Lecture Seven
Sartre (II): Nothingness, freedom and anguish
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1. Sartre makes a distinction between entities with consciousness (i.e. human beings) and those without. The latter are solid (massif), ‘being-in-itself’. The former are ‘being-for-itself’. They have a ‘pre-reflective consciousness’ of themselves and that introduces a gap (nothingness). There is a gap between consciousness and that of which it is conscious (which effectively means that, when I am aware of something, not only am I aware that I am separate from that thing, but also that I have freedom in the way I conceive of and judge that thing).  Hence a waiter is  not a waiter in the sense that an inkwell is an inkwell (BN, p.83). 
2. Humans bring nothingness into the world. For example, I expect to meet Pierre in the café. I walk into the café and recognise that Pierre is not in the café (BN, pp. 33-34). But how do I do that? There is no Pierre-shaped hole in the café to point to. So how do I recognise that something is not the case? This can only happen if I can go beyond a world of mere facticity and recognise unrealised potentialities in it. So, I enter the café and interrogate it, nihilating the background – that is, I dismiss what is there as irrelevant to me (and to my current concerns). The word ‘nihilation’ is reminiscent of the term ‘annihilation’, meaning destruction, removing something. But that’s not what Sartre means. What he means by ‘nihilation’ is ‘turning into nothing’, ‘turning into non-being’.
3. Humans, as being-for-itself, are free. I am separated from my future self by nothingness: ‘I am the self which I will be, in the mode of not being it’ (BN, p.56). There’s a gap between where we are now and the future. Nothingness is the gap between me and the world, but also between my current self and my past, my current self and my future. A gambler chooses not to gambler again (BN, p.57). I choose my emotions:  ‘I am sad…One might think that surely I am the sadness in the mode of being what I am…It is the meaning of this dull look with which I view the world, of my bowed shoulders, of my lowered head, of the listlessness in my whole body. But at the very moment when I adopt each of these attitudes, do I not know that I shall not be able to hold onto it? Let a stranger suddenly appear and I will lift up my head, I will assume a lively cheerfulness. What will remain of my sadness except that I obligingly promise it an appointment for later after the departure of the visitor? (BN, p. 84). 
4. But nothing compels me choose one form of conduct over another, and this results in a sort of distrust of myself. As S says, ‘I distrust myself and my own reactions’ (BN, p.53). I fear what may happen to me as a ‘being-in-itself’, but I am anxious about my own freedom. 
The vertigo example is used to illustrative anguish in the face of the future: ‘Vertigo is anguish to the extent that I am not afraid of falling over the precipice, but of throwing myself over’ (BN, p.53). 
Nothing compels me to save my life, and equally nothing compels me to jump. 
The example of the gambler is used to illustrate anguish in the face of the past:
 ‘The earlier resolution of “not playing anymore” is always there… But what he apprehends then in anguish is precisely the total inefficacy of the past resolution. It is there doubtless but fixed, ineffectual, surpassed by the very fact that I am conscious of it. The resolution is still me to the extent that I realize constantly my identity with myself across the temporal flux, but it is no longer me — due to the fact that it has become an object for my consciousness. I am not subject to it, it fails in the mission which I have given it. The resolution is still there, I am it in the mode of not-being. What the gambler apprehends at this instant is again the permanent rupture in determinism; it is nothingness which separates him from himself… The not-gambling is only one of my possibilities, as the fact of gambling is another of them…. I must rediscover the fear of financial ruin or of disappointing my family, etc. I must recreate it... It depends on me alone to lend it flesh. I am alone and naked before temptation as I was the day before… I perceive with anguish that nothing prevents me from gambling. This anguish is me since by the very fact of taking my position in existence as consciousness of being, I make myself not to be the past of good resolution which I am.’ (BN, pp. 56-57).

What separates me from myself here? That is, what prevents me from being that man I see in the past? Nothing.  Nothing compels me to renew my resolution and walk away from the gaming table, and equally nothing compels me to gamble. I am free with respect to my resolution. This freedom produces anguish; these matters really are up to us. 

Reading for this lecture: Sartre, Being and Nothingness, tr. Hazel E. Barnes, Intro. Mary Warnock, Preface by Richard Eyre (London and New York: Routledge, 2003 [1943]), particularly Part I, Section 1, ‘The Origin of Negation’.
Reading for session 8 (next lecture): ibid, Part I, Sec. 2, and Part III, Sec. 1. 
� HYPERLINK "http://media.photobucket.com/image/sartre/TheUnicorns07/PhotographCartoon/sartre-724888.jpg?o=31" �� INCLUDEPICTURE "http://th174.photobucket.com/albums/w115/TheUnicorns07/PhotographCartoon/th_sartre-724888.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET ����





� HYPERLINK "http://media.photobucket.com/image/sartre/MisterG2009/Pipafumadores%20famosos/sartre20vian20and20co.jpg?o=136" �� INCLUDEPICTURE "http://th847.photobucket.com/albums/ab33/MisterG2009/Pipafumadores%20famosos/th_sartre20vian20and20co.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET ����





� INCLUDEPICTURE "http://th218.photobucket.com/albums/cc162/eponymousdoorguitar/th_dbb68a6e.jpg" \* MERGEFORMATINET ���








PAGE  
2

