spirit,’ Nishida (1987a: 102) writes, is the idea that ‘absolute passivity gives rise to a true absolute dynamism’ in which we ‘obey that which transcends us and causes us to be what we are’ (see also Carter 1997: 155).8 Unique selfhood takes shape against the background of nothingness through a willing – that is, consenting – abandonment of volition. Accordingly, Nishitani refers to the ‘breakthrough’ out of ‘absolute nothingness’ which ‘makes possible true elemental subjectivity’ (Heisig 2001: 195; see also Ueda 1982: 157–58). We become ourselves not by force of will but by a passive acceptance, an acquiescence to that which enables us to become ourselves. Note well that this ideal does not promise a releasement from suffering, as conventional Buddhism does. It gently embraces the sufferings of this world that we were thrown into. Yet it rejects typical Western beliefs in autonomy, in favour of assent to the grounding power that transcends and moves us.

Another feature of this power is that it makes us able to see concrete particulars as such. With loving eyes, anything we look at becomes salient and radiant. ‘Love is the deepest knowledge of things,’ Nishida (1990: 174–75) contends; ‘love is knowledge of personal objects,’ thus ‘we can reach reality only through love.’ As he elaborates, this personal love-based knowledge can be gained towards anything seen in its distinctive particularity, whereas a more impersonal mode of knowing can approach even another human being as an inert object. The contrast between the personal and impersonal runs parallel to the difference between actual contingent existence and abstract unchanging being. ‘The personal self is not established [by] a mere opposition of wills,’ but by our ‘experience’ of ‘an absolute love embracing us.’ This is the meaning of the claim that ‘God is love’ (Nishida 1987a: 100), an emanation from the Godhead that is the ground of our openness to the world. ‘The objective world of each individual is a reflection of his or her personality,’ where personality is ‘something with a particular meaning unique to each person’ (Nishida 1990: 130–34).9 Nishitani (1982: 59–60) in a way goes further, avowing that the ‘personal character’ of ‘God and love’ reveals the personal but also ‘something elemental, more basic than the “personal”’ (see also Flavel 2017: 1260). And the most basic, ‘elemental’ nature of anything or anyone is hinted at by its mode of manifestation. So, we have reason to regard our capacity to care about ‘the being of all things’ without grasping or seeking to control (Nishitani 1982: 249) as an outflux or emanation of our fundamental nature.10

This way of seeing may not answer the Nietzschean question, ‘Why?’ – yet it still offers an important response to nihilism. When we see the flower that blooms ‘without a why,’ we also see that our own existence is like this: contingent and gratuitous, fragile, yet worth taking seriously while it lasts (see Nishitani 1990: 65). Each one of us is a ‘singularity,’ an ‘absolute individual,’ that nonetheless coexists with other finite beings (Nishitani 2006: 83; Carter 2013: 232). Our sheer finitude, the fact that we might never have been and will one day cease to be, is compatible with existential affirmation. ‘To know of one’s own death is already to exist while being nothing,’ yet this acknowledgment is the path to ‘true self-consciousness’ (Nishida 1987a: 78); we must live and act ‘as one who has [already] died’ (Tanabe 1986: 163–64). It helps us learn to adopt an alternative to the ‘standpoint of “will”’ (Nishitani 1982: 265). To exist, to be conscious, to love, and yet to know of one’s mortality, is to undergo a ‘death that gives new life, a conversion to a way of being-in-the-world radically other than will to power’ (Davis 2004: 94).



Conclusion

Amor Fati is undoubtedly a demanding ideal, saying ‘thus I willed it’ to everything that exists. Yet the philosophers of the Kyoto School point towards another way of being, one that is not tethered to the standpoint of will, to an imagined control over the world which we actually do not have. Our life unfolds against the background of encircling nothingness, and yet this need not lead to nihilistic pessimism. For the notion of nothingness functions in a like manner to the concept of the indeterminate Godhead, of which one concrete manifestation is God as love, which we can know as our own existential ground. The Godhead of absolute nothingness can therefore rightly be called ‘nothingness-qua-love,’ and this identification traces an emotion felt by finite mortals to the ground of being. Love is an ‘other-power’ within, out of which we finite individuals are disclosed; it functions as a condition of possibility for us to take shape as the particular, singular beings that we are, each of us the centre of a distinct reality. The world that forms around each loving subject is ephemeral yet nevertheless real. Rather than talking us out of viewing our surroundings with loving eyes, Nishida, Tanabe, and Nishitani suggest that only when we occupy this standpoint can we grasp the personal per se. Their philosophy of existence provides an eclectic and promising conception of what it means to confront nihilism and live authentically. In overcoming the wish for volitional control, we open ourselves to a radically precarious life that genuinely feels like a gift, and to a mode of experience that loves things as they are – regardless of whether or not we would have willed them to be this way. That is why, as Nishida (1987a: 100) contentiously but tellingly contends, ‘in every religion, God is love in some sense or other.’



Notes


	‘A crisis is taking place in the contemporary world,’ Nishitani (1990: 188) writes, because ‘the essence of being human has turned into a question mark.’

	Cf. Heisig (2001: 14). See also Carter (2013: 6–7): if philosophical thought ‘leads to self-transformation, then it is in line with what the Japanese believe philosophy ought to be,’ enabling the sort of experiences through which one can come to ‘see oneself and the world differently.’

	Nishida (1970: 247) even praises the Japanese language since it is, he says, well-suited for conveying emotions.

	For further discussion of the ‘nihility at the ground of human existence,’ see Abe (1989: 36–41).

	Nishida also talks about ‘love as a manifestation of absolute nothingness,’ but as Heisig (2001: 80) points out this idea is found mainly in his early writings. Still, it plays a major role in An Inquiry into the Good (see Nishida 1990).

	On absolute nothingness as the ‘background to being’ see Yusa (2002: 204). See also Abe (1985: 133).

	Cf. Kierkegaard (1995: 8–10).

	This is what leads Nietzsche (1968: 17–18) to equate Buddhism with ‘passive nihilism.’

	As Nishida (1990: 74) adds, ‘Concrete reality’ is ‘entirely subjective and individual.’

	On the ‘divine agape’ that lets us view things ‘as they are,’ in their ‘suchness,’ see Nishitani (1982: 283–84).
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Introduction

Existentialism, as a historical movement, is associated with the work of a group of primarily European philosophers, including Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Karl Jaspers and Albert Camus, writing in the mid-20th century on topics such as human finitude, subjectivity and inwardness, freedom as the ground of ethics, and human solidarity in the shared recognition of the meaninglessness and absurdity of existence. The label is also frequently extended to its major historical sources, in particular Søren Kierkegaard and Friedrich Nietzsche, as well as to Martin Heidegger, even though he repudiated the designation. Understood in this way, existentialism is a movement in the history of Western philosophy, and given that Indian Buddhism is not one of its major intellectual sources, it might not be initially clear why a chapter on Buddhism and existentialism would be needed for a collection such as this.1

Nevertheless, the writers of the historical existential movement are united by a shared interest in considering central questions about the human condition, and here we will find rich resonances with much of the Indian Buddhist tradition. Buddhists take as the starting point of their philosophical thought the fact of suffering (duḥkha) afflicting human beings, including emotional pain caused by negative emotions like craving and anger; social instability resulting from arrogance, avarice and aggression; and perhaps most centrally, the vulnerability of all sentient life to inevitable death, and correspondingly both the physical and emotional pain of the event of death, and the existential anxiety that accompanies a muted awareness of our mortality. Here we have a rich intersection between Buddhist insights, and the existential tradition for whom grappling with human finitude and anxiety towards death is a recurring and central concern.

In this chapter, I will explore an intellectual contribution that the Indian Buddhist tradition makes regarding the significance of facing human finitude, taking as my central focus the concept of saṃvega, which I will usually leave untranslated, but which we can provisionally characterize as an existential dread of the ordinary human condition, subject as it is to suffering and death. My focus in what follows will be on Buddhist texts and ideas, with the intention to develop the concept with sufficient clarity and depth for readers to draw their own conclusion as to its relation to the historical existential tradition. Nevertheless, as an aid to inspiring such engagement, we can first consider a potential intersection between Buddhist insights about saṃvega, and a repeating theme within the European existential movement.

In their emphasis on an honest recognition of the human situation, a number of existentialists emphasize the importance of fully acknowledging human finitude, and in particular the inevitability of all projects ending in death. Deepened awareness of finitude erodes ordinary conceptions of value, thereby collapsing day to day motivations and resulting in a pervasive sense of meaninglessness. Facing finitude creates as well, however, the possibility of transitioning to a more authentic mode of engagement with the world. In broad outline, we can see this process as being composed of three stages: (1) existential anxiety in which realization of human vulnerability and finitude is acknowledged; (2) a period of despair in which ordinary projects show up as meaningless and without value; and finally (3) transition to a higher set of values, or for the secular existentialists, reconnection in an authentic mode of engagement with the initial set of human practices and values temporarily collapsed by the encounter with finitude.2

In this chapter, I argue that this three-fold movement occurs as well in the Indian Buddhist tradition and explore two possible forms that it can take. Central to both accounts is the concept of saṃvega, the existential dread of the finite human condition. The term is sometimes translated as ‘fear’ and this captures an important aspect of its meaning, for it references the visceral terror that grips a person upon realizing their condition of being subject to repeated death and rebirth in the round of saṃsāra.3 However, unlike ordinary fear, which is simply a kind of suffering, saṃvega is a spiritually potent terror which stimulates in the individual a deep and penetrating recognition of the urgent danger of their present condition, inspiring thereby commitment to Buddhist spiritual practice.

As I will explore in more detail below, saṃvega’s existential role is best understood as composed of three aspects, corresponding to the three-fold schema just introduced. First, it is experienced as an immediate existential shock; like a psychological bolt of lightning, saṃvega strikes a person with force sufficient to shake them from complacent dedication to ordinary goals. In so doing, it enables the transition from a merely surface-level intellectual understanding of the inevitability of death and other forms of impermanence, to a deeply embodied realization of their inescapability. Second, this results in the repudiation of ordinary goals and values, such as pursuit of wealth, family, reputation and so on, which are now experienced as radically unstable, vulnerable to collapse, and therefore no longer desirable. Saṃvega drains saṃsāra of its vitality, leaving the individual in a motivational breakdown state. It does not result in continued nihilistic apathy, however; rather, its third feature is to awaken a deep feeling of urgency, motivating commitment to spiritual practice to escape the ordinary human condition.4 For Buddhists, this takes two forms: the early Buddhist ideal of personal liberation and escape from one’s own suffering and rebirth; and the bodhisattva path emphasized in Mahāyāna Buddhism, whose goal is to eliminate the suffering of all beings.

In what follows, I illustrate the role saṃvega plays in both early Buddhist and Mahāyāna conceptions of liberation. We begin by considering how it is portrayed in two influential early Buddhist narratives: the story of the historical Buddha’s first encounter with death, as told by the 2nd-century poet Aśvaghoṣa; and a narrative from the commentary of the Dhammapada, depicting the laywoman Gotamī, who goes temporarily insane from grief when her young son dies. The role of saṃvega in both stories is similar, in driving the protagonist away from ordinary values towards spiritual practice. An important difference, however, is that Gotamī’s experience of saṃvega does not arise from awareness of her own future death, but rather from the shock caused by the death of her child. Even in the story of the Buddha however experiencing saṃvega towards one’s own finitude is facilitated by the realization of the finitude of others. This suggests that a rational response to saṃvega should not be limited to renunciation of ordinary goods in pursuit of individual liberation but should include as well compassion for others. Although neither early Buddhist story draws this conclusion explicitly, it is a repeating theme in the writing of the 8th-century Mahāyāna Buddhist Śāntideva. I close the chapter by illustrating how he integrates existential dread with universal compassion in his meditative trainings for liberation.



The Buddha's First Encounter with Death

The Buddhist tradition offers many versions of the story of the historical Buddha’s life, but one its most influential depictions comes from the 2nd-century CE Buddhist poet Aśvaghoṣa. In broad outlines, the story as narrated by the poet is as follows. Siddhartha Gautama, the buddha-to-be, is born to a powerful king, who is told in a prophecy that his son will either succeed him or become a religious mendicant. The king strongly prefers the first of these options, so he and his queen contrive an extraordinary stratagem for keeping thoughts of world renunciation away from their son. During Gautama’s childhood and young adulthood, all signs of aging, disease and death are hidden from him; his attendants are all youthful, and older relatives and palace staff use cosmetics to hide their aging. At the age of 29, the young prince goes on a series of excursions outside the palace, where he and his charioteer encounter by chance, or in Aśvaghoṣa’s telling through the intervention of the gods, four sights: an aging person, a sick person, a corpse, and finally a peaceful renunciate. Since this is his first exposure to the horrors of mortality, the first three sights shake Gautama to the core, and his subsequent encounter with the renunciate inspires him to give up his life in the palace and enter the wilderness to seek spiritual salvation. After several years of trainings, he attains awakening and subsequently founds the Buddhist religion.

Engaging seriously with the story by those unfamiliar with the Buddhist tradition may be impeded by its unrealistic depiction of Gautama as reaching adulthood without awareness of human mortality. What the story metaphorically illustrates however is the ability of ordinary persons to hide these ever-present facts from ourselves, even while being aware of human finitude at the intellectual level. The story functions as a thought experiment which enables imagining how we would react if we learned of the existence of aging, sickness and death suddenly, rather than being gradually habituated into their reality in childhood. The rational response to the human existential condition, the Buddhist tradition is arguing, is the horror shown by Gautama as depicted by Aśvaghoṣa.

Gautama’s experience of saṃvega is illustrated most dramatically during the third of the encounters, when he learns of the existence of death. The context of the following quote is that Gautama has travelled outside the city for a day of relaxing and has just seen the corpse manifested by the gods on the side of the road. Upon Gautama’s shocked inquiry, his charioteer confirms that all persons will someday die.


Then the charioteer replied to him, ‘This is the final end of all living creatures; be it a mean man, a man of middle state, or a noble, destruction is fixed to all in this world.’

Then the king’s son, sedate though he was, as soon as he heard of death, immediately sank down overwhelmed, and pressing the end of the chariot pole with his shoulder spoke with a loud voice,

Is this end appointed to all creatures, and yet the world throws off all fear and is infatuated! Hard indeed, I think, must the hearts of men be, who can be self-composed in such a road.

Therefore, O charioteer, turn back our chariot, this is no time or place for a pleasure-excursion; how can a rational being, who knows what destruction is, stay heedless here, in the hour of calamity?

(Aśvaghoṣa 1977: 3:59–62)



The existential terror constituted by saṃvega is illustrated by the depiction of Gautama literally collapsing against the side of the chariot. It is portrayed as well in his plaintive cry of dismay upon learning that all life ends in death. In the introduction I suggested that saṃvega has a cognitive dimension, in bridging the gap between superficial intellectual understanding, and a deeply embodied realization of the facts of the human condition. This is suggested in the passage through Gautama’s description of ordinary people as behaving irrationally in pretending that death does not exist. The urgency that saṃvega inspires is emphasized through Gautama’s description of his situation as one of impending ‘calamity,’ and is narrated later in the story, by showing the Buddha spending years focused on intense spiritual practice and attaining awakening.

Saṃvega’s ability to undercut ordinary societal goals and values is illustrated as well by Gautama’s choice to abandon his pleasure trip and return to the city. It is reinforced later in the text through a long sequence in which the future Buddha despairs of finding lasting pleasure in palace enjoyments, and then is finalized when he leaves the palace for good to seek awakening in the wilderness.5 The fact that Gautama is a prince and future ruler illustrates saṃvega’s ability to undermine all ordinary societal values whatsoever; if even a prince comes to see his current life as worthless after experiencing it, then it will also be effective for persons of lesser social status. We find therefore in this story each element of the three-fold movement that I suggested characterizes Buddhist employments of saṃvega. The initial shock of the realization of one’s existential situation drains ordinary projects of their value. The ensuing renunciation however does not result in apathy but opens the psychological space for a commitment to new values to emerge. In Aśvaghoṣa’s poem, this is portrayed through Gautama’s engagement in spiritual practices in the wilderness, and his resulting enlightenment and founding of the Buddhist religion.

Significantly, in Aśvaghoṣa’s telling of the story, Gautama comes to understand the inevitability of his own future death through encountering the corpse of another person, and then through the confirmation he receives from the charioteer as to the universality of human mortality. Saṃvega, as the existential dread of one’s own mortal condition, arises from the realization that all others will suffer the same fate. Implicitly, the story suggests that the Buddha recognizes the importance of this dependence through his decision to found the religion of Buddhism after attaining enlightenment. At the conclusion of this chapter, we return to this feature of saṃvega, which is emphasized more systematically by Śāntideva.



The Social Death of Kisā Gotamī

The second story focuses on Kisā Gotamī, a laywoman who briefly goes insane when her young son dies suddenly, and upon recovering as a result of the Buddha’s guidance, becomes a Buddhist nun and attains liberation. Unlike Gautama, Gotamī is not a bodhisattva;6 she is not inspired by her grief to commit to benefiting all living beings, but rather takes up the early Buddhist path of individual liberation. The following quote describes what happens after her son dies of a sudden illness:


Now Kisā Gotamī had never seen death before. Therefore, when they came to remove the body for burning, she forbade them to do so. She said to herself, ‘I will seek medicine for my son.’ Placing the dead child on her hip, she went from house to house inquiring, ‘Do you know anything that will cure my son?’ Everyone said to her, ‘Woman, you are stark mad that you go from house to house seeking medicine for your dead child.’ But she went her way, thinking, ‘Surely I shall find someone who knows medicine for my child’

(Translation by Burlingame 1996: 212)



The story parallels Aśvaghoṣa’s, in that Gotamī is portrayed as being unaware of death, but it is not the inescapability of her own future death which causes her trauma, but the actual death of her son. As with the prior story, Gotamī’s ignorance of death can be read as a metaphorical indication of the superficiality of ordinary understandings of human finitude, with the point now being that ordinary people live just as if we are unaware of the radical vulnerability of loved ones to sickness and death. The story emphasizes what the Buddhist tradition often refers to as the suffering of transformation (vipariṇāma-duḥkha), the fact that any happiness we experience is not lasting and will bring great pain when it is lost.7 Portraying Gotamī as a young mother losing her first and only child heightens this tension; her love is partial and deep, and her anguish at losing her son is correspondingly heart-rending.

Saṃvega’s power to shock the individual out of complacency is illustrated by Gotamī’s resulting insanity, and the depiction of her dragging the dead child throughout the village. On one level, this can simply be understood as a dramatization of the depth of suffering brought on by partial love. But it is also a subtle indication of the delusive belief (moha) in permanence which characterizes ordinary attitudes towards loved ones. It is only now that Gotamī deeply understands the radical fragility of human relationships. Her madness, brought on by this encounter with death, is thereby the beginning of sanity, in contrast to her past complacency, since it has opened the psychological space for the integration of an awareness of human mortality into her behaviour.

What the story most vividly illustrates, however, is Gotamī’s alienation from the ordinary goals and practices of society. Not only can she no longer imagine taking comfort in family life and the production of children—indeed she becomes a celibate nun at the story’s conclusion—but in her insanity, she is quite literally unable to inhabit ordinary social practices in any sense whatsoever. In portraying her as nevertheless remaining within society, the authors of the story are able to depict her social isolation with even more dramatic intensity than that of the Buddha-to-be, who encountered death outside the social setting of the city.

The story continues when a man from the village takes pity on Gotamī and brings her to the Buddha for teaching. When she meets the Buddha, Gotamī immediately requests to have her son brought back to life. The Buddha agrees, provided that she first bring him a mustard seed to be used in making the needed medicine, with the stipulation that the seed come from a house that had never known death. Overjoyed, the woman once again carries her dead child from house to house where she predictably encounters repeated disappointment.


After this manner, going from house to house, she plied her quest.

There was not a single house where she found the mustard seed she sought; and when the evening came, she thought, ‘Ah! It’s a heavy task I took upon myself. I thought that I alone had lost a child, but in every village the dead are more in number than the living.’ While she reflected thus her heart, which until then was soft with mother’s love, became firm. She took the child and discarded him in the forest. Then she went to the Teacher, paid homage to him, and stood to one side.

(Translation by Burlingame 1996: 213)



The repetitive insight into the pervasiveness of death that Gotamī experiences as she goes from house to house does the work in the story of deepening awareness of finitude from an intellectual to a fully embodied realization sufficient to undercut social values. As with the story of the Buddha-to-be, we also find that Gotamī’s awareness of her own mortality, and that of all those with whom she is in relation, is acquired through the mediation of the universal knowledge that all beings must die. Significantly, this does not result in deep compassion for the suffering of others; instead, she gives up the partial love of motherhood, discards her child, and takes refuge in the Buddha. The tradition depicts her as becoming a nun and attaining enlightenment soon after this meeting (Burlingame 1996: 213).

Nevertheless, the story is ambivalent in its attitude towards the potential soteriological value of social interaction. It is notable that the spiritual exercise which the Buddha prescribes, the ‘medicine’ which will cure Gotamī of existential collapse, is to seek a mustard seed, which is a kind of food, from the villagers. Her subsequent wandering from house to house, therefore, mirrors the alms round of renunciate monastics, who visit the village each day to request food as alms. The mustard seed itself represents the smallest possible quantity of food, implying that it would be possessed by all the households she visits, thereby universalizing the insight into human mortality. The story illustrates, therefore, the liberative potential of social interaction, and reinforces the dependence of saṃvega on encountering the suffering of others.8

The role of saṃvega in the stories of Gautama and Gotamī is similar, in that it isolates each protagonist from ordinary social values, inspiring an urgency which, in both cases, leads to committed spiritual practice and eventually to liberation. The authors of the stories, however, do not give explicit attention to the relationship between saṃvega and compassion.9 To see this link explored, we turn to the meditations of the Mahāyāna philosopher, Śāntideva.



Śāntideva: Saṁvega and Universal Compassion

We have seen in the stories of Gautama and Gotamī that the experience of saṃvega is mediated through encountering the finitude of others; it is awareness of universal vulnerability to death which generates the fully embodied realization that one must also someday die. For Gautama and Gotamī, this realization inspires renunciation and dedication to spiritual practice for their own benefit.10 The Mahāyānist Śāntideva is similar in incorporating saṃvega into his trainings for liberation, but he argues that a self-centred response to the realization of the universality of suffering is irrational. His most influential argument for this position comes in the eighth chapter of his masterwork, the Guide to the Practices of Awakening (Bodhicaryāvatāra: henceforth Guide).


In the beginning, one should cultivate the equality of self and others carefully, in this way: ‘Everyone equally experiences suffering and happiness and should be protected just as I protect myself’

(Guide 8:90)




Given that happiness is cherished equally by myself and others, what distinguishes me so that I strive only for my own happiness?

(Guide 8:95)




Given that fear and suffering are equally disliked by myself and others, then what distinguishes me so that I protect myself, and not them?

(Guide 8:96, my translation)11



In presenting an argument against self-centred behaviour, the verses reject the response of Gotamī, whose experience of saṃvega inspired her to adopt the path to individual liberation. Śāntideva argues against the rationality of this decision through attention to the fact that all persons experience suffering and want to be free of it (8:90). Given this shared vulnerability to suffering, he then argues that special concern for one’s own well-being is unjustified (8:95–96). The implied conclusion is that the rationally acceptable choice is to take up the bodhisattva path and commit to the liberation of all beings from suffering.

These verses moreover are not merely an argument meant to support an intellectual conclusion. By reflecting carefully on the premises, and through repeatedly contemplating the fact of the universality of suffering, they are meant to generate deep impartial affective concern for others. In the previous sections, I suggested that saṃvega, which is primarily an emotional response, plays a cognitive role in deepening intellectual understanding of human finitude. Conversely, Śāntideva shows here that a skilful use of rationality, integrated with meditative cultivation, becomes a tool that can be used to broaden self-centred emotional aversion to one’s own suffering, into a universal compassion for all beings. Moreover, compassion properly developed will, like saṃvega, profoundly destabilize the individual’s sense of value, undercutting ordinary social goals and inspiring deep commitment to the bodhisattva path of universal salvation.

In his evocative rhetorical style, Śāntideva compares the pain a bodhisattva feels when empathizing with suffering beings to the feeling of a body being lit on fire (Guide 6:123). Intriguingly, a less radical but nevertheless similar claim about the destabilizing impact of compassion is made in the early Buddhist tradition, by the influential commentator, Buddhaghosa (5th century CE). In his analysis of compassion, Buddhaghosa uses a commentarial tool of considering the etymologies of significant terms, which may also include fanciful pseudo-etymologies, as a way of developing their meaning and resonances. In giving the etymology of compassion (karuṇā), Buddhaghosa (2010: 311) claims that it receives its name because it causes one’s own heart to tremble (kampana) in the face of another’s suffering, and also because its role is to combat (kiṇāti) the other person’s suffering. The first of these etymologies links compassion with saṃvega, in that both cause the individual to ‘tremble’ before encountered suffering, and thereby shake the individual out of complacency. In the second etymology, Buddhaghosa comes close to Śāntideva’s own position, in claiming that the affective response of compassion will motivate eliminating the suffering of the other. For Buddhaghosa, however, this need not grow into universal compassion; one can be motivated to remove the suffering of those who are directly encountered, without attending to the suffering of all beings. Nevertheless, Buddhaghosa’s analysis suggests that in his emphasis on universal compassion, Śāntideva may be drawing a soteriological conclusion from premises already laid out by the early Buddhist tradition.

The affective response to suffering which motivates the early Buddhist’s renunciation therefore also motivates the universal compassion of the bodhisattva. These goals would seem to be in tension; one might think that one must choose between renouncing the world or remaining endlessly within it. Śāntideva, however, rejects their incommensurability; renunciation, properly conceived, is a constituent part of the bodhisattva path, since it is only in renouncing the plurality of saṃsāric goals that the bodhisattva can eternally commit to the liberation of others. In the verse below, he even claims that saṃvega deepens compassion towards others:


The virtue of suffering is unsurpassed, since because of its violent agitation (saṁvega)12, there is a lessening of lust, compassion for those in saṃsāra, fear of bad actions, and longing for the Buddha.

(Guide 6:21)



In the passage, we find Śāntideva linking saṃvega to both renunciation and to the bodhisattva’s goal of the liberation of all. Awareness of one’s present suffering is ‘virtuous,’ in turning one away from saṃsāra, here represented as the ‘lessening of lust’ for ordinary pleasures, avoiding harmful negative actions, and developing the ‘longing’ to follow the Buddha’s teachings. Reflecting on one’s suffering collapses ordinary values and enables a transition to spiritual practice in exactly the way we have found in the stories of Gautama and Gotamī. But Śāntideva recognizes that awareness of one’s own vulnerability to suffering is itself awareness of the condition of all sentient life, and therefore is a potent tool to stimulate universal compassion.

Significantly, in the trainings Śāntideva develops for the bodhisattva path, saṃvega is repeatedly employed to function in much the same role that we found in the early Buddhist tradition. The verses below, offering meditations on the awfulness of death, could easily be taken from an early Buddhist training manual. What makes them distinctive is the context in which they appear; they come in a section of Śāntideva’s text devoted to developing the aspiring bodhisattva’s motivation to remain in the realm of rebirth and work endlessly for the benefit of all beings. The graphic nature of Śāntideva’s descriptions of the horrors of death is meant to inspire renunciation of ordinary goals to prepare the aspirant’s mind to take the bodhisattva vow.


I have not contemplated my own transience.

Because of anger and courtesy of delusion, I have done many harmful acts.

(Guide 2:39)




Day and night, life decays incessantly

and is never replenished. Shall I therefore not die?

(Guide 2:40)




Even though lying on a bed in the midst of relatives,

I alone must bear the sensation of being cut off from myself.

(Guide 2:41)




When I am seized by death’s messengers, what use are relatives and friends?

At that time, karmic merit alone offers protection, but I have not acquired it.

(Guide 2:42)




Being dragged to have a limb amputated, a person is completely overcome.

Parched with thirst, with haggard eyes, he sees the world differently.

(Guide 2:44)




How much more for the man overpowered by the terrifying messengers of death,

as he is tormented by fever, covered in voided excrement?

(Guide 2:45)



We find once more in these passages each of the three features I marked out in the beginning of the chapter as characterizing the liberative role of saṃvega. The graphic intensity of the language used in the verses represents its existential shock and stimulates urgency which inspires spiritual practice. In contrast to the physical collapse of the Buddha-to-be against the side of his chariot, as described in Aśvaghoṣa’s comparatively placid depiction, we have the voiding of bowels and the sweat-stained stench of fever infecting the imagined death chamber (2:45). Urgency is stimulated as well by Śāntideva’s use of the cosmological imagery of the dying person being dragged down to hell by demons (2:42) which, in the psycho-soteriological imagery of Mahāyāna Buddhism, represent the negative emotions of fear, craving and aggression, driving the dying person’s terror-filled mind. The collapse of ordinary social values is represented by the description of friends and family as useless, unable to intervene as they stand by at the time of death (2.41–2).

The image of amputation plays dual roles. It illustrates the transition from superficial intellectual understanding of finitude to the embodied realization of mortality which saṃvega achieves. Imagining one’s limb being amputated as a punishment, or for medical treatment, stimulates a visceral mental reaction, in contrast to our artificial sense of calm towards our future demise. With the verses, Śāntideva tries to argue the reader into a more appropriate reaction, given that not just a limb, but everything will be lost at the time of death (2:45). Notice as well the phenomenological language used to describe the criminal being led away to the amputation block, who ‘sees the world differently,’ that is as drained of its ordinary attractiveness, as his coming mutilation approaches (2:44). The awareness of death likewise should bring about a corresponding alteration of our perception of the ordinary social world, seeing it as a series of useless distractions.

An important feature of these verses is Śāntideva incorporation of saṃvega into a training meditation to develop virtuous character and altruistic motivation. In so doing, he integrates a moment of existential collapse and its resulting alienation from the social world into a sequence of practices designed to transition the trainee to a higher set of values. In Śāntideva’s depictions of saṃvega, we are no longer shown extended periods of despair, such as the isolation and exile of Gautama or the insane wanderings of Gotamī, as preceding spiritual transformation. Instead, the novice bodhisattva’s freefall into the abyss of existential dread is itself situated as a training rung on a ladder to perfect awakening. The collapse of values which saṃvega inspires is immediately transmuted into ever-deepening confidence (śraddhā) in the set of values embedded in the bodhisattva path. Bodhicitta, the wish to eliminate the suffering of all beings, is a priceless jewel (Guide 1:25–6), and the bodhisattvas and buddhas who developed it are sources of happiness (Guide 1:36) admired in the universe by gods and sages (Guide 1:23). The result is an infinite commitment to the well-being of all sentient life, as the bodhisattva takes their vow.



Conclusion

In common with a number of authors from the European existential tradition, Buddhist writers place great emphasis on the affective and motivational collapse that occurs as a result of deep realization of human finitude. In European existentialism, facing the finitude of human existence opens the possibility of a deeper connection with one’s creator (for Kierkegaard) or authentic reconnection with groundless values and social practices (for Heidegger) and so on. I have shown how saṃvega plays a broadly analogous role for the Buddhist. For early Buddhists and Mahāyānists alike, it stimulates deep revulsion to ordinary samsaric motivations, thereby inspiring commitment to committed spiritual practice. Moreover, for both traditions, saṃvega’s insight into one’s own existential condition is mediated through a recognition of universal vulnerability to impermanence and pain. Nevertheless, the focus in the early Buddhist tradition remains on one’s own well-being, resulting in commitment to a path of individual liberation from all suffering. Śāntideva’s Mahāyāna arguments and meditations, by contrast, take seriously the fact that insight into one’s own mortality is possible only through the realization that all beings suffer the same fate. The compassion which results shakes the individual from complacent selfish behaviour, just as saṃvega shakes them from a wasted life of sensual pursuits. Through this integration, existential dread is transmuted into the bodhisattva’s endless dedication to eradicate the suffering of the world.



Notes


	This is not to suggest there are no historical intersections between thinkers from the Western existentialist tradition and Buddhism. Nietzsche, in particular, engages with Buddhist conceptions of suffering and impermanence in developing his ideas about potential responses to nihilism. Moreover, the Kyoto school of Japanese philosophical thought takes both Western phenomenology and existentialism, and Buddhist philosophy, as sources of inspiration. See Panaïoti (2013) for a study of the relation between Nietzsche and Buddhism, and Schroeder 2009 for an analysis of Nietzsche’s influence on the Kyoto School. Authors who have analysed existential aspects of Buddhist thought include Batchelor (1994); Loy (2000); and Kalmanson (2020: Ch. 2).

	The vocabulary of the relevant thinkers, as well as scholarly interpretations of their insights, will vary; nevertheless, aspects of one or more elements of this threefold movement, sketched out in these broad terms, are found in numerous thinkers associated with the existential movement. For instance, Kierkegaard claims that reflecting on death and impermanence nurtures a sense of urgency which undercuts worldly motivations and inspires a personal relationship with God. See Buben (2016: Chs. 3 and 4). Likewise, for Heidegger, reflection on the various aspects of one’s own death enables transitioning from inauthentic to authentic attitudes towards one’s projects and goals (see Buben (2016: Chs. 5 and 6)).

	In Buddhism, saṃsāra refers both to the condition of repeated death and rebirth suffered by anyone not liberated through Buddhist practices, as well as the various gross and subtle dissatisfactions (duḥkha) experienced during each of these lives.

	These three features are presented by Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu (2011) in a piece intended for a popular audience. Liang and Morseth (2021: 212–24) provide a helpful summary of various early Buddhist sutras and commentarial analysis of saṃvega that illustrate these three features. See also Brekke (1999) and Brons (2016) for good scholarly treatments of saṃvega and other religiously efficacious Buddhist uses of fear, particularly in the area of spiritual motivation.

	Siddharta’s interactions with the palace women and his rejection of such enjoyments occur in the fourth chapter of Aśvaghoṣa’s Buddhacarita. The story of his departure from the place is given in the fifth chapter.

	Gautama, who will become the Buddha, is understood by the Buddhist tradition to be a bodhisattva, the being who vows to liberate all beings from suffering. The early Buddhist tradition does not recommend ordinary people strive to become bodhisattvas, however, emphasizing instead the goal of individual liberation. As we will see below, Śāntideva, a proponent of Mahāyāna Buddhism, argues for an ethical responsibility for all beings to take up the bodhisattva path.

	See Harris (2014) for an explanation of the suffering of transformation.

	See Ohnuma (2012: Ch. 2), for a nuanced analysis of how Buddhist narratives depict the particularistic grief of Gotami and other mothers as a catalyst for insight into universal facts about human mortality.

	Ohnuma (2012: 47–48) emphasizes this fact in relation to Gotami, who ‘does not extend her love for her son to encompass other beings,’ but instead gives up her partial affection for her child, and in becoming a nun, renounces as well the possibility of future motherhood.

	Gautama does however go on to establish the religion of Buddhism for the benefit of suffering beings. Nevertheless, this motivation does not arise from his initial experiences of saṃvega.

	All translations from Śāntideva are my own, taken with minor modifications from Harris 2023. References are to the chapter and verse of the relevant quotation. See Śāntideva (1997) for a complete translation of the text.

	I translate saṁvega as ‘violent agitation’ here, rather than ‘existential dread’ since its primary purpose in this verse is inspiring urgency towards removing suffering.





References


	Aśvaghoṣa. (1977) The Buddha-carita, or the life of Buddha, E. Cowell (trans), New Delhi: Cosmo Publications.

	Batchelor, S. (1994) Alone with others: An existential approach to Buddhism, New York: Grove Press.

	Brekke, T. (1999) ‘The role of fear in Indian religious thought with special reference to Buddhism,’ Journal of Indian Philosophy, 27, no. 5: 439–67.

	Brons, L. (2016) ‘Facing death from a safe distance: saṃvega and moral psychology,’ Journal of Buddhist Ethics, 23: 81–128.

	Buben, A. (2016) Meaning and mortality in Kierkegaard and Heidegger: Origins of the existential philosophy of death, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press.

	Buddhaghosa. (2010) The path of purification (Visuddhimagga), Kandy, Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society.

	Burlingame, E. W. (trans) (1996) A treasury of Buddhist stories from the Dhammapada commentary, B. Khantipālo, (revised trans), Kandy, Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society.

	Harris, S. (2014) ‘Suffering and the shape of well-being in Buddhist ethics,’ Asian Philosophy, 24, no. 3: 242–59.

	Harris, S. (2023) Buddhist Ethics and the Bodhisattva Path: Śāntideva on Virtue and Well-Being, New York: Bloomsbury Publishing.

	Kalmanson, L. (2020) Cross-cultural existentialism: On the meaning of life in Asian and Western thought, New York: Bloomsbury Publishing.

	Liang, L., and Morseth, B. (2021) ‘Aesthetic emotions: The existential and soteriological value of saṃvega/pasāda in early Buddhism,’ Journal of Buddhist Ethics, 28: 203–39.

	Loy, D. (2000) Lack and transcendence: The problem of death and life in psychotherapy, existentialism, and Buddhism, New York: Prometheus Books.

	Ohnuma, R. (2012) Ties that bind: Maternal imagery and discourse in Indian Buddhism, New York: Oxford University Press.

	Panaïoti, A. (2013) Nietzsche and Buddhist philosophy, New York: Cambridge University Press.

	Śāntideva. (1997) A guide to the Bodhisattva way of life (Bodhicaryāvatāra), V. Wallace and A. Wallace (trans), Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications.

	Schroeder, B. (2009) ‘Dancing through nothing: Nietzsche, the Kyoto School, and transcendence,’ Journal of Nietzsche Studies, 37: 44–65.

	Ṭhānissaro, B. (2011) ‘Affirming the truths of the heart: The Buddhist teachings on Samvega & Pasada,’ Access to Insight (BCBS Edition) <http://www.accesstoinsight.org/lib/authors/thanissaro/affirming.html> [accessed December 8, 2022].








34 Self-Awareness and NothingnessWang Yangming, Wang Ji, and Existential Confucianism

Eric S. Nelson

DOI: 10.4324/9781003247791-42



Introduction: Confucianism and Existentialism?1

Confucianism (or, more precisely, ruism 儒家) has often been misconstrued as a monolithic tradition. As is already apparent in early sources, including those attributed to Confucius and Mencius, Confucian models were shaped by interpretive tensions between moral-political conventionality and transformability, naturalness and culture, and the sociality and individuality of the self. The individual self, while not a substance or subject in Western metaphysical senses, was pivotal to the Confucian project of ethical and ritual self-formation. Reciprocity (shu 恕) signified how the self can learn about itself in interaction with others in everyday practices and could adopt the models of exemplary agents and actions while, at the same time, it learned about itself through practices of self-examination and pushing and extending itself (tui 推).

Beginning with its early classical sources, Confucian transmissions prioritized practices of self-examination, self-cultivation, and ‘getting it oneself.’2 The ‘teaching of the heart-mind’ (xinxue 心學) of the Song-Ming era (960–1644 CE) radicalized this priority of the self as reflexive (indicated by zi 自), embodied (身 shen), and existentially and reflectively self-questioning. By the late Ming period, an era of individual freedom, alienation, and crisis, its more radical ‘existential’ or ‘left wing’ proponents had popularized the idea of individually ‘getting it oneself’ in one’s own sincerity (cheng 誠) and were criticized as promoting ethical antinomianism and situational particularism that endangered established authority and orthodoxy.

The Song-Ming discourse of the heart-mind speaks of the highest good (zhishan 至善) and the awareness of the good (liangzhi 良知), as a practical ‘knowing-to,’ with an existential directness and immediacy for the individual self who would abide in a condition of utmost sincerity.3 This quest for personal sincerity and a reflexive awareness of the immediacy of the good in the individual self has led modern interpreters to contrast the learning of the heart-mind, particularly its more radical individualistic and ‘heterodox’ practitioners during the late Ming, with modern European forms of individualism and existentialism.4

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, several scholars generated a Sinological controversy by identifying a late Ming era Neo-Confucian philosophical tendency with existentialism. The Confucian scholar Okada Takehiko 岡田武彦 (1970) discovered in this philosopher’s works an ‘existential spontaneity’ without deliberation and an ‘authenticity’ (sincerity) without artifice. The New Confucian philosopher Tang Junyi 唐君毅 (1973) excavated an ‘existential identity’ between the heart-mind (xin 心), nothingness (wu 無), and practical effort (gongfu 功夫). Okada and Tang documented the existential functions, which can be designated ‘existentiality,’ of nothingness, sincerity, and individuation operative in this discourse.

The Sinologist David S. Nivison responded sceptically to Okada’s interpretation. He stressed instead the incommensurability between any variety of Confucianism, no matter how unorthodox and individualistic, and the existential freedom and decisionist self-determination in the face of the indeterminate and the absurd expressed in paradigmatic existentialist writings. The drama of individual existence in the late Ming was worlds apart from those of Søren Kierkegaard’s Sickness unto Death or Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness.5

Nivison’s warnings about overly ambitious cross-cultural identifications are well-taken. Nonetheless, this overly narrow definition of ‘existential’ misses the dynamic of existentiality at issue for Okada and Tang that the present chapter will reengage in the thought of Wang Shouren 王守仁 (1472–1529), often referred to as Wang Yangming 王陽明, and his controversial radical student Wang Ji 王幾 (1498–1583), courtesy name Wang Longxi 王龍溪. This disagreement over the unexpected prospect of Confucian existentialism centred around the contentious figure of Wang Ji. Wang Ji’s teachings, with their emphasis on constitutive nothingness, sceptical and negative interpretive and linguistic strategies typically avoided by Confucian literati, ethical particularism that Okada terms ‘situation ethics,’ and a radical practice of questioning and abiding in a state of individual sincerity, were highly influential during his era and condemned as dangerous heterodoxy. Despite his historical significance and philosophical provocativeness, he remains an overly neglected figure in Western philosophical and Sinological discourses, as his works are mostly untranslated and unresearched in European languages.6

It would be too ambitious to systematically compare Wang Ji’s teachings with the existentialism of Kierkegaard or Sartre in a short chapter. Instead, this chapter reactivates a 50-year-old intercultural controversy to reexamine the inherent existential functions of reflexive awareness, individuation, and nothingness in Wang Ji, in contrast at points with Sartre’s exemplary existentialist philosophy of nothingness and subjectivity, while keeping in view their distinctive interpretive situations and philosophical implications.



Relational and Reflexive Awareness in the Teaching of the Heart-Mind

In this section, we will trace several facets of the teaching of the heart-mind that helped lead it to such far-reaching conclusions about the existentiality of the human situation. Its most prominent figure during the Song dynasty was Lu Jiuyuan 陸九淵 (1139–1193), also known as Lu Xiangshan 陸象山. Lu expressed the immediate mutuality of the heart-mind and the universe in his statements that ‘The affairs of the universe are my own affairs. My own affairs are the affairs of the universe’ and ‘The universe is my heart, and my heart is the universe.’7 The mutuality and unity of the individual heart-mind, patterning principle (li 理), and nature as a whole appeared fragmented in the teaching of principle (lixue 理學).

The teaching of principle, as codified in the works of Zhu Xi 朱熹 (1130–1200), had become the hegemonic orthodox form of Neo-Confucianism that defined Song-Ming literati education and bureaucratic practice. Zhu Xi stressed finding patterning principle through the investigation of things (gewu zhizhi 格物致知). Lu criticized this approach as a bifurcation between things, the universal patterning principle, and my own self. In Lu’s analysis, patterning principle, world, and mind are inexhaustibly complex and boundless (wuqiong 無窮) and the heart-mind’s awareness of the good (liangzhi) is directly and immanently evident in them. The universe, its affairs, and my own self-aware heart-mind are in a significant sense mutually effective in each other.8

Lu Jiuyuan only utilized the expression liangzhi, adopted from the Mencius text, three times in common editions of his works. Wang Yangming deployed it as a practice-oriented concept with multiple and, as shown by the disputes of his students, conflicting meanings.9 He heightened Lu’s emphasis on the existential immediacy of the mutuality of the good and the ethical awakening of the individual heart-mind. The modern intercultural reception of this Lu-Wang strategy has accentuated the constitutive character of the heart-mind and construed it as either a subjective or objective monistic form of idealism. To briefly consider one older example of this approach, Carsun Chang (1962: 30, 57–58) (Zhang Junmai 張君勱, 1887–1969) elucidates the non-dual unity of heart-mind and principle as entailing a radical constructive and monistic idealism that allows nothing external to it. He translates Wang Yangming as stating:


Before you see the flower, both you and the flower are in a state of isolation. When you see the flower its colour and shape become clearer to you—which means that knowledge of the flower cannot exist apart from mind.10



Wang Yangming does argue for the continuity of awareness and action in practice. But this statement more feasibly indicates a form of asymmetrical relationality rather than idealism, which Chang (1962: 44–45, 71, 147) compares to Spinoza and Hegel, as the heart-mind perceives and recognizes itself within the relational patterning of things and that relational patterning as operative within its own self. Even with Chang’s idealizing translation, it is noticeable that there are two moments at work here: separation and non-separation. You and the flower, observer and observed, are in separation mutually and symmetrically silent and the heart-mind is asymmetrically aware of both itself and the flower in participating in their non-divided relational nexus; that is, the ‘one body’ (yiti 一體) of myself, things, and world. This awareness can be phenomenologically described as self-reflexive in a twofold sense: it encompasses (1) mind and world in their very connectedness and reciprocity and (2) the difference and asymmetry between self- and object-awareness. There is accordingly ‘nothing external’ to this immanent self-reflexivity of the heart-mind aware of itself and the flower ‘without duality.’

Wang Yangming clarifies this point in the immediately prior passage: plants, trees, tiles, and stones have no awareness of their own, they are brought to awareness in the human heart-mind. Yet things and the heart-mind form one embodied and shared relational nexus (yiti) and share one material force (yiqi 一氣) through which they reciprocally yet asymmetrically nourish and consume each other. The heart-mind is clearly located within the material processes of the world, even as it is the one that can asymmetrically recognize these processes and the relational nexus of their shared body.11

To summarize, the notion of ‘one body’ stemmed particularly from the early Song period philosopher Zhang Zai 張載 (1020–1077). He explained how my body is continuous with that of heaven, earth, and the myriad things, and the same principles that direct the functions of heaven and earth direct the operations of one’s own nature, and vice-versa, such that all humans are siblings, and the myriad things are all companions. Lu and Wang adopted the thesis of reciprocal continuity. They criticized Zhu Xi and the orthodox teaching of the primacy of patterning principle as introducing a break and a duality between principle and things; they dismantle this duality by seeing things and patterning relational principle as recognized, according to their own reality, in the heart-mind. Consequently, the naturalistic universe entails boundless individuated and ethically reciprocating perspectives on itself.

The heart-mind, particularly in its non-dual sagely form, is asymmetrical and differentiating in its awareness and recognition of itself and the relational nexus of things that could be contrasted with the shared flesh and its reversibility in Merleau-Ponty (Jung 2011). As the heart-mind designates the reflexive, embodied, and ethically and existentially self-concerned self as asymmetrical and relational, and not an essential substance or subject, it could be described as an alternative phenomenology that need not entail idealism in the sense of the primacy of the subjectively or objectively constitutive mind or subject. It is relationally ethical and material as one body and one material force, and not the external co-relation or concomitance of two discrete substances, under both the aspect of reality (the cosmos) and the aspect of the reflexively (ethically) aware individual self that extends and encompasses itself and its world:


The great [sagely] person considers heaven and earth and the myriad things as one body, seeing all under heaven as one family and the middle kingdom as one person […] The great person does not intentionally perceive heaven, earth, and the myriad things as one body, but finds the original benevolence of the heart-mind to be this […] On hearing the cries of distressed birds or seeing trembling animals about to be killed, the great person cannot bear their suffering and their benevolence forms one body with birds and animals. Birds and animals also perceive. Seeing plants and trees cut and broken, this heart-mind also feels sorrow and pity for them. Thus does this benevolence embrace plants and trees as one body […] From rulers, ministers, husbands, wives, and friends to mountains, rivers, ghosts and spirits, birds and animals, and plants and trees, none should not be genuinely held dear in realizing this benevolence that forms one body with them.12





Self-Reflexive and Existential Ethical Awareness

The universe itself is therefore a space of ethical intelligibility. A distinctive teaching of Wang Yangming (1963: 274) concerns how the awareness of self and cosmos under discussion is inherently ethical and directly expresses and discloses the highest good. Awareness is already from the start an inherently ethical awareness (liangzhi). Liang 良 signifies the good, and zhi 知 to be aware, to recognize, or to know. The expression liangzhi is difficult to reduce to the standard categories of contemporary ethical theory and common English translations indicate only limited elements. First, due to its immediacy and directness, it cannot principally be a cognitive, conceptual, or theoretical ‘moral knowing’ from an impersonal third-person or ideal normative perspective. Second, due to the moment of self-examination and reflection, it is also not straightforwardly identifiable with an unreflective moral feeling or intuition. Third, it no doubt shares several features with Socrates’ voice (daemon) and idea of conscience; yet it is more than normative and negative in that it encompasses self and reality. Fourth, as one must individually ‘get it oneself’ even if in opposition to society, it is also not the routinized application of the conventional customs, culture, and tradition of the community.

Already in Wang Yangming’s works, and even more drastically in the thinking of his student Wang Ji, this primary ethical form of awareness appears to concurrently be: (1) either a transcendental a priori (Tu 1974; Zhang 2021) or, less idealistically, pre-reflective structural-existential condition (as argued in this chapter); (2) a dynamic relational ontology or cosmology that is primarily ethical yet without radically separating the normative and the ideal from the natural and real; and (3) existentially enacted in particular responsiveness (without fixed general rules) and concerned with itself, as self-reflexive and self-questioning, and its own individual sagacity and sincerity amidst others and the world. The following discussion will be focused on the first and third issues.

Ethical awareness has an a priori or structural function as original or primary nature (xingyuan 性原) that involves no essential distinction between good and bad and internal and external.13 There is likewise no separation between the transcendental and the anthropological-psychological (Tu 1974: 38–39). Given the Confucian emphasis on the anthropological and psychological conditions of ethics, inherited by the teaching of the heart-mind from the Mencius, this pre-reflective reflexive (self-relating) awareness is better interpreted as a primary natural structural constituent, instead of an idealist or transcendental a priori, which is brought to reflective awareness and individuated in being enacted in practice. Wang Yangming’s relational unity of awareness and action (zhixing heyi 知行合一) affirms their reciprocity as this form of awareness is the beginning of action, and action is the fruition of awareness. This unity is an expression of sincerity. There is no awareness without its enactment, or form without its specific accomplishment. Righteousness itself is defined as simply being one’s own body-and-mind in sincerity (Wang 1992: 34). Further, the lack of unity leads to insincerity, calculation, a narrowed understanding of goodness, and wrong-doing. Hence, this unity expresses a flow or a continuum rather than static identity. Continuity and flow are illustrated in Chinese discourses through images of sprouting plants and flowing water. Because of this continuum model, in which awareness operates through the motivation to the action, a knowing that is incapable of practising the good is not a form of liangzhi, even if it shares other features with it.

As a result of the Yangming movement’s focus on existential self-insight and awareness as praxis, the preliminary pre-reflective structure has content and sense in how it is individually realized for oneself as enacted in daily practices. This structural-existential enactment model is a modification of the Chinese paradigm of ‘substance-function’ (tiyong 體用). Wang Yangming’s structural-existential analysis would be philosophically and ethically politically radicalized by his students, as it has significant radical ethical and political consequences. The awareness of the good is pre-reflectively prior to, lost and muddled in, and—in restored ethical spontaneity, sincerity, and innocence—can potentially renew and guide the restrictive senses of good and bad, right and wrong, operative in everyday motivations and actions. This dynamic reflects traditional tensions between the Confucian conservativism that embraces affairs as they are, demanding conformity, and the moderate and radical varieties of Confucian reformism that endeavour to ethically renew them. Further, asymmetrical relationality is linked with a heightened sense of duty and responsibility for others and the world in the heroic individualist and egalitarian tendencies of the Yangming movement.

It is now perhaps more conceivable how Okada and Tang could have seen an existential turning point in Ming era philosophy that would blossom with Wang Ji. More than the existentiality of the human condition, the structural-existentialist interpretation offered in this section suggests to an extent qualified counterparts with the structural moment in life-philosophy and existentialism: Dilthey’s categories of life, which also have an anthropological-psychological function in individuation, or Heidegger’s existentialia (which seem crypto-anthropological to his transcendental critics) as the individually enacted structures of existence. One could likewise consider Merleau-Ponty’s development from his early structural analysis of comportment to his later phenomenology of the flesh.

Given the continuum from pre-reflective self-reflexivity, which is structured as we will see by emptiness and nothingness, to varieties of reflective self- and world relations, one can counterpoise Wang Ji’s discourse of the individuation of reflexive ethical awareness from the constitutive emptiness of the heart-mind and Sartre’s analysis in Being and Nothingness of the origins of subjectivity in its own self-constitutive nihility. Nothingness is, ‘like a worm’ (Sartre 2021: 57), at the very core of being and the self. Subjectivity refers not only to the immediate self-relation but to the economy of interiority. Sartre argues there that self-reflexivity cannot reflectively and conceptually know itself as it recognizes itself as self-nihilating and consequently condemned to radical individuation and freedom. Both philosophers are haunted by allegations of individualistic antinomianism (no norms or rules) and nihilism (no meaning or value). From this perspective, Wang Ji’s philosophy can be reconstructed or reimagined as elucidating a praxis of nothingness and offering (for contemporary readers) an existential Confucian alternative to European existentialist discourses.



The Historical Contexts of the Dangerous Wang Ji

Wang Ji, the key philosopher in descriptions of the ‘existentialist’ leftwing of the Yangming school, was a controversial figure in the contentious Ming milieu. Wang Ji, as a direct student and honoured representative of Wang Yangming, was condemned as the worst of them all, as his wild words helped inspire Wang Gen 王艮 (1483–1541) and the popular egalitarian Taizhou movement (taizhou xuepai 泰州學派), syncretism between the three teachings (Buddhist, Confucian, and Daoist), as well as the iconoclastic individualist author Li Zhi 李贄 (1527–1602). Their unsettling explorations of individuality, equality, friendship, and critical sensibility (all of which need to be interpreted in their Chinese context) were perceived as challenging conventional authority, mores, and social-political stability. Their later critics blamed their excesses for the erosion of both Yangming teachings and the Ming dynasty.14 It is worth questioning whether these teachings were the root of the decadence and decay, mere secondary symptoms, or expressions of existential life in response to those conditions.

Philosophically, they recognized existential dynamics within the praxis of ordinary life, the elemental goodness and equality of the heart-mind that was corrupted by hierarchical stratification, the intrinsic sageliness within all persons (the ‘ordinary people on the streets’), and the possibility of an immediate ethical knowing, sensing, and acting that destructures and exceeds the limiting constructs of good and evil such that neither actually exists (wushan wu’e 無善無惡). Literati and teachers did not only reproduce and transmit traditions. Wang Ji, the Taizhou movement, and Li Zhi contended that they had a critical responsibility in disclosing dissenting truth and expressing natural spontaneity in freedom from conventionally constructed opinion and artifice.

Historically, the popularity of radical forms of Yangming thought during the late Ming linked them with the affective, experimental, and individualistic feeling of life in this milieu that is simultaneously expressed in its art and literature. Subsequent historiography associated these innovative philosophical tendencies with the decadence, decline, and fall of the Ming dynasty. Wang Ji’s critics included the leading Qing era Confucian scholar Huang Zongxi 黃宗羲 (1610–1695). Huang was an admirable political reformer, who rejected absolutist monarchy and advocated local freedom and self-organization. He was also an orthodox thinker in his condemnations of Wang Ji and Ming philosophical extravagance. According to Huang’s Record of the Ming Scholars (Mingru Xue’an 明儒學案), the canonical account of Ming era philosophy and its failures, Wang Ji’s influence promoted negativity, wildness, laxity, and indifference. He charged Wang Ji with being worse than the others in corrupting and undermining the genuine Confucian path by blending it with the unruly antinomian and iconoclastic tendencies of Chan (Zen) Buddhism.15

Huang’s accusations against Wang Ji evoked earlier Confucian responses to the ostensibly destructive and wild radical expressivity of Wei-Jin period mysterious learning (xuanxue 玄學) and pure conversation (qingtan 清談) movements and antinomian and iconoclastic Chan Buddhism that emerged during the Tang dynasty. Such teachings deployed Daoist and Buddhist nothingness to decentre ordinary beliefs and practices. They were accused of promoting, and not only symptomatically signalling, nihilistic moral and political chaos that led to the downfall of dynasties. These criticisms of non-Confucian perspectives had long been applied to other Confucian transmissions in intra-Confucian polemics, particularly those that appeared to intersect with disruptive Buddhist and Daoist elements.

The existential leftwing explicitly continued to prioritize Confucian over other teachings because they were perceived as being concerned with everyday motivations, feelings, actions, and relationships that Daoism and Buddhism were seen as neglecting. This pivotal point was missed by Huang and other critics. They praised the Buddhist and Daoist sense of freedom while critiquing its withdrawal from active relations, as they sought to redirect and extend it through Confucian models into society itself. Likewise, as we will now trace in the work of Wang Ji, they connected self-reflexive ethical awareness and practices of freedom with the meditative emptying of the heart-mind and generative nothingness. Wang Ji directly integrated Buddhist and Daoist elements into his own hierarchy of the three teachings. But the highest teaching is obvious: he elucidated the emptiness of the heart-mind and the nothingness at the core of being through the commentarial traditions of the Book of Changes (Yijing 易經) and Neo-Confucian teachings of the boundless potentiality of nothingness (the empty vacuous pole, wuji 無極) that Zhou Dunyi 周敦頤 (1017–1073) and Zhu Xi had established as orthodox Confucian teachings and Lu Jiuyuan had rejected as a questionable adaptation from Daoism.



Nothingness, Sincerity, and Self-Awareness in Wang Ji

Nothingness is therefore by itself not inevitably problematic in Neo-Confucian contexts; it depends on its uses and consequences that became radical with Wang Ji. A commonplace misunderstanding holds that nothingness and sceptical linguistic and negative meditative strategies only occur in discourses of Buddhist emptiness (Sanskrit: śūnyatā; Chinese kong 空), in which it is always the emptiness of form, and Daoist generative nothingness and practices of emptying the heart-mind in distinction from the Confucian affirmation of the positivity of ordinary ethical relations.

It is true, on the one hand, that the early Warring states era ruist philosophers, including Confucius and Mencius, did not discuss nothingness in the works attributed to them. On the other hand, Confucius was identified as the author of early commentaries—the ten wings (shiyi 十翼)—on the Book of Changes. This ancient divination text concerned tracing patterns in the natural and social world. It developed into the paradigmatic Chinese ontological or cosmological text and served as a guide for observing and inquiring into things based on its models of emergent incipience (ji 幾) and changing moments (shi 時) between nothingness and being. Things consist of affairs or events in this model. Events are interpreted as incipient transitioning temporal moments of increase and decrease between the infinite potentialities of generative nothingness (wuji) and boundless interconnected fullness (the great ultimate, taiji 太極).

Wang Ji was accused of speculatively playing with nothingness in a Chan-like way. Yet the purpose of his adaption of this discourse was primarily ethical, practical, and existentially transformative. Therefore, for instance, he could redescribe a classic passage concerning Confucius recognizing his natural destiny at the age of 50. According to Wang Ji, the exemplary sage Confucius recognized how he was one body with the great emptiness of things and could respond to the world from emptiness. The emptiness of the heart-mind, allowing the self to be aware of generative nothingness, is a condition of responsiveness to others and things.

This model of emptying the self for it to be genuinely responsive is also found in Daoist and Buddhist discourses. It has a Confucian character for Wang Ji, as responsiveness means naturally and freely responding to practical affairs, concerns, and relations within everyday social life. Confucius is said to achieve one comportment in ordinary practical life in which there is no insincerity. It is, as Wang Yangming had already said of the highest good, ‘beyond good and evil.’16 The good as such must be beyond such binary categories and relative oppositions, as it involves no calculations, choices, or deliberations concerning what is good or bad. This reflexive immanence of the good is also different than existentialist decisionism, because—as Levinas recognized—decision also occurs too late. This comportment is from beginning to end a continuum without artificiality and presumption, a self-reflexive ability and self-awareness extending without limitation or a posited direction, and a bracketing of external obedience and misfortune such that there was no bifurcation between the good and the natural heart-mind.17

Wang Ji did not so much insist on an a priori heart-mind, since that would bifurcate it from praxis, but the structural nexus and continuum of the heart-mind and its praxis, of self and world, in self-reflexive ethical awareness. Intentions and actions are consequently either rooted in and express the natural pre-reflective condition of the mind and body or they fail to do so when this flow is interrupted. The self becomes befuddled in the movement from its reflexive self-awareness to its intentions, desires, and actions. Conventional morality and discourses of good and bad, right and wrong, have their pragmatic usefulness but, as external and utilitarian, they cannot express the undivided good and awareness of the good. They consequently produce fragmented partial views, hypocritical insincerity, and moralistic artificiality without bringing about a state of sincerity that Li Zhi would later describe as an unpretentious ‘childlike heart-mind.’18

This radical sincerity reminds some interpreters of existentialist authenticity. They both appear to revolt against established authorities and conventions in search of the genuine self. One key difference is that European existentialists such as Kierkegaard or the early Sartre often speak of an asocial authentic individuality in the form of a solitary interiority and subjectivity. The authentic self is opposed to inauthentic society in ways that make it harder to conceive authentic sociality. In contrast, the radical Yangming Confucians expressed both the alienation of the self from conventional life and the relationality and sociality of the self, such that self-transformation and social change are inevitably intertwined. Freedom requires its enactment with others in social practices. Sincerity demands friendships and communities practising sincerity. Ethical awareness calls for transforming society to realize its own egalitarian, individualistic, and self-organizing form.



Negational and Generative Nothingness and the Empty Heart-Mind

What then of Huang’s accusations of the antinomian and nihilistic destruction of morality? These charges, typically made against Chan Buddhism, signify that the immediate, pre-reflective, and responsive situational understanding that characterizes reflexive ethical awareness undermines the good and moral praxis. First, ethics requires, according to Huang and other critics, the gradual progressive improvement towards the good through partial practices that are neglected in visions of the good as such. Second, morality requires constant self-examination and safeguarding against the bad and thus the differentiating moral judgements of good and bad, right and wrong, which are lost in wild irresponsible declarations of the heart-mind being ‘beyond good and evil.’ Third, Wang Ji’s priority of nothingness, the emptiness of the heart-mind, and use of negativity in interpreting positive Confucian teachings entails a destructive nihilism.

Can we use the term nihilism in this context? Huang remarked of Wang Ji’s argumentation: ‘Since there is neither good nor evil, how can there be mindfulness and ethical awareness of things? In the end, there is no heart-mind, no intention, no knowing, no things, and merely nothing.’19 He concludes that there is no such thing as nothingness and, if there were such nothingness, then the good and things would be lost. This is a refutation through negative consequences. Huang is concerned in these comments with a chaotic destruction of sense and meaning, but Wang Ji understands reflexive ethical awareness as embracing the fullness of things in their ethical and natural significance.

First, Huang appears to conflate two different senses of nothingness: its negative sense as non-being (wuyou 無有) and its generative sense as generative nothingness (wu) and the vacuous or empty pole (wuji). Wang Ji’s claim is that the latter sense of nothingness is the pivot of both positive being (you 有) and its negation and denial as non-being (wuyou). For Huang, analogous to the critics of Heidegger and Sartre, nothingness signifies negation and non-existence.20 Huang’s account of Wang Ji’s most well-known teaching, the ‘four negatives’ (siwu 四無), assumes this negational sense of negativity.

The text ‘Record of Verifying the Way at Tianquan Bridge’ (1528) reports a meeting between Wang Yangming, Wang Ji, and Qian Dehong 錢德洪 (1496–1574) in which the three discuss Wang Yangming’s formula of the four-sentence teaching: ‘The genuine heart-mind is inherently [or reflexively] without good and evil; good and evil emerge when intentions stir; recognizing good and evil is direct ethical awareness; enacting the good and dissolving evil is to practice investigating [rectifying] things.’21 Qian Dehong contends that this teaching implies the necessity of dedicated effortful practice and construing the four sentences as four affirmations. Wang Ji, in contrast, focuses on the first moment of the spontaneous sincerity of the genuine heart-mind and interprets these sentences through ‘four negations’ (siwu 四無) that negate the limitations of any positive formulation and point to the emancipation of the heart-mind ‘beyond good and evil.’

Wang Ji’s ‘four negations’ formulation states:


The heart-mind is neither good nor bad; intention is neither good nor bad; knowing is neither good nor bad; things are neither good nor bad. The mindless [empty] heart-mind is concealed in hiddenness; the intentionless intention responds effortlessly; knowledgeless awareness is embodied in tranquillity, and thingless things naturally function.22



He explains that the fragmented insincere self is ensnared in intentions and constructions of good and evil, while the sincere heart-mind empties itself, does not divide its awareness from others and things, and is responsively resonant (ying 應). This dialogue revealed longstanding tensions within Neo-Confucian thought. Qian Dehong rejected Wang Ji’s analysis of awareness as a deviation from an appropriate model of authority, effortful learning, and practice. According to Wang Ji, however, genuine learning is to ‘get it oneself’ in self-evidence and self-comprehension (zizheng ziwu 自證自悟).

Wang Yangming reconciled these opposing interpretations in his account of the four-sentence teaching: Wang Ji is right about the higher teaching of the heart-mind and Qian about mundane effortful practice, and the latter needs to be practised until the former is realized. Nonetheless, this interpretive conflict would only intensify as the heirs of Wang Ji became increasingly more radical. Huang’s philosophical objection was that both Chan Buddhist and existential Confucian antinomianism (1) deployed a negative logic of neither-nor to arrive at (2) an emptied functioning without substantiality. Direct ethical awareness (liangzhi) becomes a pure contentless awareness (zhi without liang). As ‘the original heart-mind is vacuous,’ it plays with its reflections and lacks determinate qualities.

The expression ‘the original heart-mind is vacuous’ already meant for Wang Yangming that it is without fragmentation, limited fixed calculations and purposes, and partiality. It is consequently not empty of the structures and contents of the world. On the contrary, it is the emptying of the heart-mind that constitutes its resonant responsiveness with affairs and things. Despite Huang’s suspicions of their Buddhist origins, Wang Ji’s deployment of negativity and emptying follow the logic of daily renewal in the Book of Changes, in which renewal transpires through reversal.23 The condition of nothingness or vacuity is where the generative fullness of being, life, and action can incipiently arise anew (rixin 日新).

Wang Ji himself contrasts this model with Buddhism and Daoism. He sees them as incomplete in prioritizing non-action (wuwei 無為) without adequately recognizing the moment of action (wei 為) and the structural unity of both non-action and action in stillness. He contends that they one-sidedly reduce being to nothingness and the heart-mind to vacuity without recognizing how generative nothingness transitions through incipience, moment, and the flow of material force (qi) to the relationally structured fullness of things and the empty heart-mind to the fullness of genuine human praxis within society. Accordingly, the emptied heart-mind enacts the good and is genuinely self-aware (虛心善觀，本自明白).

It is evident that Wang Ji’s interpretation of originary direct self-reflexive ethical awareness radicalizes several moments present in Wang Yangming’s account: (1) the universe as a dynamic and boundless natural continuum and nexus from generative nothingness to fullness through incipience; (2) the ethical and spirit-like lucidity of the heart-mind in emptying artifice, conventionality, distinctions, and other alienating fixations by practising meditative silence and vacuity and deploying negative arguments against reified doctrines and beliefs; and (3) an unfragmented comportment of simplicity and sincerity through a continuum of thinking and acting that is (4) enacted in and potentially renews the social world of affairs and relations.



The Existentiality of Incipience

Incipience is an interpretive key in the early commentaries on the Book of Changes attributed to Confucius. To offer a very brief introduction, the sages are those who recognize the continuum between beginnings and conclusions, as they delve into the depths to track incipience and the aspirations of the world.24 Two points should be noted. First, the Book of Changes is perceived as maintaining continuity in change through which events can be traced and anticipated, whereas Daoist models of change are seen as arbitrary and discontinuous. Second, the commentaries shift the focus from mere divination towards an ethically oriented cosmology that shaped Neo-Confucian teachings of the ethics of the heart-mind and nature (understood as the self-patterning of things). The incipient designates an infinitely small transition and is barely a trace. It is the virtually empty and imperceptible commencement that emerges and becomes determinate in things and events. Sagely wisdom consists in tracking the changes and tracing the continuum between incipient emergence and disappearance.

According to Wang Ji, the incipient moment transpires between being and non-being through the pivot of nothingness and the vacuous pole of boundless generativity and potentiality (wuji). Such generative nothingness constitutes the logic of the ethical-natural continuum of mind and world. The generative and constitutive ‘self-nihilating’ of nothingness becomes an object of existential fear and anxiety if decay and death are perceived as the fate of the bodily self without recognition of their roles in the continuum of birth and death. This is, of course, not the Sartrean self-nihilation of the subject as the self-constitution of its own subjectivity. Perhaps the transition from existential nothingness to the clearing in the later Heidegger shares more affinities. In Wang Ji’s case, in contradistinction to these European thinkers, existential anxiety in fear of the negational non-being of death can convert the self to recognize its relationality, its incipient nature, and its own transient seasonal moment in the ceaseless changes of things. Negational non-being and annihilation, which Confucians associate with Buddhism, are encompassed within generative nothingness and its ceaseless self-renewal.

Wang Ji employs this model of incipient transition to clarify the relationship between direct self-reflexive ethical awareness (its continuum) and the emerging shifting moral psychological states of the heart-mind (its moments). This model entails an important shift from the a priori to the existential in interpreting Wang Ji’s thought. Wang Ji’s orginary heart-mind (benxin 本心) and its constitutive nothingness have been described by some interpreters as transcendental and a priori. A priori is a possible interpretation of Wang Ji’s ‘prior’ or first nature (xiantian 先天) and a posteriori would then translate Wang Ji’s later or second nature (houtian 後天).25 Still, it is not the best interpretation: when queried about this distinction, as reported in the ‘Sanshan Lize Record,’ Wang Ji (2007: v.1, 10) accentuates the structural continuum between the inherent or self-reflexive goodness of the heart-mind and its movements (its intentions and practices) that express or fail to express and obstruct it.

Sincerity is the expression and realization of first nature in second nature. That is, it operates as a continuum between the self-reflexive ethical comportment of the heart-mind and all that it thinks, feels, and does. For this reason, given the primacy of a non-dual relational nexus, Wang Ji’s model cannot consist of stratifying and opposing the a priori and the a posteriori. Instead, this is a structural-existential analysis of how the heart-mind is enacted that accords with his interpretation of the non-duality of substance-function (tiyong), construed above as structure-existential enactment, and the temporality of incipience and the seasonal moment.

When this dynamic continuum model is applied to the heart-mind, its continuity unfolds in the nexus of incipience, intention, effort, and action or is interrupted and habituated to insincerity and to self-deceit as much as the deceit of others. This heart-mind is ensnared in a dialectic of desire and its disciplinary negation, of reified constructs of good and evil, and thus impedes its own freedom, sincerity, and simplicity.

The renewal of reversion and return cannot occur for Wang Ji through copying the words and imitating the remnants of ancient sages. One must oneself turn to their sources, namely, the incipient existential moment from which sincerity of intention and action can spontaneously flow. The moment of incipience is thereby interlinked with sincerity.

Several features of incipience overlap with the existential moment of decision and sincerity with existentialist authenticity; yet they remain distinctive. Wang Ji’s existential moment is the recognition of the continuity between the heart-mind and the world. His sincerity is not an existential choice. It is renewal through emptying the heart-mind in meditative and daily practices that return the self to the innocence of the incipient moment. Therefore, according to Wang Ji, the best effort is one done with spontaneous sincerity rather than deliberate or calculative effort, and the best praxis is one without artifice and instrumental purposiveness. This is a dedicated practice (gongfu) unfettered from limiting fixating ideas of the purpose of effortful dedicated practice and freed of its bifurcation from reflexive awareness. His critics from Qian to Huang would claim this signifies the complete abandonment of learnt practices and Confucian self-cultivation.



Wang Ji and Existentialism

Wang Ji’s conclusion is to prioritize existential sincerity as a social way of life. To this extent, this argumentation could be extended to reconsider Sartre’s account of inauthenticity and bad faith in Being and Nothingness. This vision, even for Sartre after his Marxist turn, appears to remain ensnared in alienation, anguish, and isolation without any relief except to authentically embrace this condition. Not Wang Ji, but only Li Zhi can perhaps approximate this sense in his most pessimistic moments.

Can we then conclude with Okada and Tang that there are real existential moments in Wang Ji’s interpretive strategies and in the radical Yangming movement? First, Okada’s ‘existential spontaneity’ occurs in sincerity in everyday social life in contrast with artifice, calculation, and intellectualized deliberation. Second, Tang Junyi’s ‘existential identity’ designates the demand for a way of life in opposition to conditions of fragmentation, self-division, alienation, and insincerity. Both radical Yangmingism and existentialism, very broadly stated, respond to situations of alienation and existential crisis, calling for more genuine self-relation. This signifies a shared existentiality rather than a doctrinal form of European existentialism, which Okada and Tang of course both recognized.

Third, the contrast between Wang Yangming thought with life-philosophical discourses (already initiated by Carsun Chang in the 1920s) and existential philosophy should be further pursued. One crucial point of contradistinction, as shown in the present chapter, is the structural-existential continuum model that informs Wang Ji’s hermeneutical strategies. This could be described as a concretely practised existential ‘a priori,’ as nothingness and the arising-emptying mind-world nexus are conditions of the possibility of individual being and acting and set the dynamic parameters of intelligibility and action. Nonetheless, this so-called ‘a priori’ has a structural character that varies and is individuated in how it is existentially lived, enacted, and practised. It is not ‘a priori’ in the sense of ‘prior to’ in separation from the asymmetrical interactive nexus of the one ethical body of all things. The thing is not merely reduced to an a priori heart-mind, which would leave the duality of interiority and exteriority intact by making all interior to the self. Their identity consists in their asymmetrical yet mutual encompassing as one shared nexus.

As in Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, one could state in a generalized way that Wang Ji articulated a pre-reflective and tacit self-awareness that is prior to reflection and explicit self-consciousness. Be that as it may, Wang Ji’s relational affective-cognitive subjectivity, embodied in and expressing the continuous flow of things, is distinct from the rationalist subject of Descartes’ cogito who thinks ‘I think, therefore I am’ and the existential subject of Sartre’s pre-reflective cogito that serves as the necessary condition of the Cartesian cogito (Sartre 2021: 12). Wang Ji’s heart-mind is distinctive insofar as the reflexively self-aware and self-reliant heart-mind encompasses self, others, and the world, as well as itself as a participant in its own moment, life, and the boundless universe. It is also fundamentally empty, as its contents arise from its living situation and worldly relations, and it is realized through the recognition of sincerity and ‘existential identity’ (in Tang’s sense) or existential continuum shifting through its motivations and actions in self-aware praxis.



Conclusion: Confucianism and Modernity

Despite Mencius, Confucianism has been erroneously interpreted as being inherently opposed to individuality and equality in favour of ritual conformity and hierarchical merit. The tendencies portrayed here point in a different direction that supports the efforts of Tang Junyi and other New Confucians to consider how varieties of Confucianism are compatible with and can inform modern discourses and practices concerning individuality, equality, and participation.

Several implications can be drawn in outline from the reinterpretations of Confucianism conveyed by Wang Ji and the Taizhou movement concerning reflexive awareness, individuality, responsibility, equality, the prospects of modern Confucianism, and renewal and reform.


	Self-Reflexivity: The reflexivity of the self to itself is a constituent of human experience in the intrinsically ethical first-person perspective that enables reflection, criticism, and change. It has been separated and reified in solipsism and idealism, but in Wang Ji it cannot be divided from the relational nexus of things.

	Individuality: due to this exemplary simplicity and sincerity of the heart-mind, according to Wang Ji, the individual can diverge from and contest conventional authority and opinion. The heart-mind acts through customary social relations; yet its ethical awareness still can freely respond and diverge from it. In his description of genuine travellers of the way, Wang Ji advocated freedom, solidarity, and tolerance in doubting and questioning in dialogue and debate (jiangxue 講學).26 Subsequent dissenters have appealed to his claim that the exemplary person can respond with dissent and the sage can reveal the opposite truth.

	Responsive Resonance and Responsibility: at the same time, Wang Ji is not the irresponsible individualist that Huang and others have depicted insofar as he advocates a heightened sense of asymmetrical and even heroic responsibility for the sake of others that would shape the Taizhou movement. He continued and radicalized the heart-mind school’s teaching that others and the cosmos constitute one ethical body, all affairs are my own affairs, and praxis is the extension of reflexive ethical awareness across the affairs of the world.

	Equality: although Wang Yangming identified Wang Ji’s position with sagely elite or esoteric wisdom, Wang Ji extended this insight to all as having this heart-mind. Wang Gen could state that every ordinary person on the street is a sage in the sense that there is an originary ethical awareness and immanent ethical sensibility (sageliness) in all.

	Modernity: the existential tendencies of Wang Ji’s interpretation of Lu-Wang heart-mind learning—with its unity of knowing and practice, of li and qi, and a ritual sense in accord with the ethical spontaneity present in each heart-mind—indicates an internal Confucian source and alternative to the hierarchal and stratified social-political and cosmological order of the orthodox school of principle as well as contemporary deployments of meritocratic ideas in defence of social-political hierarchy and inequality.27 This leads to a closing consideration of the critical potential of Confucian models.

	Renewal and Reform: Wang Ji’s philosophy aims at daily renewal. Despite their intense hostility to Wang Ji and the Taizhou movement, as destroying the way, both Huang Zongxi and Carson Chang connect Yangming ideas with individual and social-political reform.28 Heart-mind teachings and their interpretation of the Mencius, as a book advocating responsibility and reform for the sake of the people, have been historically and conceptualistically linked with freer, more pluralistic Confucian ethics and politics.



Lu-Wang philosophers engaged more openly yet still critically in dialogues with Buddhism and Daoism, including the philosophy and meditative practices of nothingness, to the point that they were condemned as heterodox. These teachings operated as a bridge with Western philosophies in their early East Asian receptions and appealed to reformist intellectuals. Lu-Wang texts have been a crucial albeit contested source for modernizing reformist movements across East Asia (such as the Japanese Meiji reformers) and rights-oriented interpretations of Confucianism. More than this, however, Wang Ji’s provocations stimulate recognition of the existentiality of Confucianism as a philosophy and way of life.



Notes


	I am thankful to audiences at Fudan University and Tel Hai College where I presented versions of this chapter. Note that Chinese quotations have been placed in the notes.

	Respectively zixing 自省, xiushen 修身, zide 自得. On the significance of self in Confucian traditions, see de Bary (1970) and de Bary (1991). Note that there are various ways to express the relational individual or self in classical Chinese, only some of which will be discussed here. I translate xin 心 as ‘heart-mind,’ given that Confucians insist on its structurally interconnected affective, volitive, and cognitive character. On the affects in East Asian Neo-Confucianism, see Kim (2017) and Nelson (2018). For overviews of Wang Yangming and Ming Philosophy in English, see Chen (2019) and Zhang (2021).

	On liangzhi as ‘knowing-to,’ see Huang (2017).

	On Ming era Confucian individualism, see de Bary (1970) and de Bary (1991); on Ming ‘existentialist’ Confucianism, see Okada (1970) and Tang (1973); the latter description is rejected in Nivison (1973). Kern (2010) and Jung (2011) have explored phenomenological and existentialist themes in Yangming discourses and Kim (2017) and Kalmanson (2020) in Neo-Confucian philosophy.

	Nivison 1973: 122. Sartre (2021) was a paradigmatic example of existentialism for these three authors with its prioritization of decision, freedom, and individuation.

	Such as De Bary (1970); Kern (2010); Nivison (1973); Okada (1970); Tang (1973).

	Respectively Lu (2008: 388) and Lu (2008: 273).

	On the universe as boundless or in-finite (wuqiong 無窮), see Zhao (2015).

	For a reconstruction of liangzhi’s different senses, see Kern (2010). Kern’s reconstruction concludes that there are three: a natural emotional disposition, a direct pre-reflective self-awareness, and original mind. My approach endeavours to recapture its structural unity in contrast with Kern’s analysis that overly divides the second and third senses.

	Chang (1962: 57); compare Wang (1963: 222). The Chinese text is better construed as relational reciprocity rather than idealism: ‘你未看此花時，此花與汝心同歸於寂。你來看此花時，則 此花顏色一時明白起來。便知此花不在你的心外。’ (Wang 1992: 107–8).

	Wang (1963: 221–22); Wang (1992: 107–8).

	Wang (1992: 967); compare the translation in Wang (1963: 272).

	Wang (1963: 221); Wang (1992: 107–8).

	Huang (1987); compare Chang (1962); de Bary (1970); and de Bary (1991).

	Huang (1987: 165); Chang (1962) follows Huang’s narrative. De Bary (1991) and Kern (2010) provide a less contentious perspective.

	‘Neither good nor evil’ (wushan wu’e無善無惡) (Wang 1992: 29). Note that bad or evil translates e 惡. Distinctions between varieties of badness and evil must be left for another discussion.

	This paragraph explicates Wang Ji’s statement in the ‘Sanshan Lize Record’: ‘孔子五十而知天命﹐能與太虛同體﹐方能以虛應世﹐隨聲所入﹐不聽以耳﹐而聽之以神﹐更無好醜簡擇﹐故謂之耳順。此等處更無巧法﹐惟是終始一志﹐消盡渣滓﹐無有前塵﹐自能神用無方﹐自能忘順逆。’ (Wang 2007: v.1, 12).

	On the childlike heart-mind (tongxin 童心), see Li (2016: 106–10).

	Translation modified from Huang (1987: 61–62).

	On elemental, existential, and other varieties of nothingness in Heidegger’s thinking in intercultural perspective, see part two of Nelson 2023.

	‘無善無惡心之體，有善有惡意之動，知善知惡是良知，為善. 去惡是格物.’ (Wang 2007: v.1, 1). On hermeneutical and philosophical issues regarding the four-sentence teaching, see Wong (2011) and Tu (1974).

	‘若悟得心是無善無惡之心﹐意即是無善無惡之意﹐知即是無善無惡之知﹐物即是無善無惡之物。蓋無心之心則藏密﹐無意之意則應圓﹐無知之知則體寂﹐無物之物則用神。’ (Wang 2007: v.1, 1).

	Transmissions linked with the Book of Changes and Daoism deploy a logic of reversal and reversion expressed in terms such as fan 反 and fu 復.

	‘夫易，聖人之所以極深而研幾也。唯深也，故能通天下之志。’ Xici 繫辭: 1.10.

	On this distinction, and reading it as a priori and a posteriori, see Zhang (2021: 186).

	‘若是真行路人﹐遇三叉路口﹐便有疑﹐有疑不得不問﹐不得不講。惟坐謀所適始無所疑﹐始不消講。若徒務口講而不務力行﹐則有所不可耳。’ (Wang 2007: v.1, 12).

	Early 20th-century advocates of progressive Confucianism (e.g. Liang Qichao, Carsun Chang) explicitly appealed to the transmission of Mengzi and Wang Yangming. On the contemporary question of conservative and progressive Confucianism, see Kim 2014.

	Huang critiqued political authoritarianism, deploying ideas of free expression and self-organization that have roots in Yangming thought. Carsun Chang sought to integrate Yangming philosophy with German idealism, life-philosophy, and democratic socialism (Nelson 2017: 43–76; Nelson 2020: 183–208).
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Introduction

To become old means to become frail. The human body ages in ways that depend on genes, environmental-, and chance-factors, so exactly when frailty kicks in depends on the individual’s situation. However, if we do not end our lives as a result of a deadly accident or sudden onset of a lethal disease, we will all face a final phase of frailty before we die. Frailty may be caused by way of disease processes, but it can also consist in feelings of fragility, stiffness, weakness, fatigue, and dizziness without a detected disease. Such frailty makes a person more likely to fall ill and make it harder for her to recover if she does so.

Frailty has been recognized by geriatricians for a long time as a significant ingredient of late-stage ageing, but it has also recently – since about 20 years – been medicalized in the definition of what is known as ‘frailty syndrome’ (Gobbens et al. 2010). The condition is given the following description: ‘a clinically recognizable state of increased vulnerability resulting from aging-associated decline in reserve and function across multiple physiologic systems such that the ability to cope with everyday or acute stressors is comprised’ (Xue 2011: 1), and it is diagnosed by measuring five factors: unintentional weight loss, exhaustion, low physical activity, slowness, and weakness. Frailty syndrome means that the patient has an increased risk of suffering injury, as a result of slipping or tripping, and becoming victim of various diseases, including infectious diseases. It also means that the patient will have severe difficulties in recovering from such maladies as a result of the frailty. It is possible to recover from frailty syndrome by way of improved nutrition, discontinuation of unnecessary medications, adequate exercise, and a more active lifestyle, but it gets increasingly hard as the patient grows older.

In this chapter, I will consider existentialism as a continuation of the tradition inaugurated by Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger, responsive to contemporary critiques from a phenomenological point of view. In this way, my aim is to make existentialist philosophy more relevant and truer to our own time by carrying on its phenomenological impetus. However, neither phenomenologists nor existentialists have spent much time analysing frailty, except, perhaps, in the latter case, as a feature of life to be avoided and resisted. The primary example of this tendency would be Jean-Paul Sartre, but, similarly, his existentialist comrade-in-arms Simone de Beauvoir is guilty of a certain contempt for frailty, and I will return to her disapproval below.

The theories of some phenomenologists, above all Emmanuel Levinas and Paul Ricoeur, thematize human vulnerability as a key element of ethics, but they do not focus on frailty as related to ageing. Despite this lack of a phenomenology of frailty in phenomenological-existentialist philosophy there are resources in this tradition to be exploited in developing such a subject. A phenomenology of frailty could be of importance not only for philosophers and empirical researchers, but also for old people and their care takers in attempts to make frail lives more bearable and perhaps even joyful. I will aim to develop a phenomenology of frailty by making use of concepts and arguments developed by existentialist thinkers, but also by scrutinizing them further and turning them against their fathers and mothers.



The Frailty of Human Existence

Only material beings can be frail, not souls. In the case of non-living things we rather use the word ‘fragile,’ but the meaning is the same. Fragile objects easily break – as a delicate cup of porcelain will do if you drop it on the floor – and frail human subjects suffer the same risk because they are embodied. The most concrete example of human fragility is our bones: they may break as a result of accidents. Bone fragility is seldom a problem before entering old age and suffering from osteoporosis, but there is an exception: the rare genetic disease Osteogenesis Imperfecta, also known as brittle bone disease, which affects less than 0.01% of all children. Children born with OI have soft bones that break (fracture) easily because of lack of collagen. They must learn to move gently and take care of their body, in a similar way that old people do, during their entire life.

The words ‘fragile’ and ‘frail’ could be used metaphorically – talking about a fragile or frail argument, perhaps – and in a sense the material meaning of ‘breaking easily’ is applied metaphorically when we talk about frail persons. We do not only mean that their bones will break easily if they fall over, but also that their whole bodily existence looks frail and is experienced as such by them. ‘Frailty syndrome,’ as I discussed above, is not only or even primarily defined by osteoporosis, but rather by unintentional weight loss, exhaustion, low physical activity, slowness, and weakness.

Sartre, in the inaugural work of existentialism from 1943 – Being and Nothingness – writes that the reason that fragile objects may break is that they are positioned as fragile by human beings – the cup is always for a consciousness, it has no qualities in itself (Sartre 2018: 40). But this is a rather unconvincing way of putting things. True, ‘fragility’ and ‘to break’ are life-world concepts rather than scientific descriptions of a molecular structure and a physical event, but they nevertheless refer to beings that are fragile in this world – such as pieces of porcelain – in contrast to other things – such as an iron poker. Sartre is more convincing when he writes – and this is the second and last time he uses the concept in Being and Nothingness – that human choices are fragile because they are taken without any ultimate reasons and can always be undone in the sense that I may change my mind and try to alter the situation that has arisen accordingly (Sartre 2018: 608). As Hannah Arendt notes in The Human Condition, such frailty (she uses this very word) is constitutive of individual actions from the very start because in order to reach my goals in the world I always depend on other persons, and they can always resist my aims or break the achieved goals to pieces by way of new actions (Arendt 2018: 191). This dependency on others is particularly salient in childhood and old age – when we need the care of others – but it is also an existential condition of human life as such because I care about particular others that I am ultimately not capable of protecting from misery and suffering. The latter is an old stoic insight, spelled out beautifully by Martha Nussbaum (2001) in her contemporary version of a stoic philosophy of emotions.

From the phenomenological perspective, frailty would not only be a condition to be diagnosed by measuring physiological parameters – weight loss, weakness, slowness, and so on – but also a bodily experience made by the frail person (Pickard 2018). Human beings become frail when they experience their own way of being as having this quality, but they only do so because they are embodied in this peculiar way. To be uncertain about what to do, or, about who one essentially is, may be described as fragile conditions of human existence, but, ultimately, fragility denotes matters beyond my control that yet determine my innermost being. Frailty-experiences are close to illness-experiences in this sense, we feel that we may break apart, but not because of our own choices or projects but because of what may happen to us in life no matter what we desire to achieve or become. We are frail because we are embodied subjects, because we are finite beings that one day will die, we are being(s)-towards-death, as Heidegger put it in Being and Time. Other phenomenologist, such as Maurice Merleau-Ponty, did a better job than Heidegger in spelling out human finitude in terms of our bodily condition. Husserl (1989) made the distinction between experienced body (Leib) and physical body (Körper) productive for phenomenology, and Merleau-Ponty (2012) continued this line of inquiry inaugurating the concept of ‘le corps propre’ (the body-subject), to talk about the same thing: ‘the lived body,’ as it is most often referred to in contemporary phenomenology (Slatman 2014).

The phenomenology of embodiment found in Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy stresses the experience of an ‘I can’ as essential to our human predicament and being-in-the-world. This way of putting things risks neglecting the phenomenon of frailty, which is essentially a bodily experience of an ‘I cannot’ (walk up the stairs or move the armchair, for instance). In Heidegger’s (1996: 232) phenomenology the experience of impossibility, in the sense of realizing our mortality and finitude, is assigned a central place, but this acknowledgement of our bodily condition is not offered much attention when analysing our everyday being-in-the-world (Aho 2009). Perhaps Sartre’s and Beauvoir’s theories are better equipped to pick up on this essential aspect of human existence, despite not making much use of the specific concept of frailty when approaching embodiment?



The Phenomenology of Illness

Illness is probably the most obvious example of how bodily frailty may invade the experiences of everyday life and make them unbearable. Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, aside from being the main work of existentialist philosophy, also contains one of the first in-depth phenomenological analyses of what it feels like and means to become ill. After having defined and explicated the dual structure of being – being-for-itself (consciousness and selfhood) and being-in-itself (thingness) – in the preceding two parts of Being and Nothingness, Sartre (2018: 409 ff.) then wants to show in part three how these two forms of being are not only opposed to each other, but also necessarily conjoined in the human way of existing as a bodily being.

In his attempts to uncover the structure of embodied experience, Sartre turns to medical examples. When my physical body is examined by the doctor as a malfunctioning biological organism, it is objectified, according to Sartre, in a manner analogous to when I am exposed to the gazes of other persons in everyday life and feel trapped and embarrassed (2018: 470). The other person sees and knows my body in a way that I cannot achieve by myself, and this is embarrassing and threatening to me. But in discussing the process of falling ill, Sartre also explores ways in which our embodiment may be transformed and calling for attention before the doctor has entered the scene. His main example is the headache involved in reading a book late at night (Sartre 2018: 444 ff.). The headache shows itself in the very activity of reading in which the text gets harder and harder to focus upon and understand. Pain – douleur in French – at this pre-reflective level is a lived pain, which does not show itself as a sensation in one’s own-body but rather as a feature belonging to the very activity of reading. This pain is not known – not focused upon as an object – but is still there in my pre-reflective way of existing when I read:


How does the pain present itself as pain in the eyes? Do we not find there an intentional reference to a transcendent object, to my body, precisely in so far as it exists outside, within the world? It is incontestable that the pain contains information about itself: it is impossible to confuse a pain in the eyes with a pain in one’s finger or stomach. However, the pain is wholly lacking in intentionality: … we are not considering the pain from a reflective point of view; it is not being related to a body-for-the-Other. It is eye-pain or sight-pain and is not distinguished from the way I apprehend the transcendent words (of the book). We have called it “pain in the eyes”, for clarity in our exposition, but it is not named within consciousness, because it is not known.

(Sartre 2018: 445)



Sartre’s analysis makes lucid the way pain is primarily suffered and turns into an illness, which is not objectified and reflected upon but, rather, lived as a disharmonic style of human experience (Sartre 2018: 449). Illness is, I believe, most adequately described as a kind of bodily resistance and modulation displaying itself at the heart of human experience (the term Sartre uses is ‘mal,’ which can be translated as ‘illness’ but also as ‘something evil’). That is: an awareness of a body that is mine, yet alien, since it resists and disturbs, rather than supports, my ways of being conscious and directed towards the world (Svenaeus 2009). The alienness of my body shows itself as a malign element by way of experiences such as pain, dizziness, fatigue, nausea, feeling too hot or too cold, heavy, or weak, all belonging to illness. Thus, it is not exclusively the otherness of the other person, but the otherness of my own body – displayed in a painful way – which lends concreteness to my existence in illness. For Sartre this alienation is not fully realized until the doctor has turned my body into an object: a biological organism, which is found to be out of order. This is what Sartre (2018: 474) refers to as having a disease – in French maladie – rather than (merely) suffering from an illness: the disease is a process or lesion in the biological organism which comes to my knowledge through the examination and knowledge of the doctor. At the two earlier stages – the pre-reflective experience of douleur and the melodic suffering of mal – the alienation is still blind; it is not experienced or, rather, not known as an in-itself of my body: a maladie.1

As Sartre makes clear, the lived body is already me, my fundamental way of existing and making myself at home in the world before I confront the other person and am forced to take a self-reflective stance on myself (what he refers to as the ego in contrast to the self). This is why becoming a victim of the autonomous ‘will’ of one’s own body can be such an uncanny experience: at the heart of my home territory, foreignness now makes itself known (Svenaeus 2011). Sartre does not make use of this concept, but Richard Zaner does when starting off the field of contemporary phenomenology of medicine in the early 1980s. In a chapter named ‘The Body Uncanny’ from the book The Context of Self, he writes:


If there is a sense in which my own-body is intimately mine, there is furthermore, an equally decisive sense in which I belong to it – in which I am at its disposal or mercy, if you will. My body, like the world in which I live, has its own nature, functions, structures, and biological conditions; since it embodies me, I thus experience myself as implicated by my body and these various conditions, functions, etc. I am exposed to whatever can influence, threaten, inhibit, alter, or benefit my biological organism.

(Zaner 1981: 52)



Drew Leder, in his important work, The Absent Body, draws our attention in the same way to how the ‘own-body’ (lived body) might appear as something that hurts and resists the will of its owner. Leder (1990: 69) names this the ‘dys-appearance’ of the body, indicating that the body can sometimes lose its transparent qualities and show up as a hindrance and obstacle for the person living it. In contrast to this dysappearance of the body, the lived body as a rule disappears in my activities by way of creating a focus on the things I perceive in the world (Leder 1990: 25).

The frail character of the body is not given much direct attention by Zaner or Leder. They tend to focus on ailments related to dysfunctions of our inner intestinal life. However, the frail body is thematized at least indirectly, by way of analyses of experiences such as pain and fatigue, a focus we also find in Sartre.

The books by Zaner and Leder were important in establishing medicine as a field for phenomenological studies in the 1990s because in contrast to most earlier works by phenomenologists, they display an open and penetrating interest in the uncanny otherness of the lived body. (There are fore runners in the European tradition of philosophical anthropology, such as Friedrich Buytendijk (1962) and Herbert Plügge (1962).) Whereas Husserl and Merleau-Ponty were busy showing how the lived body is the basic form of subjectivity itself, Zaner and Leder attempted to give a fuller account of how the body as this primary form of experience is also other, and sometimes even alien, to its subject. In their footsteps an increasing number of scholars have since then contributed to the field of phenomenology of medicine by characterizing such illness experiences and analysing how they can be understood and acknowledged by health care professionals (Aho and Aho 2008; Carel 2008; Slatman 2014; Svenaeus 2022; Toombs 1992; Zeiler and Käll 2014).



The Phenomenology of Ageing

As I mentioned already in the beginning of this chapter, ageing is the phase of life when the frailty of our condition will inevitably display itself. If it is rare to find studies of illness experience in early phenomenology and existentialism, the experience of ageing has been even more neglected. Not until 1970, when Simone de Beauvoir publishes The Coming of Age, are we offered a proper phenomenological study of the ageing process. Beauvoir is the second main figure of existentialism and her philosophical books The Ethics of Ambiguity, published in 1949, and The Second Sex, published in 1949, are the counterparts of Sartre’s Being and Nothingness from 1943. What does Beauvoir have to say about ageing and how does it relate to the concept of frailty?

Even though ageing is a process that takes place continuously since birth – or arguably since fertilization – the concept is standardly reserved for the coming of old age (which is also the meaning of the French title of Beauvoir’s book: La Vieillesse). This is also what we normally think about when we talk about ageing: getting old. But the natural ageing process is not all there is to becoming old. As Beauvoir points out in The Coming of Age – extending a general model of intersubjectivity launched by Jean-Paul Sartre in Being and Nothingness and previously employed by herself to describe the situation of becoming a woman in The Second Sex – one becomes old by being exposed to and interiorizing gazes (and expressed views) of other persons. According to Beauvoir (1996: 283–84), the experience of becoming old goes like this:


Old age is particularly difficult to assume because we have always regarded it as something alien, a foreign species: “Can I have become a different being while I still remain myself?” … Within me it is the Other – that is to say the person I am for the outsider – who is old: and that Other is myself.



Beauvoir writes that this feeling of finding oneself old by way of the gazes of other persons is a sudden transformation, and that becoming old is different from the experience of illness, since ageing can only be felt by way of the views of other persons, not by way of any ‘private, inward experience’ (1996: 284). Deserving praise for her (then) original and much needed stress on the cultural processes involved in ageing, I nevertheless think this statement by Beauvoir represents a rather extreme view in light of the way most people describe their feelings and thoughts about becoming old. Bodily decay is felt and reflected upon in private, not only when facing others. The reason why Beauvoir insists on the presence of an outsider in the becoming-old process is, in my view, that she has inherited an ontological model, which we have made visible above, whereby the lived body can only be experienced as such by way of the other person (Sartre 2018: 470). According to Sartre, the knowledge of my body is always mediated by the gaze of the other; I only discover my bodily predicament by way of interacting with other persons, in the case of illness and disease, chiefly with the doctor. However, as we have also seen, Sartre acknowledges that the body is encountered as a lived and suffered reality even before we are objectified by others and get to know the body in any medical way.

To be fair, Beauvoir’s point in The Coming of Age is arguably not that diseases and illness experiences are irrelevant to the ageing process, rather that we tend to adapt to the decreased capabilities of our bodies and get used to minor pains and ill functions as we grow old in a way that makes us deny our own old age before being suddenly summoned by the other (Beauvoir 1996: 284, 315). When we face the disgust, ridicule or possibly even empathy displayed by other persons in approaching us, we are brought to identify with our old-age bodily self, and this is, indeed, an agonizing self-transformation (Heinämaa 2014).

Generally, most, or even all, things associated with growing old are bad according to Beauvoir. This includes the standard bodily withering of ageing, and the author, although downplaying the constitutive role of bodily dysfunctions in her phenomenological model, describes the old-age pains of becoming ill, disabled, and ugly in penetrating detail throughout the 585 pages of the book (Beauvoir 1996). Her main goal, however, is to show how outrageously bad old people have been treated by younger persons in almost all cultures since prehistorical times, this still being the case as concerns the poor and uneducated classes in contemporary societies. In her view, the only way to change the situation of old people and make it possible for them to lead a decent life is by way of putting an end to capitalism, as she points out repeatedly in The Coming of Age (e.g. Beauvoir 1996: 380, 543).



Frailty and the Badness of Ageing

As I pointed out above, Sartre and Beauvoir observe that human existence is inherently frail because we have no ultimate source of advice on how to make our life choices, except being honest to ourselves. The meaning of everything we have done so far can be changed by a new evaluation and change of direction. Frailty can also be characterized by stressing the forward direction of human lives: every human being will ultimately break apart, physically, but also in the experience of existing as an increasingly frail person in facing death. Are there ways of holding together as a person in old age despite becoming frail? Maybe exactly because of the experience of frailty? I will return to these questions in the final section below. But first we need to dig further into the agonies of ageing.

When a person turns old, the lived body tends to increasingly show up as frail to her. Not only is more or less chronic pain part of old persons’ being-in-the-world, but the lived body tends to display patterns of immobility, resisting the habits and wills of the elderly. Feeling stiff, shaky, dizzy, weak, or fatigued and not being able to move with the ease and transparency of previously established activity patterns are standard experiences of bodily frailty in old age which may turn into illness experiences. As mentioned above, I think Beauvoir tends to downplay the importance of such naturally induced infirmities in her analysis of becoming old. Bodily experiences of alienation form a core part of all somatic illness and this is not less true for the infirmities induced by ageing. We tend to adapt to bodily frailty if it is gradually brought into being during a longer stretch of time, but the sudden nature of finding oneself old is often due to an alienness belonging to the experienced patterns of the lived body itself, rather than also demanding the objectifying gazes of other persons (Svenaeus 2009).

But there are indeed other sources and grounds for feeling alienated from the meaning patterns of the world in the experience of ageing than bodily frailness. A common feature of becoming old is to feel that one no longer belongs to the present world, but rather to a past one; an experience of alienation which does not have very much to do with embodiment, but rather with predominant norms of excellence which one does no longer recognize as familiar and realizable (Harrison 2014). By the same standards, old persons may feel that they no longer matter or have a meaningful place and role to fill in the present world, a homelessness which transforms into a feeling of decreased self-worth in the (at least imagined) eyes of others. If it is not possible to regain some form of homelike being-in-the-world and self-respect by way of changing one’s priorities and receiving support and affirmation by others, ageing will turn into a relentless process of gradually increased self-alienation, not only because of bodily frailness but also because the old person no longer feels her core life values to be in tune with younger persons’ ideals and standards of excellence.

This, indeed, is very much Beauvoir’s (1996: 395 ff.) view on ageing: the only persons who can hope to preserve some kind of meaningful and dignified existence after having turned 65 are rich people, who can pay for the necessary support and self-affirmation brought by others, or, intellectuals, who can continue to ponder upon the meaning of human existence and publish books, despite becoming useless to their fellow beings in a more practical sense. But it is also important to point out that the very theory that Beauvoir has identified with and contributed to since the 1940s (existentialism) nurtures an inherently negative view on the past in relation to the future. This is a view the existentialists (Sartre and Beauvoir) have inherited from the phenomenology of Heidegger, but they have made it into a political credo – the old forms of human life must die in order for new ways of existing to appear – which is not present in Being and Time.

According to Heidegger, human beings (Dasein) exist as the future possibilities of their being-in-the-world established by way of their own past as ‘having-been.’ This model is essentially future driven: ‘Anticipation of the most extreme and ownmost possibility comes back understandingly to one’s ownmost having-been. Dasein can be authentically having-been only because it is futural. In a way, having been arises from the future’ (Heidegger 1996: 326). But in Beauvoir’s version, the past is not only structurally dependent upon the future, but the past is also something that burdens and imprisons a person instead of (as in Heidegger) providing the possibilities for her future projects:


For human reality, existing means existing in time: in the present we look towards the future by means of plans that go beyond our past, in which our activities fall lifeless, frozen and loaded with passive demands. Age changes our relationship with time: as the years go by our future shortens, while our past grows heavier.

(Beauvoir 1996: 361)



This seems to be an unnecessarily dark picture of what it means to have a past (a ‘having-been’ in the language of Heidegger). The past is arguably not only something which provides me with a gradually heavier rucksack of unnecessary luggage, which prevents me from realizing new projects. Rather than putting me in chains, the past is a series of projects which have made me into the person I am.

The analysis of old age in Beauvoir is carried out in full analogy with how she addresses and understands the situation of women in The Second Sex. Not only are the books similar in structure, starting with scientific and historical surveys and then examining the same features from a first-person phenomenological perspective, but they also share the same ambivalence as concerns embodiment. Beauvoir tends to regard the bodily situation of women and old people as bad in themselves in comparison with the situation of men and young persons. The circumstances of a woman make her authentic projects harder to realize, not only because of sexist repression but also because of her embodied existence as such, which, according to Beauvoir (1953: 286, 361, 609), is more under the control of forces from within – menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth – than in the case of men. Interestingly, this is also, according to Beauvoir, what often makes ageing with grace easier for women than for men, since they are relieved of bodily labours (after menopause) and also of the caring work that comes with it. Women also suffer less from the loss of status and influence that men find painful after retiring from working life, since their self-worth have not exclusively been built through investing in such activities. That women lose their sexual appeal earlier than men in contemporary society is certainly a painful experience for them – since this is their main way of being appreciated and achieving influence – but it also appears to be a situation which brings new possibilities, according to Beauvoir (1996: 297, 346).

How could such a flourishing despite or even in the process of breaking apart take place? Beauvoir’s (1996: 395–411) answer is that it may be possible for philosophers or artists to age with grace, they may still pursue intellectual projects that keep them young by relating them to the contemporary world and stay in touch with younger generations. I think it is fair to say that Beauvoir (1996: 412), and Sartre, also, worships the young, both in terms of looks and radical projects. The best way to age, according to her, is actually to never become old. If the body betrays you in this existential project, you still, so to say, have the possibility of preserving a young soul. This is a view that has grown to become the dominant one in the Western world since the late 1960s in which Beauvoir articulated her thoughts on ageing, a view that has made it increasingly harder to flourish when you grow old despite the rise in number of expected life years (Harrison 2014).



Frailty as a Source of Meaning in (Old) Life

What life factors determine if flourishing while ageing is possible? Interviews and surveys suggest that a lot is gained by easing the demands of success and personal importance and instead cherish ‘the small things,’ exactly the activities that Beauvoir found poor people to have limited access to: ‘Immediate pleasures are either forbidden or parsimoniously measured out: love, eating, drinking, smoking, sport, walking’ (Beauvoir 1996: 449). In addition to this, flourishing may be achieved by engaging in projects that are ‘larger than oneself,’ that matter to others, not least young persons, or generations to come (Wolf 2010). Beauvoir restricts such endeavours to intellectual projects, but they may also be engaged in by doing such simple things as taking care of one’s grand children or working for a charity organization. Or reading good books and listening to great pieces of music instead of writing or composing them (the way Beauvoir deems necessary).

Beauvoir would probably agree that the key to meaningful life projects in old age is to achieve some kind of transgenerational contact that broadens the horizon beyond the individual life stretch, yet the images of old life she provides us with indicates that this is as a matter of fact impossible:


Former happenings and acquired knowledge retain their place, but in a life whose fire has died: they have been. When memory decays, they sink and vanish in a mocking darkness; life unravels stitch by stitch like a frayed picture of knitting, leaving nothing but meaningless strands of wool in the old person’s hands.

(Beauvoir 1996: 540)



Beauvoir’s metaphor of the unravelling of a knitting as characteristic for an old person’s life is rather telling. To become old, according to her, means to become frail and gradually dissolve into a meaningless darkness.

But there are other ways of understanding and putting frailty to work from the phenomenological perspective. That life becomes frail also means that it becomes increasingly delicate and valuable, just like when I realize that the fragile cup of porcelain I hold in my hand will break if I drop it on the floor. To experience frailty may teach a person to appreciate both the small things in life and the meaning of transgenerational projects. The vulnerability of human existence is not only a source of ethics when facing other persons in need of help, but also when facing oneself in an increasingly vulnerable position. And this increased sense of vulnerability can open elders up to deeper reservoirs of resiliency and self-compassion.

The phenomenology of frailty is neither identical to a phenomenology of illness nor a phenomenology of ageing although closely related to the two. To be and feel frail means to be increasingly vulnerable to bodily and social alienation, but it is not necessarily an alienation process in itself. In a sense, frailty is the opposite of what Georges Canguilhem (1991: 1971–79) defines as health, but what is possibly more akin to strength and robustness:


Health is a margin of tolerance for the inconstancies of the environment. … Health is a set of securities and assurances (what the Germans call Sicherungen), securities in the present, assurances for the future. As there is psychological assurance, which is not presumption, there is a biological assurance which is not excess, and which is health. Health is a regulatory flywheel of the possibilities of reaction. … To be in good health means being able to fall sick and recover, it is a biological luxury.



The margin of tolerance and state of assurance is exactly what is lost in becoming frail. Being frail is the opposite of feeling secure and capable of handling challenges in life. It is the feeling that valuable projects in life, including the lives of other persons that I love and/or depend on, may easily break. This frailty of life is basically a bodily feeling making it harder to preserve a homelike being-in-the-world and alerting me to the frail nature of my own existence. I am myself one of the ‘things’ that may easily break.

Not only human beings but also other animals and living beings are frail. Some more than others. And, as we increasingly learn from scientists studying climate change and the way organisms inhabit the environment together in carefully balanced eco-systems: the whole planet is frail. Most persons discover frailty and learn to live with it – in a compensating but also appreciating way – only when they approach their own end. Let us hope that the discovery of the frailty of the planet itself did not occur too late to prevent human interventions from making it uninhabitable. Nothing lasts forever, but it would be nice to extend life on Earth for a bit longer and cherish the frailty of human existence together with other living beings.



Note


	In the most recent translation of Being and Nothingness, made by Sarah Richmond, which I am referring to in this chapter, ‘mal’ is rendered as ‘ache’ and ‘maladie’ as ‘illness’ (Sartre 2018). In view of the contemporary research field of philosophy of medicine this is an unfortunate choice, since the experiences Sartre is contrasting in his book are precisely what has become known as living with an ‘illness’ in contrast to being diagnosed with a ‘disease’ (Svenaeus 2022: 39 ff.). (The previous translation of Being and Nothingness, made by Hazel Barnes already in 1956, was more accurate in this regard (Sartre 1992: 466).
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Our horizonal experience changes as we age.1 Though we typically have no certainty of when we will die, we do know the limit of continuing life approaches us as we reach the period of what I will here call threshold ageing.2 At this stage, many people recognize and sense the reach of their projects as foreshortening; their horizons of possibility no longer hold the limitless character experienced in younger years. Related changes in one’s body and capacities often raise a spectre or experience of decline. Projects of those considered ‘old’ may also be met with waning levels of support from others in part because their agential capacities are often seen as less plastic, potent, or relevant than those who are younger. There are, of course, contrasting experiences in which the period of threshold ageing becomes one of deep enrichment, precisely because people may feel freed up from ‘middle age’ demands and thus able to develop new perspectives and different types of expression and exploration. Some at this stage also find themselves increasingly valued as persons who are more ‘experienced’ or who hold onto important histories and insights. Regardless of their valence, shifts occur in threshold ageing pertaining to our agential, existential and societal trajectories, thereby opening us to vulnerabilities pertaining to our ontological security. As such, this period is one marked by calls for growth and transformation as well as for interpersonal supports essential in this development. Yet, comparatively little attention has been paid to such work in this life stage in contrast to the deep attention given to the transitional phases of infancy and childhood.

In this chapter, I consider one aspect of threshold ageing that deserves more attention and care—namely, the character of our temporal horizons, and especially the significance of the future—as well as the roles others can play in both preparing us for and learning from the temporal shifts we face as we approach the final years of our lives. The chapter’s argument has three parts. In the first, I draw on J.H. van den Berg’s account of temporality to consider the shaping role of the future in our experience and how this can become troubled. In the second, I consider common problems that people experience in threshold ageing when their temporality is treated as something externalized or fixed. And, finally, in the third section, I turn to various practices of storytelling that model existentially healthy approaches for connecting with, learning from and caring for human beings as they are growing during the period of threshold ageing.


An Existential Account of Temporality

In A Different Existence, psychiatrist J.H. van den Berg offers a phenomenological description of temporality that challenges many commonplace and psychological notions of time. Instead of identifying the past as the principal driver behind present experience, van den Berg argues it is our grasp on our future that actively drives how we experience and act in our present.3 He illustrates this temporal structuring with a description of two persons standing at the edge of a swimming hole.4 One person is nervous at the water’s edge; the other is elated. Van den Berg maintains both experience these present emotions because of their immersion in a futural attunement of being in the water. The nervous person is already consumed by a sense of being in a situation of struggle, living within dredged up memories of such trials from the past or troubling stories of the like; the elated person, by contrast, lives within the sense of a pre-emptive falling away of the oppressiveness of a too hot day and of playfulness felt during previous swims. Van den Berg acknowledges that our pasts prepare the possibilities we can experience and pursue, but he emphasizes that it is our attitudes and visions with respect to the future that guide which parts of the past persist and thus shape our present experience. In other words, the past always exists as a present past, and it is that present past elicited specifically by our current projective relationship into our future. Correspondingly, the future is not something out of reach before us, but rather what comes towards us as the lived shape our present experience takes on from that futural attunement.

A psychologically pathological situation, according to van den Berg, arises when the plasticity of one’s relationship with the future has become frozen.5 He offers an example of a man who is generally and widely unhappy with his interpersonal situations both at home and at work; he has complained openly about both but made no headway in addressing these complaints (van den Berg 1972: 92–95, 113–15). This man then suffers an injury while working and temporarily experiences reprieve from his problems at work and simultaneously experiences an increased sense of care towards him at home. At the point at which his broken leg is deemed healed according to the doctor’s physical assessments, the man does not, however, experience a release of pain in his leg. Van den Berg argues that the man has become stuck within this pain world. By holding before himself a future that identifies his leg and its pain as the problem, he places himself problematically outside of the temporal flow of the meaning he has hitherto been creating and living, in effect removing himself as a responsible party in both creating and working on his problems. As such, even though there may be a temporary veneer of greater ease in his life, he remains alienated both from those with whom he is in relational tension as well as from himself. Van den Berg identifies this and other pathological situations like it as ones of existential loneliness.

He argues work must be done in such a case to reopen a person’s relationship to the future (van den Berg 1972: 98–101). He maintains that this work is most effectively approached by attending to relationships as they are opening up. Initially, such work may need to avoid particularly troubling persons or situations. The worker’s persisting leg pain may signal that problems with his wife and boss are presently too overwhelming to face. Instead, he may need to begin making changes within situations not already moulded by past problematic patterns. Such is the relational work typically done with a therapist. If this man can develop new communicative practices with his therapist, himself, and aspects of his world, he may begin to see previously overwhelming past events in his life from a new vantage point—one that allows a futural leeway for meaning in which past and present events no longer choke out possibilities for change or development. Such leeway may merely be one that enables the man the room to recognize that his home and work situations are possibly irreparable sources of problematic habituation, and that ties must be severed with one or both if he is to work on developing a life in which he can become both open and responsive to meaning again. Alternatively, he may find pathways for remediation that can begin to occur within his current situation. If he persists, however, in living from his frozen future, he suspends himself within a mode of being that is static and withdrawn from the temporality of an existentially healthy way of living.

This example underscores that temporality does not simply involve the ability to see oneself in the future at a certain end, but also that this ending is always one that is vulnerable. To dig more deeply into this qualification, let’s spend some time thinking further about our relationship to endings. To begin, we can observe just how much endings shape our daily experiences—the close of the day, the completion of a task, the conclusion of a book, a class, or an adventure. In many cases, the ending is intrinsic to the sense of an experience even as it begins: a fireworks display has baked into it the anticipation of its finale, and, like a sunset, is appreciated in part as a fleeting visual array that one watches with a view to catching moments of ephemeral beauty. A vacation finds its meaning as a contained stretch of time away from one’s regular life paces and activities. If we became ‘stranded’ or even overextended within a perpetual fireworks display or sunset or vacation state, the valence of the experience would be lost. Even in experiences marked by persistence—such as a committed relationship or a promise—vulnerability to finitude is essential to their meaningfulness precisely because persons are responsible for deferring their closure by recommitting to holding their future open. Indeed, failure both to recognize that an interpersonal bond can be broken and also to act according to that vulnerability often imperils the possibility of its continuance, as in the case of van den Berg’s worker. Part of the import of all meaningful situations is, then, their non-permanence, their non-givenness.6 Herein lies the key difference between the frozen future and the open one: in a frozen future, one acts as if the endings of one’s stories are externally given, devoid of one’s shaping participation; by contrast, an existentially healthy relationship to endings is one that recognizes we are participants in shaping them.

Though van den Berg does not himself address this, I believe this contrast and his overall account of temporality provide a basis for thinking more deeply about temporal horizons as we age. Though the basic structures of protention and retention never leave us as long as we are alive, our relationship to our sense of the future changes as we move through different stages of our lives, as Simone de Beauvoir and others have well discussed.7 In childhood, we are oriented towards ‘graduating’ into adulthood. Once in adulthood, we live amidst calls to move through and accomplish certain personal, interpersonal and professional undertakings. In threshold ageing, expectations can and often do change both culturally and personally. Of course, a person in their 90s continues to aim forward in many daily and ongoing actions. Nonetheless, at a certain stage, we do come closer to the very limit of being able to face both endings and new beginnings: the forward trajectory of many, if not all, of our projects will encounter a threshold of mute ambiguity, a time when we recognize we will not be able to persist in carrying them out. An absolute ending is at hand here for us—one in which our participation is ultimately not possible.

So, does this limit ending turn somehow into the type of frozen future that van den Berg has addressed as pathologically lonely, and, worse still, one that cannot be therapeutically reopened?8 I do not think this is inevitably the case, but I do believe we are vulnerable to this possibility, and especially so if forms of interpersonal and structural work and care are not pursued reminiscent of those so central in childhood development. To consider this vulnerability further, I will take a cue next from related concerns identified by Iris Marion Young’s analyses of spatial incursions arising for older persons in extended care facilities. Her work will help me consider how and why we may tend towards creating pathological temporal horizons in threshold ageing—whether we are in the midst of that period of life or relating to those who are.



Becoming Dislocated from Space and Time

In ‘A Room of One’s Own: Old Age, Extended Care, and Privacy,’ Iris Marion Young (2005) explores spatial changes people often face if they need to leave their personal residence to live and be cared for in an extended care facility.9 She observes that rooms in such facilities are typically shared and roommates assigned rather than chosen; doors are often required to be propped open; curtains fail to shield voices and bodily sounds; furniture is standardized and moved into positions facilitating nursing care rather than tenants’ preferences; and common spaces are regularly prioritized and residents made to use them. The demand to live largely always with and in front of others—an enforced public existence—leads to an ongoing alienation from oneself. Young argues that residents in such facilities are especially vulnerable to the existential effects of a lack of privacy given that so many other aspects of their lives have also changed or ceased being within their full or even partial control. She maintains that what these persons critically need are spaces of their own where they can set the terms of their situation, where they can arrange and engage with themselves and their possessions according to their own wishes and needs.

A seemingly contrasting problem can arise within temporality in threshold ageing—namely, the unweaving of the older person’s temporal trajectories from those of others. In this period, the shaping of meaning often develops a new temporal structure that, as Beauvoir and Jean-Paul Sartre have well noted, turns back upon itself more forcefully than the open-ended temporal attunement found in younger periods of our lives. Accompanying this shift, physical changes such as decreased mobility, strength and endurance, changes in vision and hearing capacities, memory and cognitive changes, etc. can further set the pacing and flow of those who are threshold ageing apart from those who are younger. The high paced demands of life of those still in mid-adulthood or earlier can make it difficult to incorporate the changing pace of someone who is significantly older. As a result, in threshold ageing, people can feel temporally out of sync with others—an alienation of increasing isolation from others, of loneliness. With respect to temporal horizons, then, a lack of being integrated into community with others arises as a core concern at this stage—a concern that appears to be at odds with Young’s argument that privacy is what is often missing as one is far advanced in age.

Yet, I would argue that these spatial and temporal issues are not fundamentally opposed. In both cases what we’re seeing is a disruption in how space and time are experienced as well as how they are treated by others. In the first case, space shifts from something shaped from within one’s own projects (or in the company with one’s intimate relationships) to something increasingly externally shaped and managed by others.10 In the second case, whereas previously one’s temporality intersected fluidly with that of other ‘active’ adults and the always-unfolding-before-us world, in threshold ageing, time begins to announce a certain finitude just out of reach before us. This unsettles our position in temporality, causing us to stick out both to ourselves and to those still within the seemingly infinite flow of pre-threshold time. This change is often not recognized or accommodated, and older adults can be ‘set aside’ because younger adults are wrapped up in projects of their own and also because they may be fearful of facing this human finitude in general.11 In both cases, the threshold ageing adult can become dislocated from previous forms of embeddedness within spatiality and temporality, treated instead as an outsider who must be fit within the demands of the normative experiences of spatiality and temporality of those still living within the unlimited-feeling opening throws of meaning making.

To be so situated, or really de-situated, in these ways can be deeply alienating: one is increasingly treated by others and perhaps by oneself as object-like—a being whose meaning is constrained by others or from limits approaching from the outside rather than shaped cooperatively and from within.12 Young’s call for a space of privacy attempts to carve out protection from the externalized shaping of a person’s meaning. In this sense, someone experiencing threshold ageing does indeed need privacy, since privacy is here meant to shore up one’s experience of defining meaning for oneself. Yet, seen from another perspective—that of temporality—what one may most need is to continue to be a participant in the flow of interpersonal meaning making—that is, to be a full participant in community, something ostensibly opposed to the need for privacy. This call for togetherness is pointedly different, however, than being forced into a room of isolated others. Instead, the demand for participation and togetherness here involves the recognition of a person as having concerns, ideas and interests that matter and that can and ought to intersect with those of other persons. In both cases, then, one principal issue at hand is the ability for the threshold ageing person to be able to work with meaning in ways that are open and able to develop; this requires both space for developing and maintaining one’s own voice as well as time for articulating and receiving recognition of, regard and support for that voice by others.

These are affordances that are often normatively given and protected earlier in our lifespans but can easily become troubled or neglected in threshold ageing. Indeed, as we have already seen, in present-day autonomy-heavy, capitalized societies, people are often pushed away from recognitions of heteronomy into a sense of hyper-individuality. Seeing the dependence of a child may feel less threatening since there is the promise of their ‘graduation’ into some form of self-reliance. Once this point of maturity has been reached, normative expectations of stability and success press in from all sides—psychological, interpersonal, financial, professional, and aesthetic. This rhetoric persists in associated visions of the ideal older person as ‘fit, active, and independent.’ As we saw in Young’s work, if and when this ideal becomes unattainable, people are regularly extracted from the dominant stream of living and often treated more or less as objects without possibilities. Such moves disregard our responsibility for attending to the new kinds of interdependency that regularly arise for those who are threshold ageing. Moreover, they arguably set up barriers that hold us at a distance from addressing existential issues pertaining to the upcoming loss of this person as well as from facing our own mortality. All parties lose here by avoiding these challenges.

What, then, can we do to resist these sorts of turning away—both as those facing this threshold ageing and as those who support and learn from those at this stage? In the next section, I will propose that cooperative storytelling can serve as one supportive practice precisely because it de-emphasizes the linear model of time in favour of one that recognizes our relationship to temporality and especially the future as spiralic.



Spiralic Temporality and Cooperative Futures

Already, we have seen in van den Berg’s account of temporality that the future is significant as what simultaneously motivates us and shapes how our present and past show up for us. Thus, rather than a linear end point entirely thrust out before us, the future in van den Berg’s account emphasizes the always already intertwined character of the past, present, and future. While the ‘end’ of a project can appear as the focus, a project proceeds and works and matters only because of its roots, pathways, culmination, and its integration into former meanings and those still to come. The future in his account reads less as a linear finish line and more as spiralic horizon—a temporal trajectory of meaning focused on holding open possibilities for development, on not falling prey to the trap of fixity or givenness.

The significance of a spiralic understanding of temporality for ageing is powerfully articulated in two essays focused on Indigenous storytelling practices—‘Revisioning Aging: Indigenous, Crip and Queer Renderings’ (Changfoot et al. 2021) and ‘Carving a Future Out of the Past and the Present: Rethinking Aging Futures’ (Chazan and Whetung 2021). Both works diagnose colonial notions of linear time, success-based models of ageing, and fears of approaching a final ending as fundamentally obscuring our ability to engage well with our own ageing and those of others. Examining widespread research on ageing and expectations around ageing in contemporary capitalist and settler societies, Changfoot et al. synthesize the overarching concepts, instructions and moral implications disseminated by dominant healthcare and ageing research experts pertaining to what it means to age ‘successfully.’13 They write:


In its contemporary enactment, [the] biopedagogy [of ageing successfully] argues for ‘active’ able-bodied aging with ongoing productivity, absent of both physical and mental decline. These instructions and aspirations not only circulate in representations but also interactions in doctors’ offices, financial institutions, care spaces, workplaces, families, and beyond.

(Changfoot et al. 2021: 1)



Chazan and Whetung (2021: 3) add to this critique by arguing that the ‘…linear, finality-oriented, teleological timeline’ that is commonly associated with this sort of biopedagogy of aging ‘…set[s] later-life “freedom” against unspoken anxieties of inevitable and impending dependence, decline, and death.’ They identify their work as ‘respond[ing] to the call for critical and decolonial aging counter-narratives, expanding conversations surrounding successful aging and generativity’ (Chazan and Whetung 2021: 3).

To challenge limit-based visions of ageing and futurity, both sets of authors worked within Indigenous communities through various forms of discussion, collective art-making, and story-telling practices to consider how the participants experience and think about ageing as well as how they envision ageing futures. Chazan and Whetung (2021: 3) drew out three themes from their community-based work: (1) positive ageing futures are ones that have deep relationships with place; (2) notions of intergenerational development and persistence must not be limited to heteronormative reproduction cycles nor to human-centric generativity; and, (3) ageing futures and futures in general should be recognized as belonging to cycles of ‘resurgence and re-creation’ rather than being marked by a linear temporality with a looming finality. At the close of their workshop, one participant elaborated on the existential shift of seeing one’s life through a cyclical or spiralic rather than linear model of time, observing:


Instead of it being a beginning, middle, end, we think of life constantly going around. If you think about it that way, then you don’t have anxiety about aging. In dominant culture, people have the most value and power in their middle age; there’s less value placed on children, and then as you get older you are considered less and less valuable and less authoritative, and then it ends. That’s how the story goes. But if the story goes creation leads to re-creation, life creates more life, and then you don’t have that end.

(Chazan and Whetung 2021: 8)



In both articles, the shift to this recognition of meaning-making as spiralic also moved away from identifying the individual as the centre of the story and towards that of community that creates and stewards an always-still living story. This cooperation was identified as extending beyond human participants to include things, places, and the land as well. The shift also embraced change and adjustments as a natural part of our ageing and our ageing futures. Rather than attempting to maintain a certain ‘standard’ achieved in mid-life through medical interventions or, alternatively, mourning the loss of that ‘standard,’ these spiralic accounts recognize new directions and new relationships as an ongoing characteristic of our living.

Nadine Changfoot describes her own experience of this spiralic development of meaning in her changing relationship with her father. She began noticing how her father’s leaving her in episodes of dementia or simply in returning to his living space in his memory care unit could be held together with previous experiences in which she had learned to let go of her resistance to his daily departures to work in childhood. By allowing their past to come forward and speak in the present to her, Changfoot felt able both to change her sense of the meaning of his present and future departures and also to allow greater space for what her father was going through and also what he wanted and needed to do. This shift allowed for new forms of relating to begin developing. ‘[Her father] no longer fit the normative diachronic temporalities of society, but through relationship with his daughter and visits over time, they found a different and shared temporality where linearity gave way to multiple timescapes in which past, present, and future could cohere simultaneously’ (Changfoot et al. 2021: 6). Changfoot’s experience is one of many examples in the articles that moves away from the narrative of future ageing as a deterioration or as something to be fixed or, in the worst cases, simply abandoned. Instead,


[T]he stories about aging loved ones neither celebrate ‘cure’ nor ‘overcoming’ of illness nor tap into and reproduce the desire for a just-around-the-corner solution fuelled by our biomedical curative imaginaries (Kafer 2013). Loved ones are neither monstrous nor zombie-like though they have changed and become an altered presence in the storytellers’ lives. In each relationship, the person…retains personhood that they express through their everyday interactions and their embodied being.

(Changfoot et al. 2021: 7)



Key to not seeing and experiencing such changes as deterioration events was the recognition that a community must share in shaping and reshaping situations and capacities that are developing and shifting. This was as true for the person in whom the change could be identified as primarily rooted as for those who participated in their joint world.

There is a related call for responsive co-creation in Scholander et al.’s ‘Stories Under Construction: Exploring Meaning-Making on a Geriatric Ward.’ This essay emphasizes the importance of introducing practices of shared meaning-making as an approach to demedicalizing people living in long-term healthcare settings, thereby better supporting person-centred approaches to care. In a series of case observations, they show how ‘opportunities for [narrative] meaning-making [between patients and healthcare workers] are easily missed or stifled by a cultural habit of using paradigmatic forms of communication originally aimed at transferring and organizing facts’ (Scholander et al. 2021: 10). One resident observed that although healthcare workers addressed her frequently, they did so only to ask about specific ‘closed’ needs such as what they may be able to get or do for her. She, by contrast, longed for the open space to express or ask about an important concern unaddressable by an act of service (Scholander et al. 2021: 8). Another resident encountered a different conversational wall: her attempts to talk about the fall that precipitated her admission to the extended care residence and the implications of this move were cut short by staff members or received responses reiterating that the professionals agreed this was the right choice for her (Scholander et al. 2021: 7). In both cases, the residents were dislodged from their previous relationships with home and also left alienated within a situation haunted by existential questions pertaining to the current situation and its consequences for their futures (Scholander et al. 2021: 6).

The authors observed that in most of these missed opportunities, more time was not required of the healthcare worker, simply another approach. While respecting the need for paradigmatic styles of communication in these care settings, they argue that narrative practices of joint storytelling could coexist with these. Indeed, their research suggests that participation by the healthcare workers in the narrative mode could better support their pragmatic goals by aiding in patients’ improved understanding and acceptance of certain changes and ‘asks’ being made of them. More existentially significant, their argument describes an enriched experience of existing that co-operative storytelling can provide. They write:


Narratives are a powerful tool for expressing and understanding subjective experiences related to illness and suffering, as well as for constructing new meaning by reintegrating disruptions of life trajectories in new contexts by narrative configuration (Hydén 1997; Polkinghorne 1988). By turning to narration, the silhouette of a person appears in the interweaving of experiences, circumstances and events from different times and places, and this person cannot be reduced to discrete attributes…

(Scholander et al. 2021: 2)



As such, they identify the co-creation of new narratives as vital ways of facing and changing the meaning of losses or shifts in one’s personal living space, one’s physical and mental capacities, and access to places, persons, and activities. Cooperative storytelling can provide a way of reopening a relationship to horizonal meaning that may otherwise seem to be closing.



Conclusion

In this chapter, I have attempted to emphasize the value of thinking about the future as less about getting somewhere in front of us and more about feeding our situations of meaningfulness by holding open their possibilities for development in company with others. In other words, rather than fixating on an external end as the focal point, we might think of the future’s existential end as what enables movement now. This model resonates with Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of the centrifugal character of spatiality in abstract movement; in such movement, which he contrasts with concrete habitual movement, we cast around us a space of possibility—‘a zone of reflection and of subjectivity’ (Merleau-Ponty 2012: 114)—in which our actions can open precisely because meaning is not yet determined and can thus be worked upon. If we shift towards a recognition of the future as spiralic rather than as a destination, we may be able to recognize and engage with the temporal horizons of those who are threshold ageing with greater care even if it may always remain frightening to consider the closure of an ever-opening possible future.

This shift towards a spiralic sense of the future also better supports our relationship to meaning as fundamentally interpersonal and collaborative at all stages of life. The work of our projects never belongs merely to us alone and never to something that can be considered a private future.14 As we saw above, van den Berg argues that psychological pathologies are defined by loneliness—by a sense of being disconnected from one’s body, from one’s situation, from others. The pathway out of this existential loneliness is working on connections with others who can help weave shared meanings together with the person who is feeling disconnected. This insight seems especially relevant in facing the stage of threshold ageing. We cannot ignore the fact that in death we will lose access to meaning as we know it, but we can work on the trajectory leading up to that threshold when we are still in touch with that meaning. We can recognize that it is always a ‘we’ that holds open the curtain of possible meaning at every moment, and that we also do so with and through things, places, and situations. At all stages of life, others do the work of reflecting and carrying on our meanings, sometimes with our awareness and certainly often without it. Greater recognition of these structures could partially ‘relax’ or even release the sense of death as a looming end in threshold ageing. More importantly, this recognition reminds us of the existential ‘work’ we must do to deal well with the vulnerability and cooperative character of meaning-making across the lifespan, and it underscores the critical importance of engaging more fully in shared meaning making with those who are threshold ageing, for they are indeed still alive.

We must recognize the period of threshold ageing as one of human development requiring parallel, albeit different, forms of support and recognition to those we confer upon infants and young children who are developing into beings learning to navigate the world. As John Dewey (1916: 50) argues in Democracy and Education, the ‘[n]ormal child and normal adult alike…are engaged in growing. The difference between them is not the difference between growth and no growth, but between the modes of growth appropriate to different conditions.’ He identifies children as naturally bringing the ‘gift’ of openness and plasticity to human life, while adults’ strength lies in their abilities of cultivating powers and of control. When combined, these capacities allow humans to be both open to new forms of activity and to harness these into useful habits that are responsive to the demands of the situations around us. The work of developing these inverse gifts requires interpersonal support (Dewey 1916: 52). The young child opens up to a larger world and new capacities through cooperative activities of shared meaning making with those who model how things and situations count and can be engaged. In threshold ageing, adults are called to revise or release previous habits, reopening themselves to curiosity about a well-accustomed world whose shape is now changing for them. To do so involves resisting the tendency to settle down into fixed habits, and, Dewey (1916: 49) argues, this requires an environment that ‘secures the full use of intelligence in the process of forming [new] habits’—that is, an environment of other people and invitations to remain creatively open.

Practically speaking, for the person who is threshold ageing, greater attention can be paid to working on the types of meaning development that support the projects that continue both to provide leeway for meaning development and also to weave that meaning into collaborative realities with persons, situations, places and things that do continue to hold and feed ‘our’ meaningful future. Part of supporting this work arguably involves our becoming aware of how we often separate ourselves from the stories of older adults and they from our stories.15 Doing this work is as vital for us as it is an effort for us, since such work brings potently to our attention the interpersonal, heteronomous character of meaning—a recognition so easily obscured as we become wrapped up in capacities that appear to belong to us as autonomous beings rather than as possibilities forever supported by cooperative and situated others.



A Coda of Sorts

My grandmother is dead. She died in 2006, my whole professional life ago. I can’t remember whether she knew that I got my job at the University of Maine or if she died while I was still awaiting the news.

And still, I feel her presence with me. It’s not that I believe some sort of ghost of hers lingers. But some days, some moments, her voice, her attitude, her suggestions, her love just pour over me very much like it felt when she was still alive. I open a cupboard and reach for the small blue casserole dish she used so regularly after my grandpa had died. I spy the owl figurine that peeked out from among her African violets. I water my hungry plants with the copper watering can that has built up oxidization that was already beginning to form when she used it. I clean the kitchen as I go. I calm myself as I work to pick up a lost stitch. In privileged moments I cannot predict, these objects or activities simply flood me with her presence. A sentence flies up in my thoughts, ‘Oh darling,’ she would often start when giving me some necessary guidance—about my being too fussy or not fussy enough when working the dough, or telling me how glad she was I came for lunch, or sharing that she had been feeling a bit blue. In these moments, it doesn’t feel like mere memories of her. It’s an experience of being shot through by the energies she brought to a situation. My mood, my inclinations, my way of responding to what’s happening respond to a call unique to her. It’s an active experience of her still shaping my life. I often say hello to her when this happens.

She’s dead, I suppose, but somehow these moments feel so akin to what it was like when she was alive. My relationship with her continues nearly two decades later, her own entanglements with this meaningful horizon woven into my own and those others still listening to her, still working with her.



Notes


	I delivered a version of this chapter at the conference The Phenomenology of Chronic Illness and Ageing arranged by The Centre for Studies in Practical Knowledge at Södertörn University in November 2022. The conversation during the Q&A and many of the subsequent presentations were deeply helpful in developing my thoughts and references for this chapter. I am grateful to the conference organizers and participants for their rich conversation and insights.

	Despite some problematic connotations, my choice of ‘threshold’ here is intentional. I am attempting to capture the experience of facing and living within the atmosphere of an absolute limit that one knows is coming and that one cannot avoid. I realize that we cannot experience our crossing of this threshold insofar as we will die and thus not be conscious of our passing over it; and, yet, we do anticipate this experience or at least the approach of an end to come. As my chapter will consider further, we are always forever futural even as we approach dying. It is this especially liminal time in our life that I am labelling ‘threshold ageing.’

	For van den Berg’s central analysis of temporality, see A Different Existence (1972: 79–92).

	I have elaborated upon van den Berg’s example; his original discussion can be found in A Different Existence (1972: 90).

	Van den Berg discusses the inaccessibility of the future for a ‘neurotic’ person (1972: 86–101, esp. 86 and 92).

	See especially Beauvoir (1976: part II), Jacobson (2014), and Russon (2017: Chs. 1 and 2).

	For Beauvoir’s discussion of the changing character of temporality as we age, see A Very Easy Death (1965) and The Coming of Age (1972: esp. Ch. 7). For related discussions, see also Baars (2017a, 2017b); Heinämaa (2014); Nabodnik et al. (2021); and Paoletti and Gomes (2014).

	Beauvoir (1972: 373–79) discusses the threats of facing a ‘limited past’ and ‘frozen future.’ See also Heinämaa (2014).

	See also Dendle et al. (2021); and Leibing et al. (2016).

	I have previously discussed the significance of spatiality in health and healthcare contexts (Jacobson 2017).

	I have written about our tendency towards silence around our mortality (Jacobson 2016, 2022) as well as the vital existential intimacy of helping one another to face our dying (Jacobson 2014). See also Svenaeus (2020) for a discussion of the intimacy required for existentially healthy discussions of the possibilities for dying well.

	For discussions of these objectifying tendencies as well as experiences of feeling oneself increasingly as an object when ageing, see Beauvoir (1972: esp. Ch. 5); Heinämaa (2014); Gilleard (2022); and Wehrle (2020).

	See Rowe and Kahn’s “Successful Aging” (1997) for one of the seminal texts establishing this narrative. See Rowe and Kahn (2015) for an update to this article in which they indirectly address some of the criticisms raised here. Sarah Lamb (2014) also provides a critical analysis of the ‘successful aging’ paradigm, arguing that despite some of the model’s ‘inspirational elements,’ it often proves counterproductive in part by framing certain declines, dependencies, and ultimately mortality as ‘failures.’ See Liang and Luo (2012) and Leder (2018) for alternatives to the ‘successful aging’ model.

	For a variety of discussions pertaining to the intersubjective character of meaning and shared projects, see Baars (2017a); Jacobson (2014); and Merleau-Ponty (2012: esp. Pt. III: Freedom).

	See Køster (2021) for a rich discussion of the existential importance of attending to the full sensorial range of how we connect with others, and the importance of this range for enabling and retaining our sense of self as well as our feeling of being-at-home-in-the-world.
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In Being and Time, Heidegger (1962: 68) argues that the central issue that defines our lives as persons—as Dasein, in Heidegger’s technical vocabulary—is whether or not we own up to our existence, which means whether we live in a way that is honest about and embraces the ontological fact of our freedom, or whether (more likely) we live in denial of that. Living in a way that makes our reality our own is ‘authenticity’ (Eigentlichkeit).1 While the experiential discovery of this issue about ourselves can be a transformative insight that happens in ‘the blink of an eye,’ (Augenblick), in which one recognizes that, as Rilke writes, ‘You must change your life,’ the full-fledged realization of this authenticity is something that must unfold ongoingly throughout one’s life.2 More specifically, I will argue that authenticity—our owning up to the distinctive character of our own existence—is intimately and inextricably interwoven with the experience of aging and involves precisely the challenge of owning up to that experience. I will especially use the culturally familiar experience of the ‘midlife crisis’ to illuminate this relationship.


Authenticity and Maturity

Owning up to our own existence is in fact a familiar issue in our understanding of human development. Human beings do not come with their successful life-path instinctively predetermined but must, rather, learn how to be persons, and our recognition of this is captured in our familiar notion that children must ‘grow up’ and mature into adults. It is this concept that is articulated rigorously by Aristotle (2011: 23–25) in his notion that human fulfilment is a matter of ‘excellence’ or ‘virtue’ (aretē). To grasp more exactly and concretely what is at issue in authenticity, I want first to explore these notions of ‘adulthood’ and ‘virtue.’

What do we normally mean by being an adult?3 From the start we face an ambiguity. On the one hand, we typically think of adulthood as our biological maturity in reaching our full size and developing the capacity to reproduce, (which we expect to have happened by around the age of 18 or 21). On the other hand, we understand adulthood as the developing of behaviours and attitudes appropriate to a self-responsible life, (which may or may not happen at all). It is this latter meaning that is of interest to us existentially, for this is a matter of our freedom: it is a phenomenon of our existence as a ‘perspective’—as Dasein.4 Maturity in behaviour and attitude, in other words, is a matter of how we experience.

To understand what maturity of perspective is, we must first recognize what is distinctive and defining of our experience. Heidegger (1962: 32) begins Being and Time with a reflection on this distinctive character of our experience; he writes: ‘Understanding of Being is itself a definite characteristic of Dasein’s Being. Dasein is ontically distinctive in that it is ontological.’ It is distinctive of us that ‘what it is to be’ is a meaningful issue for us. What Heidegger here observes has a rich background in the history of philosophy: it is that defining aspect of our experience that Kant (2003: 124) analyses in the Critique of Pure Reason when he asks ‘how subjective conditions of thought can have objective validity’ and that underlies our engagement with the science of being qua being [to on hē on] that Aristotle (1984: 1584) introduces in Book IV of the Metaphysics. We do not all study metaphysics explicitly, of course, but what is distinctive of us is that, qua human, we all can do this, a condition Heidegger (1962: 32) refers to as Dasein’s ‘pre-ontological’ character. This defining ‘pre-ontological’ character is a phenomenological matter, that is, it is a matter of the form our experiencing takes. Thus, whereas a plant surely is real, it presumably does not experience itself as such; (indeed, commonly we presume that the plant does not experience at all); and, whereas other animals do certainly experience their surrounding environments, their responding behaviourally to something as prey or as shelter is quite different from experiencing that something as ‘a being’ (Heidegger 1995). For us, however, implicit in all of our experience is the recognition that that with which we are dealing is real (or, precisely, not real, in the case of imagination). Our experience of the world is always implicitly informed by this meaning or, we might say, this is definitive of the form of all our meaningful experience. It is thus a distinctive and defining character of human beings—of Dasein—that we operate with the notion of ‘reality,’ that is, we can deal with the question of what it is for something to be real.

And we can see that this defining, ‘pre-ontological’ dimension of our experience is intrinsically correlated with our being free. In basic terms, what we mean in saying that we are free is that we have the capacity to shape our own life, but that notion entails that our perspective on our situation is itself realistic: it would not make sense to say that we are determining our own situation if the terms in which we apprehend things were not the terms that actually define things. We make plans and decisions based on our understanding of the causality that is definitive of the real order of things, and it is precisely because we can thus objectively apprehend what our circumstances are that our subjectivity—our choice—can be definitive and determinative of our situation.

When we are talking about the maturity of our distinctly human perspective, then, we are talking about the cultivation of our capacity to apprehend reality for the reality that it is, and this fits very well with our normal sense of what it is to be an adult: we are adult when we can deal with situations realistically. If we now reflect more fully on our familiar sense of what it means to be ‘mature’ or ‘adult,’ we will see how this seemingly cognitive matter of recognizing reality as reality in fact involves substantial developments of attitude and behaviour. We will see, in other words, how developing the capacity to be ‘realistic’ is always a matter of grappling with our freedom.



Adulthood and Virtue

When we frame the issue of maturing as ‘learning to be realistic,’ we can easily recognize that this names precisely what children—non-adults—have to do. Children are human beings, and thus ‘destined’ to recognize reality, but they have to learn how to do that. The child, for example, has to be initiated into recognizing that, if you break your toys, they do not come back, or that, if you want something to be so, that does not automatically mean it will be so. The developing child is vigorously engaged in the gradual process of encountering, digesting and accommodating herself to progressively more demanding ways in which reality presents itself to her as that to which her perspective must answer. Parents have the role of buffering the child’s experience of reality, taking responsibility for those aspects of reality with which the child is not yet ready to deal as the child makes her way through the different stages of this years-long process. The limited forms of the child’s embrace of reality, though, are not just a consequence of the child’s physical or conceptual limitations: there is a more fundamental issue of needing to develop the psychological resources implied in recognizing reality. Most simply, the child must accept the limitation of their perspective, accept the limitation of their power and authority.

We experience children resisting this—not wanting to acknowledge the limitation of their perspective and authority. What the child is called upon to do is to develop a certain interpretation of themselves and their own worth—more a matter of attitude than of cognition—and this is something the child can stubbornly refuse to do. In place of precipitating a transformation of self-interpretation, the encounter with an obstacle can elicit rage, dismissiveness or other forms of denial. Now, in fact, any child who does grow up to be a successfully functioning person will have accepted this self-limitation at some level, but it is not an all or nothing affair: every psychologically healthy child will learn to interpret themselves as subordinated to the perspective of ‘the world,’ but there are degrees to how thoroughly and willingly the child takes that on. And, of course, it is not just children who can resist this acceptance: we recognize this in adults, too. Thus, sometimes we say to a friend who is otherwise quite adult, ‘You are living in denial and are unwilling to recognize what is really happening.’ In other words, even though that person certainly passes the basic threshold of cognitive competence, they still refuse to acknowledge that something is true because they do not want it to be true, which ultimately means they do not want to acknowledge the ultimate insignificance of their own desires. Thus, whether we are talking about the child or the adult, we can recognize that, at its core, the recognition of reality is a behavioural or psychological matter and not simply a matter of cognition. It is a matter of coping effectively with the emotional—the existential—demands of being a subject. Let us explore a bit further some of the specific psychological ‘skills’ that are involved in this effective coping.

The development of the psychological and behavioural skills required to deal effectively with the demands of reality is essentially the domain of what Aristotle (2011: 26–41) calls ‘moral virtue’ or ‘excellence of character’ (hē aretē ēthikē). These virtues are integral to the attitude and behaviour of psychological acceptance that adulthood calls for. In particular, I want to reflect on how the virtues of ‘courage’ (andreia) and ‘moderation’ (sōphrosunē) are relevant to the recognition of reality.5

As Aristotle (2011: 55) notes, we typically associate courage with how a soldier behaves on the battlefield, and the example of the soldier can help us see how courage is relevant to being ‘realistic.’ In the case of the Greek soldier of Aristotle’s day, the reality is that the enemy is coming and the city and home that the soldier is defending require him to enter the field of battle. The soldier may well wish it were not so, but it is so, and his cowering behind a defensive wall and acting as if his engaging in combat were not necessary is thus effectively a denial of the reality of the situation. Embracing the reality—recognizing the reality for the demanding and dangerous reality that it is—precisely requires courage: it is an act of accepting to stand up for what really matters in the light of frightening circumstances. It seems to me that we can see this same structure of courage at play in much more ordinary circumstances of regular, adult life.

The young teenager attending a new school will typically experience the new social situation as frightening; they are destined, though, to have to learn to build a life in and through that social world. That that is destined does not, however, make it the case that they will accept to put themselves through the process of socializing; on the contrary, they may well withdraw in fear from all social interaction, imagining unrealistically that they can continue to live from the (childish) identity they have at home. In this example, we can see clearly that acceptance or denial of the reality of one’s situation is a matter of courage or cowardice. And we can imagine less dramatic situations that reflect this same structure. Many of us who have been teachers or students, for example, are familiar with the experience of having homework to grade or an essay to write but not being able to get ourselves to do it. We often say of such people that they are ‘in denial,’ which I believe is correct. Commonly, though, we (and, indeed, those who have such an experience) will also denounce such people as lazy, but I think that is often emotionally and phenomenologically mistaken. I think in many cases this is actually an experience of cowardice. We are often frightened by experiences of writing because they present us with tasks at which we cannot be assured we will succeed and they can make us grapple uncomfortably with our egos, so we put off the activity in order to continue living in the pretense that we do not have to define ourselves by that challenge; evaluating the work of others can similarly feel like putting oneself in a kind of prison from which one cannot escape except by working one’s way out, and so we deny the reality of having to do it so that we do not have to face that challenging situation. In everyday cases like this, it seems to me that the phenomenologically correct description of the experience of evading the demand of grading or essay-writing is that it is a failure of courage. It is the ability to stand up for what should be done in the face of challenging circumstances that we fear that is the skill we must develop to handle such situations, just as one must learn to accept that ‘I really have to do that’ in entering a new classroom for the first time or in putting one’s head under the water in order to swim for the first time. Cowardly situations of denial can thus illuminate the attitude of courage that is intrinsic to the acceptance that we enact in those situations in which we do face reality. We can notice something similar in relationship to the virtue of moderation.

Again, Aristotle (2011: 63) considers moderation as an adult ethical matter, this time paradigmatically realized in an attitude of self-possession in relation to the pleasure of sex, eating or intoxication; disregarding the moral question of how we should relate to these specific pleasures, we can nonetheless see how the virtue of moderation is integral to the core meaning of adulthood. The basic meaning of moderation is that one is not overpowered by desire but, instead, one maintains a hold on what matters in the face of pleasures and pains. But if, as I have been arguing, the whole form of childhood development is the need to overcome a sense of the primacy of one’s desires and learn instead to hold one’s desires answerable to reality, then the cultivation of moderation is virtually synonymous with the process of maturing. In later life, issues of moderation and immoderation often work hand in hand with issues of courage and cowardice, because our cowardly flight from a threatening situation is often a retreat to the reassuring comfort of an indulgence in pleasure and, correspondingly, courageous behaviour commonly requires the embrace of discomfort. There can thus be a refusal to accept reality in our choosing to get drunk or to eat an(other) expensive gourmet meal rather than look at the bills and other documents that outline the exact parameters of our financial difficulties or look at the report from the doctor outlining the regime of exercise and diet we need to undertake to correct a serious health problem. Accepting reality at its root involves acknowledging that what we want is not the last word, and we can often indulge our wants precisely as a way of disavowing reality.

There are also further developments of attitude essential to the experience of adulthood that I think should be considered virtues of our nature as social beings, though they are not specifically discussed in that way by Aristotle. Basically, the reality we have to deal with is a world of other people; consequently, dealing with reality as reality is dealing with the world as a place where others are too. Learning to comport ourselves in a way that adequately recognizes our co-habitation of the world requires the development of an attitude of sharing, learning the skills of cooperation, and so on. Indeed, inasmuch as recognizing other persons as persons is a matter of recognizing them as ‘ends-in-themselves’ or beings of inherent worth, that recognition cannot be accomplished except by demanding of oneself that one act morally.6

Finally, we must recognize that the reality to which we must answer is not just the reality outside us, that is, the reality of objective situations and other people. We must also learn to recognize the reality of our own needs and desires, and so adulthood also requires of us that we develop the virtue of honest self-assessment. Adulthood, in other words, is not just a matter of effacing oneself for the sake of others, but of integrating oneself appropriately into the surrounding natural and social world. It is, in other words, a matter of happiness as well as matter of responsibility.

In all these ways, then, we can see that recognizing reality as reality, beyond being a simple cognitive matter, intrinsically involves the capacity to act courageously, moderately and in a way that fairly and compassionately integrates our own needs and desires with those of others. Only a person who has undergone these developments of personality can be said to be fully adult. These dimensions of our attitude are essential to our realistic engagement with practical, ‘ontic’ matters and they are also essential to our engagement with the fundamental ‘ontological’ matter of our own being.



Aging and Authenticity

With this understanding of the concept of adulthood and the basic parameters of its concrete development in place, I want now to consider what is involved the actual process of living an adult life, which I will call ‘aging.’ Again, by this term, I am not referring to the biological changes in our organism; rather, I want to describe phenomenologically what the experience of inhabiting different ages is. Exploring this, and exploring the ‘midlife crisis’ in particular, will bring us back to the distinctly existential sense of authenticity. In order to explore the experience of the adult, I will begin by again portraying its (putative) opposite, the perspective of the child.

It is integral to the everyday experience of children that they are aware of themselves as children. At the core of this self-interpretation is the more specific awareness of themselves as not adults. Throughout the years of childhood, children constantly find themselves grouped with other children, who are dependent and without authority and whose time is devoted to play and learning, and clearly separated from the older, bigger adults, who are authoritative and who handle the affairs that the children do not know about or understand.7 But essential to this experience is also the sense that they will grow up to be adults. Consequently, children wonder ‘when they will get there;’ indeed, young adults themselves commonly ask themselves, ‘Am I there yet?’ We grow up, in other words, interpreting our adult destiny as if it were a destination, a fixed spot at which we would arrive, the point at which we could then say, ‘Now I know what being an adult is.’ In fact, however, this is a misunderstanding of the nature of adult experience, and is a function precisely of the child’s alien perspective on adulthood. As we will see, adulthood is not a matter of getting somewhere but is the continuing process of finding out what adulthood is; indeed, it is the ongoing revelation of what it is to live a life.

In order to investigate phenomenologically the form that the experience of adulthood—more specifically, the experience of aging—takes, I will consider some characteristic stages of adult life. There is, of course, considerable variety in the forms adult life can take for different individuals in different cultures, but there are characteristics of early, middle and late adult life that are broadly recognizable within contemporary Western culture at least, with analogous structures present in human cultures quite broadly.8 We can see this if we consider some typical adult perspectives of people in their 20s, their 40s and their 60s.

In our contemporary culture, we generally imagine people in their 20s to be adults, but young ones. Whereas teenagers typically do not yet live on their own, (that is, apart from their birth-family), people in their 20s do typically live on their own and are typically engaged in launching their own independent lives by having a job or going to university or starting a family. These are, indeed, precisely the ways one takes on for oneself the demands of reality. But someone in their 20s is just embarking on this adult way of living: such a person is defining themselves by the demand to be independent and responsible, but they are still at the stage of projecting that identity for themselves. This situation is typically quite different for someone in their 40s.

In one’s 40s, one typically has done (or failed to do) those things one projected earlier. Whereas, at 25 years of age, one wonders about whether one will do this or that, at 40, one knows whether one did it or not, and so one’s relationship to those practices and projects that define one’s adult life has thus changed from hope and projection to accomplishment. At this stage of life, one finds out what choices one actually made—indeed, it is the discovery of what choice itself is: this is the life one chose—perhaps unwittingly—through all those small and large decisions one made over the course of one’s young adult life. Thus, at 25, one thinks ‘This is who I want to be,’ whereas, at 45, one thinks ‘This is who I am.’ Life, of course, goes on after this point, but this is nonetheless a time of life in which one has the experience that one has made oneself someone specific. Indeed, as we shall go on to consider, it can be an existentially challenging time because of the recognition that one does not ‘get another chance’ to go back and do it again.

In one’s 60s, one’s experience of one’s life is typically different again, for one is neither beginning one’s adult life, nor being in the midst of it, but, likely, one experiences oneself as looking back on it. One’s working years are likely done or nearly so, one’s bodily strength and integrity is likely dissipating, the familiar features of one’s social and cultural world are disappearing and, with increasing frequency, the people who accompanied one through life are dying. Whereas at 25 the world is still to come—a promise—and at 45 the world is realized and present, at 65 one’s world is typically defined by the reality of loss. In other words, early, middle and late adult life are each characterized by a world defined by different issues, issues the existential meaning of which is only available to one who is living through them. Starting a world, making a world and losing a world are each essential ‘stops’—essential forms of experience—on the path of finding out what it is to live a life.

In broad outline, we have seen how adulthood is a matter of learning what it is to live a life and I want now to notice how this is, in turn, a matter of learning what time is. If we take the basic experience of time to be ‘getting from now to then,’ we can see that there is a core difference between the characteristic temporal experience of childhood and the characteristic temporality of adult experience: whereas children typically ‘get from now to then’ by doing—by living out an activity—adults, in contrast, typically experience their activities in the terms of the clock and how it gets from now to then. Grasping the distinction between these two ways of experiencing time is essential to understanding authenticity and its distinctive relationship to the experience of aging.

To notice the distinction between these two ways of experiencing time, imagine the adult experience of being on a romantic date with someone. Evidence of the date going well would be that you are totally absorbed in the experience, carried along by the unfolding contours of the conversation. In that case, someone else looking on could say you had been talking for five minutes or talking for an hour; either could be true, but that is not how you experience the time of the situation. You might feel the time rushing by quickly or flowing slowly, but, however you experience it, it is not time measured against a separate grid. But now imagine that the person you are with takes out a clock and says ‘We’ve got fifteen more minutes.’ The introduction of that perspective shatters the former experience: as soon as you start counting time off on the clock, you have lost the experience of sinking into the time. That ‘sinking in’ that was lost reflects, I think, something like the child’s normal experience of time.

For the child, time is typically experienced precisely as the time of this activity: it is a finite and specific time, like the absorbed time of the date, and not a generic time that could be used to measure something else. Further, it is an intimate time, because it is one to which the ‘who’ of the child is integral: it is as much the experience of being oneself as it is the experience of something happening in the world. And it is a qualitative time, for it is the unique feeling of the flowing of that event. In our experience of music, the ‘when’ of each note is simply the role it plays in allowing the unfolding of the melody to appear, and, analogously, when the child is playing, ‘when’ is nothing other than where it is in the unfolding of the activity. The child, of course, experiences the demand to learn to experience the time of the clock, but that whole way of experiencing time is an imposition for the child analogously to the way the occasion of being alerted to the clock is an imposition on the date. When the child is called to get ready to leave for school, the child may well be late, because whatever other activity he or she was engaged in was not yet done—its time was not yet past—and the child answers to the time of the activity, rather than the time of the clock.

That time of the clock contrasts starkly with the time of the child. Rather than being an internal measure, unique to an event, it is a separate measure for all events. Where the child’s time is finite, clock-time is infinite; where the child’s time in intimate, clock-time is indifferent; where the child’s time is qualitative, clock-time is quantitative. The clock measures time as something objective rather than something subjective, and hence it is part of becoming an adult to learn to recognize this reality of time. A significant part of learning to recognize the larger reality that defines the limitations of our own perspective is learning to make our activities fit within the larger demands of our intersubjective world, and that requires us to coordinate our time with everyone else’s time, which we do by embracing the shared standard of objective, clock-time. But, though we have to learn to recognize the objective time of the clock, that does not make that recognition an experientially neutral matter: as the example of going on a date makes clear, clock-time can be as oppressive to an adult as it is to a child.

The recognition of the reality of clock-time does not complete the adult engagement with time; on the contrary, the process of aging is precisely a continuing engagement with the experience of what time is. Indeed, the three ‘times of life’ I marked out above—early, middle and later adult life—are precisely unique occasions for finding out the nature of time. In identifying one’s 20s as a time of embarkation, one’s 40s as a time of accomplishment and one’s 60s as a time of loss, we have already seen that these are qualitatively distinct times of life. In other words, the time of these ages is not just a quantitative passage of minutes; instead, living through these ages is like being on a date or like being a child playing before leaving for school. ‘Getting from now to then’ as someone in one’s 20s, one’s 40s or one’s 60s is the finite and qualitative matter of getting through something specific: it is getting through unanticipatable experiential issues with which one’s own reality as an aging person confronts one. And though one can be told by someone older that those issues are coming, (in an essay like this, for example), the weight of those words cannot be truly grasped until one lives through those issues oneself, since these are intimate matters, the meaning of which cannot be separated from one’s experience of them.9 Our aging is thus a revelation of time’s changing faces. With this in mind, I will focus on the experience of a midlife crisis to highlight the existential problems of presuming objective time to be the last word on time.

I noted above that people in their 40s typically experience themselves in a position of accomplishment. It is also common for people in their 40s to perform a simple mathematical operation: ‘It is unlikely that I will live to be older than about 90, so I’m at about the point where I have less time still to live than I have already lived.’ These two experiences often come together in a single experience of experiencing one’s life as already done, roughly as learning that one’s romantic date will end in 15 minutes can make the experience seem finished. This is the basic form of the familiar experience of midlife crisis.

In our contemporary culture at least, it is quite common for adults in their 40s to find themselves gripped with anxiety, wondering what life is about. One’s situation at this age can strongly impress upon one one’s finitude: this (and only this) is what I have accomplished, this (and only this) is who I have become. This age can seem powerfully to be the transition from ‘being young’ to ‘being old’ and, for many, it will be frightening to accept the predictable deterioration of one’s healthy, agile body that will come with growing older and to lose with that the ego one had built around it; it will be challenging to accept that one will have to limit one’s indulgence in food and drink and will have to accept to live within limited financial means. These practical fears can throw one’s life into crisis as one discovers that one had, perhaps unwittingly, built the meaningfulness of one’s life around an interpretation of oneself as young and of the future as open and expansive, whereas now one seems old and the future seems closed and narrow. Teenagers newly encountering their independence commonly have similar experiences of anxiety and questioning, but, whereas that teenage experience is typically answered by an adult embarkation on various meaningful practices, such as starting a family or building a career, the anxiety in midlife comes precisely from having accomplished those putatively meaningful things and finding that they do not in fact satisfactorily answer the question of how and why one should live. For the adult at this stage, the question has to be asked without the possibility of answering, ‘You will build a life;’ on the contrary, the question must now be answered in the context of looking forward to the experiences of loss, deterioration and death.

Now, we have identified adulthood as a matter of experiencing reality as the reality that it is, so it might seem that the one counting down the days until death is precisely the one facing reality because they can ‘do the math.’ While in a practical sense it is no doubt true that it is important that one be realistic about the changing practical situations that growing older brings, in a deeper, phenomenological sense such ‘measuring oneself by the clock’ is in a fundamental way a failure to be realistic, because it imagines time to be only quantitative and it imagines oneself to be an object defined by an external perspective. As we already saw in the experience of the romantic date, the clock does not define the time of engagement—the time of living. In contrast to being realistic, judging oneself by the clock is a matter of being dishonest about the nature of time; indeed, it ultimately reveals a lack of courage in failing to accept the reality of aging.

To interpret oneself by the clock is to imagine oneself moving along a number line from a beginning towards an end, where one’s own beginning and end are points on the larger number line of objective time as such. Implicit in this image is the presumption that one is going somewhere, and that ‘end’ is death. While the particular end is perhaps different from what the child imagines, the model for interpreting one’s life is the same as that implied in the childish question about adult life that we noted above, ‘Am I there yet?’ The midlife crisis comes from adopting this model of oneself, coupled with our cultural sense of what it is that makes a life meaningful. Our culture encourages us to think of our accomplishments—establishing a career, establishing a family—as what makes life worthwhile. In keeping with this, our culture makes it easy to feel good about being in one’s 20s or 30s, for these are the ages of promise and potential; later ages are not celebrated, however, and the reality of old age in particular is typically hidden away in something like a cultural act of denial.10 The experience of middle adult life, precisely because it is the experience of accomplishment, is simultaneously the experience that one is no longer one of those youthful adults, full of promise, marked out by our culture as exemplary of who one should be. Experiencing oneself at the halfway point is typically also a recognition that ‘I’m not one of those anymore,’ and, inasmuch as one has always interpreted oneself through that lens, that recognition brings with it the sense that ‘something has gone wrong,’ and the question, ‘How can I be one of those (old ones)?’ But nothing has gone wrong: one should become 40 or 50—or indeed 60, 70 or 80. The midlife crisis has built into a sense that one should not age, which is ultimately an attitude of unwillingness to accept the frightening reality of aging.

In describing the characteristic experiences of early, middle and later adult life, I have been presenting examples of the distinctive temporal experience of aging. By aging, here, I do not mean the biological phenomenon of organic change (though that is surely a material condition for the aging of which I am speaking), but the distinctive ways of experiencing with which different times of life confront us. It is the unique and irreducible temporality of aging that is the profound thing that adults have to (learn to) deal with if they are to engage realistically with their own reality—if they are to be authentic. The experience of a ‘time of life’ is not simply an experience of the finite, intimate and qualitative time of the child’s experience, for it is inseparable for a self-conscious recognition of one’s existence in an adult world of objective time, but it is also not simply an experience of clock-time, for it is an unanticipatable absorption in irreducibly unique forms of experience. Whereas the crisis of middle adult life is really a problem of interpreting oneself by the clock, the solution to the crisis—the demand with which it confronts one, if one is to face reality—is precisely to embrace aging, to learn to appreciate the time of life.

The issue with which one is confronted in the midlife crisis is, in short, the demand that one own up to one’s existence as mortal, as a being who ages and dies. It is the imperative to live as someone whose time is always finite, qualitative and intimate. In this sense, the truest way to answer the question ‘Am I there yet?’ is always ‘Yes’: wherever one is, that is where it—life—is happening; in other words, one is not going anywhere. At every time, one has to work out how to establish a happy and responsible life as this person. This is the fundamental lesson of aging. And this lesson is not just true for adults: it is equally true for children and adolescents. While it is true, as we noted, that what is at issue in childhood is growth, it is not the case that a child should be something else, (an adult). Children should be children and, later, as adolescents, they should be adolescents. While those times of life—like all times of life—are definitively engaged with issues of the future, they are not about being that future self: they are about engaging authentically with the experience of grappling with that futurity now.

We are futural beings in the sense that the meaningfulness of our experience is always defined by reference to where we are heading, but that does not mean we need to wait for some future state as our completion;11 on the contrary, our challenge is to own up to the fact that our experience always has this incomplete form, and that it is up to us to live meaningfully without the possibility of ever arriving at the ‘final judgment’ where all accounts will be settled. In the deepest sense, the existential challenge of authenticity is always to be where you are now. The midlife crisis brings these issues powerfully into focus in something close to these exact terms. While it is commonly enters one’s life as something uncomfortable and unwelcome, it is ultimately a particularly healthy experience, inviting us truly to grasp and accept our reality as beings who age.



Notes


	See Heidegger (1962: §§53 and 60) for the detailed phenomenological study of authenticity; authenticity is also the central theme in Sartre’s Being and Nothingness, and Kierkegaard’s Concluding Unscientific Postscript.

	On the Augenblick, see Heidegger (1962: 376, 387). The quotation from Rilke is from the poem ‘Archaic Torso of Apollo.’

	The detailed phenomenological study of adulthood is the subject of Russon (2020).

	See Laing (1990: 19–12), on the importance of distinguishing between organisms and persons.

	For a fuller phenomenological study of these matters, see Russon (2013, 2017).

	This point is studied in detail in Kant (2005) and in Levinas (1969).

	For a phenomenological discussion of the experience of children, see de Beauvoir (1991).

	The characteristic forms of the experience of older adults are richly studied in de Beauvoir (1977).

	Compare Aho (2022: 7).

	On our cultural denial of the reality of aging, see Jacobson (2016).

	Compare Heidegger (1962: 279–80; 372–74).
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For it is the exploitation of the workers, the pulverization of society, and the utter poverty of a culture confined to the privileged, educated few that leads to this kind of dehumanized old age (Beauvoir 1996: 7).

If the satisfaction of an old man drinking a glass of wine counts for nothing, then production and wealth are only hollow myths (Beauvoir 1997: 135)

Simone de Beauvoir was preoccupied with the question of what constitutes a person’s social utility for over 30 years. Living through World War II and the Nazi occupation of Paris, she witnessed the many ways that human beings become abject through the mechanics of social othering. Once a group (women, Jews, the poor, etc.) becomes the other, there emerges the problem of what to do with it. Can it be made socially useful through production and/or reproduction? Or, is it positioned as a collective drain to be marginalized and ignored? Beauvoir found that women’s utility in male identity-formation, group power dynamics, and as reproducers proved useful for the effective workings of patriarchal power. The case of the aged is, however, significantly different. Providing no clear utility, they fail in smoothly mediating power dynamics and instead become fixed as a social and political burden. Because of this, they figure—perhaps surprisingly—as an even more stark and oppressed population than women in her analysis.

Utility alone is already a problematic value, but it becomes tyrannical if it is the sole measure by which human beings are judged worthy. This chapter traces Beauvoir’s critique of utility in Useless Mouths and The Ethics of Ambiguity to understand the fraught positioning of senescence in her late work, Old Age (La vieillesse, translated in English as, The Coming of Age). Following this analysis, I turn to current work on ageing labour. In particular, I explore Jessica Bruder’s recent work on aging transient labour in the United States. Her book, Nomadland: Surviving America in the Twenty-First Century, portrays mostly elderly nomadic workers forced to adapt to precarious life without societal support. I use this study to chart a meaningful shift from Beauvoir’s assessment 50 years prior by arguing that late-stage capitalism turns the uselessness of old age into something useful through the extraction of labour from what is otherwise positioned as an impediment to the production of capital.


The Problem of Utility in Beauvoir

Beauvoir’s only play, The Useless Mouths (Les bouches inutiles) describes the fictional 14th-century besieged town of Vaucelles.1 The play, written during and performed immediately after the Nazi Occupation of Paris, portrays a beleaguered town running perilously low on provisions. Vaucelles receives news that it will acquire aid from the king, but not until the following spring. Already at the point of near-starvation—six weeks of food that must now last three months—the dire ethical problem surfaces concerning which citizens should get bread. The town masons believe that only those who are capable of work should receive sustenance and ‘those who don’t work don’t need to eat’ (Beauvoir 2011: 45). Taking an excessively narrow view on what counts as work, only able-bodied adult men are judged worthy of food and all others become ‘useless mouths’ to be cast aside. Callously, the Council decides to throw the sick, the old men, and all women and children into a ditch to save the scant supplies for the useful men of fighting age and strength. Their position hinges on the idea that only adult men are capable of the necessary labour to make it until spring, therefore all other members of the society are expendable.2

The play’s ultimate hero, Jean-Pierre Gauthier, begins as a beautiful soul, unwilling to commit to political engagement because he cannot bear to have to make decisions that would cause harm. When he is asked to be the Prefect of Provisions, he balks, exclaiming, ‘If I had to think that I am the one who is condemning these old men and these women to beg for their bread, and that I’m responsible for their suffering, then my heart would break’ (Beauvoir 2011: 44). While his pronounced sense of empathy is humanizing, his inability to commit to action and his desire for clean hands allows for the city Council to pass the unimaginably cruel pronouncement to discard the sick, the old, the children, and the women. His words also illuminate the ethical dilemma of scarce resources for an abundance of need and how such dilemmas lead to utilitarian calculation. In particular, by prioritizing the intellectual labour of governing and the manual labour of building as the only useful forms of work.

Where many men vie for political power in the overt action of the play, the manual labourers play out their own, more subtle background drama. The partially constructed town belfry maintains a constant presence throughout the play. Though weakened with hunger, the masons continue to build the structure in anticipation of the King of France’s arrival. The play consistently references this ongoing project in understated yet meaningful ways, and a great deal of action, both past and present, centers around this seemingly endless project: the aldermen gather to discuss political matters in front of it, we are informed that Catherine D’Avesnes (wife of Louis D’Avesnes, one of the three aldermen of the city) laid the first stone, and the body of Jeanne Gauthier (Jean-Pierre’s sister) is found violently discarded at its base. But the most important role the belfry plays is in the silent absurdity of a starving community valuing heavy labour in the manufacturing of what is, essentially, a useless edifice. Notably, the decision about whether to continue this impractical and ultimately unethical effort is being made by the very men (both aldermen and masons) who will not be touched by the monstrous decision regarding who shall live and who shall die.

The beginning of Act II finds the three aldermen of the city in conversation with the building masons in front of the belfry. The masons tell them that they want to complete the project because they have already started it. A strange argument, but one to which aldermen, Louis and Jacques, are amenable. Alderman François disagrees, saying that the masons may not be the best judges of what is in their best interest. He questions the usefulness of a belfry, arguing that they ‘should no longer permit these men to waste their lives in worthless ventures. Markets, storehouses, workshops, that’s what we have to build. From now on, every action should have purpose’ (Beauvoir 2011: 57). This argument comes in response to Louis, who previously claimed that the workers know what is best for their own good, which is, absurdly, that since they want to work on the belfry, they should be able to continue to do so. Louis supposes that no mistake in reasoning is possible because ‘their good is precisely what they will choose it to be; no other good exists’ (Beauvoir 2011: 57). Given that the general theme of the play rests on the arbitrary decision about who is useful and useless to a community, and the extreme violence under consideration to pursue this end, Louis could not be more ethically erroneous. At this particular moment, the workings of power come into full focus. The very men immune to the coming slaughter decide among themselves what activities and persons are useful and therefore good, believing that simply their choosing it necessarily makes it so.

Jean-Pierre eventually realizes that his silence does not excuse him from responsibility, rather, it makes him guilty by inaction. Rejecting the ideal of having clean hands, he accepts the role of alderman and rouses the community to challenge the cold utilitarianism at play. But not before he upbraids the community for willingly going along with the plan to dispose of most of the populace in favor of the life of the few:


You had decided that the old men and the infirm are useless mouths; why wouldn’t a tyrant judge your liberties useless and your lives insignificant? If one man alone can be seen as disposable, a hundred thousand men together are merely so much waste.

(Beauvoir 2011:78)



Liz Stanley and Catherine Naji (2011: 14) rightly contend that the play shows that it ‘is not about who should die, but instead that some categories of people are seen as fundamentally useful or useless, not because of what they do, but because of who they are.’ In other words, those who are deemed useless are judged to be such by others, resulting in a denial of freedom and personhood, and their reduction to nothing more than disposable things. The play highlights not only the unethical, but in fact despotic impulse to cast others as useless objects, literal garbage to be thrown into a ditch, rather than giving them basic human necessities for survival.3 The community of Vaucelles ultimately rejects the objectification and abandonment of whole swaths of the city. When a deputy complains that the invading Burgundians will raze the belfry to rubble, Louis quips, ‘we are not fighting for stones’ (Beauvoir 2011: 79). While the town ultimately decides to overturn this merciless choice, that they ever came close to making it reveals the peril of pure utilitarian calculation. When the powerful carry their will through unilateral force, the social erasure of those deemed other is inevitable. This is true for Beauvoir’s medieval town of Vaucelles just as much as it is in 20th-century France, and the United States in the 21st century, as will be shown below.

The ethical command to respect each individual’s freedom and the refusal to accede to the efficiency of utilitarian calculation hereafter becomes a preoccupation in Beauvoir’s ethics. The Ethics of Ambiguity returns time and again to the problem of utilitarian dogma that justifies the prioritization of groups over individuals. On the one hand, Beauvoir builds from Sartre’s claim of human being as a useless passion, insofar as ‘there exists no absolute value before the passion of man, outside of it, in relation to which one might distinguish the useless from the useful’ (Beauvoir 1997: 11). From this perspective, there is nothing inherently useless or useful about choosing because there is no objective standard that can serve as the measure by which to make a judgment. Of course, this comes dangerously close to Louis’ proclamation above that the ‘good is precisely what they will choose it to be; no other good exists.’ With no standard, the danger lies in willing uselessness or usefulness to the detriment of others. This is precisely the problem in Useless Mouths where those who have the power decide to make their good the good of others for whom it is quite the opposite. This strategy is often employed by the serious person who takes up the longest and most important treatment of inauthentic modalities in the Ethics.

The attitude of seriousness exhausts energy in denying freedom through submission to a given end. Beauvoir (1997: 49) argues that the serious person ‘accords an absolute meaning to the epithet useful, which, in truth, has no more meaning if taken by itself than the words high, low, right, and left.’ Utility, in other words, is entirely situational rather than naming an essential quality of a person, thing, or action. Such seriousness refuses to question one’s motives and, more importantly, the effects of one’s actions on others. Soldiers are useful to the general, the highway is useful to the colonialist, and the revolution is useful to the fanatic revolutionary. Yet, army, highway, and revolution become ‘inhuman idols to which one will not hesitate to sacrifice man himself. Therefore, the serious man is dangerous. It is natural that he makes himself a tyrant’ (Beauvoir 1997: 49; see also Beauvoir 1997: 111). Just as the belfry in Useless Mouths embodies an inhuman, material idol, the serious person makes their ends inhuman things to the disadvantage of anyone who gets in their way. The tyrannical impulse avoids honest self-interrogation and espouses absolute values that sort entire groups of people according to their arbitrarily designated utility. Not surprisingly, the counterpoint to believing in utility absolutely is also believing in uselessness absolutely. This endangers those who are considered useful (soldiers become mere war fodder) or useless (peoples are eradicated by colonialism). History is littered with indigenous, religious, impoverished and otherwise othered communities so deemed and so disposed.

Written immediately after World War II, the Ethics is largely preoccupied with uncovering the mechanics of tyranny and oppression on individual and cultural levels. It is striking how often Beauvoir exposes how utility works to undergird these abuses of power. ‘Oppression,’ she notes,


Tries to defend itself by its utility. But we have seen that it is one of the lies of the serious mind to attempt to give the word “useful” an absolute meaning; nothing is useful if it is not useful to man; nothing is useful to man if the latter is not in a position to define his own ends and values, if he is not free.

(Beauvoir 1997: 95)



She locates the crux of the serious mind in the assertion of utility as absolute; once an end has been set, anything and everyone becomes expendable in its achievement. Beauvoir ardently maintains that human transcendence is not a solipsistic endeavor. It requires projecting a goal into an open future realized through present action and commitment that crucially takes place within the complexities of the present social milieu and must be freely carried forward by others. Serious-mindedness chooses only one future directed by those with the power to realize it. In so doing, it necessarily cuts off the transcendence of others who are classified as only useful in its attainment. Those who are not, are excised from consideration. To cut an existent off from their project is essentially to cut them off from the future, and to cut a human being off from the future is to deny their humanity, to make them into a thing.

Oppression is the enforced objectification of one existent by another such that the oppressed is ‘reduced to pure facticity, congealed in his immanence, cut off from his future, deprived of his transcendence and of the world which that transcendence discloses’ (Beauvoir 1997: 100). In that state, ‘a man no longer appears as anything more than a thing among things’ (Beauvoir 1997: 100). Beauvoir will ultimately understand the elderly as marginalized primarily by their perceived uselessness to society, thus as suffering a particularly pernicious form of oppression. Beauvoir (1997: 115) concludes in what can encapsulate the message of Useless Mouths:


For we come back, in the end, to the statement that what appears as useful is to sacrifice the less useful men to the more useful. But even this shift from useful to useful will enlighten us: the complement of the word useful is the word man, but it is also the word future.



Perhaps, the elderly’s truncated futures make them even more vulnerable to utilitarian practices of serious-mindedness. Denying their subjectivity has a temporally seductive component—why should they matter if their futures appear to be smaller than others, especially if they offer nothing materially valuable for those who see them as useless in the attainment of their own self-serving ends?

It’s actually quite striking how much of Beauvoir’s entire corpus is concerned by ways in which utility is a powerful factor in objectification and marginalization. It is even more striking that by the time she reaches her monumental study of the elderly that this segment of society comes to be configured as more useless than any other. The unusable population in Useless Mouths is created because of a state of emergency. Most of the people to be cast out were, in reality, obviously socially useful (the women) or at least potentially so (the children). Notably, the old and infirm in the play seem to be irredeemable, largely because they offer no productive or reproductive power. They exist as a drain to society and therefore are easy targets of violence. In Old Age, Beauvoir often invokes the idea of the elderly as ‘useless mouths’—a designation that reduces them to the category of a silent and forgotten Other. Earlier, her analysis in The Second Sex hinged on the way in which woman, as the absolute Other without reciprocity, functions as a mediator in the establishment and maintenance of patriarchal power (Beauvoir 2010). The category of ‘woman’ is principally a construct and not a biologically marked fact. This socially constructed othering operates in the concept of ‘old’ as well. Old Age observes that:


The status of the old man is never won but always granted. In The Second Sex I showed that, where women derive great standing from their magic powers, they owe it in fact to the men. This is equally true for the aged in relation to the adults. Their authority is based upon the dread or the respect they inspire: the moment the adults break free from this the aged have no power left whatsoever.

(Beauvoir 1996: 85–86)



In the mounting technological development and expansion of Western notions of progress, old age is increasingly seen as a site of powerlessness rather than dread or respect. Beauvoir notes how ‘old age’ largely comes from without, determined by the judgment of others. Once decided, it functions as a prison of abject identity. Whether or not one is old is largely out of one’s hands as the verdict comes from others rather than from one’s private judgment.

Beauvoir critiques the hollowness in the idea that one is only old if they allow themselves to feel old. Individual identity is deeply social. The other is in a dialectical relationship with me and I gain awareness of my self as a self through them: ‘within me it is the Other—that is to say the person I am for the outsider—who is old: and that Other is myself’ (Beauvoir 1996: 284), later adding, ‘it is the Other within us who is old’ and thus ‘it is natural that the revelation of our age should come to us from outside—from others. We do not accept it willingly’ (Beauvoir 1996: 288). In a society which deems senescence as unfortunate and horrifying, old age is felt as a shock, an undesired imposition by the other of an alien identity onto and into the self, one that is not necessarily felt by the person considered old. Regardless of how we may try to convince ourselves that we are ‘young on the inside,’ the pressure to submit to the judgment of age is inevitable, even as this identity is a transcendent object crafted by others and molded around us. Of course, there is nothing necessary about any of this. Rather, it is the direct result of unethical cultures who refuse to acknowledge that everyone, if they live long enough, becomes old. It is not a special category of human being; it is everyone. Thus, how a society treats its elderly is an indicator of its more general oppressive practices. Beauvoir (1996: 380) laments how ‘modern society, far from providing the aged man with an appeal against his biological fate, tosses him into an outdated past, and it does so while he is still living.’ Beginning with the rise of the industrial revolution and Puritan capitalism, she charts the various ways that class distinctions breed an unproductive minority that feeds off the labour of a productive majority that it depletes, abuses, and discards when it is no longer useful (Beauvoir 1996: 215).4 While the gendered division labour of which she speaks (men as workers, women as mothers and homemakers) is no longer so rigid in most capitalist societies, the human experience of being cast into the space of uselessness is ongoing, even if the useless mouths shift according to whatever is expedient for a particular society to reject.

Uselessness is often experienced as a tragedy forced upon, rather than willingly chosen by the aged. Not only are they removed from the workforce, but they feel their social value decline, which gives rise to a loss of dignity and even a sense of concrete reality. While some try to find other forms of work post-retirement, it usually ends up being unsatisfactory, of lower quality, and providing less income (Beauvoir 1996: 266). There is a particular kind of sadness that envelopes the elderly in their social position of having once been responsible adults now cast as dependent objects. The move from usefulness to uselessness is particularly painful and often results in pronounced depression or existential apathy. This melancholy is not caused by a particular event or set of circumstances, but rather emerges from ‘their consuming boredom’ combined with a ‘bitter and humiliating sense of uselessness’ and ‘their loneliness in the midst of a world that has nothing but indifference for them’ (Beauvoir 1996: 464).

Beauvoir pinpoints great injustices done to the elderly in contemporary, industrial society. Capitalist countries are particularly concerned with wealth accumulation for a shrinking minority, rather than the majority’s quality of life. As a result, ‘the retired are removed from the labour-market early; they constitute a burden, and it is one that the profit-based societies take upon themselves in a mean-minded spirit’ (Beauvoir 1996: 225). She suggests one possible solution to forced retirement would be to allow people to work as long as they can, afterward providing them a decent life until death. She also suggests that a gradual retirement would be better than the sudden break it so often is (Beauvoir 1996: 273).5 Such practices would stave off much of the loneliness and boredom that plagues old age. Beauvoir did not fully envision how this very strategy would become an instrument in further marginalizing and exploiting the elderly. Instead, and especially in the United States, the old are silenced and discarded


In order to increase profit, capitalism tries to increase productivity whatever it may cost; and as the goods produced become more and more abundant, so the system insists upon an even greater output. The old workers are unable to keep up with the rhythm required of them. They are thrown out of work and society treats them as pariahs.

(Beauvoir 1996: 243; italics my own)



The United States, Beauvoir argues, is one of the greatest abusers of elderly labour because it ostracizes it once it can no longer keep up with the fevered pace of more complicated and faster-paced work expectations.

Beauvoir’s lifelong concern about the cost benefits of usefulness and uselessness provided her with critical tools for finding and analyzing dehumanization thinly veiled behind social welfare. In the case of the elderly workers, particularly in the United States, the practice of ejecting workers unable to keep pace with changing forms of labour is most glaring. Providing detailed research into the increasing harms done to old labour in the US, Beauvoir notes that despite the wealth of the country (as evidenced by its large elderly population) there is nothing for these discarded, useless mouths to do other than focus on mere survival. What she did not anticipate is the way that capitalist societies are exceedingly effective at not only discarding useless mouths, but more importantly, reincorporating them back into the system as useful labour, not for their own benefit, but for the expansion of capital itself. This is glaringly apparent in the country she understood to be most culpable of denying the elderly meaningful employment.



Making Useless Mouths Useful

Jessica Bruder’s work on transient labour gained national recognition with the 2020 film, Nomadland, based on her sociological study, Nomadland: Surviving America in the Twenty-First Century. The movie follows the fictional character, Fern, who must leave her home after the closing of the US Gypsum plant in Empire, Nevada. Following her husband’s death, she sells her possessions, purchases a van, becomes a ‘workamper’ and follows Linda May (the primary subject of Bruder’s reportage) joining the moving labour force migrating to work at Amazon, campsites, and sugar beet processing plants (among many other temporary work sites). Bruder’s book begins and ends with Linda, describing the colorful cast of characters with whom she interacts. As in the film, Bruder does not denigrate or pity the people she meets and follows. In fact, she often shows them to be proud, enduring, and noble. Most of these nomads do not see themselves as homeless, but as resilient, mobile workers, and they take pride in their ability to fend for themselves in adverse circumstances. They are known to be hard working and stoic, and thus valuable to companies like Walmart and Costco where they serve as greeters and food handlers, farms, where they pick sugar beets and blueberries, and Amazon warehouses, where they work the floors scanning, packaging, and walking miles a day. They are generally industrious and persevering—labouring in fields and factories that are brutal on even able-bodied, younger populations—and they tend not to complain. This is in part due to a generational stoicism and to the precarity of their employment conditions.

Beauvoir had advocated for the elderly to continue to strive, setting up projects and goals that foster transcendence and affirm the future. Bruder’s coverage illustrates how these contemporary nomads also strive for something more than mere survival. ‘Being human means yearning for more than subsistence,’ Bruder (2017: xiii) writes. ‘As much as food or shelter, we require hope. And there is hope on the road’ (Bruder 2017: xiii). Many of the book’s subjects enjoy an uninhibited life on the road, praising the bonds of care and mutual aid that form there. This shows the strength of Bruder’s approach. The workers are not to be pitied or patriotically admired, just shown in the complexity of their circumstances and the force of their resolution. But there is an insidious underbelly to this lifestyle, one that shines a light on the growing disparities of labour and income in the United States as a whole.

Bruder’s book largely focuses on the stories of her subjects—showing them to be communally oriented, adventurous, buoyant, and keenly aware of their situations and goals. In an earlier piece, ‘The End of Retirement: When You Can’t Afford to Stop Working,’ she romanticizes her subjects less, while still presenting a humanizing picture of the toll of late-stage capitalism on ageing labour. The article focuses on people who, under different economic policies and practices, would already be or would be soon transitioning into retirement. Bruder (2014: 29) notes that, ‘of course, some older laborers remain in the workforce to stay busy and socially engaged. But most lack the luxury of choice … since many of the regular jobs eliminated since 2008 will never come back.’6 Following this transient workforce, she reveals the naked individualism and responsibilization thrust onto those most susceptible to declining capacities and material security. While there is a deceptive allure to their mobile lives, they are also working for companies that owe them little to nothing in the way of care, benefits, or protection. While certainly the elderly are not alone in being sidelined and discarded by the ever-growing wealth divide in the United States, they are somewhat unique in that they compose a population living in a retirement security reversal. Regardless of whether they see themselves as workampers or nomads,


They are geriatric migrant labor, meeting demands for seasonal work in an increasingly fragmented, temp-driven marketplace. And whatever you call them, they’re part of a demographic that in the past several years has grown with alarming speed: downwardly mobile older Americans.

(Bruder 2014: 29)



Because of their precarity, they are in many ways perfect for exploitation. They live without a reliable social safety net, they have been raised with a strong, easily manipulable work ethic, they bring their homes with them, and the temporariness of the work means they are either too transient or too tired to organize for improved pay or benefits (Bruder 2014: 30).

While nationally implemented retirement in the United States is less than 100 years old, it has functioned for generations as the end-goal for many, planned for and expected after a lifetime of working. While many retirees 70 years ago did not retire into comfort, often requiring their children’s aid and rarely living past 78, most Americans retired at 60 years of age. However, on average, Americans are living longer and there has been no honest reckoning with how to adjust cultural practices to handle this shift. Following the New Deal, economists referred to the three-legged stool model of retirement income: Social Security, pensions, and a combination of investment and savings. However, a century of backsliding by the government and reprioritizing by private companies has kicked away two of those legs, leaving most Americans relying on Social Security alone—a woefully inadequate and imperiled governmental program. These losses hearken an end of retirement because Social Security alone is not enough to feed and home recent retirees drawing from it—many of whom lost everything to the waves of recessions since the 2008 crash. This population therefore finds itself in the reality that the only way to survive is to continue working indefinitely. But the work available to them is usually not tailored to their abilities nor does it pay enough to cover even the bare necessities of living anything other than an impoverished and exposed life. Bruder (2017: 66) explains even though ‘jobs for older Americans are paying less and becoming ever more physically taxing’ the fact is that most Americans are or will be living in poverty, whether or not they continue working. Why the plight of the elderly is unique is that it recalls Beauvoir’s earlier claim. What is most shocking is not that this is happening, but that it is happening to a set of people who are composed of what all of us, if we live long enough, will necessarily join.

In her investigation, Bruder (2014: 32) found that


The more stories you heard from the campers, the more you realized that the camps were themselves microcosms of the national economic catastrophe. They were jammed with aging Americans who had fallen a long, long way from the middle-class comforts they had always taken for granted.



Without insurance, savings, and either too young to receive Social Security or woefully underfunded by its monthly payout, the geriatric workforce Bruder follows from worksite to worksite is a small picture of the larger cultural tableau. Discussing this unstable population in her book, Downhill from Here: Retirement Insecurity in the Age of Inequality, Katherine S. Newman describes the rise of the ‘grey labor force,’ this ageing population who either never retired or did, and yet had to return to the workforce because of insufficient income. Newman (2019: 114) writes that as of 2019, ‘employees over the age of sixty-five constituted the fastest growing segment of US workers.’ Due to longer lifespans, the demise of pension systems, the rising age for Social Security benefits, and decades of stagnant or declining wages, ageing workers are more commonplace than ever before (Newman 2019: 114–15). These workers are not primarily working part, but full-time, and the usual inequities in education, race, class, and sex appear in the various forms of available work and pay. As Bruder followed individual workampers in her study, so Newman describes the circumstances of different geriatric workers who are engaged in various survival strategies to weather their reabsorption into the market that otherwise has no care for their well-being. Their existence is validated only insofar as they can contribute to the growth of capital rather than act as financial drains. Of course, it should surprise no one that not only is this exploitative of a population that has already given decades in the service of capital largely not their own but is also unsound in any meaningful economic sense. Newman (2019: 145) warns that


The growth of gray labor is not a sustainable solution to the erosion of pension benefits or the slow bleeding of Social Security. Should these dismal trends be matched by a future attack on Medicare spending, we will have an even bigger catastrophe on our hands.



Pension erosion and waning or nonexistent health care coverage often drive the elderly back into the workforce. Ageing Americans who work face ageism and discrimination and rarely find jobs willing to accommodate their unique needs. In true capitalist form, employers demand they do their job as required or they are pushed out. Naturally, this does not stop the need for work, it just forces the elderly to seek lower paying, more physically demanding opportunities. This phenomenon has larger consequences as well, signaling a large-scale social collapse reverberating across many social links: ‘retirement insecurity ignites divisive skepticism about the ties that are supposed to bind the rich and the poor, the well-educated and the least educated, the old and the young’ (Newman 2019: 263). Skepticism in institutions and employers creates the kind of dangerous antagonisms that rip countries apart. More ominously, they serve the interests of capital insofar as desperate, mistrustful, and alienated people do not unite to fight the ills that oppress them, rather, they scramble day to day merely to survive. Which is fine, insofar as their survival serves not communal, but corporate interests.

There is another side to this phenomenon to address briefly insofar as it voices a pernicious ideological shift away from social welfare to the dogma of individualism where the individual’s right to work is paramount. In a 2020 study, researchers found that many American workers would prefer to continue working, so long as employers offered flexibility in the kind of labour as well as hours worked, which is not at odds with Newman’s own findings. The researchers identified ‘a strong and prevalent willingness to work among older Americans,’ even if it meant a ‘significant wage reduction to have such a job opportunity’ (Ameriks et al. 2020: 193). Let us pause to examine these findings. On the one hand, they show that many retirees would prefer to stay active and engaged either because they enjoy working or they dislike the retired lifestyle for a host of reasons. On the other, however, these results support the notion that reduced pay is somehow acceptable, even though this segment of society is acutely vulnerable to poverty and lack of health care. Perhaps one solution is to let the elderly work from home to keep from falling into lassitude and depression while additionally providing income and activity (Tanzi 2021). However, while on the surface these conclusions are more humanizing (and perhaps true, at least for those older workers who have a stable enough home in which to work) even working at home serves the interests of capital more than it does the individuals working. It reveals the unpitying strategy of continuing to milk the elderly for every last ounce of useful labour for the production of wealth that does not belong to them.

Beauvoir and Bruder both note that forced retirement is both economically and psychologically devastating to many elderly workers. If companies were really concerned about the well-being of workers instead of the bare maximization of profits, both sides could likely benefit from increased flexibility. However, even if they did so, it would not address the underlying motive of capitalism to increase profit above all else because such ‘flexibility’ would inevitably become exploitative. This is precisely Teresa Ghilarducci’s argument against what she calls the ‘Working Longer Consensus.’ In the article, ‘Making Old People Work,’ Ghilarducci directly attacks a number of false assumptions driving a growing ‘certainty’ that not only can older Americans work longer, but they should. There is a persistent but false belief that elderly pensions directly harm the social and economic well-being of the young. Coupled with this erroneous assumption is another one that claims that forcing older people to work will increase capital that could, presumably, be redistributed to offset the elderly drain on social resources. Not only does this ideology conceive of the elderly—most of whom have worked most of their adult lives (if not longer)—as a ‘drain’ at the end of their lives, but it misses entirely the fact that providing welfare for the elderly benefits society more than it harms it because that welfare is shared cross-generationally since many old people have families that they support. Additionally, it continues the lie that the elderly are a disproportionately large societal drain.

Unsurprisingly, Ghilarducci traces the severity of austerity politics regarding pensions and the current push to increase elderly labour back to Reagan. Americans have inherited the effects of social welfare service privatization that force the aged to take responsibility for their own well-being. Raising the full retirement age (FRA) in 1983, for example, ‘has adversely affected all workers because an increase is equivalent to an across-the-board cut in benefits. Raising the FRA leaves workers with two bad choices: working longer or living on reduced monthly benefits for the rest of their lives’ (Ghilarducci 2021: 556). Curiously, while individuals may face great peril if they do not find work to supplement whatever meager savings or Social Security benefits they receive, their labour provides negligible net contributions to capital. Instead, Ghilarducci argues, their usefulness lies in their anti-labour bargaining role. Recall Bruder’s earlier observation that the migrant workforce she studied were particularly attractive to employers because their age and the transitory nature of their labour made them too tired or too rootless to organize. Ghilarducci understands this and observes that while they are negligible capital builders, older workers’ utility lies in how they increase social inequity and weaken bargaining power for better working conditions across demographics. The weakening of labour’s power thus ripples across generations. They are useful, but not so much as profit-makers, but as disruptors of labour’s organizing strength.

Much as Beauvoir expressed astonishment at the inability of young people to envision that they too will one day be old (and should therefore care how the elderly are treated, even if only for selfish reasons) Ghilarducci advocates for intergenerational solidarity where workers grasp that social spending one on generation is good for all of them. Workers should ‘support preserving pensions because they will get old, and they [pensions] support transfers to workers, young and old. In this way, we can think of class solidarity as younger workers forming alliances with their older selves’ (Ghilarducci 2021: 562). Obviously, employers do not want these connections forged between current and future generations because it threatens the smooth functioning of wealth creation. The Working Longer Consensus perniciously encourages reduced employer contributions to employee benefits by posing as a benefit to the purses and spirits of the elderly, while in reality, it ensures a growing (if not entirely effective) elderly labour pool that has little bargaining power over wages and benefits. Clearly, the advantage lies not in the actual work, but in the decreased power and wages for all workers. Ghilarducci’s work, combined with the insights of Bruder and Newman, paints a stark picture of the unethical direction that ageing labour is pushing the entire United States regarding the fraying of the social fabric and the increasing alienation of the workers.



Conclusion

Beauvoir (1997: 18) writes that ‘an ethics of ambiguity will be one which will refuse to deny a priori that separate existents can, at the same time, be bound to each other, that their individual freedoms can forge laws valid for all.’7 Capitalism works best when it dismantles these bonds and conceives of freedom as freedom only to work, and work on in the service of capital, from birth until death. While most people will not end up living in vans and motor homes, traveling to and from seasonal work, Bruder (2017: 247) believes that these people are an ‘“indicator species”—sensitive organisms with the capacity to signal much larger shifts in an ecosystem.’ What the mobile geriatric workforce indicates is certainly the relentless weakening of social welfare for marginalized and vulnerable groups. The monstrous class divide that such practices fuel results in a ‘de facto caste system’ (Bruder 2017: 247) and the marginalization of those unlucky enough to be losers in the economic warzone. Like Beauvoir, Bruder concludes on a note of moral condemnation for the capitalist system that crushes those it has exploited from birth to death for the benefit of the ever shrinking few. Yet, there remains a crucial difference between Beauvoir’s analysis 50 years prior and the observations of contemporary investigations into aging labour. Beauvoir regarded the elderly as useless and silenced. While there remains a great deal of silencing, we are now witness to the awesome ability of capitalism to make the elderly useful for the continued exploitation of the working class and the protection of capitalist wealth.

Returning to the notion of utility in Beauvoir suggests that the elderly workers Bruder and others study are in fact an indicator species, but not only of the loss of wealth and lack of social support they experience. What we are seeing is also a reformulation of the utility of old age. Rather than increasing government and private industry’s responsibility to care for the vulnerable—in particular, the vulnerable on whose backs both institutions continue to function—we find a strategy devoted to making them useful in their senescence. Instead of useless mouths to feed, those mouths must feed themselves, all the while feeding their oppressors. It is a frighteningly clever way to transform a threat and drain into a source of economic revenue. Given how many will work indefinitely, it provides a tidy solution for what to do with an otherwise useless population.

Beauvoir saw the sadness of old age resulting largely from loneliness, boredom, poverty, and silence. Today, even as some manage to form socially rewarding communities and prove the usefulness of their labour, their silence and marginalization are increased rather than diminished through forced capacitation and poverty until death. Beauvoir (1996: 543) writes that old age ‘exposes the failure of our entire civilization. It is the whole man that must be re-made, it is the whole relationship between man and man that must be recast if we wish the old person’s state to be acceptable.’ Our task is to shatter the unquestioning acceptance of these practices because the future, our future, is already here.



Notes


	It’s crucial to note that this play was written during the Nazi Occupation of Paris. As Liz Stanley and Catherine Naji observe, this period ushered in deep meditations in Beauvoir’s thought concerning the self-other dynamic, as can be seen in the play’s focus on tyrannous regimes that ‘accorded little value to people conceived as ‘other’ and which engaged in brutal genocidal acts against the many categories of people seen as useless and worthless’ (Stanely and Naji 2001: 16).

	Speaking to this gendered decision, Stanley and Naji (2011: 15) argue that ‘what is defined as work is only the activities that healthy adult men engage in, activities that now women can do.’

	This idea is made clear by Catherine’s reprimand of her husband, Louis, when she denies being his wife and is instead, ‘an instrument that one breaks and throws on the scrapheap when one has finished with it’ (Beauvoir 2011: 70). Later, she accuses him of throwing her away just like ‘one more stone,’ (Beauvoir 2011: 71) clearly connecting her social position to the incomplete belfry.

	She observes that in most cases, ‘being classed as old, and undergoing a frightening drop in income and standard of living is a tragedy that has serious psychological and spiritual consequences’ (Beauvoir 1996: 261).

	Yet, we must beware of patronizing the elderly and giving them tasks that are meant merely to occupy but not necessarily fulfill them. Beauvoir mentions the 1946 revolts in Italy that broke out when the unemployed were tasked with breaking pebbles that served no purpose. As she notes, this is nothing more than the mystification of useless effort (Beauvoir 1997: 31).

	Fascinatingly, Beauvoir (1996: 277) saw this shift coming in American society where ‘it has been possible to set up new politico-economic organizations in which the aged have real influence. But these observations apply only to the privileged. The poor do not move to Florida and they possess no political influence: they are weak, crushed and powerless.’

	Solidarity is not only possible but ethically requisite because ‘no existence can be validly fulfilled if it is limited to itself. It appeals to the existence of others’ (Beauvoir 1997: 67).
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A Short History of Nostalgia

When it was first conceived in 1688, no-one could have predicted some 300 years later that nostalgia would be understood as a benevolent emotion, which purportedly carries with it a series of health benefits. Back then, the understanding of nostalgia was very different. Originally conceived by the Swiss medical student Johannes Hofer, nostalgia was thought of as a disease to be understood in physiological rather than emotional terms (Hofer 1934). As Hofer saw it, nostalgia was a serious medical condition afflicting people geographically distanced from their homeland, not least Swiss mercenaries. At the heart of Hofer’s (1934: 381) account was the somatic idea that a fixation on the homeland led to the blockage of ‘animal spirits’ flowing in the body. In turn, the nostalgic’s fixation resulted in an imbalance of the body and a sense of suffering more broadly, leading to a state of morbid illness, which would be fatal if not treated correctly. Hofer’s (1934: 386–87) list of symptoms for the nostalgic sufferer is exhaustive, including ‘continued sadness, meditation only of the Fatherland, disturbed sleep, decrease of strength, hunger, thirst, senses diminished, palpitations of the heart, frequent sighs, also stupidity of the mind.’ The prognosis for the patient was grave but not incurable. Therapy would consist of the alleviation of symptoms principally through a mixture of phlebotomy if the patient had a blockage of fluids, narcotics to ease anxiety and insomnia. But above all, hope had to be provided that a return to the homeland was possible as soon as the patient’s body recovered (Hofer 1934: 389). In the event that none of these treatments were available, madness or death would soon follow.

Hofer’s thesis on nostalgia would prove influential. Over the next two-hundred years, his ideas would form a backdrop to the slow evolution of nostalgia from a disease afflicting displaced individuals to an internalized emotion, which would belong to the province of psychoanalysis rather than physiology (cf. Rosen 1975; Starobinski 1966). Thus, in the 18th century, the idea of nostalgia as a specifically Swiss disease also expanded to other nations. Notwithstanding cultural variations, what remained consistent through this period is the idea that nostalgia and homesickness were largely synonymous (cf. Matt 2011). As a medical condition, nostalgia was understood as a geographical disorder that could be mitigated and cured by the possibility of homecoming. Accordingly, by the end of the 18th century, anxieties over travel and long sojourns from home were fuelled by the idea that nostalgia was a perilous threat to one’s health (Starobinski 1966: 86).

From the 19th century onwards, the concept of nostalgia underwent a series of critical shifts on both a conceptual and classificatory level. Whereas nostalgia had previously been thought of as a disease to be ‘cured’ through a return to the homeland, it was becoming clear that this gesture of homecoming was not always the solution to nostalgia’s suffering. As Immanuel Kant (1978: 53) famously noted at the end of the 18th century, what is central to the logic of nostalgic desire is not so much a yearning for place, but more for the place of one’s youth. Kant’s point was aimed at the disappointment experienced by those who, having returned to their native land, found that the sense of emptiness accompanying them when faraway had, in fact, returned with them. This shift from an onus on spatiality to temporality, in turn, generated a revised understanding of nostalgia more broadly. No longer conceived as a medical disease to be treated and cured, nostalgia was now understood as an affective or psychopathological state. In particular, under the auspices of 19th-century French psychiatry, nostalgia was becoming internalized as a relationship between an individual and his or her world, and thus understood as a mood disorder that overlapped with other affective states, especially melancholia (cf. Dodman 2018).

From the mid-20th century onwards, nostalgia would assume a different trajectory resulting in a new ‘wave of nostalgia’ complete with a different set of values and conceptualizations (cf. Becker 2018). At the centre of this shift was the conviction that nostalgia was fundamentally different from homesickness, which it had been hitherto paired with historically and conceptually. Whereas homesickness would be thought of as a disorder framed by a longing for home—where the term ‘home’ denoted a specific physical location—nostalgia, by contrast, would be understood as an affective longing for the past more generally. In turn, this shift would have radical implications for how nostalgia was understood, especially within the remit of empirical psychology, which would become the dominant discipline for ‘rebranding’ nostalgia and thereby presenting it as an ‘important resource for maintaining and promoting psychological health’ (Routledge et al. 2013: 808).

The aim of this chapter is to investigate to what extent nostalgia does contribute to well-being, and, likewise, to what extent it generates a sense of suffering. To achieve this aim, the chapter unfolds in three stages. First, I examine some of the claims made by empirical psychology in arguing for a functionally positive account of nostalgia. In doing so, I identify several flaws within the research from empirical psychology, which risks presenting a myopic version of nostalgia. Second, I critically examine the concept of existential health and well-being, giving special attention to the role temporality plays in these concepts. Finally, I apply this framework to the case of nostalgia. In doing so, I employ Thomas Fuchs’ idea of ‘desynchronization’ to account for how nostalgic subjectivity inhabits two temporalities simultaneously, thereby establishing what I term a ‘chronophobic’ relationship to the present. I conclude, by pointing out some future directions research on nostalgia and health might take, especially concerning the relationship between nostalgia, ageing, and death.



Nostalgia and Health

Let me begin, then, by considering some of the salient claims made regarding nostalgia’s contribution to health and well-being. My focus on research conducted within empirical psychology is motivated by the fact that it is within this discipline especially that the reframing of nostalgia to a psychological resource for well-being has been especially prevalent. One way this prevalence has manifested itself is within the context of the Covid-19 pandemic. Indeed, one of the prevalent—even omnipresent—themes of Covid-19 was the idea of nostalgia as an existential cocoon engineered to offset the atmosphere of anxiety that transpired in the grip of the pandemic. From the outset, we have been told that nostalgia is good for us; that our collective emotions are directed towards continuity and familiarity; and that through serving as a benevolent form of time travel, nostalgia restores back to the present what has been ravished through disease and anxiety (cf. Jamison 2021; Tiffany 2020). Thus, in a dispatch from the National Geographic published only a few months after the onset of the pandemic, we read how nostalgia can help us cope with the pandemic thanks to its ability to counteract the meaninglessness we experience when bored, mitigate the anxiety we feel when faced with the immensity of the situation, and offer a sense of hope and inspiration in dismal times (Johnson 2020).

To understand how we have arrived at this picture of nostalgia as a resource for well-being, it is necessary to situate nostalgia within the historical context of its split from homesickness. One of the critical implications of this split is that nostalgic longing would extend beyond the confines of the home in order to be redirected towards the past more generally. In turn, this division engineered the opportunity for the ‘rebranding’ of nostalgia as an affective state devoid of pathological associations. As Clay Routledge (2016: 6)—one of the more active researchers in this field—writes:


Nostalgia was not simply an unpleasant emotional state akin to depression. It was also a pleasurable feeling. That is, scholars began to appreciate that nostalgia involves pleasant memories of the past. Thus, reflecting on or idealizing past experiences and states can generate positive feelings in the present.



This revised understanding of nostalgia would impact the role nostalgia might potentially play within the discussions of health and also within the remit of therapies. Using a series of empirical experiments generally based around the idea of inducing nostalgia through perceptual and sensual stimulus, Routledge and his colleagues set out to redefine nostalgia as a positively toned emotion, which is purportedly ‘universal’ in scope irrespective of cultural dimensions, as he puts it in ostensibly unproblematic terms ‘[p]eople all over the world tend to agree on what is at the core of the nostalgic experience … Nostalgia is a universally understand [sic] concept’ (Routledge 2016: 14). Putting aside questions concerning the validity of their methodology (not least the very question of whether nostalgia can be synthetically produced in a laboratory environment), what is striking about the results of this research is the unanimous agreement on nostalgia’s seemingly limitless health benefits. The transformation of nostalgia from a disease to a psychological resource is wide-reaching. To get a sense of this scope, consider here a passage from a recent article in The Washington Post:


[E]xperts say and studies indicate that nostalgia can promote empathy and psychological resilience, foster creativity, curb loneliness, build deeper connection, and encourage a sense of community and volunteerism. It has also been shown to evoke inspiration … One study found that waxing nostalgic can even make one feel physically warmer.

(Austin 2022)



How can nostalgia have such wide-reaching health benefits? The answer to this question (at least within the context of empirical psychology) is grounded in the idea of nostalgia as a reservoir of meaning, which we have volitional access to, and which can then be harnessed to either boost health or mitigate threats to health (Routledge et al. 2013). At the heart of this approach is the conviction that nostalgia makes us feel connected with others through ‘reinstat[ing] symbolic connections with figures of the past who are brought back to life and become part of one’s present’ (Sedikides and Wildschut 2016: 128). As a ‘social health benefit,’ nostalgia lays claim to induce ‘feelings of being loved, protected, connected to loved ones, and trustful of others’ (Sedikides and Wildschut 2016: 128). Not only this, but nostalgia also elevates self-esteem and a sense of optimism insofar as it ‘nurtures social connectedness, which elevates self-esteem, which in turn raises optimism’ (Sedikides and Wildschut 2016: 129).

But nostalgia not only makes us feel connected to others, it also (allegedly) plays a key role in generating ‘existential health benefits’ (Sedikides and Wildschut 2016: 129). What role can nostalgia play in generating ‘existential health’? Building on the idea that social connectedness is critical to health, Sedikides and Wildschut (2016: 31) suggest that nostalgia’s function in existential health is essentially to act as a ‘buffer’ against a loss of meaning in life through regulating ‘negative’ emotions such as anxiety. The term ‘meaning’ refers here in large to the stability of ‘basic relations between events or object’ (Sedikides and Wildschut 2016: 132), each of which has a referential context. Given this, death, contingency, boredom, purposelessness, and states of anxiety are all regarded as ‘threats’ that trigger a nostalgic response, as Routledge et al. (2013: 814) write: ‘Nostalgia significantly attenuated the stress experienced by people with meaning deficits. Nostalgia thus improves well-being and assists in coping with stressful experiences among vulnerable individuals (i.e., those low in meaning in life).’ Nostalgia attains this aim, so the line of thought goes, through returning meaningful memories to the present. In parallel, nostalgia safeguards meaning and fends off meaninglessness through generating the possibility of ‘mentally time travel[ling]’ to the past in order to ‘revisit the life experiences that affirm meaning’ (Routledge 2016: 89).

Influential though this school of research has been—no doubt in part because it conveys a positive message—in terms of articulating the relationship between nostalgia and health there are nonetheless several flaws within this body of work. In the first case, the very usage of the term ‘nostalgia’ within this research is at best myopically construed and at worst reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of the very concept of nostalgia. At the heart of this misunderstanding are a series of presuppositions, which generate a skewed analysis of nostalgia. In particular, contemporary ideas of nostalgia often treat home as a geographical ‘site’ rather than a relational concept or mode of being-in-the-world. As such, the very split from homesickness, and thus the rebranding of nostalgia, is contentious. In addition to this critical problem, current research tends to frame the past as a storehouse of memories passively awaiting recollection (cf. Routledge 2016), understands personal identity as being continuous and self-identical (Batcho 2021), conceives temporality in fundamentally linear terms, (Hepper et al. 2021), and ignores the affective dissonance between past and present central to nostalgia (Routledge 2016). The result of these tacit presuppositions is the emergence of a model of nostalgia that is both often conflated with reminiscence (Sedikides and Wildschut 2016) while also underplaying the ambiguity (and not least the complexity) of nostalgia itself. Finally, the concepts of health and well-being employed within this literature tends to focus on sourcing pleasure in the past, but treats this as a discrete event, without taking into consideration the facticity of the present.

The second issue with this approach to nostalgia and health concerns the very treatment of meaning as a problem to be ameliorated. While there is no doubt that the absence of meaning within life can induce multiple forms of suffering—and likewise it is not contentious to suggest that a plenitude of meaning can contribute to well-being—nevertheless to treat a threat to meaning as a problem that necessitates removal risks underplaying the importance of meaning within the context of existential health. For example, Routledge et al. (2013: 814–15) query whether ‘nostalgia could counter harmful effects of low levels of meaning on psychological health,’ before going on to suggest that nostalgia might play a critical role in ‘lower[ing] the risk of developing a mental health illness as a consequence of meaninglessness’ and also rendering us ‘less vulnerable to the psychological consequences associated with the awareness of mortality.’ To treat the fragmentation of meaning (together with the accompanying anxiety emerging from this loss of meaning) as contingent aspects of an otherwise healthy existence, risks neglecting the potential value that a loss of meaning can play in shedding light on salient aspects of our human situatedness. As we will see now, one of the advantages an existentialist perspective can bring to the discussion of nostalgia and health is to show that the absence of meaning does not de facto necessitate the recovery of meaning. Likewise, in the face of death, anxiety, or an awareness of our mortality, the response from an existentialist perspective is not simply to gloss over these anxieties or to ‘buffer’ against them using affective resources; rather, death, anxiety, and the fragmentation of meaning present themselves as potential sites of insight, which articulate fundamental insights concerning the ambiguity of our existence, the nature of meaning as contingent, the past as being accessible and inaccessible concurrently, and the sense of our own selves as being both continuous and discontinuous concurrently. It is to these issues that we now turn.



The Concept of Existential Health

What role might nostalgia play in health from an existential perspective? Although a detailed analysis of the concept of ‘existential health’ is beyond the scope of the present chapter, what is especially pertinent about this concept in relation to nostalgia can be summarized in the following way. As understood from an existentialist perspective, the concept of health assumes a tacit role in our everyday existence, generating a background presence that enables us to lead our lives in a fluid and integrated way. As Gadamer (1996: 13) writes, when healthy, we are in a ‘condition of being involved, of being in the world, of being together with one’s fellow human beings, of active and rewarding engagement in one’s everyday tasks.’ The idea of health as being related to our immersion in the everyday world is a recurring theme in existential phenomenology (cf. Aho and Aho 2008; Aho 2009, 2019; Gadamer 1996; Leder 1990; Svenaeus 2000, 2011). Central to this conviction is the idea of an inseparable relationship between health and a sense of the world as ‘homely’ (cf. Trigg 2016). To be ‘at home’ in the world means prereflectively and tacitly perceiving the world as a site of familiarity and constancy, such that I am immersed in the world without having to think about it in abstract. Being-at-home—being healthy—is thus not necessarily the articulation of a feeling of diffused warmth much less a sense of cosiness; rather, it is in some sense a taken-for-granted attitude that we have towards the world, in which the world—together with my bodily existence within it—remains largely silent. When healthy, I go about my everyday life committed to the projects I care about without having to interrogate this relation. The world—my world—is thus a nexus of meaning, from which all existential and practical significance emerges.

It follows, then, that if the concept of existential health demarcates a tacit trust in the world, such that the world is given to us as a foundational arc for our existence, then being ill invariably involves a feeling of being displaced from the world, such that the world presents itself to us as unfamiliar if not ‘unhomely.’ This sense of being ill-at-home can manifest in any number of ways. As an especially dramatic example, consider here how the case of agoraphobia presents the world beyond the home as strange, unfamiliar, and threatening (cf. Trigg 2016). What is notable about the case of agoraphobia is the totalizing role the condition plays in reshaping the world; it is not only that the world as a spatial phenomenon becomes imbued with an aura of menace, but that the human body, together with the affective, temporal, and intersubjective constitution of the body, also becomes imbued with an atmosphere of uncertainty. Illness—whether agoraphobia, depression, or schizophrenia—is thus a world rather than just a discrete state, much less a state of mind.

This sense of the world as an interrelated set of meaningful possibilities (as well as meaningful sites of distress) extends to each dimension of the lived world. Consider the case of spatiality. Space is not a homogenous section of interchangeable parts; rather, it is an affectively conceived totality, which is laden with significance, and grasped as a lived—and living—reality (cf. Trigg 2012). For this reason, we experience the spatiality of the world in meaningful terms; places beckon us with an atmosphere of familiarity or otherwise repel us with an uninviting feel. At home we comport ourselves in one way, while in public space our embodied existence assumes another form.

Indeed, the same existential significance is no less true of our own bodies together with our relation to other people. Far from mere chunks of materiality, our bodies are not markers of biological matter, and that alone. Nor is the human body mere extension occupying space in the way that chairs and tables do. Rather, just as spatiality is imbued with an affective and existential significance, so the same is true of the body; it presents itself as an organ that not only perceives but also expresses an entire style of being. More than this, however, the body is that which integrates our existence in the world, generating a rhythm of being that unifies motility, temporality, and identity in the same turn, as Kevin Aho (2019: 39) has it, ‘the inconspicuousness of the body is indicative of health as the synchronized tempos of my bodily organs and motility systems do their work behind my back, maintaining their enigmatic character by remaining hidden or concealed.’

It is thanks to the lived body, moreover, that we are also in touch with other people. Generally speaking, other people appear for us as a dynamic presence, which is interrelated—and interconnected—with our own existence on a primordial rather than abstract level. In the company of other people, we generally (though not always) grimace in the midst of their pain and empathically share in the spontaneity of their joy. In each case, our (healthy) rapport and relation with others functions on a number of levels, not least linguistic but also—arguably more fundamentally—corporeally.

The final aspect of our lived world that merits remarking upon, especially in the current chapter, is time. Our being-in-the-world does not take place in an atemporal void, but is instead constituted at the outset by our existence as temporal beings. And we are temporal beings on a number of levels. In the most fundamental way, perceptual life generally has an integrity to it, such that past, present, and future cohere into what Merleau-Ponty (1962) terms an ‘intentional arc.’ It is thanks to this implicit and constitutive temporality that the sense of being a person has an overarching thematic and structural unity, which is for the most part latent rather than explicit. At a thematic level, our everyday existence has a duration to it, which is sculpted by divergent affective and perceptual states. Thus, when bored, time drags before us with the felt quality of inertia. Likewise, in the case of depression, time is often reported as being sluggish and oppressive (cf. Ratcliffe 2015). Moreover, events and traumas can punctuate (and puncture) our sense of time more widely. As Aho (2019: 124) has it when speaking of the experience of a heart attack,


Before my heart attack, the future was expansive and filled with worthwhile projects shaped by a past that was grounded in physical strength, self-confidence…My illness shattered the illusion of this temporal unity, exposing an arrested future of medical tests and hospital visits, of medications and monitoring. When the future collapsed in this way, the resources of the past that I relied on to create my identity no longer held, and I was left to confront the ultimate question, ‘Who am I’?



As Aho indicates, augmentations in temporal experience can lead to a radical upheaval in a sense of self. Trauma not only shatters our sense of the present and our anticipation of an unmapped future, it also fragments the past as a site of ostensible stability. But to say that we are temporal beings does not just mean that our existence is defined by our finitude nor does it mean that the past we thought we once knew was ultimately based on illusory grounds; more diffused than this, our subjective existence is itself structured and constituted by temporality as a cultural, sociological, aesthetic, and political entity. Thus, consider here how we can sometimes feel a sense of ‘belonging’ to a given time and likewise a sense of ‘not belonging’ to other times. In parallel, we can sometimes—not least in grief but also nostalgia—feel and perceive that the past lives on through us despite allegedly and objectively being ‘over.’ Time is thus a relational and dynamic construct rather than a homogenous set of indexical segments, each of which follow one another in a sequential order.

Seen in this way, the concept of existential health applies as much to time as it does any other aspect of our perceptual and affective experience. Indeed, throughout its rich history, phenomenological psychopathology has been attentive to the ways time has integrated and disintegrated subjectivity (cf. Fuchs 2001, 2007, 2013; Jaspers 1997; Minkowski 1970; Tellenbach 1980). Thus, in the pioneering work of Eugène Minkowski (1970), time is understood as playing a critical role in the development of disorders such as schizophrenia, such that schizophrenic patients suffer a loss of attunement with the present, resulting in a sense of temporality as a set of divided zones. Building on the work of Minkowski—as well as Erwin Straus and Karl Jaspers—Thomas Fuchs has advanced the understanding of temporality and psychopathology by identifying how several mood disorders and psychopathological conditions are determined by disturbances in temporality (cf. Fuchs 2001, 2007, 2013). Notably, Fuchs (2001, 2013) refers here to the concepts of ‘synchronization,’ ‘resynchronization,’ and ‘desynchronization’ to identify the ways in which a subject’s relationship to time is modulated through various temporal patterns.

The idea of desynchronization has its roots in the history of phenomenological psychiatry with figures such as Straus, Hubertus Tellenbach, and Minkowski each laying a foundational groundwork (cf. Fuchs 2013). The concept itself refers to how subjects experiencing affective disorders, especially depression and melancholia, can suffer from ‘an uncoupling in the temporal relation of organism and environment, or of individual and society’ (Fuchs 2001: 180). While much of the research on desynchronization has focused on instances of schizophrenia, depression, and melancholia, the concept can readily be applied to nostalgia, especially in terms of generating conceptual clarity on how nostalgic subjectivity can inhabit two worlds simultaneously without contradiction; and it is this issue that the remainder of the chapter will now unpack.



Living in the Past

To begin this analysis of nostalgia and desynchronization, let me turn towards an illustration—based on an actual case study—which articulates several of the salient structures at stake, and which, in turn, sheds light on the structure of desynchronization. Let us imagine the following scenario.


A middle-aged man is alienated from the present; from politics to culture, he finds the present a zone of deficiency, which he feels no sense of belonging. Feeling as though his native habitat was thirty years ago, in another century, his identity and sense of self-understanding is rooted in a time that is now inaccessible but which is maintained through a set of carefully cultivated habits. Central to this movement is his collection of over a thousand objects, each of which derives from the past. This archival existence extends itself to a certain style of being-in-the-world; from aesthetics to politics to culture to his very embodied existence, the past articulates itself through him.

Against this, his experience of the present is mediated and shaped by the lived sense of the past as a discrete zone of meaning, which is constitutive of the present. His nostalgia is not episodic, as though it can be isolated to specific events, rather it is operative, structural, and generalised, and it forms an orbit in and around his existence, which he must work at to maintain. At times, this world breaks down; in such moments, he will succumb to a melancholia framed by a joint sense of being exiled from his native time compounded with an intolerance of being in an impoverished present, which is in turn shaped by the indeterminacy of the future. At times, the world he’s constructed through artifice and habit will prove untenable; during these moments, the impersonal and cold world outside of his delusion will creep through the cracks, revealing the synthetic structure upon which his dreams and memories are constructed.



There are several points to note about this case. First, the illustration provided is not necessarily typical of nostalgia as it is generally understood, at least within the research in empirical psychology. Rather, the case presents an amplified (though at the same time factual) account of a certain variant of nostalgia, which is less an episodic mode of reminiscence and more indicative of a disordered relationship to time as a whole. As such, the nostalgia presented here can be understood as a ‘mood disorder,’ insofar as this term designates a mode of being attuned to the world on an ontological level rather than presenting a discrete intentional state. As such, the idea of a human being seeking sanctuary in an idealized version of the past is neither novel nor especially unusual. Anecdotally, the structure of nostalgia as an embedded—and embodied—mood that is shaped by the world is as evident in the role objects play in nostalgic longing as it is in the case of individuals who ‘escape’ from the present by living in past eras. Thus, in an article from The Guardian titled ‘Living in the past: lifestyles from bygone eras,’ we read of how various people, evidently alienated from the present, have sought sanctuary in a transformed domestic realm that embodies the values they themselves identify with (Howard 2020). What these cases have in common is a shared desire to render one’s home a time capsule, which affords a sanctuary from the present. Thus, the nostalgia presented here is complex insofar as it involves not just a mode of ‘travelling’ to the past, as though the past were an autonomous zone of time, but instead a reconfiguration of time itself.

With this illustration in mind, let us now unpack how nostalgia sheds light on the relationship between temporality and existential health. The first point to note is that at the heart of nostalgia’s liaison with the past is not just a love affair, but a relationship to time that is mediated and shaped by the present. The present is not simply a neutral backdrop against which the nostalgic subject takes refuge in the past; rather, it is also the grounds upon which nostalgic desire is constituted and shaped. Thus, while nostalgic desire plays a fortifying role in mitigating the deficiencies of the present, time nevertheless does not come to a standstill during this process of fortification. Rather, it moves forward as a zone of indifference. In turn, this establishes a tension for the nostalgic subject, insofar as the alterity of the present marks a threat to the integrity of the nostalgic’s worldview. The result is what one might call a chronophobic relationship to the living present.

I use the term ‘chronophobia’ to refer to how nostalgia involves a multifaceted anxiety with time, such that the present and future is always mediated and shaped by the idealized familiarity of the past. To put it another way, nostalgia indexes a world where the indeterminacy of both the present and future is mediated by a circumscribed lens that transforms otherness into the same. In the same measure, however, nostalgia is also a world marked by the prospect of being exposed to the anonymous indifference of a world anterior to nostalgic subjectivity.

At stake in this confrontation is an anxiety that assumes several faces, each of which are shaped and structured by temporality. Thus, nostalgia’s anxiety is not only directed towards the passing of time and to the correlating sense of the past as being irretrievable, it is also attentive to the future as an impending horizon that threatens to undo the work of nostalgia. Here, the framework of chronophobia adheres to the logic of phobia more broadly. Accordingly, as I have explained elsewhere, phobia involves not simply a movement of anxiety-laden avoidance; beyond this, it implicates a mode of restructuring the world, such that the world appears for the subject as one specific kind of entity (cf. Trigg 2016). Typically, this restructured world has been organized such that there is a clearly delineated line between familiar and unfamiliar, homely and unhomely, and safe and dangerous zones. Into this constricted world, the phobic subject is able to navigate with relative ease, thanks to the fact that ambiguous aspects are filtered out, thus generating the illusion of a world that conforms to an already established narrative.

Typically, we think of this phobic logic in relationship to material and spatial objects. Thus, an agoraphobic subject, to take one such example, avoids certain places in order to retain a sense of subjective and bodily integrity (cf. Trigg 2016). But what is peculiar to chronophobia is that the focal object of anxiety is time itself, which is, in turn, given expression in the totality of the whole. Thus, in a relational sense, chronophobia is the mode of dissecting time into navigable zones of safety and familiarity; it is thus borne of a joint sense of love and fidelity to one temporality offset by an equally strong aversion towards another temporality. Within the context of nostalgia, chronophobia is played out in the perceptual organization of the world as being constituted by a felt quality of pastness as the dominant tonality. In order to deepen our analysis of this dynamic, it is beneficial here to consider the concepts of ‘synchronization’ and ‘desynchronization.’



A Desynchronized Existence

In the illustration presented above, we were introduced to the case of a subject who exists in the present, but whose source of meaning and identity is rooted in a static and idealized version of the past. Central to this worldview is the idea of nostalgia as a diffused kind of mood rather than a discrete episodic state. To this extent, while this variant of nostalgia involves what is essentially a form of delusion, the structure at work in this worldview adheres to a general orientation towards being ‘synchronised’ with the world. But what does it mean to be synchronized with the world?

In the first case, being synchronized with the world means registering how our temporal existence is typically marked by a series of dynamically structured rhythms and habits, each of which furnishes lived experience with an ambient tonality of regularity and consistency. For the most part, these rhythms and structures operate on an implicit level. Being a living human means being constituted by a set of homeostatic functions, which not only keep us alive but also regulate the experience of time. Hunger, thirst, desire, and sleep thus delineate a temporal cycle, which we ourselves are synchronized with (Fuchs 2001: 180). Accordingly, it is only when we experience a deviation from these cycles—as when hungry or tired—that we experience a discrepancy from the normative cycle of an otherwise regular biological pattern. Likewise, on an intersubjective and social level, being synchronized with other people means being implicitly attuned to the way everyday life is organized on the principle of shared aims and commitments (Fuchs 2001: 181). Finally, this overarching sense of being ‘in sync’ with the surrounding world is manifest on a cultural level, such that cultural markers ‘[connect] people of the same age-group by common attitudes, fashions, styles, values and memories, leading thus to a basic “contemporariness”’ (Fuchs 2001: 181).

As Fuchs (2013) has it, these modalities of being synchronized with the world function on an implicit level, such that time unfolds as a seamless whole without having to be called into question. Immersed in the thick texture of lived experience, temporality underpins perceptual experience in such a way that it provides a silent background, against which life takes place (Fuchs 2013: 78). It is precisely this innocuous framework, so Fuchs argues, that, in turn, is generative of a sense of well-being, writing that,


[T]he correlation or synchronicity of one’s own and world time generates a feeling of wellbeing, of a fulfilled present where one exists without explicit awareness of time, entirely devoted to one’s own activity (“flow experiences”) or to resonance with others.

(Fuchs 2013: 82)



It is true, of course, that these rhythms are subject to interruption and discordance. We lose sleep, are unable to perform basic tasks, become socially withdrawn, alienated from contemporary culture and the values it embodies. Furthermore, at times, we gravitate towards phases of regret for an already lived experience or are overwhelmed with an anxiety about an indeterminate future that looms towards us. Time then becomes foregrounded as a disruptive—indeed, explicit—presence where we experience it as lagging, accelerating, or remaining static (Fuchs 2013: 79–80). Critically, through becoming explicitly thematized, time can be grasped as being remote and lost. Pointing towards the issue of nostalgia, Fuchs (2013: 79) writes: ‘These experiences of the “no longer” tend to be basically painful. Awareness of the past is made sharper from early childhood on especially through losses and disappointments.’ Generally, these discordant temporalities are reintegrated into subjectivity through a process of ‘active synthesis,’ where the past forms an arc that generates a cohesive narrative across the life cycle, thus Fuchs argues that through ‘actively living time and leading our life, we realize or “temporalize” ourselves and at the same time prevent explicit time from dominating us, so that we are not exposed to it merely passively’ (Fuchs 2013: 81). In some cases, however—such as melancholia and not least nostalgia—the resynchronization between subject and world fragments. In such instances, time becomes foregrounded as an insurmountable presence that ‘dominates’ the subject, thus engineering the conditions whereby a subject inhabits a timescale wholly at odds with the objective world (Fuchs 2013: 95). This is what Fuchs, following Tellenbach and Straus, calls ‘desynchronization.’

As Fuchs (2013: 95) sees it, the ‘triggering situation’ preceding desynchronization is a mode of ‘remanence,’ marked by the ‘inability to grieve,’ such that it ‘seems too threatening or too painful to give up familiar patterns and attachments so that the patient remains frozen in the past.’ The result is a cluster of multiple desynchronizations involving physiological, environmental, and intersubjective dimensions, each of which locks the subject within a circumscribed world while in the same measure ‘renders him all the more vulnerable toward inevitable biographical breaks or role changes’ (Fuchs 2001: 183).

The relevance of the concept of desynchronization with respect to nostalgia is nowhere clearer than in the illustration presented above. In the illustration, we saw how a subject can become alienated from the present, in turn, generating a desire to inhabit an idealized version of the past. What is notable about such a case is that a subject suffering from nostalgia in this respect does not simply ‘escape’ to the past while simultaneously leaving the present behind; rather, he occupies two variants of the present concurrently. To this extent, nostalgia overlaps with grief insofar as the latter involves


Two conflicting forms of present, namely on the one hand the ongoing reality of everyday life, on the other hand the persisting presence of the loved one. The temporality of grief may be described as a separation of two forms of time, one flowing, one arrested, which become more and more desynchronized.

(Fuchs 2018: 50)



As with grief (and also melancholia), nostalgia implicates an uncoupling of the subject from common time. Through this process of desynchronization, a novel variant of the present is instituted, which is laden with the felt quality of pastness. The present, as such, is not given to perception on its own terms; rather, it is mediated from the outset with what Julia Kristeva (1992: 60) calls an ‘overinflated, hyperbolic past [that] fills all the dimensions of psychic continuity.’ This sense of the present being saturated with a ‘hyperbolic past’ reinforces the notion of a complete desynchronization as implicating ‘two conflicting forms of present’ (Fuchs 2018: 50). The desynchronization of a subject from his or her environment does not entail a felicitous relationship to common time, but instead one characterized by discord and dissonance. This is especially clear in nostalgia, insofar as nostalgia involves a problematic relationship to the present.

Instead of being the tacit foundation on which existence takes place, the present is grasped as an affront to the life of the nostalgic subject, which threatens to sever the subject from their ‘native’ timescape. Once again, this focus on temporality is neither autonomous nor conceivable from the world, as such. Rather, being severed from one’s ‘native’ timescape means feeling alienated from the world as a whole. As perceived in and through the lens of nostalgic longing, the world appears as a particular kind of world, marked in general with an atmosphere of emptiness.

This sense of being alienated from the world—from one’s surroundings, from one’s culture, and from the people who populate that world—leads to the dependency on an alternative temporality, which carries with it its own cultural and interpersonal milieu that tacitly reinforces the imaginary world, in which the nostalgic subject dwells. ‘He himself,’ so Fuchs (2001: 184) writes on this point, ‘has already become past while still living. His life is fixed in all details irrevocably … Now the return to a common intersubjective time has become unimaginable, the determination by the past total.’ Thus, nostalgic desynchronization constitutes, in every sense, a world. Contra the idea of health and suffering as a measurable value, which can be grasped in abstract, the desynchronization at stake in nostalgia entails an overarching sense of the world as foregrounded presence, in which the subject no longer fits.



Conclusion

The aim of this chapter has been to explore the ways nostalgia contributes to both well-being and also suffering. While there is no doubt that nostalgia can play a critical role in generating a sense of well-being and fostering a sense of connectedness (at least on a short-term basis), this chapter has aimed to show that a balanced perspective is needed, which shows how nostalgia can also produce a sense of being desynchronized from the present. Thus, in the case study presented above, another aspect of nostalgia was articulated attentive to the ways the emotion provides a sense of familiarity but only at the expense of alienating a subject from temporality in its indeterminacy (and diversity). The temporality engineered from this modality of nostalgia establishes a delimited if not myopic timescale resistant to change and otherness, and which renders a subject effectively ‘lost’ in time.

Furthermore, nostalgia also raises questions concerning the absence of meaning, the anxiety of death, and, more fundamentally, what it means for identity to be both continuous and discontinuous simultaneously. In particular, further research on how nostalgia relates to the issue of well-being necessitates examining issues such as the relationship between nostalgia, ageing, and death. Thus, the question of how one ages well—a question critical to the history and future of existentialism—is central to the topic of nostalgia insofar as nostalgia involves precisely a problematic relationship to the ageing process (cf. Leder 2018). Nostalgia, as we have seen, is a mode of resistance to alterity and to the indeterminacy of the future. Because of this, nostalgia understands the structure of temporality as a ‘thing’ with a broadly fixed character rather than a malleable, discontinuous, and dynamic flow. This refusal of time is thus generative of a need to place ageing and death at the centre of nostalgia’s discourse.

How we cultivate a nostalgia that is receptive to otherness, how we recognize that nostalgia engenders both familiarity and unfamiliarity might in the end lead to a richer analysis of how we can develop a more nuanced relationship to death and ageing. In the empirical psychological research on these issues, the response to these points has generally been to deploy nostalgia as an affective resource to ‘buffer’ threats to integrity and identity, not least death anxiety. But instrumentalizing nostalgia in this way not only reduces nostalgia to a ‘tool,’ it also underplays the existential value these questions raise. Accordingly, an existential analysis of nostalgia, of the sort attempted in this chapter, seeks to show that one of nostalgia’s abiding strengths is precisely to underscore the ambiguity of our lived experience.
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A rare snow hits the fall ground, capping the Douglas-firs of Sacred Heart Hospital in Eugene, Oregon, Willamette Valley’s soul.1 Fifteen years before the turn of the century, I come into the world calm, almost uncannily so. Melodic acoustic guitar and the devout, haunting tenor of John Michael Talbot, a Roman Catholic monk, reverberates off four sterile walls. A low hum, perhaps sonorous devotions, perhaps the cassette player’s clawing, or perhaps one of the many medical devices measuring beats, pressures, and saturations pierces through the tranquillity as everyone notices that something is wrong. My right leg directly faces my left. It is turned all the way inward. I do not cry. I do not fuss. But that does not change the fact of the matter: I am born with a club foot.

To correct this congenital ‘defect’ requires a simple and unremarkable ‘fix’: a surgery and a cast. Six months later, my right leg is in fact right, as it should be and should have been in the eyes of all who care for me. I remember none of this.

Yet, it haunts me.

Whether a club foot or a ‘corrected’ foot, both mark possibilities of which I am—both mark possibilities of my singular being, a being that tarries not just with how things have gone, but with how they could be. For much of human history, such a possibility, understood as bodily data reducing one’s worth, ensured hasty death. Exposure, the practice of leaving infants with congenital disabilities out in the wilderness to die, is attested across millennia and across cultures. Excepting those utilitarians who lack the capacity to differentiate between the economic and the moral, most people today find infanticide reprehensible for any reason except palliation of suffering in the face of impending, inevitable death. But this reprehension misleads.

At bottom, nothing has changed. We still practise exposure. We still judge the worth of a person, or even entire groups, based on their bodies. We still do so to the point of death. We just talk about it and carry it out differently.

This should worry us for many reasons, but the most important can be stated simply: disability is an essential part of human existence. Variation across form, mode, and function is neither a tragic fault, nor a bare fact, but a sparkling feature of human existence. Whether by birth, accident, aging, or any other vagaries of life, without disability there simply wouldn’t be organisms like us.2

*****

To better appreciate the stakes of disability as it relates to embodiment, social life, and, ultimately, human existence, consider the work of disabled phenomenologist S. Kay Toombs. In a seminal 1995 article entitled, ‘The Lived Experience of Disability,’ she writes that


For the person with a tremor, a bowl of soup is not simply “something to be eaten.” It is a concrete problem to be solved. How does one get the liquid on to the spoon and then the spoon to one’s lips without spilling the contents?

(Toombs 1995: 13)



Toombs is not making a claim about perception; she is not saying that one person perceives the bowl of soup as ready-to-hand, as an object for use to provide sustenance, and another perceives it as in-the-way, as a problem to be overcome to achieve sustenance. Her claim is that the bowl of soup is different in its very being for these two people. To reduce this difference to perception and to reduce the point of this passage to a banal defence of perspectivalism would be a misinterpretation. Toombs is making a claim about the meaning—the meaningfulness—of the particular thing we call a bowl. At the level of lived experience, the stereotypically able-bodied person encounters a fundamentally different ‘bowl of soup’ than one disabled through tremors or the like.

Earlier in the essay, Toombs writes, ‘I am embodied not in the sense that I have a body—as I have an automobile, a house, or a pet—but in the sense that I exist or live my body’ (Toombs 1995: 10). My body is my ‘orientational locus in the world,’ and ‘the surrounding world is always grasped in terms of a concrete situation’ (Toombs 1995: 10, 11). Toombs here riffs off of Simone de Beauvoir’s (2011: 46) claim in The Second Sex that ‘the body is not a thing, it is a situation: it is our grasp on the world and the outline for our projects.’ On this view, the body is neither something we ‘have’ and from which we act only insofar as we carry or inhabit it, nor is the body something we can shake off and ignore, as sophomoric brain-in-a-vat futurists assume. My bodymind is the ground of the possibilities of which and for which I am.3 My bodymind is the foundation of that which is and can be for me. This is why significant bodily change provides such novel insights into how things are, have been, and could be.

Toombs’ scholarship focuses on her experiences of degenerative Multiple Sclerosis (MS), with which she was diagnosed in 1973. As she describes her own research career, she draws on the lived experience of MS to


Reflect on issues relating to the experience of illness and disability, the phenomenology of the body … the care of the chronically and terminally ill, the challenges of incurable illness, the meaning of vulnerability, and the relationship between health care professionals and patients.

(Toombs 2014)



A primary feature of degenerative MS is fluctuation in bodily function. She writes that ‘what is peculiar about this “seeing through the body” in the event of changed bodily function is that it renders explicit one’s being as a being-in-the-world. A problem with the body is a problem with the body/environment’ (Toombs 2014).

I’ll return to this line below, for in many ways it captures the central claim of all disability activism and disability studies: because the bodymind is not an in-itself, is not a monolithic entity impermeable to the outside, it cannot be considered on its own. Nor can anything ‘out there’ in the world. It’s all in the ‘/’; it’s all in relations.

In many ways, this line also captures the central claim of phenomenology. The twin ideas that (i) consciousness is always consciousness of something and that (ii) consciousness is necessarily embodied are core insights of the existential-phenomenological traditions.4 To appreciate that ‘a problem with the body is a problem with the body/environment,’ as Toombs puts it, is to appreciate that there are no pure bodily facts or bodily problems or bodily values, and so on. There is no such thing as a body without a mise en scène, an environment, a world. And there is no such thing as a good, ideal body, just as there is no ‘bad, corrupted body’ (mochterou kai diephtharmenou somatos), despite Socrates’ utter confidence to the contrary in Plato’s Crito (1997: 42). Instead, there are bodies that find habitat and those that do not. There are bodies we care for and bodies we do not. The space of ethics just is the space between these two poles. This simultaneously metaethical and ethical insight offers a glimpse of the expansiveness towards which our embodied existence opens us as creatures defined by ἔθος.

Having outlined the general contours of Toombs’ account, I will now turn to examine her phenomenology of disability in more detail. Toombs’ description and reconstruction continually highlights the import and variability of salience. That which is noticeable, or has the potential to be noticeable, can be of a qualitatively different kind for one with dis-ability/impairment X than one without. Both that to which one attends and also how one attends to multiple types of phenomena change based on one’s embodiment, one’s relationship to it, its interaction with a given environment, and others’ relation to and regard of it. Not just the scope, but also the meaning of one’s attention concerning bodily movement can be narrowed or widened. I call this feature of the general structure of the lived experience of MS attentional reconfiguration.

Attentional reconfiguration can occur when, for example, the salience of an action, desire, or possibility shifts from one’s body to the environment. When ‘I can’t walk’ becomes ‘can I get there in my wheelchair?’ When ‘I want to cross the street’ becomes ‘are there curb cuts?’ or ‘are there audible walk signals?’


With respect to the changed character of physical space, it is important to recognize that those of us who negotiate space in a wheelchair live in a world that is in many respects designed for those who can stand upright. Until recently all of our architecture and every avenue of public access was designed for people with working legs. Hence, people with disabilities (and those who regularly accompany them) necessarily come to view the world through the medium of the limits and possibilities of their own bodies. One is always “sizing up” the environment to see whether it is accommodating for the changed body. For instance, I well remember that my first impression of the Lincoln Memorial was not one of awe at its architectural beauty but rather dismay at the number of steps to be climbed. This bodily perception is, of course, not limited to those with disabilities...What is peculiar about this “seeing through the body” in the event of changed bodily function is that it renders explicit one’s being as a being-in-the-world. A problem with the body is a problem with the body/environment.

(Toombs 2001: 250, my italics; cf. Toombs 1995: 12–13)



In other words, when access, instead of pathology, impairment, or even accommodation, is the frame for one’s interpretation of corporeal difference and variability, one begins to more clearly perceive the complex contours of both built and ‘natural’ inequality and injustice. Both personal (e.g. impairments that result in non-ambulation) and social (e.g. lack of elevators) factors will prove determinate for the purposivity of a life, but the causes, concerns, and complications each brings about are distinct, and distinct in socially, politically, and historically decisive ways. Humans could, point of fact, make a world where the use of wheelchairs doesn’t substantively limit one’s life opportunities (Hamraie 2017). Whether we do so is ultimately a question of political organizing and will. Why we currently do not is a reflection of the moral morass of all those institutions that attest to take the charge of justice and equity seriously. It’s all in relations; it’s all in access.

If you have taken a Disability Studies 101 course, you’ll know that the concept and import of access is revelatory for able-bodied people.5 So many humans are educated to believe in a naïve theory of ability on which abilities inhere in and are discrete qualities or properties of a subject. Yet even a cursory amount of reflection proves such an account flawed. ‘I can breathe’ is no more descriptive of myself than it is of the environment that affords my breathing. Which is to say, it is neither a claim about me, nor my environment, but about their relation. A slight change to the proportions of oxygen and nitrogen in the air demonstrates this swiftly and decisively. A slight change to my social relations demonstrates this as well, as the meaning of the phrase ‘I can’t breathe’ after George Floyd’s murder by Minneapolis police in 2020 made clear across the globe. This is not to say that lung capacity is not a relevant factor in the conceptualization of the ‘ability to breathe’—it is instead to say that the conditions of possibility of any given ‘I can’ are never isolated in a subject.

Of course, the hermeneutic strategies at one’s disposal will impact how to go about explaining those abilities, ability transitions, and ability expectations. When Toombs, upon becoming a wheelchair user, cannot access location X because that location only has steps, a reconfiguration not just of space but of attention, salience, and sens—hearing simultaneously in that French noun both ‘meaning’ and ‘orientation’—has occurred. What it means to ‘be able to go to location X’ shifts from a narrow, ultimately illusory focus on merely oneself to a focus on access, to a focus on the interplay between oneself and one’s environment. Attentional reconfiguration is in this sense a reconfiguration of not just the furniture of the world, but of one’s horizon, the frame or gestalt in which and by which the totality of one’s world is experienced as meaningful.

To be sure, attentional reconfiguration can be difficult. Especially with respect to non-congenital disability, Toombs’ account suggests that the shift from established ability expectations to new ones is often hard to deal with and work through. Part of this is because, at least in cases such as those under discussion, attentional reconfiguration can be disorienting (Lajoie 2022). Crip or nonnormate time and space are distinct from and transform normate time and space, transformations which can be turbulent, hitting crosscurrents (Kafer 2013; Reynolds 2020, 2022c). As Toombs notes,


The dimensions of high and low also vary according to the position of one’s body and the range of possible movements. From a wheelchair the top three shelves in the grocery store are too high to reach since they have been designed for shoppers who are standing up.

(2001: 250)



Lived space is not the domain of the geometer, but the tailor: it is a question of ‘fit’ or ‘misfit’ (Garland-Thomson 2011). The design, purposivity, and scene of things ever inform one’s sense of place, space, and time. What a body can or cannot do, then, is never a question merely about one’s body but instead about relations of affordance (Hendren 2020). These relations and their parts shift in salience depending upon one’s bodymind and the situations in which one finds oneself.

Of course, one can experience I don’t belong here in non-built environments as well. A hurricane strikes; a wildfire turns the sky dark and air thick; a predator animal sets its sights on one while protecting its offspring, and so on. In those cases, the salience of the fluidity of ability will come to the fore quite explicitly. If one is ambulatory but, say, not able to run for whatever reason, that inability will become a primary determinate of one’s survival (and one may well wish for a fast wheelchair at one’s disposal). If one is allergic to the flora in a given area, and this temporarily makes one ‘unable’ to run or maybe even to walk, that inability will instead become primary. Even if one is genotypically and phenotypically ‘normal,’ should the organism hunting one be faster, then that species-level difference in ‘ability’ will become primary. Or perhaps more specific environmental factors come to the fore: the wind gusts or the earth opens. In each case, personal, environmental, or species-level abilities (among other ultimately heuristic ways to carve up the phenomena in question) will prove decisive as a result of their dynamic interaction in a given situation.

There is also attentional reconfiguration with respect to time. Toombs writes:


The transformation in being-in-the-world that occurs with disability incorporates not only a change in surrounding space and a disruption of corporeal identity, but also a change in temporal experiencing. Just as lived spatiality is characterized by an outward directedness, purposiveness and intention, so time is ordinarily experienced as a gearing towards the future. Normally we act in the present in light of anticipations of what is to come, more or less specific goals relating to future possibilities. With bodily dysfunction this gearing into the future is disrupted in a number of ways. For instance, temporal experiencing changes in the sense that the sheer physical demands of impaired embodiment ground one in the present moment, requiring a disproportionate attention to the here and now. One is forced to concentrate on the present moment and the present activity rather than focusing on the next moment. Mundane tasks take much longer than they did prior to the change in abilities. For instance, when habitual movements are disrupted, the most ordinary activities such as getting out of bed, rising from a chair, getting in and out of the shower, knotting a tie, undoing a button, demand unusual exertion, intense concentration, and an untoward amount of time. (Think, for example, of the difference between the time and effort required to tie one’s shoelaces using one, as opposed to both, hands—especially if one is right-handed and only able to use the left hand to perform the task.) In this respect persons with disabilities find themselves “out of synch” with those whose physical capacities have not changed. This temporal disparity is not insignificant in terms of relations with others. “What’s taking so long?” others ask impatiently.

(1995: 19–20)



Acquiring disability involves acquiring the need for novel skills. These might include doing old tasks in new ways, mastering new tasks, or figuring out how to meet ends—and make ends meet—without engaging in certain tasks at all. This process means that one cannot initially take for granted how long things will take. Toombs’ phenomenology demonstrates how there will necessarily be an increased focus on the present, on the here and now, as these skills are being developed. Thinking far out in the future will be more difficult during such processes. As other parts of her writings make clear, this attentional reconfiguration can take another turn wherein, upon acquiring these skills and assuming stability with respect to one’s condition, the time of certain tasks and the space of certain, especially daily, sojourns become familiar again, and one can just as or nearly as easily look to the future.

We have seen already that disabilities like MS cause reconfigurations that defy simplistic comparisons, such as those based on before-versus-after or good-versus-bad. Such simplistic comparisons, such binary ways of thinking, function only insofar as one operates with a naïve concept of ability. MS also brings about a profound reconfiguration of one’s sense of self and of others’ regard. A shift occurs in the relative ‘unity’ of the self as the injury, disease, impairment, or condition—as well as concomitant social regard—moves from ‘out there’ (‘my legs are not receiving signals concerning movement’) to being constitutive of the self (‘I am a wheelchair user’), even if that sense of self typically bears out ecologically (‘Is this space accessible?’) Insofar as one’s condition is variable—for example, if one is unsure of how much pain one will be in or if one’s ability expectations will hold from day to day—all of one’s projects can be thrown into doubt (Reynolds 2022b). One’s identity, especially insofar as it is tied to abilities thrown into question by one’s condition, will become uncertain. This is an experience social models of disability are hard-pressed to fully appreciate (Wendell 1996).

These personal–social reconfigurations change the basic contours of one’s lived experience as others’ regard and judgement render one different, nonnormate. ‘I can’t go there’ might now mean ‘that space is not designed for me.’ For example, one discovers, as Toombs writes, ‘a world that is in many respects designed for those who can stand upright.’ Attentional reconfiguration folds back not merely onto the relationship one has to oneself and to the world but also onto the world’s relationship and evaluation towards oneself. Someone staring or even gawking at one can shift from an oddity easily brushed off to a regularity that impacts one’s sense of self to the point of internalization. The gaze of the other (whether doctor, family, stranger, or whoever) co-constitutes the way in which these shifts occur as well as their more specific effects.

Furthermore, whether the people around one figure these changes as a ‘struggle’ or as an ‘enemy’ against which one must ‘fight,’ or whether they instead perhaps figure them as ‘opportunities for growth,’ is not a harmless game of metaphors (Toombs 1992, 1998). When a (temporarily) able-bodied person encounters a disabled person, the able-bodied person’s disability imaginary too often runs wild, grasping incoherently at a smorgasbord of culturally culled ableist metaphors and grossly misguided scripts. Take as an example the following anecdote:


Whenever I am accompanied by an upright person, in my presence strangers invariably address themselves to my companion and refer to me in the third person. ‘Can SHE transfer from her wheelchair to a seat?’ ‘Would SHE like to sit at this table?’ ‘What would SHE like us to do?’ This almost always happens at airports. The person at the security barrier looks directly at me, then turns to my husband and says, ‘Can SHE walk at all?’ We now have a standard reply. My husband says, ‘No, but SHE can talk!’ (When I am unaccompanied people often act as if my inability to walk has affected not only my intelligence but also my hearing. When forced to address me directly they articulate their words in an abnormally slow and unusually loud fashion—in the manner that one might use to address a profoundly deaf person who was in the process of learning to lip read).

(Toombs 1995: 17)



These types of situations, attested by numerous wheelchair users as well as people with disabilities of other sorts, are problematic and revealing. Ableism allows one to run from ‘You’re disabled’ to ‘You’re not like me’ to ‘You probably can’t do anything’ (Nario-Redmond 2019). This represents a hyperinflation of the ableist conflation wherein disability is not simply a local harm but a global harm—a harm that affects one’s being tout court. In this anecdote, and due solely to the fact that Toombs utilizes a chair for mobility, she is assumed to be able neither to speak, nor to think, nor to fill-in-the-ableist-blank. Toombs’ account suggests that part of the lived experience of becoming disabled is changing one’s understanding of oneself and others in the harsh light of the ableism that structures so much of human life. When one is forced to reckon with an oppressive, widespread phenomenon like ableism, and to do so in a way that directly bears upon one’s sense of self, belonging, community, and the like, it is inevitable that personal and social reconfigurations will follow. The sort of person one is and how one understands oneself and one’s place in the world change.

On the whole, Toombs’ account shows that while certain aspects of the world recede or compress, other aspects are opened, generated, and enriched. The quality of one’s existing relationships may disappear or instead take on a new urgency, depth, and character. The understanding of space, both built and social, may be amplified or even transmogrified in light of new interests, new problematics, new activities, new desires, and new interpersonal relationships. Values change. Novel transformations emerge. The very texture and fabric of the experience of possibility can be made anew through the variability of the body and the relations it affords to the world.

More pedantically, the walking cane or some other assistive device, things which for many are but a helpful object from time to time when needed, might become beings through which and by which one lives. Such objects no longer exist as mere things and are no longer encountered as at hand. They take on new meanings. In short, alteration towards comparative impairment and/or disability does not entail long-term hedonic degradation. Even small changes, like the shift from a heavy to a lightweight wheelchair, can have massive implications:


Before I purchased a lightweight wheelchair, I was unable to wheel myself around because a standard model was too heavy for me to operate. Consequently, I had to be pushed. I hated ‘being in’ a wheelchair. It made me feel utterly dependent on others. It was a symbol of limitation. I used it as little as possible (even though that meant sometimes cutting back on social engagements). Then I obtained a lightweight wheelchair I could operate myself. I no longer needed to be pushed. ‘Using’ rather than ‘being in’ a wheelchair is an affirming, rather than a demeaning, experience. This phraseology is not just a matter of semantics. When I manipulate the chair myself, I am in control. I can go where I want to go ‘under my own steam.’ Thus, wheeling represents freedom rather than limitation. My wheelchair has become, in effect, my legs—an integral part of my body.

(Toombs 2001: 259–60, my italics; cf. Wolbring 2003: 139–56)



The ableist conflation gains traction and drills down into the able-bodied imaginary by ignoring or denying the complexity and variability of disability experience. It can’t comprehend the existential difference between ‘wheelchair-bound’ and ‘wheelchair-free,’ for it can only see a life constricted relative to dominant ability expectations, to ability norms cast in ableist moulds, and to able-bodied priors that are treated as static constants.

At the level of lived experience, using a wheelchair does not mean ‘not being able to walk.’ As Toombs’ account makes clear, wheelchair use in fact means freedom to move—assuming, of course, that it is in fact a good fit for the user.6 Whatever sufferings disability can accurately be said to bring about, these are often due to not degradation, but the structures and strictures of social spatialization and temporalization. An Autistic student might, for example, be disproportionately disciplined and cordoned off from other students. A wheelchair user might not be able to access certain areas because architects or other construction professionals have assumed that wheelchair users need not be considered or that they would rather take the chance of a lawsuit by means of the Americans with Disabilities Act. At risk of belabouring the point, none of this is necessitated by the impairments in question.

In closing, there are two large takeaways from Toombs’ work that centrally bear on the history of the phenomenological-existential tradition(s) that I want to highlight: phenomenology illuminates the general structures of embodiment and phenomenological accounts of disability in particular illuminate the stakes of not just embodiment, but accessibility for existence. The lived experience of noncongenital disability attests to a profoundly complex, multifactorial, and dynamic relationship between one’s body and the world—a relationship that is true of any body. It brings about attentional, personal-social, and existential reconfigurations, the valences of which are highly sensitive to the conduct and context of one’s particular life and life projects. Toombs’ account further suggests that we will only understand the particular, concrete meanings of disability via highly tuned, fine-grained attention to how people actually experience it. A further implication of Toombs’ phenomenology is that to understand the ‘disabled’ body, one must interrogate the relationship between possibilities and norms as well as, and more specifically, the role that the concept of the normal and its enfleshment plays for judgement, desire, and action.

Being disabled is like any other significant facet of human identity: it shapes one’s world. Whether one is shaped for good or bad and whether one is shaped a lot or a little depends on a host of factors. Some disabilities, such as paediatrically fatal conditions like infantile Tay-Sachs, certain dissociative disorders, or those concomitant with chronic pain, can be world destroying. Others, like blindness, Deafness, or many types of neurodiversity, can be world creating. Most disabilities, however, are somewhere in between—just like any other socially distinct form of life.7 Different ways of being-in-the-world are not, by virtue of being different, worse ways of being. As Elizabeth Barnes (2016) convincingly argues, most empirical evidence supports mere-difference views of disability, not bad-difference views. The cases in which disability turns out to be a bad-difference, and such cases certainly exist, are the exceptions, not the rule—if, that is, one wishes to make claims about ‘disability’ as such (Campbell and Stramondo 2017: 151–84).

Even more fundamental than offering insights concerning well-being, lived experiences of disability so clearly reveal the very distinction between the able body and the disabled body to be absurd and naïve if taken as categorical. That one cannot access location X with a wheelchair or that one is treated poorly by educational systems due to being neurodiverse or that one cannot hold down a job due to persistent migraines are not merely questions of physiognomy or neurology or pathology or any number of other -ologies; they are invariably questions shaped by the reigning ability expectations determinate of current social life and shaped by the work we do, or fail to do, as a society to make the world more just and equitable. We have such a long way to go to care well, and to learn how to care well, for others—and not just human others.

*****

I’m glad I wasn’t killed or left to die because of my club foot.

I’m glad the society into which I was born wanted to run together with me, even if it turned out I couldn’t run. What made my right leg right was neither a cast, nor the handiwork of surgeons. It was the solidarity and community of others who saw me as their own and welcomed me with open arms into the world, ‘defects’ and all.


Notes


	This chapter borrows, significantly modifies, and expands from chapter two of The Life Worth Living: Disability, Pain, and Morality (Reynolds 2022b) and from ‘Bodymind’ (Reynolds 2022a). I could tell a different story here, a more historical one about how disability has been treated (or, more often, ignored) in the existentialist and phenomenological traditions. Instead, my aim will be to animate the import of disability for existentialist and phenomenological inquiry. For an analysis that focuses at least as much on the former as the latter, see Joel Michael Reynolds (Forthcoming).

	Or, put otherwise, both impairment and also disability, to employ the core distinction of social models are facts of existence. This is not to discount the differences in degree—differences that can seem to reach differences in kind—of those who are disabled in ways that result in being targeted as objects of ableist hate. Cf. Mark Sherry (2010). It is, on the contrary, to note that the core problem is how we treat others based upon differences, perceived or real, not how sharply we draw lines. A further note: though I will focus in this chapter on human animals, there are many rich resources for thinking about disability in the non-human animal world as well. A brilliant entry-point is Sunaura Taylor (2016).

	I will speak of ‘bodymind’ from this point forward, drawing on Margaret Price’s (2015) coinage, to avoid any untoward dualisms.

	Some might balk at (ii), especially given the longstanding impact of Husserl’s transcendentalism on the phenomenological tradition. But that impact is due too many for too long either not reading, not taking seriously, or simply ignoring Ideas II. Others might balk for a different reason—Heidegger’s infamous neglect of the body. But Heidegger’s neglect plainly backfires, resulting in the body haunting his work, as Derrida’s 1980’s Geschlect essays made crystal clear and as later scholarship compellingly showed. On all these points, respectively, see Husserl (1989); Welton (2000); Aho (2009); Ciocan (2008); Reynolds (2021). For how I think Merleau-Ponty fits into this account, see Reynolds (2017).

	It’s not revelatory for disabled folk—it’s instead obvious.

	As I argue in The Life Worth Living: Disability Pain and Morality, on the ableist conflation, there is nothing but constitutive suffering in disability writ large. This is so despite being obviously mistaken both empirically and theoretically and especially so in cases of congenital disability not concomitant with constitutive pain. Put anecdotally, when an ‘able-bodied’ person expresses pity to someone who, for example, was born without a phenotypical limb and says, ‘You poor thing, it must be so hard without that!’ the response is typically something like ‘Uh, no, I get along just fine’ (likely followed by ‘please get away from me’).

	In sum, bodily change reveals the conditions under which one experiences any given ‘ability’ as such. This is possible because of the conjuncture of (i) and (ii) mentioned above, for just as consciousness is always consciousness of something, always geared into and matrixed with all that we find in our concrete situation at any given moment, the meaningfulness of everything in one’s world—including parameters like space and time—is underwritten by one’s bodymind.
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