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SIMONE DE BEAUVOIR AND THE ETHICS
OF AMBIGUITY

Simone de Beauvoir (1908—1986) had a close personal and intellectual relationship

with Sartre for over fifty yeats. It is not surprising, therefore, that they influenced
each other’s thinking on certain fundamental issues in philosophy. Although de

fleauvoir and Sartre were both interested in ethics, she accomplished a feat that
.Sartre never did, namely, she wrote a book on the subject.’ The Ethics of Ambiguity I
is an attempt to develop methods or principles that can help guide us in the practi
cal problem of deciding what we ought to do. Her work i of particular interest to
is, since in her attempt to address the question of how an existentialist ethics is
possible she incorporates many of the central ideas of the philosophers we have
co,,sidered, A useful way to approach de Beauvoir’s ethics is by considering the eth
cal problems surrounding the tragically ambiguous human condition.
In our discussion of Sartre we saw that the existing individual is a being whose
icing Is not lo be. That is, by virtue of the intentional nature of consciousness, we
ne ,ilways separated from the object of consciousness, which constitutes the
&‘%1eIICe UI consciousness. Thus, all attempts to achieve our goals must fail. A goal is
iiunsteiitlent object of knowled2e. and rherefore we can never realize the synthe
331 sis of our consciousness of our goal with our goal. We are always at a distance trom
ourselves. Since we can never be for-ourselves what we are for others, we can never
realize the type of being that we strive to be. Of course we can set goals for our
selves, but we can never merge our being qua for-itself or consciousness with the
goals we set. For example, if I want to be a philosophy teacher I can perform actions
that will lead to that re,sult, but I can never be a philosophy teacher as an object in
the world, that is, as a chair or a piece of chalk is an object in the world. I can never
have the essence of “being a philosophy teacher,” since that would be to deny that at
any moment I have the possibility of giving up my choice to be a philosophy teacher.
Thus, for Satire, the ambiguity of the human condition is reflected in the paradox
of each particular human being. Each of us, by virtue of our transcendence, is a lack
of being and thus a continual striving to achieve a completeness of being that can
never be attained. Since any attempt to achieve our ultimate goals must end in fail
ure, existentialism seems to offer only an ethics of despaic
The situation is even worse, since the goals we set can have no external justi
[ication. Existentialists reject the spirit of seriousness which treats values as objec
tive qualities of objects. However, if values are not qualities that attach themselves
onto objects or goals independent of human consciousness, then it would appear
that existentialism “encloses man in a sterile anguish, in an empty subjectivity. It is
incapable of furnishing him with any principle for making choices” (p. 344). How
can we hope to have an ethics that provides principles of conduct when we believe
that no extrinsic justification can be given for our actions?
These problems arise from the Sartrean notion of freedom. If we are not what
we are, then we can never exist as pure facticity—as a being-in-itself—whose
essence is the source of our free and spontaneous choices. Our freedom always sep
anjtes us from our essence and thus prevents us from being our essence. Further
more, although our freedom, which is nothing other than consciousness itself, can
never merge with being, our freedom can “disclose being.” Consciousness discloses
being, in that it is in virtue of consciousness that we structure the world and have
goals and projects. Moreover, the value of a goal is created by the freedom that
chooses it. For that very reason it would appear that whether we choose to be a
drunkard or a leader of nations makes no difference to the value of a goal. Each
human existence has the freedom to choose those values that will determine its ac
tions, and for that reason there would seem to be nothing to choose between
“good” and “bad” actions or goals. How, then, can an existential philosophy avoid
despair and distinguish between moral and immoral actions?
De Beauvoir tackles these difficulties head on. At the outset she says we
should realize that those who condemn existentialism as being a useless philoso
phy, and a philosophy of despair and absurdity, are making this judgment from an
“objective” point of view. That is, they are treating these judgments as attributing
objective properties to the pronouncements of existentialist philosophy. But such
objections beg the question of whether or not objective value judgments can be
given. The notions of ‘useful” and “useless” have no meaning apart from subjectiv
ity. Whether existentialism is absurd or despairing depends on the life of the exist
ing individual. Admittedly, the particular life of an existing individual

it can not justify itself, that
hess no reason to will itself. But Ellis does not mean that
And indeed Sartre tells
have.
not
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that
it can not give itself reasons for being
us that man makes himself this tack of being in order that there might be being.
The term in order that clearly indicates an intentionality. It is not in vain that man
nullifies being. Thanks to him, being is disclosed and he desires Ellis disclosure.
There is an original type of attachment to being which is not the relationship
“wanting to be” but rather ‘wanting to disclose being.” (p. 344)
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want to be the creator of the world and its values. Thus, although it may not be pos
sible to be what we want to be, it is possible to disclose being.
To disclose being is to be at the center of the world where responsibilities lie,
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For it is the place from which meanings, values, and interpretation are made.
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Beauvoir says
To wish for the disclosure of the world and to assert oneself as Freedom are one
and the same movement. Freedom is the source from which all significations and
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second important point
Although no justification for our actions or goals can be found outside of us,
we can justify our goals from the inside, as it were, by having the strength to per
severe in our will. We can give ourselves reasons for our projects. As de Beauvoir
puts it,
The value of the chosen end is confirmed and, reciprocally, the genuineness of the
[T]his
choice is manifested concretely through patience, courage, and Fidelity.
living confirmation can not be merely contemplative and verbal. It is carried out
in an act. The goal toward which I surpass myself must appear to me as a point of
departure toward a new act of surpassing. (pp. 346—347)
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To will oneself free and to be moral are the same thing. This is all very reminiscent
of Nietzsche. We do not have an ethical theory that will tell us what do to in any
;iven situation, but we have a general method for making decisions. One creates
values through a genuine choice, and the genuineness of the choice is evidenced by
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the degree to which one is willing to stick to the project one affirms.
Yet if we are “essentially” free, then what moral content can there be in the i
idea of willing ourselves free? For ‘it is contradictory to set freedom up as some
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certain projects in the world. But for others to introduce meaning and values into
the world they must possess the freedom to do so. Thus, to be moral, to will oneself
free, one must oppose oppression. As de Beauvoir puts it,
Thus, we can set up point number one: the good of an individual or a group of in
dividuals requires that it be taken as an absolute end of our action, but we are not
authorized to decide upon this end a priori.
To put [the point) positively, the
precept will be to treat the other. as a freedom so that his end may be freedom.
(p.352)
.
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1(1 the abstract this certainly seems right, but when we consider concrete cases the
situation becomes ambiguous.
For example, one person’s freedom almost always concerns that of other in
dividuals. So, how are we to decide when we are choosing among freedoms, that
is, when one person’s freedom conflicts with that of another or others? And what
are we to do when someone chooses to flee from their freedom in an effort to be
come a thing, or in some other way chooses a course of action we judge to be
against their best interest? Are we justified in opposing willful acts that one con
siders perverted?
There are no a priori answers to such ethically ambiguous questions. On the
one hand, we must not bean accomplice in flight, and yet on the other hand we
must allow the Other freedom to make mistakes, for it is through failure that an in
dividual can assert oneself as a freedom. To be moral is to take freedom as an end,
but one must constantly question whether one’s goal is a genuine assertion of free
dom and whether or not the means justifies and is compatible with the end. Thus,
Existentialist ethics is individualistic in
Lhat it accords to the individual an absolute value and that it recognizes in him \
alone the power of laying the Foundations of his own existence.. This individ
ualism does not lead to the anarchy of personal whim. Man is free, but he finds
his law in his very freedom.. [The individual) justifies his existence by a move
ment which, like freedom, springs from his heart but which leads outside of him.
.
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From The Ethics of Ambiguity
Ambiguity and Freedom
‘The continuous work of our life,” says Montaigne, “is to build death.” lie
quotes the Latin poets: Prima, qzzae vitam dedit, hora corpsit. And again: Nasce:tes
l?zon?nur. Man knows and thinks this tragic ambivalence which the animal and the
plant merely undergo. A new paradox is thereby introduced into his destiny. “Ra
tional animal,” “thinking reed,” he escapes from his natural condition without.
however, freeing himself from it. He is stiLl a part of this world of which he is a con
sciousness, He asserts himself as a pure internality against which no external
power can take hold, and he also experiences himself as a thing crushed by the
dark weight of other things. At every moment he can grasp the non-temporal truth
of his existence. But between the past which no Longer is and the future which is
not yet, this moment when he exists is nothing. This privilege, which he alone pos
sesses, of being a sovereign and unique subject amidst a universe of objects, is what
he shares with all his fellowmen. In turn an object for others, he is nothing more
than an individual in the collectivity on which he depends.
At the present time there still exist many doctrines which choose to leave in
the shadow certain troubling aspects of a too complex situation. But their attempt
to lie to us is in vain. Cowardice doesn’t pay. Those reasonable metaphysics, those
consoling ethics with which they would like to entice us only accentuate the disor
der from which we suffer. Men of today seem to feel more acutely than ever the
paradox of their condition. They know themselves to be the supreme end to which
all action should be subordinated, but the exigencies of action force them to treat
one another as instruments or obstacles, as means. The more widespread their
mastery of the world, the more they find themselves crushed by uncontrollable

forces. Though they are masters of the atomic bomb, yet it is created only to de
stroy them. Each one has the incomparable taste in his mouth of his own life, and
yet each feels himself more insignificant than an insect within the immense collec
tivity whose limits are one with the earth’s. Perhaps in no other age have they man
ifested their grandeur more brilliantLy, and in no other age has this grandeur been
so horribly flouted. In spite of so many stubborn lies, at every moment, at every op
portunity, the truth comes to light, the truth of life and death, of my solitude and
my bond with the world, of my freedom and my servitude, of the insignificance and
the sovereign importance of each man and all men. There was Stalmgnd and there
was Buchenwald. and neither of the two wipes out the other. Since we do not suc
ceed in fleeing it, let us therefore try to look the truth in the face. Let us try to as
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From the very beginning, existentialism defined
biguity. It was by affirming the irreducible character itself as a philosophy of amambiguity that Kierkegaard
opposed himself to Hegel, and it is by ambiguity of
that, in our own generation,
Satire, in Being and Nothingness, fundamentally defin
being is not to be, that subjectivity which realizes itsel ed man, that being whose
world, that engaged freedom, that surging of the for-o f only as a presence in the
given for others. But it is also claimed that existentia neself which is immediately
surd and of despair. It encloses man in a sterile angu lism is a philosophy of the ab
is incapable of furnishing him with any principle forish, in an empty subjectivity. It
making choices. Let him do as
he pleases. In any case, the game is lost. Does not Sartr
e declare, in effect, that man
is a “useless passion,” that he tries in vain to reali
ze the synthesis of the for-oneself
and the in-onesel to make himself God?
That is true. And it is also true that in Bein
sisted above all on the abortive aspect of the hum g and Nothingness Sartre has in
an adventure. It is only in the last
pages that he opens up the perspective for an ethics. How
ever, if we reflect upon his
descriptions of existence, we perceive that they
are
far
from condemning man
without recourse.
The failure described in Being and Nothingness is defin
itive, but it is also am
biguous. Man, Sartre tells us, is “a being who izzakes hims
elf
a
lack of being in order
that there ,night be being.” That means, first of all. that
his
pass
ion is not inflicted
upon him from without. He chooses it. It is his very
bein
g
and,
as such, does not
imply the idea of unhappiness. If this choice is cons
idered as useless, it is because
there exists no absolute value before the passion of man
, outside of it, in relation to
which one might distinguish the useless from the
usefu
l.
The word “useful” has not
yet received a meaning on the level of description
where Being and Nothingness is
situated. It can be defined only in the human world
and the ends he sets up. In the original helplessn established by man’s projects i
nothing is useful, nothing is useless. It must there ess from which man surges up,
sion to which man has acquiesced finds no exter fore be understood that the pas- I
nal
peal, no objective necessity permits of its being callejustification. No outside ap
d useful. It has no reason to
will itself, But this does not mean that it can
not justify itself, that it can not give it
reasons for being that it does not have. And inde
makes himself this lack of being in order that there ed Satire tells us that man
order that clearly indicates an intentionality. It is might be being. The term in
being. Thanks to him, being is disclosed and he desirnot in vain that man nullifies I
original type of attachment to being which is not es this disclosure. There is an
the
hut rather “wanting to disclose being.” Now, here relationship ‘wanting to be”’
success. This end, which man proposes to himself there is not failure, but ratherl
by making himself lack of being, p
is, in effect, realized by him. By uprooting hims
elf from [he world, man makes him-’
self present to the world and makes the world prese
nt to him. I should like to be the
I,iiulscape which I am contemplating, I should like
this sky, this quiet water to
think themselves within me, that it might be
I whom they express in flesh and.
hone, and I remain at a distance. But it is
also by this distance that the sky and the
My

water exist befo
re me.
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fied with
cities e.\flctly with himself. It is not granted him to exist this existence, lie coinwithout lending Inward
this being which he tvill never be. But it is poss
ible for him to want this tension
even with the faiLure which it involves. His being is lack
of being, but this lack has
a way of being which is precisely existence,
an
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The Hz-st implication of such an attitude is that the genuine man will
to recognize any foreign absolute. When a man projects into an ideal not ngit’e
heaven that
impossible synthesis of the for-itself and the in-itself that is called God,
it
he wishes the regard of this existing Being to change his existen into is because
ce
being: but if
he agrees not to be in order to exist genuinely, he will abandon the
dream of an in
human objectivity He will understand that it is not a matter of being
eyes of a God, but of being right in his own eyes. Renouncing the thoughright in the
the guarantee for his existence outside of himself, he will also refuse t of seeking
unconditioned values which would set themselves up athwart his to believe in
freedom like
things. Value is this lacking-being of which freedom pizakes itself a
lack;
and it is be
cause the latter makes itself a lack that value appears. It is desire
which creates the
desirable, and the project which sets up the end. It is human existen
values spring up in the world on the basis of which it will be able to ce which makes
judge the enter
prise in which it will be engaged. But first it locates itself beyond any pessim
ism, as
beyond any optimist, for the fact of its original springing forth is a pure
contin
gency.
Before existence there is no more reason to exist than not to exist. The
lack
of
exis
tence can not be evaluated since it is the fact on the basis of which all
evalua
tion
is
defined. It can not be compared to anything for there is nothing outside
of it to serve
as a term of comparison. This rejection of any extrinsic justification also
confirms
the rejection of an original pessimism which we posited at the beginn
ing.
Since
it is
unjustifiable from without, to declare from without that it is unjusti
condemn it. And the truth is that outside of existence there is nobodfiable is not to
y.
Fpr him it is not a question of wondering whether his presence in the Man exists.
ful, whether life is worth the trouble of being lived. These questions world is use
make no sense.
It is a matter of knowing whether he wants to live and under what condit
ions.
But if man is free to define for himself the conditions of a life which
is valid
in his own eyes, can he not choose whatever he likes and act howev
er
likes?
he
Dos
toievsky asserted, “If God does not exist, everything is permitted.” Today
’s
believe
rs!
use this formula for their own advantage. To re-establish man at
the heart of his I
destiny is, they claim, to repudiate all ethics. However, far from God’s
thorizing all license, the contrary is the case, because man is abandoabsence au
ned on the
earth, because his acts are definitive, absolute engagements. He bears
respon
the
sibility for a world which is not the work of a strange power, but of
himsel
where1
f,
his defeats are inscribed, and his victories as well. A God can pardon
,
efface,
and
compensate. But if God does not exist, man’s faults are inexpiable.
If it is claimed I
that, whatever the case may be. this earthly stake has no importance,
cisely because one invokes that inhuman objectivity which we declined this is pre
at the start.
One can not start by saying that our earthly destiny has or has not
import
ance, for
it depends upon us to give it importance. It is up to man
to make it important to be
a man, and he alone can feel his success or failure.
As for us, whatever the case may be, we believe in freedom.
belief must lead us to despair? Must we grant this curious paradoIs it true that this i
x: that from the I
moment a man recognizes himself as free, he
is prohibited from wishing [or any
thing?
On the contrary, it appears to us that by
going to discover a principle of action whose turning toward this freedom we are
range will be universal. The charac
teristic feature of all ethics is to consider human
life as a game that can be won or
lost and to teach man the means of winning.
Now, we have seen that the original
scheme oF man is ambiguous; he wants to be,
and to the extent that he coincides
with this wish, he fails. All the plans in which
this will to be is actualized are con
demned; and the ends circumscribed by these
plans
scendence is vainly engulfed in those miscarried remain mirages. Human tran
attempts. But man also wills
himself to be a disclosure of being, and if he
coincides with this wish, he wins, for
the fact is that the world becomes present by
implies a perpetual tension to keep being at his presence in it. But the disclosure’
certain distance, to tear oneself from,
the world, and to assert oneself as a freedoa
m. To wish for the disclosure of the
world and to assert oneself as freedom are one
and the same movement. Freedom
is the source from which all significations and
condition of all justification of existence. The all values spring. It is the original
man who seeks to justify his li[e must
want lreedom itself absolutely and above everyth
ing else. At the same time that it
requires the realization of concrete ends, of
particu
lar projects, it requires itself
universally. It is not a ready-made value which
offers itself from the outside to my
abstract adherence, but it appears (not on the
plane) as a cause of itself. It is necessarily summoplane of facility, hut on the moral
ned up by the values which it sets
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and through which it sets itself up. It can not establish a denial of itselF, [or in

denying itself, it would deny the possibility of any foundation. To will oneself moral
and to will oneself free are one and the same decision.
But we also ought to ask ourselves whether one can will oneself free in
any matter, whatsoever it may be. It must first be observed that this will is devel- i
oped in the course of time. It is in time that the goal is pursued and that freedom
confirms itself. And this assumes that it is realized as a unity in the unfolding of
Lime. One escapes the absurdity of the clinamen only by escaping the absurdity of
the pure moment. An existence would be unable to found itself if moment by mo
ment it crumbled into nothingness. That is why no moral question presents itself
to the child as long as he is still incapable of recognizing himself in the past or see
ing himself in the future. It is only when the moments of his life begin to be organized into behaviour that he can decide and choose. The value of the chosen end is i
confirmed and, reciprocally, the genuineness of the choice is manifested concretelyi
through patience, courage, and fidelity. If I leave behind an act which I have ac
complished, it becomes a thing by falling into the past. It is no longer anything but
a stupid and opaque fact. In order to prevent this metamorphosis, I must cease-!
lessly return to it and justify it in the unity of the project in which I am engaged.
Setting up the movement of my transcendence requires that I never let it uselessly.
l.ill hack upon itself, that I prolong it indefinitely. Thus [cannot genuinely desire
in end today without desiring it through my whole existence, insofar as it is the ii’tire of (his present moment and insofar as it is the surpassed past of days to come.
hi will is to engage myself to persevere in my will. This does not mean that [ought
iii it aim at any limited end. I may desire absolutely
and forever a revelation of a
this means that the value of this provisional end will be confirmed mdci
inielv. Hut this living confirmation can not be merely contemplative and verbal. It
347 i carried nit iii an act. [he goal toward which [surpass myself must appear to ne
as a point iii departure toward a new act of surpassing. Thus, a creative fieetluiiii
develops happily without ever congealing into unjustified facticity. [lie creator
leans upon anterior creations in order to create the possibility of new creations. II is
present project embraces the past and places confidence in the freedom to come, a
confidence which is never disappointed. It discloses being at the end of a further
disclosure. At each moment freedom is confirmed through all creation.
It can be se’en that, on the one hand, freedom can always save itself, [‘or it is
realized as a disclosure of existence through its very failures, and it can again con
firm itself by a death freely chosen. But, on the other hand, the situations which it
discloses through its project toward itself do not appear as equivalents. It regards
as privileged situations those which permit it to realize itself as indefinite move
ment; that is, it wishes to pass beyond everything which limits its power; and yet,
this power is always limited. Thus, just as life is identified with the will-to-live, free
dom always appears as a movement of liberation. It is only by pmlonging itself
through the freedom of others that it manages to surpass death itself and to realize
itself as an indefinite unity. Later on we shall see what problems such a relation
ship raises. For the time being it is enough for us to have established the fact that
the words “to will oneself free” have a positive and concrete meaning. If man
wishes to save his existence, as only he himself can do, his original spontaneity
must be raised to the height of moral freedom by taking itself as an end through
the disclosure of a particular content.
It must again be called to mind that the supreme end at which man must aim
is his freedom, which alone is capable of establishing the value of every end; thus,
comfort, happiness, all relative goods which human projects define, will be subor
dinated to this absolute condition of realization. The freedom of a single man must
count more than a cotton or rubber harvest; although this principle is not re
spected in fact, it is usually recognized theoretically. But what makes the problem
so dilficult is that it is a matter of choosing between the negation of one freedom or
another every war supposes a discipline, every revolution a dictatorship, every po
litical move a certain amount of lying; action implies all forms of enslaving, from
murder to mystification. Is it therefore absurd in every case? Or, in spite of every
thing, are we able to lind, within the very outrage that it implies, reasons for want
ing one thing rather than another?

Ambiguity
The notion of ambiguity must not be confused with that of absurdity. To de
clare that existence is absLtu’d is to deny that it can ever be given a meaning; to say

that it is ambiguous is to assert that its meaning is never Lixeu, tnai it must be con
stantly won. Absurdity challenges every ethics; but also the Finished rationalization
of the real would leave no room for ethics; it is because mani condition is ambigu
ous that he seeks, through Failure and outrageousness, to save his existence. Thus,
t? say that action has to be lived in its truth, that is, in the consciousness of the un
tinomies which it involves, does not mean that one has to renounce it. In Plutarch
Lied Pierreieu rightly says that in war there is no victory which can not he regarded
as unsuccessful, for the objective which one aims at is the total annihilation of the
Li
enemy and this result is never attained; yet there are wars which are won and wars
which are losL So is it with any activity; Failure and success are two aspects of re
ality which at the start are not perceptible. That is what makes criticism so easy
and art so difficult: the critic is always in a good position to show the limits that
every artist gives himself in choosing himself: painting is not given completeLy ei
ther in Giotto or Titian or Cezanne; it is sought through the centuries and is never’
Finished; a painting in which all pictorial problems are resolved is really inconceiv
able; painting itself is this movement toward its own reality; it is not the vain dis
placement of a millstone turning in the void; it concretizes itself on each canvas as
an absolute existence. Art and science do not establish themselves despite Failure
but through it; which does not prevent there being truths and errors, masterpieces
and lemons, depending upon whether the discovery or the painting has or has not
known how to win the adherence of human consciousnesses; this amounts to say
ing that failure, always ineluctable, is in certain cases spared and in others not.
It is interesting to pursue this comparison; not that we are likening action to
a work of art or a scientific theory, but because in any case human transcendence
must cope with the same problem: it has to Found itself, though it is prohibited
From ever fulfilling itself. Now, we know that neither science nor art ever leaves it
up to the future to justify its present existence. In no age does art consider itself as
something which is paving the way for Art: so-called archaic art prepares For clas
sicism only in the eyes of archaeologists; the sculptor who fashioned the Korai of
Athens rightfully thought that he was producing a Finished work of art; in no age
has science considered itself as partial and lacunazy; without believing itself to he
definitive, it has however, always wanted to be a total expression of the world, and
it is in its totality that in each age it again raises the question of its own validity.
There we have an example of how man must, in any event, assume his finiteness:
not by treating his existence as transitory or relative but by reflecting the infinite.
within it, that is, by treating it as absolute. There is an art only because at every mo
ment art has willed itself absoLutely; likewise there is a Liberation of man only if, in
aiming at itself, freedom is achieved absolutely in the very fact of aiming at itself.
This requires that each action be considered as a finished Form whose different mo
ments, instead of fleeing toward the future in order to Find there theirjustification,
reflect and confirm one another so well that there is no Longer a sharp separation
between present and future, between means and ends.
But if these moments constitute a unity, there must be no contradiction,
among them. Since the liberation aimed at is not a thing situated in an unfamiliari
time, but a movement which realizes itself by tending to conquer, it can not attain
itself if it denies itself at the start; action can not seek to Fulfill itself by means i
which would destroy its very meaning. So much so that in certain situations there.
will be no other issue for man than rejection. In what is called political realism
there is no room for rejection because the present is considered as transitory; there
is rejection only if man lays claim in the present to his existence as an absolute
value; then he must absolutely reject what would deny this value. Today, more or
less consciously in the name of such an ethics, we condemn a magistrate who
handed over a communist to save ten hostages and long with him all the Vichyites
who were trying “to make the best of things:” It was not a matter of rationalizing
but of rejecting it
lie present such as it was imposed by the German occupation,
did not aspire in a positive elleciivciiess; ii Was .i
a revi ‘It, a it urtyrdom; and in t Ii is negative movement I reedi nil was iBis—
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In one sense the negative attitude is easy; the rejected object is given un
equivocally and unequivocally defines the revoLt that one opposes to it; iliiis, all
French anti-fascists were united during the occupation by their common resis
tance to a single oppressor. The return to the positive encounters many more ob
stacles, as we have well seen in France where divisions and hatreds were revived
at the same time as were the parties. In the moment of rejection, the antinomy of

action is removed, and means and end meet; freedom immediately sets itself up us
its own goal and fulfills itself by so doing. But the antinomy reappears as soon as
freedom again gives itself ends which are far off in the future; then, through the
resistances of the given, divergent means oiler themselves and certain ones come
to be seen as contrary to their ends. It has often been observed that revolt alone is
pure. Every construction implies the outrage of dictatorship, of violence. This is
the theme, among others, of Koestler’s Gladiators. Those who, like this symbolic
Spartants, do not want to retreat from the outrage and resign themselves to im
potence, usually seek refuge in the values of seriousness. That is why, among indi
viduals as well as collectivities, the negative moment is often the most genuine.
Goethe, Barres, and Angon, disdainful or rebellious in their romantic youth, shat
lered old conformisms and thereby proposed a real, though incomplete, libera
Lion. But what happened later on? Goethe became a servant of the state, Banes of
nationalism, and Aragon of Stalinist conformism. We know how the seriousness
of the Catholic Church was substituted for the Christian spirit, which was a rejec
tion of dead Law, a subjective rapport of the individual with God through faith
and charity; the Reformation was a revolt of subjectivity, but Protestantism in
turn changed into an objective moralism in which the seriousness of works re
placed the restlessness of faith. As For revolutionary humanism, it accepts only
rarely the tension of permanent liberation; it has created a Church where salva
tion is bought by membership in a party as it is bought elsewhere by baptism and
indulgences. We have seen that this recourse to the serious is a lie; it entails the
sacrifice of man to the Thing, of freedom to the Cause. In order for the return to
the positive to be genuine it must involve negativity, it must not conceal the antin
omies between means and end, present and future; they must be lived in a perma-I
nent tension; one must retreat from neither the outrage of violence nor deny it, or,r
which amounts to the same thing, assume it lightly. Kierkegaard has said that
what distinguishes the pharisee from the genuinely moral man is that the former
considers his anguish as a sure sign of his virtue; from the fact that he asks him
self, “Am I Abraham?” he concludes, am Abraham”; but morality resides in the
painfulness of an indefinite questioning. The problem which we are posing is not
the same as that of Kierkegaard; the important thing to us is to know whether, in
given conditions, Isaac must be killed or not, But we also think that what distin
guishes the tyrant from the man of good will is that the first rests in the certainty
of his aims, whereas the second keeps asking himself, “Am I really working for the
liberation of men? Isn’t this end contested by the sacrifices through which I aim at
it?” Insetting up its ends, freedom must put them in parentheses, confront them
at each moment with that absolute end which it itself constitutes, and contest, in
its own name, the means it uses to win itself.
It vill be said that these considerations remain quite abstract. What oust be
cv
3 done, practically? Which action is good? Which
is bad? To ask such a question is
also to fall into a naive abstraction. We don’t ask the physicist, “Which hypotheses
are true?” Nor the artist, ‘By what procedures does one produce a work whose
beauty is guaranteed?” Ethics does not furnish recipes any more than do science
and art. One can merely propose methods. Thus, in science the fundamental prob
lem is to make the idea adequate to its content and the law adequate to the [acts;
the logician finds that in the case where the pressure of the given fact bursts the
concept which serves to comprehend it, one is obliged to invent another concept;
but he can not define a priori the moment of invention, still less foresee it. Analo
gously, one may say that in the case where the content of the action falsifies its
meaning, one must modify not the meaning, which is here willed absolutely, but
the content itself; however, it is impossible to determine this relationship between’
meaning and content abstractly and universally: there must be a trial and decision
in each case. But likewise just as the physicist finds it profitable to reflect on the
conditions of scientific invention and the artist on those of artistic creation without
expecting any ready-made solutions to come from these reflections, it is useful for
the man of action to find out under what conditions his undertakings are vaiid. We
are going to see that on this basis new perspectives are disclosed,
In the first place, it seems to us that the individual as such is one of the ends
at which our action must aim. Here we are at one with the point of view of Chris
Lian charity, the Epicurean cult of friendship, and Kantian moralism which treats
each man as an end. He interests us not merely as a member of a class, a nation, or
a collectivity, but as an individual man. This distinguishes us from the systematic
politician who cares only about collective destinies; and probably a tramp enjoying
O[
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his bottle ot wine, or a child playing with a balloon, or a Neapolitan lazzamne bat
ing in the sun in no way helps in the liberation of man; that is why the abstract will
of the revolutionary scorns the concrete benevolence which occupies itself in satis
fying desires which have no morrow. However, it must not be forgotten that there
is a concrete bond between freedom and existence; to will man free is to will there I
Lo be being, it is to will the disclosure of being in the joy of existence; in order for
the idea o’ liberation to have a concrete meaning, the joy of existence must be as
serted in each one, at every instant; the movement toward freedom assumes its
real, flesh and blood figure in the world by thickening into pleasure, into happi
ness. if the satisfaction of an old man drinking a glass of wine counts for nothing,
then production and wealth are only hollow myths; they have meaning only if theyi
are capable of being retrieved in individual and living joy. The saving of time and
the conquest of leisure have no meaning if we are not moved by the laugh of a child
at play. If we do not love life on our own account and through others, it is futiLe to
seek to justify it in any way.
However, politics is right in rejecting benevolence to the extent that the latter
thoughtlessly sacrifices the future to the present. The ambiguity of freedom, which
‘cry often is occupied only in fleeing from itself, introduces a difficult equivocation
into relationships with each individual taken one by one. Just what is meant by the
c(presslc)n “to love others’? What is meant by taking them as ends? In any event, it
ii evident that we are not going to decide to fulfill the will of every man. There are
‘;tses whet-c a man positively wants evil, that is, the enslavement of other men, and
lie ililist then be fought. It also happens that, without hanning anyone, he flees from
his own Ii cedotit, %ceking passioitaielv tuid alone to attain the being which cciii—
siatuly dittIes hint. If lie asks [or our help, are we to give it to him? We blame a titan
who helps a drug addict intoxicate himself or a desperate man commit suicide, for
we think that rash behavior of this sort is an attempt of the individual against Ins
own freedom; he must be made aware of his error and put in the presence of the teal I
demands of his freedom. Well and good. But what if he persists? Must we then use
violence? There again the serious man busies himself dodging the problem; the vaL
ues of life, of health, and of monl conformism being set up, one does not hesitate to
impose them on others. But we know that this pharisaism can cause the worst dis
asters: lacking drugs, the addict may kill himself. It is no more necessary to serve an
abstract ethics obstinately than to yield without due consideration to impulses of
pity or generosity; violence is justified only if it opens concrete possibilities to the I
freedom which I am flying to save; by practising it I am willy-nilly assuming an en
gagement in relation to others and to myself; a man whom I snatch from the death
which he had chosen has the right to come and ask me for means and reasons for
living; the tyranny practised against an invalid can be justified only by his getting
better whatever the purity of the intention which animates me, any dictatorship is
a fault for which I have to get myself pardoned. Besides, lam in no position to make i
decisions of this sort indiscriminately; the example of the unknown person who I
throws himself in to the Seine and whom I hesitate whether or not to fish out is
quite abstract; in the absence of a concrete bond with this desperate person my
choice will never be anything but a contingent facticity. ff1 find myself in a position
to do violence to a child, or to a melancholic, sick, or distraught person the reason
is that I also find myself charged with his upbringing, his happiness, and his health:
I am a parent, a teacher, a nurse, a doctor, or a friend. So, by a tacit agreement,
by the very fact that I am solicited, the strictness of my decision is accepted or eveni
desired; the more seriously I accept my responsibilities, the more justified it is. That
is why love authorizes severities which are not granted to indifference. What makes.
the problem so complex is that, on the one hand, one must not make himself an ac
complice of that flight from freedom that is found in heedlessness, caprice, mania,
and passion, and that, on the other hand, it is the abortive movement of man toward
being which is his very existence, it is through the failure which he has assumed that
he asserts himself as a freedom. To want to prohibit a man from error is to forbid
him to fulfill his own existence, it is to deprive him of life. At the beginning of
Claudel’s The Satin Shoe, the husband of Dona Prouheze, the Judge, the Just, as the
author regards him, explains that every plant needs a gardener in order to grow andp
that he is the one whom heaven has destined for his young wife; beside the fact that I
we are shocked by the arrogance of such a thought (for how does he know that he is
this enlightened gardener? Isn’t he merely a jealous husband?) this likening of a soul
to a plant is not acceptable; for, as Kant would say, the value of an act lies not in its
conlbnnitv to an external model, but in its internal truth. We object to the inquisi
tors who want to create faith and virtue from without; we object to all forms of [as.
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We challenge every condemnation as well as every a priori justification of the
violence practised with a view to a valid end. They must be legitimized concretely.
A calm, mathematical calculation is here impossible. One must attempt to judge
the chances of success that are involved in a certain sacrifice; but at the beginning
this judgment will always be doubtful; besides, in the face of the immediate reality
of the sacrifice, the notion of chance is difficult to think about. On the one hand,
one can multiply a probability infinitely without ever reaching certainty; but yet,
practically, it ends by merging with this asymptote: in our private life as in our col
lective life there is no other truth than a statistical one. On the other hand, the in
terests at stake do not allow themselves to be put into an equation; the suffering of
one man, that of a million men, are incommensurable with the conquests realized
by millions of others, present death is incommensurable with the Life to come. [t
would be utopian to want to set up on the one hand the chances of success multi
plied by the stake one is after, and on the other hand the weight of the immediate
sacrifice. One finds himself back at the anguish of free decision. And that is why
political choice is an ethical choice: it is a wager as well as a decision; one bets on
the chances and risks of the measure under consideration; but whether chances i
and risks must be assumed or not in the given circumstances must be decided I
without help, and in so doing one sets up values. If in 1793 the Girondists rejected
the violences of the Terror whereas a Saint-Just and a Robespierre assumed them,
the reason is that they did not have the same conception of freedom. Nor was the
same republic being aimed at between 1830 and 1840 by the republicans who lim
ited themselves to a purely political opposition and those who adopted the tech
nique of insurrection. In each case it is a matter of defining an end and realizing it.
knowing that the choice of the means employed affects both the definition and the I
fulfillment.
Ordinarily, situations are so complex that a long analysis is necessary before
being able to pose the ethical moment of the choice. We shall confine ourselves
here to the consideration of a few simple examples which will enable us to maker
our attitude somewhat more precise. In an underground revolutionary movement•
when one discovers the presence of a stool-pigeon, one does not hesitate to beat1
him up; he is a present and future danger who has to be gotten rid of; but if a man p
is merely suspected of treason, the case is more ambiguous. We blame those north-I
em peasants who in the war of 1914—18 massacred an innocent family which wasi
suspected of signaling to the enemy; the reason is that not only were the presump
tions vague, but the danger was uncertain; at any rate, it was enough to put the sits
pects into prison; while waiting for a serious inquiry it was easy to keep them from
doing any harm. However, if a questionable individual holds the fate of other men
in his hands, if, in order to avoid the risk of killing one innocent man, one runs the
risk of letting ten innocent men die, it is reasonable to sacrifice him. We can merely
ask that such decisions be not taken hastily and lightly, and that, all things consid
ered, the evil that one inflicts be lesser than that which is being forestalled.
It is apparent that the method we are proposing, analogous in this respect to
scientific or aesthetic methods, consists, in each case, of confronting the values re
alized with the values aimed at, and the meaning of the act with its content. The
fact is that the politician, contrary to the scientist and the artist, and although the
element of failure which he assumes is much more outrageous, is rarely concerned
with making use of it. May it be that there is an irresistible dialectic of power
wherein morality has no place? Is the ethical concern, even in its realistic and con
crete form, detrimental to the interests of action? The objection will surely be made
that hesitation and misgivings only impede victory. Since, in any case, there is an
element of failure in all success, since the ambiguity, at any rate, must be sur
mounted, why not refuse to take notice of it? In the first number of the Ca/tiers
d’Acsion a reader declared that once and for all we should regard the militant com
munist as “the permanent hem of our time” and should reject the exhausting ten
sion demanded by existentialism; installed in the permanence of heroism, one will
blindly direct himself toward an uncontested goal; but one then resembles Colonel
de Ia Roque who unwaveringly went right straight ahead of him without knowing
where he was going. Malaparte relates that the young Nazis, in order to become in
sensitive to the suffering of others, practised by plucking out the eyes of live cats;
there is no more radical way of avoiding the pitfalls of ambiguity. But an action
which wants to serve man ought to be careful not to forget him on the way; if it
chooses to fulfill itself blindly, it will lose its meaning or will take on an unforeseen
meaning; for the goal is not fixed once and for all; it is defined all along the road
which leads to it. Vigilance alone can keep alive the validity of the goals and the
genuine assertion of freedom.

Conclusion
Is this kind of ethics individualistic or not? Yes, if one means by that that it
accords to the individual an absolute value and that it recognizes in him alone the
power of laying the Foundations of his own existence. It is individualism in the
sense in which the wisdom of the ancients, the Christian ethics of salvation, and
the Kantian ideal of virtue also merit this name; it is opposed to the totalitarian
doctrines which raise up beyond man the mirage of Manldnd. But it is not solipsis
tic, since the individual is defined only by his relationship to the world and to other
individuals; he exists only by transcending himself, and his freedom can be
achieved only through the freedom of others. He justifies his existence by a move
tatent which, like freedom, springs from his heart but which leads outside of him.
This individualism does not lead to the anarchy of personal whim. Man is
free; but he finds his law in his very freedom. First, he must assume his freedom
and not lice it; he assumes it by a constructive movement: one does not exist withtluiiiu
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quest ol this kind is never Finished; the contingency remains, and, so that lie nay
assert his will, man is even obliged to stir up in the world the outrage he does not
want. But this element of failure is a very condition of his life; one can never dream
of eliminating it without immediately dreaming of death. This does not mean that
one should consent to failure, but rather one must consent to struggle against it
without respite.
Yet, isn’t this battle without victory pure guLlibility? It will be argued that this
is only a ruse of transcendence projecting before itself a goal which constantly re
cedes, running after itself on an endless treadmill; to exist for Mankind is to remain
where one is, and it fools itself by calling this turbulent stagnation progress; our
whole ethics does nothing but encourage it in this lying enterprise since we are ask
ing each one to confirm existence as a value for all others; isn’t it simply a matter
of organizing among men a complicity which allows them to substitute a game of
illusions for the given world?
We have already attempted to answer this objection. One can formulate it
only by placing himself on the grounds of an inhuman and consequently false ob
jectivity; within Mankind men may be fooled; the word ‘lie” has a meaning by op
position to the truth established by men themselves, but Mankind can not Fool
itself completely since it is precisely Mankind which creates the criteria of true and
false. In Plato, art is mystification because there is the heaven of Ideas; but in the
earthly domain all glorification of the earth is true as soon as it is realized. Let men
attach vaLue to words, forms, colors, mathematical theorems, physical laws, and
athletic prowess; let them accord value to one another in love and friendship, and
the objects, the events, and the men immediately have this value; they have it ab
solutely. It is possible that a man may refuse to love anything on earth; he will
prove this refusal and he vill carzy it out by suicide. If he lives, the reason is that,
whatever he may say, there still remains in him some attachment to existence; his
Life wiLl be commensurate with this attachment; it will justify itself to the extent
that it genuinely justifies the world.
This justification, though open upon the entire universe through time and
space, will always be finite. Whatever one may do, one never realizes anything but
a limited work, like existence itself which tries to establish itself through that work
and which death also limits. It is the assertion of our finiteness which doubtless
gives the doctrine which we have just evoked its austerity and, in some eyes, its sad
ness. As soon as one considers a system abstractly and theoretically, one puts himseLf, in effect, on the plane of the universal, thus, of the infinite. That is why reading
[he Hegelian system is so comforting. I remember having experienced a great Feel
ing of calm on reading Hegel in the impersonal framework of the Bibliothéque Na
tionale in August 1940. But once I got into the street again, into my life, out of the
system, beneath a real sky, the system was no longer of any use to me: what it had
offered me, undera show of the infinite, was the consolations of death; and I again
wanted to live in the midst cii living men. I think that, inversely, existentialism does
not offer to the reader the consolations of an abstract evasion: existentialism pro
poses no evasion. On the contrary, its ethics is experienced in the truth of life, and

it then appears as the onLy proposition ni salvation which one can address to nun.
raking on its own account Descartes’ revolt against the evil genius, the pride of the
thinking reed in the face of the universe which crushes him, it asserts that, despite

his limits, through them, it is up to each one to fulfill his existence as an absolute.
Regardless of the staggering dimensions of the world about us, the density of our
ignorance, the risks of catastrophes to come, and our individual weakness within
the immense collectivity, the fact remains that we are absolutely free today if we
choose to will our existence in its flniteness, a finiteness which is open on the infi
nite, And in fact, any man who has known real loves, real revolts, real desires, and
real will knows quite well that he has no need of any outside guarantee to be sure
of his goals; their certitude comes from his own drive. There is a very old saying
which goes: ‘Do what you must, come what may.” That amounts to saying in a dif
ferent way that the result is not external to the good will which fulfills itself in aim
ing at it. If it came to be that each man did what he must, existence would be saved
in each one without there being any need of dreaming of a paradise where all
would be reconciled in death,

