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‘For the Other, | am seated as this inkwell is on the table; for the Other, | am leaning overthe
keyhole as this tree is bent by the wind. Thus for the Other| have stripped myself of my
transcendence’ (Sartre, B and N, Tr. Hazel E. Barnes, London and New York: Routledge, 2003
[1943], p.286). Critically discuss.

This extract relates to Sartre’s focus of the gaze, and how this is relevantto his conception of
relationships as necessarily antagonistic, and as other people as Hell. To fully discuss this, Sartre’s
distinction between beings-in themselves, and beings-for-themselves will be clarified, and this will
make clear how the individual, objectivity, and subjectivity, and freedom exist in a way that means
relationships are antagonistic by nature according to his phenomenology. This will also require a
brief overview of what he means by bad faith. Finally, it will be discussed as to how all these aspects
link to a potential ethics. All these strands of Sartre’s work will be critically examined through the
extractin the question. Itis necessary to discuss many aspects of Sartre’s phenomenology in order
to explore the parts that directly link the excerptin order to give his work the context it requires to
make sense. Once the extract has been explained with reference to his ideas surrounding the gaze of
the otherand what this means for human relationships. It will then be critiqued with reference to
Simone De Beauvoir's The Second Sex* and work from Merleau- Ponty

gg |tself

Sartre makes a distinction between two forms of being: abeing -jp- |tself and a bein
Beings-in-themselves are those which are made with their essence, so do not have to practice at
realising their condition. A being-in-itself is simply its being. 1% illustrate this point, Sartre uses the
example of an jfkwell.? Aninkwellis simply an inkwell. It does not form reflective judgements on its
condition as ¥ inkwell, or practice in orderto become an inkwell; it is made with the purpose of
beingan objectin which ink is kept. Following this, we can claim that the essence 6f the inkwell
precedes its existence.? On the other hand, a being-for-itself exists with absolute freedom, so the
freedomto choose theirown essence. In other words, they choose what they are.4 For example,
whena personis born, they are not born as a waiter, as the inkwell is created as an inkwell. 5 From
this description of the two modes of being, it can be seen that beings-in-themselves are objects,
whereas beings-for-themselves have a subjectivity.

However, the responsibility that having absolute freedom bringsseitisit, causes feelings of anguish,
because this responsibility means it is up to us what we do with our lives; there is no excuse w e can
use to explain our failures other than ourselves, and this is a burden.®Inan attemptto escape these
feelings of existentialangst or anguish, a person (abeing-for-itself) desires to become a being-in-
itself, so pretends that this is the case. For example, with the case of the waiter, thoughheis a
person (soa being-for-itself) he pretends that he is entirely a waiter. He acts in such a way that
suggests his entire essence isa waiter much like the essence of aninkwell is an inkwell. But he is not
justa waiter, for his existence precedes his essence.” Untilhe accepts that he is a person with
absolute freedom and that a waiteris merely an aspect of this being, he is deceiving himself,
thereforeisin bad faith. Bad faith is one willingly deceivingthemselves that they are a being-in-
themselves, so that they existin very much the same way that an inkwell exists, which is simpler, so
avoids complex feelings of anguish. Unfortunately, those feelings of anguish still exist as one cannot

escape the fact that theyarea belngﬂelf no matter how much they pretend.® Y@ C(ﬂ'\jd S 1N
englicale a
! de Beauvoir, Simone, The Second Sex {London: Pan Books, 1988).

2 Sartre, Jean-Paul, Being and Nothingness (Northampton: University Paperback, 1969) p. 59, b‘(_— M/[C;QQ i
3 Sartre, Jean-Paul, Existentialism is a Humanism (Yale: Yale University Press, 2007) p. 21. e
4 bid., pp.22-24. IS "

5 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, pp.59-60. ! Oy CLQ

n b}
& Sartre, Existentialism is @ Humanism, pp. 29-30. k
7 Ibid., pp.21-22. L,_)GSU\ \H\Q
8 Sartre, Being and nothingness, p. 60.
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At this point, work from Merleau-Ponty can be used as a strong critique to Sartre’s conception of
freedom. Merleau-Ponty agreed with Sartre that humans are free and thought him right to stand
against determinism, as this is an evasion of responsibility.® Despite agreeing with Sartre in some
respects regarding freedom, Merleau-Ponty considered his analysis of freedom to be incomplete, as
it only dealt with the freedom of man and not with the world in which freedomis exercised.*®
Merleau-Ponty rightly acknowledges that though we do have responsibility for our action
world (ourenvironment) shares some responsibility. He believed that human freedom jgmore

intertwined with the physical world and our bodies than the Sartrean freedom accoufits for.* In this

sense, Merleau-Ponty did not believe in absolute freedom as Sartre did. Furthermore, Merleau-

Ponty believed that Sartre’s emphasis on responsibility and his expression thatany form of

determinismis an excuse'? underplayed the extent that our consciousness and the situation are

linked, thus not properly “distinguishing between ourresponsibility for our actions and our /
responsibility for our situation.”*? Here, Merleau-Ponty demonstrates how one’s situation can affect

their actions, whilst still allowing forsome freedom (but notan absolute freedom as Sartre

expresses).

One could argue that Sartre allowed for external factors limiting freedom with his inclusion on

facticity. Facticity refers to aspects of the world that are fixed beyond our control. It referstothe

necessary connection between beings-for-themselves and beings-in-themselves. This connection

between beings-for-themselves and beings-in-themselvesis what allows the beings-for-themselves

(us) to exist with the freedom Sartre believes we have. However, beings-for-themselves are also

bound by facticity as contingent beings, and condemned by this facticity to be free, thusin a sense,

to not free, as condemnation opposes freedom. This is a paradox of freedom that Sartre =
acknowledged?®® though does not satisfactorily overcome, as Merleau-Pontyargued.® L)QQLSC‘/\A ‘

This has explained how the individual attempts to see themselves, but Sartre was also interested in
the gaze of others, and this is what the given extractrelatesto. Sartre believed the look of another

. to be a powerfulforce. When, he said, one is looked at by another, in their gaze they are fixed as an
object. This is expressed in the first part of the quote: ‘“Forthe Other, | am seated as this inkwell is
on the table; forthe Other, | am leaning overthe keyhole as this tree is bent by the wind.”*” showing
that, in the other’s gaze, | have no more subjectivity than an inkwellor a tree. Sartre solidifies his
point with the second part of the quote: “Thus forthe Other| have stripped myself of my
transcendence.”?8 ForSartre, transcendence refers to beings-for- emse.lyeiWiththis in mind, what

Sartre is saying becomes clearer; forthe other, the person who casts their ggze on me, 1 am justa
B o ol PROGA DV\ |
This gaze can be returned onthe other, making them an object from your perspective, Though both '
individuals in this case are subjects, therefore beings-for-themselves, they view each otheras

objects.’® The fact that the other’s look has the powerto objectify me while retaining theirown
subjectivity, and that if | return the gaze | also fix th7ther as an object from my perspective, means

being-in-itself, an object, and have no subjectivity.

10 |bid.

11 Ibid., pp. 61-62. \f ‘QA \)J)Qr %

12 sartre, Existentialism is @ Humanism. pp. 48-4\9./

9 Whitford, Margaret, Merleau-Ponty’s Critique of Sartre's Philosophy, (Kentucky: Frenchﬁjrum, 1982)p. 61,

13 Whitford, Merleau-Ponty’s Critique, p. 62.

14 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p.631.

15 |bid., pp. 81-84.

16 Whitford, Merleau-Ponty’s Critique, pp. 61-63.
17 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p.262.

18 |bid.

19Brosman, Catharine Savage, ‘Seeing through the Other: Modes of Vision in Sartre.” South Central Review, vo).
4, no. 4, (1987), pp. 61-73 (pp. 64-66). <www.jstor.org/stable/3189028>. [Accessed: 13" Nov. 2019]. /



that the look of another creates a strong power dynamicas each person fixes the otheras an object
and attemptsto retain their subjectivity.?° This explains why Sartre believed relationships to be
necessarily antagonistic by nature.?! What adds to this struggle is not just that the observerfixes
themas an object, but that they are now viewed as they were trying to view themselves. Although
people try to see themselves as beings-in-themselves as an attempt to escape anguish, they can
nevercompletely see themselves like this, sowhen another fixes them in this way, it causes

discomfort.22

The quote?’ gives Sartre’s reasons for why he considers otherpeople to be hell.2 Aslong as there

are other people around, you will be fixed by their gaze, therefore be reduced to an object in the

eyesof all those around you. While you have been fixed in this way, you no longer possess any of

your own subjectivity. Furthermore, you are deprived of your freedom, as you have no control how

the otherfixesyou.” Your essence has been given toyou by someone else, much like how the maker

of an inkwellgives an inkwell its essence. For Sartre (as we Have already discussed), freedom is

crucial, so the restriction of this through the objectifying gaze of other people warrants the Lol
conclusion that other people are hell, <

After considering what Sartre has put forward, we must ask ourselves whether it true that the gaze
of the otherreally does reduce one from a being-for-itself to a being-in-itself? Even if we accept that
this is the case, this does not mean that the gaze necessarily has to view others as objects. Although
Sartre hasidentified that we do objectify people, now we have realised that this is the case, is there
an opportunity to rise above the antagonising relationships and try to see people as the beings -for-

themselves that we know they really are? 27 CZ’TDQ& 3&@\_@&\ tﬁ .

This is confronted to some extent by Simone de Beauvoirwhen she challenges the way in which men
see women as otherand as objects, so merely as beings-in-themselves. 28 This brings an ethical
dimension to the critique, as a judgement has been passed that this objectifying of women is a
negative thingand something to be challenged.? Based on this, de Beauvoir believed women should
not be seen asthe otherby men, and that this was something that could happen,° it follows that
this approach could be universalised (beyond not objectifying based on sex, but not objectifying
anyone) sonoone seesanyone else as purely a being-in-itself, but so everyone can be subjecttothe
gaze of the otherand retain theirtranscendence.

Indeed, this would be consistent with what Sartre says about ethics. His ethical claim is akin to the
Kantianism maxim of universalisation. He says that, because existence precedes essence, thatmanis
responsible forwho he is. This refers notto man as the individual, butto man as responsible forall
men. Thus, if you objectify someone, you are willing all others_'w‘%?you are not objectifying,
including yourself, to be objectified by the gaze of the other.3! Fordoes Sartre not describe this very

20 |bid., p. 65.

21 sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 262.

22 Brosman, ‘Seeing through the Other: Modes of Vision in Sartre. p. 64.

23 sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 262.

24 Sartre, No Exit. p. 26. <https://www.vanderbilt.edu/olli/class-materials/Jean-Paul Sartre.pdf>.

[Accessed: 14" Nov. 2019].

25 sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 265.

26 |bid. 6( (_Q,Q_/Q_O.(«y g
%7 Brosman, ‘Seeing through the Other: Modes of Vision in Sartre.’ p. 68.

28 de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, pp. 16-18. % VLQ L\(\%1\~9*—Q
23 |bid., pp. 740-741.
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situation as hell?3% As Sartre said, it is our actions that define what we are, and Sartre’s actions gave
beingfixed as an object a negative moral judgementratherthan a neutral description of events. The
fact that he assertsit to be bad could suggest that, to some extent, itshould be challenged from a
moral point of view. Even if it was not achieved, it would still serve asa moral ideal to be aspired to.

Alas, Sartre would have objected to my proposed interpretation. For him, what | have just described
could be considered to be hope. Hope is a form of self-deception, therefore, to hope is to lie to
oneself and be in bad faith.** To put this into context, letus apply it to the extract: “Forthe Other, |
am seated as this inkwellis onthe table; for the Other, | am leaning overthe keyhole as this tree is
bentby the wind. Thus forthe Other| have stripped myself of my transcendence.”** Here, one may
hope that when the other casts their gaze upon them, that they will retain their transcendence, but
of course this is not the case. What is worse, it that because they lived in hope that they would not
be fixed as a being-in-itself, they were inactive in avoiding the gaze. Therefore, it was the very act of
hoping, of living in bad faith, that lead to them not taking action, which as we have discussed, is
what gives us our meaning. However, as Sartre believes so staunchly in the power of an individual to
act, it seemsthere is no good defensible position against choosing to view people as the beings -for-
themselves they truly are.

A summary of Sartre’s position as laid outthough the section that has been discussed is that the
gaze of another person fixes us as a being without subjectivity, while the viewer fully retains their
own subjectivity. This poweris in the gaze of anyone, so when the gaze is returned, itis donein an
attemptnot to be reduced to an object. By doing this however, one is necessarily trying to strip the
subjectivity fromthe original gaze caster in order to be the subject. Thisamounts to a struggle to
retain subjectivity in this moment. This happens whenevertwo people look at each other, meaning
that for Sartre, all type relationships between all people are necessarily antagonistic.

I shall now summarise the critical analysis that has been conducted for this extract, in orderto
solidify the aim of this inquiry into Sartre and the gaze. As has been true throughout the whole
essay, no one part of Sartre’s work can be looked at in isolation, without the context of the other
aspects of his theory. This makes an analysis of any part of his work a more long-winded affair than
one might initially expect before attempting it. The critique took form as two main points of inquiry.
The first point to the critique was directed at Sartre’s conception of freedom, which links to the
extract because, underthe gaze of the other, as well as one’s transcendence being stripped away,
one’sfreedomis also removed.3® The critique on Sartre’s absolute freedomin relation to this was a
successfulone, delivered predominantly with arguments from Merleau-Ponty. The second point of
critique was the possibility to cast a gaze upon someone without turningthem into a being-in-
themselves. It was asked whether, especially one became aware of how they were viewing people,
one could actively change their perceptions and begin to see people as the beings-for-themselves
they really are. Sartre would likely have not agreed that this was possible, as the way we view others
is a defence against the way they\(iytus. However, ultimately this position seemsinconsistent with
his assertions surrounding ethics.
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32 Sartre, No Exit, p. 26. \/

33 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p. 49.

34 bid., p. 262.

35 sartre, Existentialism is @ Humanism, pp. 22-24.




