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ABSTRACT 
  

Memory is a recurring theme in Jean-Paul Sartre’s work. However, Sartre never 

formulated an explicit theory of memory. When he does discuss memory he reaches two 

conflicting conclusions: (1) in his theory of imagination and in his early text The 

Transcendence of the Ego memory is presented as a mimetic power and memories are 

representations of the past; (2) in his other texts, among them Being and Nothingness 

memory is portrayed as a creative force that reconstructs experience rather than mimics 

and repeats it. 

 I argue that Sartre holds two conflicting notions of memory since he thinks that 

recollection as a whole—understood either in mimetic or reconstructive terms—stifles 

consciousness and obstructs freedom. In the dissertation I explore the ways in which 

memory becomes responsible, according to Sartre, for the constitution of selfhood and for 

the creation of a solid character with a defined history that eventually leads to the evasion 

of the free agency of consciousness.  

 Against the mimetic and reconstructive models of memory I pose the notion of 

“existential memory”, which is not a term that Sartre himself used but which emerges 

from his work on human temporality. The notion of “existential memory” provides an 

opportunity to conceive of a possibility of relating to the past in an authentic manner, 

without objectifying it or losing sight of one’s freedom. In response to the challenges 

raised by Sartre’s concerns with bad faith, existential memory is a model of critical good 

faith or authenticity. Authenticity is the awareness of one’s existence as the interplay 
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between freedom and facticity, rootedness and transcendence. It is accompanied by the 

revelation that genuine human freedom is not state in which one’s actions culminate or 

from which they stem, but an ongoing activity that accompanies all human endeavors. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 
 

INTRODUCTION: THE QUESTION OF MEMORY IN THE EARLY PHILOSOPHY OF 
JEAN-PAUL SARTRE 

 

 

According to Jean-Paul Sartre, human consciousness, which is the center of all human 

experience, is a meaning-giving, free, and spontaneous activity; and yet this conscious 

locus point is always rooted in material, given conditions, which it did not choose and 

upon which it is destined to act. The past is one such condition. One is born into a family, 

a milieu, a society; one is given a name, a language, and a physique. These sets of givens 

are the “starting point” for one’s life. In as much as these conditions existed prior to one’s 

arrival to the world and inasmuch as they were not chosen but rather “handed down,” 

they are part of one’s past, one’s history. Moreover, as life progresses one develops a 

unique history, comprised of acts, decisions and choices, changes and repetitions. This 

history defines one’s life to a certain extent; shapes one’s self-understanding, and one’s 

relationship to others.  

 The past is disclosed first and foremost through memory. Memory is an umbrella 

term for a diverse set of activities – habits, knowledge, and recollections are just a few 

examples. We recall episodes from our own past in private and reminisce with others; 

memorize our favorite poems by heart; commemorate our shared histories in ceremonies 

and rituals; use calendars and computers as aide-mémoire.  
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 The dissertation emerged from the desire to understand what Sartre’s thought can 

teach us about human memory, about its uses and misuses, its role and meaning in human 

life. It seems to me that the question of memory arises naturally in the context of Sartre’s 

thought. Memory is a leitmotif in Sartre’s work, pervading many of his early texts. It 

belongs to the family of images to which The Imaginary is devoted. In The 

Transcendence of the Ego it is fundamental to the constitution of the ego and the unity of 

consciousness. Finally, in Being and Nothingness memory plays a crucial role with 

respect to existential temporality, it is central to the notions of freedom and 

responsibility, and relevant to the rejection of the Freudian concept of the unconscious. 

Memories are also the subject matter of Sartre’s literary works, in which he takes on the 

project of explaining life. These works include the biographies of Baudelaire, Flaubert, 

Genet, Tintoretto, as well as his autobiography, Words. Sartre used his own childhood 

memories as the basis for Words and used others’ accounts of their pasts in memoirs, 

letters, testimonies and autobiographies as the foundation for the biographies he wrote. 

Since there is a structural analogy between the works of memory (in recalling and 

reminiscing) and the project of writing a life story, as both bring the past to life and create 

a relation between the past and the present, these literary works involve at least an 

implicit reference to memory, as the capacity that enables us to create a whole and 

coherent sense of self.  

Since memory as a theme underlies Sartre’s work, and since Sartre himself spends 

much time explicating the nature of imagination, human emotions, temporality and 

subjectivity, topics which are closely linked to memory, it is perhaps surprising that he 

does not present a developed theory of memory in his early texts. Unlike imagination, to 
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which Sartre dedicated two books, The Imaginary and Imagination, and which he 

considered as the epitome of human freedom, memory remained entangled in his work 

with other themes, among them human temporality, character, and imagination. Memory 

is hardly ever discussed apart from these other topics and it never received an elaborate 

and detailed treatment. Consequently, Sartre scholars tend to ignore this topic and very 

few works deal explicitly with the theme of memory in Sartre’s thought. Two notable 

exceptions are Stuart Charmé’s Meaning and Myth in the Study of Lives and Phyllis 

Sutton Morris’ Sartre’s Concept of the Person – An Analytical Approach. Both Charmé 

and Morris study Sartre’s treatment of the question of memory and offer illuminating 

analyses of Sartre’s work. However, their discussion of memory is part of their 

consideration of other issues on which their work focuses: the concept of personhood in 

Morris’ case and the mythological aspects of human life in Charmé’s work. Therefore, 

they do not deal with the changes that Sartre’s thought on the topic undergoes. Despite 

this fact, their work remains crucial for any study of memory in Sartre’s thought and I 

engage with it in the following chapters.   

In the dissertation I examine three ways in which memory is conceptualized in 

Sartre’s early philosophical and literary texts. The first, which appears in The Imaginary 

and The Transcendence of the Ego, is the traditional view, according to which memories 

are traces left by past experiences. I call this the mimetic view. The mimetic view sees 

memories as representations of the past. On the basis of this definition Sartre tries to 

demarcate memory from imagination. Despite the fact that recollections often take 

imagistic form, Sartre claims that memory and imagination are two different functions. 

While imagination introduces absence to human life, memory binds humans to the past, 
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which is repeated in the present through our memories. Sartre abandons the mimetic in 

Being and Nothingness, where he holds a different, second conception of memory, 

according to which it is a productive, rather than a reproductive force. Memories do not 

imitate past experiences. Instead memories present an image shaped by present desires, 

actions and self-conception, so that the present is projected back into the past and shapes 

and defines the ways in which we think of and recall it.1 To the third way in which 

memory enables us to relate to the past I give the name “existential memory.” Existential 

memory is not based on cognition; it is not knowledge of the past. Rather, it is a manner 

of existing, a manner of being one’s past, which is achieved through an awareness of 

one’s facticity and freedom, the two dimensions that define one’s being (which is, 

according to Sartre, nothingness, since consciousness is not a thing and does not share the 

being of objects). Existential memory is not a term that Sartre himself uses. I use this 

term to articulate Sartre’s insights into the proper relationship that one should hold with 

the past: the past is something that we are, not something that we contemplate from a 

distance.  

Since, as I show in the dissertation, Sartre construes autobiographical memory as 

an accomplice to bad-faith, existential memory, which is an anti-thesis to ordinary 

recollection, is formulated here as a form of authenticity. Existential memory presents a 

way of returning to one’s existence from which one is alienated most of the time, be it by 

understanding one’s existence as wholly determined by circumstances and external forces 

or by thinking of one’s existence as completely escaping the force of circumstances. In 

	  
1 In The transcendence of the Ego Sartre actually espouses both views, the 

mimetic and the reconstructive.  
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the fourth and fifth chapters I examine the ways in which recollection objectifies the past 

and by doing so severs the ties between past and present. There, I also argue that 

recollection shares the structure of impure reflection, which according to Sartre is the 

main cause for the constitution of the ego or the self. Since the self enables consciousness 

to evade its own freedom, as it appears as a stable center of character-traits, habits, and 

inclinations, and since recollection is a condition for the emergence of selfhood, Sartre 

almost always presents autobiographical memory as means for hiding one’s freedom 

from oneself or failing to acknowledge the peculiar manner in which one exists, or one is 

one’s freedom. Existential memory is presented as a remedy for this condition, since it is 

not centered on the contents of life but on its very structure, the tension between facticity 

and freedom through which life develops.  

 By explicating the varied ways in which memory functions in Sartre’s theory of 

human existence the dissertation seeks to amend a recurrent misunderstanding of his 

work, according to which the Sartrean individual cannot sustain a meaningful relationship 

with her past. According to Alasdair MacIntyre, for example, Sartre is a representative of 

the modern failure to envisage human life as a whole or unity. The Sartrean self is 

fragmented, living a life that is nothing but “a series of unconnected episodes.”2 This is a 

	  
2 A. MacIntyre, After Virtue, (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 

1984), 204. For MacIntyre this failure stems from the denial of a teleological view of life 
and the rejection of the idea that life is a meaningful narrative into which individual 
events are incorporated. It is outside the scope of this chapter to evaluate MacIntyre’s 
portrayal of the values of modernity and the movement away from virtue ethics that 
characterizes it. I am dealing here only with the claim that Sartre does not, and in fact 
cannot, provide a description of life as something that has history, and which is informed 
by a rich past. For an attempt to answer MacIntyre’s general accusation and a 
construction of a Sartrean virtue ethics see: T. Storm Heter, Sartre’s Ethics of 
Engagement, (London and New York: Continuum, 2006). 
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self “that can have no history”3 and that consequently cannot form a meaningful narrative 

in light of which he can view his life as a whole. Herbert Marcuse gives an opposite 

account of the relationship between persons and their pasts in one of the first 

interpretations to Being and Nothingness. Marcuse claims that Sartre holds humans 

captive by their pasts and reduces them completely to their pasts.4 That two such 

contradicting interpretations are given to Sartre’s account of human life is telling. What 

makes these conflicting views possible is a misunderstanding of the nature of the 

relationship one has toward one’s past.  

 By articulating the ways in which memory participates in the construction of 

selfhood on the one hand, and by showing that the self remains an imaginary 

construction, like a fable or a story, on the other hand, I show that both Marcuse and 

MacIntyre get it wrong. According to Sartre humans have a rich and complex relationship 

to their past: it is the ground from which they grow and the material from which they get 

their sense of self, and yet since the self is structured like a story (contrary to MacIntyre’s 

claims) it unfolds over time and as it develops its history changes its meaning (unlike 

Marcuse’s claims).  

	  
 

3 After Virtue, 221. Perhaps MacIntyre’s claim is influenced by one of Sartre’s 
radical formulations of his existential doctrine, such as “man is nothing but a series of 
enterprises” (EH, 38.) However Sartre himself modifies these radical claims. In 
Existentialism is a Humanism he says that man is “the sum, organization, and aggregate 
of the relations that constitute such enterprises” (Ibid.), hence emphasizing that the 
relations between actions, their totality and organization, in other words, their history, is 
precisely what counts toward understanding man. 

 
4 “…the essential contingency of human existence coagulates in the fact that man 

is and remains his past, and that this past prevents him once and for all from freely 
creating his being.” H. Marcuse, “Existentialism: Remarks on Jean-Paul Sartre’s L’être et 
le Néant,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 8(3), 1948, 325. 
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 Moreover, the notion of existential memory shows that just as humans can hide 

the dialectical relationship they have with their past from themselves, they can also 

become aware of it, if they remember their past in an authentic manner. The reason for 

MacIntyre’s and Marcuse’s misinterpretations is that both focus on the past purely as a 

temporal phenomenon and neglect its existential dimensions, which, I will try to show in 

the dissertation, are more crucial for Sartre. MacIntyre and Marcuse interpret Sartre as 

asserting something only about the temporal relationship between present and past 

existence, and their interpretations differ because they understand the nature of the 

relationship to the past in opposite terms. But, as I hope to show in the following 

chapters, the relationship between humans and the past is not only temporal, but also 

existential. Humans do not leave their past behind, they live it and, through the interplay 

between facticity and freedom that define their existence, they acquire a life.  

The dissertation explores the three conceptions of memory - mimetic, 

reconstructive, and existential - as they interact with major other themes in Sartre’s 

thought. Rather than exploring memory in isolation from other topics that Sartre saw as 

pertinent to an understanding of human existence, I try to relate memory to these topics 

and articulate the connections among them.  

After an elucidation of the nature of human consciousness in the second chapter, 

where I situate Sartre’s thought in a broader phenomenological context and examine the 

way that memory is responsible for the unification and individuation of consciousness, I 

begin the study of the mimetic view in the third chapter. There, I study the mimetic 

conception of memory through the prism of the question of the relation between memory 

and imagination, where it naturally emerges in Sartre’s work. Since imagination and 
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memory both relate to an absent object through images, Sartre is naturally called to 

examine the relationship between the two in The Imaginary. I analyze his study of 

imagination and the distinction that he makes between memories and images, a 

distinction that leads him to define memories as reproductions or copies of past 

experiences. I then use Sartre’s own theory of the image to show that rather than being 

two different functions, imagination and memory share the role of making present an 

absent object. The two differ only contextually, in the occasion in which they emerge. 

 The fourth chapter is dedicated to the reconstructive view, which Sartre explicitly 

adopts in Being and Nothingness. I use the question of the nature of the self to explore the 

ways in which memory creates a past rather than duplicates one. I examine the narrative-

like theory that Sartre develops in The Transcendence of the Ego and Being and 

Nothingness and show that the self is a fictional entity; its existence depends on reflection 

and backward narration, both of which depend on memory. The process of creating a self 

also involves a constant recreation of the past, which appears differently at different 

times. Memory reconstructs the past based on present projects and so rather than 

consisting of fixed images of the past, memories are reflections of our present 

engagements and our orientation toward the future. 

The question of the relation between past, present, and future is examined in 

chapter five, where I study Sartre’s notion of the project and offer “existential memory” 

as a manner in which the project is disclosed. I define “existential memory” as an 

attunement to the interplay and interdependence between existence as past, present, and 

future and conceptualize existential memory as a model of authenticity, a way of 

disclosing one’s unique way of existing.  
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It is true that the notion of “existential memory” remains a hypothesis; this is not 

a term that Sartre ever used and it was never explicitly developed in his work. Rather 

than arguing that this notion is found in Sartre’s work, I suggest that we think of his work 

as directing us toward understanding memory in existential terms. In other words, I offer 

“existential memory” as a direct outcome of Sartre’s theory of consciousness, meaning, 

facticity, and freedom, rather than a theoretical foundation already present and developed 

in his work.  

The notion of existential memory also allows us to come toward a resolution of 

the tension between the two conflicting views of memory that Sartre advocates in his 

work, the mimetic and the reconstructive view. That two different definitions of memory 

underlie Sartre’s study of human life might be an indication of the ambivalence that he 

maintained toward the ways humans approach their past and live it in the present. As I 

hope to show in the dissertation, since Sartre linked memory to the development of the 

self, and understood the self as an occasion to evade freedom, he often viewed memory 

as an obstacle to freedom. The basic suspicion toward memory might have caused him to 

alternate between thinking of memory in mimetic terms in The Imaginary, War Diaries, 

and The Transcendence of the Ego, to defining it as a creative force in in Nausea, Being 

and Nothingness, No Exit, and his autobiography Words. Since the order in which these 

texts were written excludes a purely developmental explanation of the shifts in Sartre’s 

views,5 a different explanation for the conflicting ways in which memory is presented is 

in place.  

	  
5 Nausea, for example, was written in 1936 and it presents a similar understanding 

of memory as Being and Nothingness from 1943. However, the diaries and The 
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I offer the notion of “existential memory” as a possible explanation and solution 

to this problem. Sartre hints in his work that a different, non-cognitive understanding of 

the relationship to the past is possible. Rather than establishing knowledge of the past, as 

ordinary recollection does, existential memory allows one to “to be its own past,” as 

Sartre says in Being and Nothingness. A careful reading of Sartre’s work allows us to 

articulate and develop a notion of memory that is neither mimetic nor reconstructive and 

therefore cannot be grasped merely in cognitive terms. Rather than being directed toward 

particular moments of one’s past, existential memory is a memory of the very structure of 

existence that unifies and gathers one’s past, present, and future into a meaningful whole. 

As a memory of being it allows one to face the tension between facticity and freedom, the 

tension out of which a person’s life is born. In contrast to the two other models that Sartre 

presents throughout his early texts, existential memory is a pre-condition for authenticity, 

rather than an obstacle to it.  

Finally, an explanation for my decision to focus on Sartre’s early philosophy is in 

order. With the exception of Sartre’s autobiography, Words, I study in the dissertation 

texts that fall into the rubric of Sartre’s early, existential thought. Beside the necessity of 

limiting myself to a thorough study of certain texts—Sartre wrote unceasingly and it 

would be impossible to attain mastery over all that he has written in this study—I chose 

to focus on the early texts since the questions with which they deal are directly relevant to 

the study of memory, as I have already argued in this introduction. It is true that the 

distinction between an “early” and “late” Sartre is somewhat artificial; Sartre himself 

rejected the idea that there is a break in his thought and that issues with which he deals in 
	  
Transcendence of the Ego, two texts that were written and published between 1936 and 
1943, present an utterly different view on the topic.  
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the early and late texts are alien to one another.6 And yet, it is in these early texts from 

the thirties and the forties that the theories of human existence and the meaning of 

individual lives are outlined and developed most explicitly and it is in this context that 

the question of the meaning of the past and the role of memory in human life arises most 

naturally.  

  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	  
6 Sartre says in an interview from 1975 that he is still committed to the views he 

laid forth in The Transcendence of the Ego. M. Rybalka and O. F. Pucciani, “Interview 
with Jean-Paul Sartre,” The Philosophy of Jean-Paul Sartre, P.A. Schilpp (ed.), (La Salle: 
Open Court, 1997), p.10. There, he also explicitly says that there is an evolution in his 
thought “but I don’t think there is a break,” Ibid., 12.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 

CONSCIOUSNESS: SOME PRELIMINARY DEFINITIONS 
 

 

Jean-Paul Sartre’s early philosophy is dedicated, on the whole, to the study of human 

consciousness. For Sartre, consciousness is not a disembodied soul or mind, but rather a 

concrete and worldly phenomenon. Consciousness is the process of rising above pure, 

undifferentiated being and it is by virtue of its appearance that meaning enters into the 

world. This study will begin, then, with an analysis of consciousness. This analysis will 

be the foundation of the exploration of the three conceptions of memory that underlie 

Sartre’s thought; the mimetic view of memory that is examined in the third chapter on 

memory and imagination; the reconstructive view to which the fourth chapter on memory 

and selfhood is dedicated, and the existential view, which is explored in the fifth and 

sixth chapters. In this chapter I will inaugurate this task through offering a reading of The 

Transcendence of the Ego and Being and Nothingness, two texts in which Sartre 

examines human consciousness in great detail. I discuss some of the fundamental features 

of consciousness, intentionality and non-substantiality and show how these two depend 

on the temporal structure of consciousness. In particular, I demonstrate that 

consciousness-of-past is a pre-condition for the unity and individuality of consciousness.  

 By revealing the centrality of memory and the past to Sartre’s notion of 

consciousness, I address a reoccurring misinterpretation of his work. According to this 
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misinterpretation, which can be found in the works of Jitendra Mohanty and Hebert 

Spiegelberg for example, Sartre’s conception of consciousness is inadequate and false, 

since it fails to address the various ways in which the past shapes and even determines 

consciousness. Mohanty and Spiegelberg take Sartre’s claims about the freedom of 

consciousness and its lack of egological center to mean that consciousness is perpetually 

creating itself and that in doing so it is not conditioned by the past. According to their 

interpretations, consciousness is instantaneous and exists wholly in the present. Since the 

appraisal of the Sartrean consciousness is linked to the interpretation given to the 

relationship between consciousness and the past, it is important to pay attention to the 

role of memory and the past in Sartre’s theory. Therefore, by showing that the Sartrean 

consciousness is related to its past in meaningful ways and that memory plays a role in 

the economy of consciousness I wish to demonstrate that Sartre’s notion of consciousness 

is philosophically significant. In later chapters I will use this notion of consciousness as 

the ground for an account of Sartrean subjectivity and agency.  

 The idea that Sartre’s account of consciousness fails to address the ways that 

humans are determined by the past is a response to Sartre’s claims about the non-

substantial nature of consciousness. Since consciousness is not a thing, or nothing, as 

Sartre puts it, it is thought to have “no room” for retaining the past and relating to it in the 

present through recollections and habits. If this is the case, then conscious activity is free-

floating and is not shaped by the past.  

 Jitendra Mohanty expresses this view when he characterizes the Sartrean 

consciousness as a “totally empty consciousness, fully open to being but emptied of all 
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contents...”7 Mohanty is certainly right to observe that there is nothing in consciousness; 

Sartre himself explicitly asserts that consciousness is not an entity that houses mental 

objects.8 However, Mohanty’s description is misleading in as much as it still presents 

consciousness as a thing, albeit an empty and receptive thing. This consciousness does 

not, and cannot, relate to the past and be conditioned or shaped by it. Fully open to being, 

consciousness is also completely receptive, coming to the world without the burdens of 

habits and memories.9  

  Contrary to this view, I argue that memory is a necessary condition for conscious 

unity and individuality.  Furthermore, I show that Sartre’s own theory of consciousness 

appeals to a minimal capacity for remembering, known today as working memory, as a 

condition for conscious activity. I discuss the work of Husserl and Pierre Janet as 

possible sources of influence on the notion of memory that underlies Sartre’s theory. 

Then, I turn to contemporary psychological research on working memory to show that 

Sartre offers a theoretical framework that supplements the empirical model. In The 

Transcendence of the Ego and Being and Nothingness Sartre offers a presentational, 
	  

7 J. Mohanty, The Concept of Intentionality (St. Louis: Warren H. Green, 1972), 
p. 151.  

 
8 In Being and Nothingness Sartre says that “The first procedure of a philosophy 

ought to be to expel things from consciousness and to reestablish its true connection with 
the world.” (BN, 11) in The Transcendence of the Ego he refers to consciousness as a 
“non-substantial absolute,” (TE, 42) and in The Imaginary he mentions the error of 
depicting “consciousness as a place peopled with small imitations…” (IM, 5)  
 

9 Thomas Busch, for example, espouses this view and concludes his discussion of 
the nature of consciousness in Sartre by saying that “In reality, the for-itself’s existence is 
instantaneous.” See: Thomas W. Busch, “Being and Nothingness: Ontology versus 
Phenomenology of the Body,” Southern Journal of Philosophy, 3(4), 1965, 178. Cam 
Clayton also ascribes an instantaneous conception of consciousness to Sartre, at least in 
The Transcendence of the Ego. Cam Clayton, “Nausea, Melancholy and the Internal 
Negation of the Past,” Sartre Studies International, 15(2), 2009, 1-16. 
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rather than representational, notion of memory and I discuss the transition from the 

traditional, representational model found in Aristotle, Hume, and Descartes, among 

others to the non-representational model that guides Sartre’s work.10  

   

 The Role of Memory in the Unification of Consciousness  

 

It is commonly held that Sartre’s philosophical starting point is his theory of 

consciousness. He first outlined this theory in The Transcendence of the Ego (1936), 

where he defines consciousness by intentionality.11 He returns to this definition in 

“Intentionality: A Fundamental Idea in Husserl’s Phenomenology” (first published in 

1939) and connects his notion of intentionality directly to Husserl’s. In “Intentionality” 

Sartre praises Husserl’s principle of intentionality for delivering philosophical thought 

from the idea that “the spidery mind trapped things in its web, covered them with a white 

spit and slowly swallowed them, reducing them to its own substance.”12 This vivid 

description expresses Sartre’s rejection of “the illusion of immanence,” the result of the 

	  
10 Sartre himself discusses Hume and Descartes in The Imaginary and The 

Emotions, and rejects their representational theory of memory. However, as I show in the 
third chapter, Sartre himself was still operating in the traditional representational 
framework, failing to see that his own work entails that another form of memory is at 
work in conscious life. This is the cause for the tensions between memory and 
imagination in The Imaginary.  

 
11 There, he straightforwardly states, “consciousness is defined by intentionality.” 

TE, 38.  
 

12 Sartre, “Intentionality: A fundamental Idea in Husserl’s Phenomenology,” 
Joseph P. Fell (trans.) Journal of the British Society for Phenomenology, 1(3), 1970, 384. 
This article first appeared in the January 1939 issue of Nouvelle Revue Française.   
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tendency to think of consciousness in spatial terms.13 Philosophy was held captive by an 

understanding of consciousness as a thing-like container inhabited by ideas, which are 

replicas of objects. Sartre sees Husserl as offering a genuine alternative, portraying 

consciousness as “a movement of fleeing itself, a sliding beyond itself.”14 In other words, 

Husserl ceases to think of consciousness as a thing, an object among objects in the world 

and instead defines consciousness as an activity or a relation to things. 

 Sartre, then, follows Husserl (who himself follows Brentano) by defining 

consciousness in terms of intentionality. Consciousness is always consciousness of 

something; it refers to something other than itself.15 Consciousness is relational and 

hence it is essentially incomplete. This idea is explicitly evoked in Being and 

Nothingness, where Sartre says that the “for-itself,” which is the term he often uses to 

designate consciousness, “…is in no way an autonomous substance.” (BN, 786)16  

	  
13 Sartre used the term “illusion of immanence” for the first time in The Imaginary 

(1940). 
   
14 Sartre, “Intentionality: A fundamental Idea in Husserl’s Phenomenology,” 384. 
	  
15 Husserl and later Sartre assign new meaning to the notion of intentionality. 

Barry Smith claims that Brentano is committed to the Aristotelian model of objects as 
synthesis of matter and form and that the mind is directed intentionally to the object’s 
form, which is immanent to its perception of the object.   Smith continues: “Brentano 
conceives physical phenomena like experienced colors and sounds as existing in the mind 
as parts of consciousness, so that the intentionality of outer perception is in fact a relation 
between two mental entities, the (real) act of sensation and the (non-real, non-causally 
efficacious, abstract) quality sensed.” See, B. Smith, Austrian Philosophy: The Legacy of 
Franz Brentano, (Chicago: Open Court, 1994), 41. 
 

16 He repeats this idea by saying that “consciousness does not have by itself any 
sufficiency of being as an absolute subjectivity; from the start it refers to the thing” BN, 
786. 
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 In Being and Nothingness the “for-itself” is contrasted with “in-itself,” which 

Sartre defines as being “what it is.” He further explicates that the “in-itself” “…is full 

positivity. It knows no otherness; it never posits itself as other-than-another-being” (BN, 

29). In other words, the “in-itself” is solid, self-identical, and inert being or matter. 

Joseph Catalano explains that the term in-itself is appropriate for describing matter, since 

matter is characterized by complete self-coincidence.17 Sartre expresses this idea by 

saying that the in-itself is clogged by itself (“il s’est empâté de soi meme” EN, 32.)18 By 

describing the in-itself as self-coinciding and inert Sartre excludes all activity from it. 

Consequently, intentionally is a feature that belongs exclusively to consciousness.  

 As early as “Intentionality: A Fundamental Idea in Husserl’s Phenomenology” 

Sartre identified intentionality with a set of other terms, namely, relationality (or being-

relational), activity, lack, detachment, and negation. In order to explain these 

identifications and to understand the full meaning of intentionality in Sartre’s thought, I 

want briefly to examine its roots in Husserl’s phenomenology. This will allow us to see 

the various ways in which Sartre’s own notion of intentionality, so central to this theory 

of consciousness, is informed by, and also revises Husserl’s notion.  

 

  

 
	  

17 “In referring to things as in-themselves, Sartre wishes to draw our attention to 
the absolute unity that matter has with itself. An apple is an Apple; it does not have the 
task of becoming what it should be…The being of an apple is in-itself and thus has no 
relation with itself” Joseph S. Catalano, A Commentary on Jean-Paul Sartre’s Being and 
Nothingness, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974,) 43. 

 
18 This seems stronger than equivalent “glued to itself” in the English translation 

(BN, 27). 
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 Intentionality in Husserl and Sartre 

 

According to Husserl, a distinction needs to be made between conscious acts and their 

contents or objects: “We shall not think of confusing the objects intended to in these 

modes of consciousness (for example, the fantasized water nymphs) with the mental 

processes themselves of consciousness which are consciousness of those objects.”19 

Husserl gives the experience of seeing a sheet of paper as an example for the distinction 

he proposes. In this experience “seeing” is an act (or as Husserl calls it “actionality” or 

noesis) but the sheet itself is not, it is rather the datum of the act (it is “non-actionality” or 

noema).20 These two poles are held together by intentionality, which is the fundamental 

feature of consciousness. Intentionality is defined as the property of being conscious of 

something.21 Every mental process, or act, is directed toward something.22 As Husserl 

	  
19 E. Husserl, Ideas Pertaining to Pure Phenomenology and to a 

Phenomenological Philosophy, Vol. I, F. Kersten (trans.), (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 1983), 71.  

 
20As Husserl’s example of the fantasized water nymphs shows, the objects, or 

non-actionalities, do not necessarily exist. In fact, at this point of the discussion the 
question of world’s reality is irrelevant, as all that Husserl is concerned with is the 
essence of “any lived experience whatsoever of consciousness.” Husserl, Ideas I, 68. 

 
21 Husserl emphasizes that intentionality is essential for consciousness: 

“Intentionality is an essential peculiarity of the sphere of mental processes taken 
universally in so far as all mental processes in some manner or other share it.” E. Husserl, 
Ideas I, 199 “Under intentionality we understand the one peculiarity of mental processes 
“to be conscious of something”…a perceiving is a perceiving of something, perhaps a 
physical thing; a judging is a judging of a predicatively formed affair-complex; valuing 
of a predicatively formed value-complex; a wishing of a predicatively formed wish-
complex; and so forth.” Husserl, Ideas I, 200. 
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says, “In perception something is perceived, in imagination, something imagined, in a 

statement something stated, in love something loved, in hate hated, in desire desired, 

etc.”23 

When Sartre describes consciousness as a movement (“a movement fleeing itself, 

a sliding beyond itself…absolute flight”)24 he follows Husserl’s claims that “in the 

essence of the mental process itself lies not only that it is consciousness but also whereof 

it is consciousness…”25 Consciousness is directed to objects. Since Sartre takes Husserl 

to be saying that the objects are outside consciousness, he thinks that consciousness is 

directed to something other than itself. 26  Some commentators claim that Sartre is 

mistaken in attributing to Husserl the idea that the referent of the intentional act exists 

independently of consciousness. 27  However, Husserl himself describes the noema 

	  
22Husserl himself says that not all mental or conscious phenomena are intentional. 

A mere color sensation is not intentional (it is not a sensation of a color). But when the 
sensation of whiteness is taken as part of a perceptual act (for example, the seeing of the 
white paper), and not just as a conscious moment, it is “the bearer of an intentionality” 
Ideas, 73. 

 
23 Husserl, Logical Investigations, vol. II, J. N. Findlay (trans.), (London: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1970), 594. 
 

24 “Intentionality: A Fundamental Idea in Husserl’s Phenomenology,” 384. 
 

25 Husserl , Ideas, 74.  
 

26 This leads him to claim that “everything is finally outside, everything, even 
ourselves, in the world, among others. It is not in some hiding place that we will discover 
ourselves: it is on the road, in the town, in the midst of the crowd, a thing among things, a 
man among men.” Sartre, “Intentionality: A Fundamental Idea in Husserl’s 
Phenomenology,” 5. 
  

27 See, for example, H. Spiegelberg, The Phenomenological Movement: A 
Historical Introduction, 2 vols., (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1969), vol. II, 488. 
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ambiguously, and it is unclear if the noema is the intended objectivity itself as intended, 

or if it is the sense that mediates the act’s reference to an object.28 

A more crucial difference between Husserl and Sartre is that in addition to 

studying the distinction between conscious acts and the objects that these acts aim at 

Sartre is also occupied with the preposition “of” that binds the two together and defines 

the relationship between them. According to Sartre “to be conscious of…” implies the 

ability to negate, and the relational term “of” indicates the introduction of difference into 

the world. The analysis of conscious activity as a negative force begins in the last section 

of The Imaginary, Sartre’s second study of imagination, and Sartre returns to and 

develops this analysis in Being and Nothingness.29  

According to Sartre, “being conscious of x” implies “being conscious of not being 

x.” In other words, to be conscious of anything consciousness must be able to distinguish 

itself from the thing of which it is conscious. The notion of self-consciousness that Sartre 

evokes is not equivalent to consciousness of self. For him, self-consciousness is an 

immediate, pre-personal awareness that accompanies all conscious acts. Being 

immediate, self-consciousness is not a derivative or secondary act added to conscious 

acts, neither is it a product of a judgment that consciousness passes on some prior acts, 

apprehending them as its acts. Consciousness of an object and self-consciousness (or 

consciousness of “being conscious of an object”) are simultaneous and necessitate one 
	  

 
28 He refers to the noema as object in Ideas I §131, but in § 99 and §145 reverts to 

talking about it as the sense of the act.   
 
29 The Imaginary was published in 1940, three years prior to the publication of 

Being and Nothingness and a year after the publication of The Transcendence of the Ego. 
The analysis in The Imaginary begins in the first part of the conclusion, titled 
“Consciousness and the Imagination.”  
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another. A condition for the appearance of the world of objects is the ability of 

consciousness to attend the world negatively, that is, to deny its own identity with the 

world. Hence, negativity is the fundamental relation between consciousness and the 

world. Sartre expresses this thought by saying that “…to posit the world as world and to 

‘nihilate’ it are one and the same thing.” (IM, 184) The world appears to me as other, as 

transcendent, by virtue of the negative structure of consciousness. Or, as Sartre puts it, “it 

is nothingness which is at the very heart of transcendence and which conditions it.” (BN, 

52)  

Thus, the famous Sartrean model of consciousness as nothingness or no-thing 

(nothingness) is a direct outcome of Sartre’s understanding of consciousness as 

responsible for introducing difference and negations into the world and as positing itself 

against the world. Hazel Barnes summarizes this point nicely: 

 
Thus consciousness is aware of objects and of its own activity by its 
power of detachment. It enfolds its objects in a shell of nothingness, thus 
making itself a reflecting of them, a point of view on them. It is this that 
we mean when we say that consciousness intends its objects or that 
consciousness reveals being or that being appears to consciousness.30 

 
 

To conclude, intending the world through perception, thought, or imagination implies that 

consciousness is able to separate itself from that which it perceives, imagines, or grasps 

in thought. Without this ability consciousness would not have known a world at all and 

would not have known itself as other than what it knows, everything would be one 

undifferentiated mass. The ability to distance, or differentiate itself from the world is 

	  
30 Hazel E. Barnes, “Sartre’s Ontology,” The Cambridge Companion to Sartre, C. 

Howells (ed.), (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 15. 
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rooted in the “negative” structure of consciousness, in its “nothingness.” Hence, the 

intentional structure is grounded in the negating nature of consciousness.  

 

 Time-Consciousness, Experience, and Memory 

 

In The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre repeats his claim that consciousness is defined by 

intentionality. However, if we push his explanation in this book a step further we see that 

intentionality itself depends on a more primary structure, which is the temporal structure 

of consciousness. Consciousness often intends temporal objects; hearing a melody, seeing 

a kite flying in the sky, and remembering yesterday’s arguments are but few examples of 

intending such temporal objects or events. Furthermore, conscious acts are themselves 

temporal, the hearing, the seeing, and the remembering take place in time. As I will show, 

Sartre’s account of time-consciousness is informed by Husserl’s theory in many ways. 

However, there is a crucial difference between the two. While for Husserl the now enjoys 

a certain privileged status, for Sartre the past is the locus of temporal experience and 

consequently awareness of the past or memory grounds the unity of consciousness. Let us 

now examine the context in which Sartre’s discussion of memory and the past appears.    

 In The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre argues that “…the ego is neither formally 

nor materially in consciousness.” (TE, 31) On the face of it, he simply rejects a specific 

manifestation of the “illusion of immanence.” Since consciousness is not a receptor for 

ideas, it certainly cannot contain the ego. However, Sartre does not simply reject the idea 

that the ego is one thing among others in consciousness, but rather resists the belief that 

an ego stands behind each conscious act and gathers the multiplicity of acts into one 
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stream. The Transcendence of the Ego is Sartre’s first attempt to relinquish the basic 

intuition that an ego or self governs conscious life and is the source and end of actions, 

emotions, and thoughts.  

 Indeed, we tend to think of different conscious states, the different perceptions, 

thoughts, and desires that we experience as emanating from ourselves. In this respect the 

ego, self, or I seem to be the source of consciousness (understood most generally as the 

primary experience of things) and conscious activity seems to be an aspect of the ego. 

Intuitively, consciousness seems to belong to oneself, and so the ego seems prior to 

consciousness. Since traditionally the ego is considered the anchor and the owner of all 

conscious states that one assigns to one’s self, it is assumed that an ego has to be present 

in all conscious states. In The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre deals with a specific 

philosophical formulation of this idea; this is the theory of the transcendental ego.  

 Kant was the first to postulate a transcendental ego as the subject-term that unifies 

all synthetic-conscious acts. In the Critique of Pure Reason the transcendental subject is 

not a substantial self but a function or ability to synthesize experience, and hence a 

condition for the possibility of experience.31 Kant distinguishes the transcendental ego 

from the empirical ego, the latter being the person’s physical body and personality, the 

former being a formal principle.32 Furthermore, Kant seems at time to identify the 

	  
31 Sartre offers an interesting reading of Kant. According to Sartre’s revisionary 

account, from the fact that the “I think” must be able to accompany all our 
representations, it does not follow that it does in fact always accompany them. Kant is 
asking a question of possibility says Sartre, not a question of fact. For an analysis of the 
relationship of Sartre’s work to Kant’s, one which emphasizes the Kantian underpinnings 
in Sartre’s thought, see: Michelle, R. Darnell, Self in the Theoretical Writings of Sartre 
and Kant (Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press, 2005). 
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transcendental self with the noumenal self, which is never given in experience.33 

Responding to Kant, Husserl rejected the notion of a transcendental ego in Logical 

Investigations, but later in Ideas made the ego the source of intentional activity, the 

subject of consciousness. In Ideas Husserl says that the pure ego “belongs essentially to 

every cogito.”34 While Kant distinguishes between a transcendental and an empirical 

subject, Husserl does not think that two different selves exist, nor does he take the 

transcendental ego to be an abstraction from the empirical ego. Rather, Husserl thinks of 

the transcendental and the empirical selves as two aspects of the same concrete ego.35 

Perhaps this is the reason that Sartre finds Husserl’s position so problematic; Husserl 

“personifies” the conscious field, so that in any given act there is not only activity 

(seeing, hearing, tasting) and an object (birds, rock concerts, ice cream) but also an ego – 

a “me” who watches, reads or hears. 

	  
32 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, Paul Guyer and Allen Wood (eds.) (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999), A106-107, 232.  
 
33 See: Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, A492/B520, where “the transcendental 

subject” is equated with “the self proper, as it exists in itself.” As a noumenal object, the 
transcendental self is not subject to any of the categories and cannot be said to be in space 
or time. At the same time, it cannot be said to be a self in any sense. Insofar as it is a 
condition for all experience, not just mine or yours, the transcendental ego has no 
particularities.   

 
34 Husserl, Ideas I, 261. 

 
35 David Carr discusses the relations between the transcendental and empirical 

ego and claims that the transcendental self is the self existing concretely without its 
relations to the world (which have been suspended by the epoché). D. Carr, “Kant, 
Husserl, and the Nonempirical Ego,” The Journal of Philosophy, 74(11), 1977, 682-690.  
Max Deutscher also expresses this thought in “Husserl’s Transcendental Subjectivity,” 
Canadian Journal of Philosophy, 10(1), 1980, 21-45. A different reading is given by H. 
Spiegelberg, “Husserl’s Phenomenology and Existentialism,” The Journal of Philosophy, 
57(2), 1960, 62-74.  
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 Sartre rejects this view and instead argues that experience is at first selfless, 

consisting of conscious events that simply occur, not to “me” or to my “self” but to a pre-

personal conscious field. Against Husserl he claims that the ego is not prior temporally or 

transcendentally to consciousness. 36  The ego is transcendent; it is external to 

consciousness, an object for consciousness like any other object in the world: chairs, 

dogs, and other people. To prove this point he examines a series of moments devoid of an 

ego, such as being absorbed in reading, or running after or away from something. The 

examples of conscious activities that are not mediated by an ego show that the ego is not 

necessary for consciousness. 

 However, the elimination of the transcendental ego requires finding some other 

explanation for the unity and individuality of consciousness. For Sartre, a conscious 

center of gravity is possible without an ego and the cause of conscious unity and 

individuality does not lie outside consciousness (or behind it, to use Husserl’s and Kant’s 

language). At first, Sartre seems to be arguing that all that consciousness needs for its 

unification and individuation is found in its intentional structure.  

 Sartre, I have shown, accepts Husserl’s claim that consciousness is always 

consciousness of something. We also saw that in Being and Nothingness the unique being 

of consciousness (its non-being or nothingness) is anchored non-conscious reality, what 

Sartre calls “in-itself.” Sartre expresses this view in The Transcendence of the Ego by 

	  
	   	   	  
	   	   36 Sartre develops this line of thought in The Transcendence of the Ego and 
continues to hold it in Being and Nothingness. In this respect his early philosophy can be 
read as an attempt to liberate the conscious field from the “tyranny” of the self. If the 
consciousness does not presuppose a self, it is not necessarily governed by personality. 
Furthermore, it is not substantial, not a thing, or, as Sartre puts it in Being and 
Nothingness, it is nothing.   
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saying “…By intentionality consciousness transcends itself. It unifies itself by escaping 

from itself…the object is transcendent to the consciousness which grasp it, and it is in the 

object that the unity of the consciousness is found…” (TE, 38) In other words, at first 

Sartre argues that the objects that consciousness intends are the source of its unity. This 

happens as acts of the same kind (adding numbers, looking at a sunset, imagining a 

Martian) are unified or perceived as the same kind of act because they are directed to the 

same object (or the same kind of object) again and again. Since the objects of experience 

are the same, consciousness is able to attend (in a pre-reflective manner) to the repetition 

of the particular act by which it intends same objects. I know that two and two is four, 

precisely because the act of addition is aimed again and again at the same object “two and 

two is four.” Furthermore, the identity of objects contributes to the experience of 

temporal continuity, as it enables consciousness to consider a current act as a variation or 

continuation of a former act. For example, “seeing the apple tree” at point t¹ is considered 

the same kind of act as “seeing the apple tree” at point t, because one sees the same 

object now as one saw before.  

 Is this the end of the story? Joseph Catalano, for example, is persuaded by this 

account and claims, “Effectively Sartre maintains that all the unity of consciousness 

comes from outside consciousness, from that of which we are conscious.”37 However, 

Sartre himself acknowledges that something else is needed “if the continual flux of 
	  

37 J. Catalano, Good Faith and Other Essays, (Boston: Rowman and Littlefield, 
1996), 155.  This view is also expressed by William Earle in “The Life of the 
Transcendental Ego,” The Review of Metaphysics, 13(1), 1959, 3-27. Earle says, “For 
Sartre, the evident unity of consciousness is sufficiently explained by the unity of its 
intended object.” And he continues “And while I should agree that perceptual acts are 
systematically related to one another through the role of the perceptual object supplying 
them with an identity of reference, it is equally clear, I believe, that this unity of reference 
is in itself insufficient to account for the unity of my conscious field” Ibid., p. 7. 
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consciousness is to be capable of positing transcendent objects outside the flux.” (TE, 38-

9) The experience of objects as different or same requires an awareness of their sameness 

or difference. In other words, to see something as “self-identical” or “same” means to see 

it as same as it was. One needs to remember past experiences and integrate them (or 

somehow compare them) to the present in order for experience of sameness to emerge. 

Without the ability to retain prior perceptions and relate them to present ones 

consciousness would not have been able to realize that the object perceived now is the 

same as the object perceived yesterday. So a minimal capacity for remembering is 

required for consciousness to be unified.  

 In addition to that, consciousness must be able to retain not only the object phase 

(be conscious that what it perceives now is the same as what it perceived yesterday) but 

also the act phase (retain the past act by which it intended the object, so it can judge now 

that it grasps the same object). Consciousness needs to be able to grasp itself as the same 

consciousness both now and yesterday. Unless it grasped itself as the same consciousness 

it could not have issued judgments about the objects present to it. Consequently, the unity 

of objects that seemed at first to grant consciousness its unity depends, in fact, on a 

second kind of unity: the unity of consciousness as a self-aware whole. That is not to say, 

however, that consciousness is aware of itself as a simple and identical thing, an atomic 

and unchanging unity. Consciousness is dynamic activity and not a self-same thing.38 The 

	  
38 It is precisely this feature of consciousness that seems to necessitate the notions 

of ego, substance and later transcendental self. As David Hume observed, when we 
introspect we never find any impression which is lasting, our mental states change 
rapidly, and no state is identical to another (that follows from the principal of the unity of 
indiscernibles – two things cannot be the same and differ numerically). Hume concluded 
that the self is nothing but a bundle of perceptions, unified by associations. Sartre follows 
Hume in as much as he claims that consciousness is not a substantial unity, but he rejects 
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ability to refer to these sets of acts as moments in one conscious stream comes from the 

ability to hold experience together. This “holding together” is done by retaining past acts 

and the objects toward which they were directed and integrating them to the present 

conscious phase. In other words, some form of memory is needed for consciousness to be 

able to refer to itself as unity over time and it is memory that serves as a basis for 

judgments about the sameness of objects. Sartre refers to the second kind of unity as 

“unity within duration” and says, “…Consciousness must be perpetual synthesis of past 

consciousnesses and present consciousness…” (TE, 38-39)39  

 The synthesis of past and present conscious acts organizes the flux of sensations 

into an intelligible whole, where things are identified as same or different. Put differently, 

the ability to retain the past and synthesize it into the present constitutes experience, 

inasmuch as it enables consciousness to differentiate itself from the world and to order 

what appears to it into one, conscious stream.40 Sartre describes it in the following words: 

 
	  
Hume’s associative account, according to which discrete conscious acts are bound 
together merely because of temporal, causal and spatial proximity. Sartre discusses and 
criticizes the associative model in Imagination, published in 1936.     

 
39 Cam Clayton suggests in “Nausea, Melancholy and the Internal Negation of the 

Past,” that Sartre holds an “instantaneous conception of consciousness” in The 
Transcendence of the Ego, a conception that he modifies only later in his literary essays 
and in Being and Nothingness. However, as Sartre’s description of consciousness makes 
clear, it is wrong to commit him to the view that “consciousness is radically separated 
from its past and constitutes itself solely from what is present” and to argue that for him 
“Memory and the past have no particular hold upon consciousness” as Clayton does 
(Ibid., p.3.) Already in The Transcendence of the Ego consciousness is portrayed as not 
only one object among others in time, but as the very condition for temporality itself.  

 
40 In this way it achieves what Aron Gurwitsch calls “stream character.” For 

Gurwitsch’s defense of Sartre’s account of pre-personal consciousness and its relation to 
Husserl’s position see: Aron Gurwitsch, “A Non-Egological Conception of 
Consciousness,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, 1(3), 1941, 325-338. 
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…It is consciousness which unifies itself, concretely, by a play of 
“transversal” intentionalities which are concrete and real retentions of past 
consciousnesses. Thus consciousness refers perpetually to itself. Whoever 
says “a consciousness” says “the whole of consciousness,” and this 
singular property belongs to consciousness itself… (TE, 39) 

 

The notion of consciousness as temporally extended “by a game of transversal 

intentionalities” comes from Husserl, whose Lectures on the Phenomenology of the 

Consciousness of Internal Time is mentioned by Sartre in The Transcendence of the Ego. 

From Husserl, Sartre takes the idea that the unity of consciousness as a temporal flow is 

necessary for all other features of consciousness, including intentionality (the ability to 

distinguish act from object).41 It is in Husserl too that Sartre finds the idea of an extended 

present where the past is present as “just-having-been” and the future is expected as 

“what is to come.” Both awareness of objects and self-awareness involve, according to 

Husserl, a reference to past and future, or as he calls it rententional and protentional 

aspects.42 However, according to Husserl the “absolute flow” of consciousness is only 

part of the ego and the ego itself, which is the origin and the source of time, is not 

temporal.43  

	  
41 Peter K. McInereny presents a thorough analysis of the different stages of 

Husserl’s thought on time and time-consciousness in Time and Experience, (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1991).  

 
42 See. E. Husserl, On the Phenomenology of the Consciousness of Internal Time, 

Brough, J.B. (trans.) (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1991), 53-54. 
 

43 The scope of this chapter does not allow me to examine Husserl’s claim that the 
ego is non-temporal. For a discussion of this point see, Peter K. McInerney, Time and 
Experience, 104 and also Dostal, Robert J. “Time and phenomenology in Husserl and 
Heidegger,” The Cambridge Companion to Heidegger: Second Edition, Charles B. 
Guignon (ed.), (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 127-128. 
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 With the elimination of the transcendental ego from the conscious field, 

consciousness becomes temporal through and through. Dan Zahavi captures the inherent 

bond between consciousness and time by linking the nothingness of consciousness with 

the root of time. “Temporality,” Zahavi says, “is a perpetual movement of self-

transcendence which from the very beginning prevents absolute self-coincidence.”44 The 

temporality of consciousness is a condition for self-differentiation, self-distancing and 

self-transcendence.  

 Sartre says that “consciousness refers perpetually to itself” and by that he means 

that consciousness, as a temporal activity, has an active dimension. In addition to being 

receptive or aware of objects, consciousness has concomitant awareness of itself as 

consciousness-of-objects. Furthermore, self-consciousness itself endures; it is not simply 

instantaneous awareness of discrete conscious acts. Consciousness unifies itself over 

time, so that each self-conscious moment encompasses past moments and is enriched by 

them.  

 In the previous section I showed that self-consciousness is not tantamount to 

knowledge and that it does not require explicitly asserting one’s awareness of a unified 

conscious field. According to Sartre, awareness does not necessarily entail knowledge. 

Although consciousness, as self-conscious, is immediately aware of its unity, it does not 

necessarily thematically know itself as a unity. Self-consciousness is not the product of 

reflection; consciousness does not derive its self-consciousness from references to its past 

experiences, as one would derive a conclusion from a set of premises. When Sartre says 

	  
 

44 D. Zahavi, Self-Awareness and Alterity - A Phenomenological Investigation, 
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1999), 130. 
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that consciousness is a unified conscious whole, he does not mean that consciousness 

affirms that it is the owner of past conscious acts. One of the key outcomes of expelling 

the ego from the conscious-field is evading this position of ownership. Consciousness is 

self-conscious inasmuch as it lives its present state through its past acts.45 Conscious acts 

involve implicit self-awareness; consciousness always has implicit awareness of itself as 

one, unified whole.46 When consciousness lacks this feature, it is dissociated, divorced 

from its own experiences. It can relate to its past by representing it to itself, but it is 

unable to synthesize or integrate it into the conscious stream.  

 Sartre himself was probably familiar with case studies of pathological states such 

as dissociation that display similar symptoms. Pierre Janet, whose work on hysterics 

Sartre cites in The Imaginary (1940), reported cases of dissociation already in 1886.47 

Janet wrote about his experiences of treating patients with dissociative disorder, who 

were sometime amnesic to the trauma but at other times were unable to associate the 

memory of the trauma with the rest of their lives. Janet’s work was particularly appealing 

	  
45 Dan Zahavi refers to this feature of consciousness in his discussion of Husserl’s 

notion of inner time-consciousness: “inner time-consciousness…belongs intrinsically to 
the innermost structure of the experience itself…inner time-consciousness simply is the 
pre-reflective self awareness of the stream of consciousness…” Sartre refers in his 
account of “unity within duration” to Husserl’s Vorlesungen Zur Phanomenologie Des 
Inneren Zeitbewusstseins. Zahavi gives a comprehensive account of Husserl’s position in 
Subjectivity and Selfhood, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005), 65.   

 
46 In Being and Nothingness Sartre refers to this pre-reflective familiarity of 

consciousness with itself as “the circuit of selfness.” (BN, 157) Sartre describes 
consciousness as present-to-itself, which means that it is not instantaneous but enduring 
or temporal and that it knows itself as such. The section titled “The Self and The Circuit 
of Selfness” leads to the discussion of temporality and memory in Being and 
Nothingness. 

 
47 P. Janet,  “Les actes inconscients et le dedoublement de la personnalite pendant 

le somnambulisme provoque,” Revue Philosophique 22(2): 577–792. 
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to Sartre since the former did not assume that the unremembered stimuli were perceived 

mechanically or unconsciously. Like Sartre, Janet thought that it was absurd to talk of an 

unconscious consciousness. However, unlike Sartre, Janet posited two different 

consciousnesses in one person, and explained dissociation as the failure of integrating the 

two. Sartre, on the other hand, provides a conceptual apparatus for understanding how 

dissociation is possible in one consciousness, albeit a degraded and fragmented one.48  

 As we have seen, Sartre’s aim in The Transcendence of the Ego is to disconnect 

consciousness from the ego, eradicate the notion of “inner life,” and liberate the 

transcendental field.49 Consequently, the unity of consciousness is not identical to having 

a sense of self with a rich history that recollection brings to light. The temporal synthesis 

that defines conscious activity does not require that consciousness deliberately recall its 

past.50 In fact, at the pre-personal level the past is not an object for consciousness, but is 

	  
 
48 Oliver Sacks presents a moving description of one of his patients, a former 

musician who due to acute amnesia, a memory failure that prevents him from retaining 
new information, suffers from a loss of sense of temporal continuity and experiences 
reality as a series of fragmented moments. Sacks’s patient sees everything as though for 
the first time and constantly feels as though he has just now been awakened from deep 
sleep or from death. Sacks describes his patient’s condition as “being poised above a tiny 
platform, above the abyss.” Oliver Sacks, “The Abyss,” The New Yorker, September 24, 
2007, 
http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2007/09/24/070924fa_fact_sacks?currentPage=all, 
accessed May 5th, 2011. 
 

49 Thus, Sartre wishes to prepare the way for “a philosophical foundation for an 
ethics and a politics which are absolutely positive.” (TE, 106) In other words, the 
ontological investigation is a precursor for an ethical one. Sartre never published his work 
on ethics, but the direction in which he was going was to show that we are responsible for 
our egos, since we constitute them and they are encountered as objects in the world.  

 
50 The phenomenological epoché demands that we suspend ontological questions 

about the nature and the “whereabouts” of the entity that grounds the process of retention. 
Since we are studying the ways things appear as meaningful to consciousness we cannot 
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part of its extended present. The information that consciousness retains is not past; it still 

resonates in the present and even constitutes the present. The form of memory that 

secures the operation of consciousness does not require an objectification of past acts in 

recollection, nor does it require the existence of an agent to whom these experiences 

belong.  

 The model of memory that operates in The Transcendence of the Ego is different 

from traditional philosophical conceptions of memory. Aristotle, for example, argues that 

“memory is of the past.” For Aristotle memories are representations of the past and 

remembering is an awareness of present memory-images that reproduce past episodes, 

which themselves are demarcated from the present.51 This account reoccurs in Augustine, 

Locke, and Hume, among others. According to the model of consciousness that we find 

in The Transcendence of the Ego, memory does not represent the past but rather presents 

it; there is an immediate relation of participation between past-consciousness and 

consciousness-of-past. Memory integrates past-consciousnesses into the present 

conscious.  

 Sartre prioritizes retention over recollection since unlike recollection retention 

does not require an agent that reflects back on her past experiences. In Being and 

Nothingness Sartre even argues that recollection distorts the immediate connection 

between consciousness and its past. Sartre argues that the past is an existential structure, a 

structure that determines the very being of consciousness. Various interpretations can be 

given to this claim and I will deal with it again in the fifth chapter. One possible 
	  
at this point say whether remembering occurs in the brain or the mind, as their existence 
is “suspended” by the epoché.  

 
51 Aristotle, On Memory and Recollection, 449b9-15. 
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interpretation that emerges in this context is that Sartre is calling the past an inner-

determination of consciousness since he understands the past as defining the conscious 

temporal flow, making things appear as familiar or novel, creating continuities between 

past and present, and enabling self-conscious to endure.  

 In Being and Nothingness Sartre explicitly claims that recollection, which 

involves reflection on the past, is not the primary means of coming into contact with the 

past. As the product of reflection, recollection distances the past from consciousness, 

turning it into an object for consciousness. Thus, the past ceases to be part of 

consciousness’ being. Examining this issue, Sartre says:   

 

…the past can be the object of a thesis for me, and indeed it is often 
thematized. But then it is the object of an explicit investigation, and in this 
case the For-itself affirms itself as not being this past which it posits. The 
past…does not cease being past, but I myself cease to be the past. In the 
primary mode I was my past without knowing it (but by no means not 
without being consciousness of it); in the secondary mode I know my past 
but I no longer was it. (BN, 200)   

 

 
In other words, recollection is a mediated relation to the past. A memory-image mediates 

the present and the past, and in as much as consciousness is directed toward past through 

the memory-image or the representation of the past, consciousness is separate from its 

past.52 Recollection is defined as a form of knowledge since it includes propositional 

	  
52 I discuss the status of the mediating image in the third chapter, where I deal 

with the relationship between memory and imagination. There I focus on Sartre’s theory 
of imagination in The Imaginary and on the relationship between memory and 
imagination, and the relationship between consciousness and the absent object. A central 
notion in Sartre’s theory of imagination is the notion of the “analogon,” the mediating 
element between consciousness and the absent object.  The scope of this chapter does not 
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content; it is knowledge that something or other has happened.53 Since recollection 

involves reflection and creates a schism between present and past, recollection turns the 

past into something that consciousness observes, rather than something it is.  

 Sartre was not the only philosopher who examined the relationship between 

present and past experiences and the role that recollection plays in relating them to each 

other. John Locke’s analysis of personal identity could be taken as an attempt to 

understand how the remembering-self unites with the self-remembered or how memory 

can unite present and past consciousnesses. According to Locke the self owns its past and 

although memory presents the past as other, the present-self is able to extend itself 

backward in time and to claim the past as her own. Contrary to this, Sartre seems to think 

that the recollection creates a break between present and past and violates the unity of 

consciousness, so that it cannot be the key for securing identity and temporal continuity.  

 In the place of recollection Sartre develops a non-representational notion of 

memory that allows the past to be present not through the mediation of representations, 

but through actual participation in the present. Today, the retention of the past in the 

present is attributed to the working memory system, which holds information for a short 

period of time in the brain.54 As the term designates, this kind of memory is not merely a 

	  
allow me to develop an interpretation of the analogon. Therefore, I here use the term 
“memory-image” instead.  
 

53 Whether my belief that something has happened is justified and true is 
irrelevant. Recollection takes the form of knowledge that X has happened.  

 
54 In fact, connectionist accounts consider working memory as necessary for the 

emergence of self-consciousness. See: Hans R. Phaf and Wolters, Gezinus 
“Constructivist and Connectionist View on Conscious and Nonconscious Processes,” 
Philosophical Psychology, 10(3), 1997. 287-307. Connectionism abandons the idea that a 
“central processor” produces consciousness and supervises the flow of information in and 
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capacity to be affected passively by information. It is the ability to work with the 

information held in memory, to integrate it into present sensations and future 

expectations.55 So it is quite fitting to think of the temporal synthesis performed by 

consciousness through the model of working memory.  

 In Being and Nothingness Sartre says that consciousness always implies a past. I 

take him to mean that present conscious experience is always enriched by a past or that 

the past participates in the present. Being conscious of a world, perceiving, acting, 

thinking, or willing, always involve having been conscious, having perceived, etc. There 

is no pure beginning to conscious activity; from the very first moment that consciousness 

appears in the world its present conscious acts involve past-conscious acts. Sartre 

describes this in the following way:  

 

We need not believe that the For-itself exists first and arises in the world 
in the absolute newness of a being without a past and that it then gradually 
constitutes a past for itself. But whatever may be the circumstances under 
which the For-itself arises in the world, it comes to the world in the 

	  
out of the brain. Instead, it conceives of conscious states as distributed over different 
neural systems and of self-consciousness as an emergent phenomenon from these 
different systems.  

 
55 Psychologists started suggesting in the 1980’s that memory “works” in the 

service of the organism’s goals for actions. Today, studies take two different approaches 
to working memory. One is the structural approach that identifies the different structures 
operating in the working memory system (e.g., the phonological loop and visual-spatial 
sketchpad as well as the episodic buffer). The other is the functional approach that 
emphasizes the interaction of attentional and memorial processes in the working memory 
system. According to this approach “the interaction between attention and memory is an 
elementary determinant of broad cognitive ability.” Studies that support this view found 
correlations between long memory span in working memory and the activity of higher-
order cognitive capabilities, such as language comprehension, reasoning and even general 
intelligence.  See: Randall W. Engle and Michael J. Kane, “Executive Attention, 
Working Memory Capacity, and a Two-Factor Theory of Cognitive Control,” Psychology 
of Learning and Motivation, 44, 2003, 145-199.  
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ecstatic unity of a relation with its past; there is no absolute beginning 
which without ever having a past would become past. (BN, 197) 

 

Consciousness must be able to be in constant contact with its past (have a beginning 

which implies a past) in order to have temporal experience, to experience change and 

endurance. Therefore, conscious experience is founded on pastness, which is retained in 

consciousness. Conscious experience always involves a reference to a past. Our past 

informs our current perceptions and acts, and our present experience is understood 

through the past. Similarly, the being of the world and its presence before consciousness 

is enriched by the past. This means that the awareness of the past defines the present. 

Consciousness of before and after, of stasis and change implies awareness of a past. 

Without being conscious of past-consciousness we would experience everything as 

completely novel and hence it would be meaningless to talk of anything as present, future 

or past. It is on the backdrop of past experiences that things appear as usual or unusual, as 

changing or enduring.56 In other words, consciousness of past is a necessary condition in 

making the world meaningful. 

  

 Memory Disturbances 

 

To conclude, let us examine the necessity of retention for the emergence of meaningful 

experience by turning to one concrete case of disintegrated consciousness. I chose 
	  

56 Peter K. McInerney discusses the relevance of consciousness of past 
experiences for the sense of change and endurance and the contribution of memory of the 
past to the meaningfulness of experience. For example, “if brightly colored autumn 
leaves dangling from a tree were always this way, trees and leaves would be quite 
different things. That trees undergo seasonal (and quicker) changes make a large 
difference to what trees and their leaves are.” See: Time and Experience, 152.  



	  
	  

	   38 
	  

Roquentin, the protagonist of Sartre’s Nausea, as an example or a test case for my claims. 

Sartre’s portrayal of Roquentin’s experience and actions show that on some level he 

himself was occupied with the theme of memory and consciousness of temporality and 

their relation to experience. Sartre uses the genre of the diary in his novel but shows that 

the daily entries all but succeed to aid Roquentin in documenting and ordering his 

experiences. The role of memory in the unification of consciousness and in meaning 

giving is one of the themes of the novel, even though Roquentin himself does not make it 

into an explicit theme in the diary.  

 Roquentin’s world is gradually emptied of meaning and taken over by a feeling of 

the “absurd.” “The absurd” is the name that Roquentin gives to the nauseating feeling of 

the collapse of all meaning, to his experience of apprehending reality as a full and 

undifferentiated mass of being. The notion of absurd in Nausea is usually understood on 

a metaphysical plane as the awareness of the groundless nature of human existence and 

the realization that humans are essentially free and are therefore the source of all values. 

This reading is not without sense; throughout the novel Roquentin reevaluates human 

actions and habits as arbitrary and therefore meaningless: “…this morning I took a bath 

and shaved. Only when I think back over those careful little actions, I cannot understand 

how I was able to make them: they are so vain.” (N, 157) However, even if we accept 

that Nausea is first and foremost a novel about human freedom, the arbitrariness of 

values and the meaninglessness of actions, we can still argue that human temporality is 

one of the novel’s central themes. As William S. Wilkerson convincingly shows in “In 

the World but Not of the World: The Relation of Freedom to Time in Kant and Sartre,” 
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Sartre’s notion of freedom is directly linked to his theory of temporality.57 It is therefore 

plausible to think about the events that take place in Nausea through the lens of the 

question of time-consciousness.  

  The feeling of absurdity attacks Roquentin unexpectedly as he is about to throw a 

stone into the ocean. He halts his movement because he sees something that disgusts him 

and later in his diary he documents the intensification of his nausea or feeling of absurd. 

This feeling reaches its horrifying peak one day at the park, where Roquentin sits on a 

bench and watches the roots of the chestnut tree. The feeling of being overwhelmed by 

the “black, knotty mass” of the roots is described in the diary in the following way:  

 
All was fullness and all was active, there was no weakness in time…And 
all these existents which bustled about this tree came from nowhere and 
were going nowhere. Suddenly they existed, then suddenly they existed no 
longer: existence is without memory. Existence everywhere, infinitely, in 
excess, forever and everywhere. (N, 178)  

 

Roquentin is conscious of an undifferentiated mass of being; being that has no temporal 

order, no before and after, duration or change. This “existence without memory” seems 

like an accurate description of a consciousness that lost its ability to retain past 

experiences and integrate them into the present. As Roquentin loses the ability to separate 

himself from the objects that he experiences his consciousness fails to orient itself, both 

spatially and temporally; “Existence everywhere, infinitely, in excess, forever and 

	  
57 William Wilkerson, “In the World but not of the World: The Relation of 

Freedom to Time in Kant and Sartre,” Epoché 14, 2009, 113–29. Wilkerson begins by 
reminding the reader that Sartre “identified the nihilating act that produces temporality 
with the nihilating act of freedom” (114) and he dedicates the reminder of his essay to 
examining the ways in which freedom requires that the subject be able to establish itself 
in time, but that being grounded in time supposes both continuity and discontinuity in 
time.  
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everywhere” he says, and continues, “my very flesh throbbed and opened, abandoned 

itself to the universal burgeoning.” (N, 179) 

 While it is plausible to maintain that on the philosophical level Nausea indeed 

deals with the confrontation of the meaninglessness and contingency of existence and that 

Roquentin’s nausea is his recognition of the superfluous nature of reality, his realization 

that he and everything else that exists and ever existed are superfluous or de trop, we 

need to remember that Nausea is first and foremost a novel and its philosophical insights 

are embodied in the concrete actions and thoughts of its protagonist. As a novel, Nausea 

puts at its center a pathological condition.58 The hero of the novel loses his physical 

capabilities, is affected by “deep, deep boredom” from which he never emerges, and at 

times, as the quote above shows, his consciousness disintegrates. Here, Janet’s patients 

again come to mind. When Roquentin says, “I know it’s the Rue Boulibet but I don’t 

recognize it,” (N, 226) or when he calls his memories “strange images” confessing that 

they “represented a multitude of things. Not real things, other things which looked like 

them. Wooden objects which looked like chairs, shoes…” (N, 180) does he not display a 

memory failure similar to the one that Janet’s found in his dissociative patients?  

 Roquentin’s pathology, his detachment from his past, recalls the disintegrative 

states that Janet describes. Sartre’s description of Roquentin’s state is illuminated by my 
	  

58 Peter Poiana argues that Nausea portrays a pathological condition and even that 
the real protagonist of the novel is a pathological condition. Roquentin manifests a 
collection of hysterical symptoms that eventually defeat him. By describing these 
symptoms, Poiana claims, Sartre is “erecting the symptom in the place of, and at the 
expense of, the subject.” (77) Poiana does distinguish between subjectivity, which 
characterizes any conscious activity, and personality, which occurs on the reflective level 
after the construction of the self. Furthermore, Poiana does not address the meaning of 
the symptoms and what they manifest. See: “The Subject as a Symptom,” Sartre’s 
Nausea, Text, Context, Intertext, Alistair Rolls and Elizabeth Rechniewski (eds.) 
(Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2005), 77-91.  
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reading of The Transcendence of the Ego as a text that emphasizes the constitutive role of 

retention in consciousness. But despite this and other passages that demonstrate that 

memory is crucial for the proper function of consciousness and for meaningful 

experience, Sartre does not grant memory any cognitive priority in Nausea and does not 

acknowledge its centrality in the economy of consciousness.  Roquentin says that “the 

passage of time…was still an invention of man,” as if temporality and time-

consciousness is something that humans can decide to divorce or leave behind. Later in 

his diaries, Sartre admits to having misrepresented the nature of the past and the 

relationship between memory and the past in Nausea.59 In his later philosophical works, 

as The Transcendence of the Ego and Being and Nothingness Sartre returns to the 

relationship between consciousness and time and develops the philosophical framework 

that supports his literary accounts of Roquentin’s pathologies in Nausea.  

 To conclude, Sartre conceptualizes consciousness as enduring activity. 

Consciousness is always self-conscious and a pre-condition for self-consciousness is the 

temporal synthesis that integrates the past into the present. Contrary to how 

commentators often portray Sartre’s notion of consciousness, Sartre never depicts it as 

detached and instantaneous. Conscious activity always emerges on the backdrop of a 

	  
 
59 He says, for example, that his notions of memory and the past made him into 

the “sole instantist cast among contemporary philosophies which are all philosophies of 
time.” In other words, at that time he failed to appreciate the co-dependence of the 
different temporal horizons. At the time of writing the diaries, 1939-1940, Sartre holds 
that consciousness of time “does not seem distinct from the process of nihilation of the 
in-itself into a for-itself,” and says that “there is no real difference between nihilation and 
temporalization.” Sartre, War Diaries – Notebooks from a Phoney War 1939-1940, 
Quintin Hoare (trans.), (London: Verso, 1984), 209-210. 
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meaningful past, to which present and future actions refer.60 Hence, rather than being a 

hindrance to its freedom, memory for Sartre is a pre-condition for the individuality and 

unity of freedom. Consciousness constantly refers to its past and maintains a constant 

connection with it. This ongoing relationship to the past is a pre-condition for meaningful 

experience. 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

	  
	  
60 Most recently, Cam Clayton argued in “Nausea, Melancholia and the Internal 

Negation of the past” that in The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre espousing an 
instantaneous conception of consciousness, according to which “the past is external to 
consciousness” and “Consciousness is radically separated from its past and constitutes 
itself solely from what is present. Memory and the past have no particular hold upon 
consciousness” (Ibid., p.3.) I hope to have shown in this chapter that such an 
interpretation is incorrect. 
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CHAPTER 3 
 
 

MEMORY AND IMAGINATION  
 

 

In the previous chapter I showed that intentionality, nihilation, and temporality are the 

fundamental characteristics of consciousness. In The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre 

frames memory as the presentation of the past in the present, but in The Imaginary he 

defines memory in mimetic terms and construes memories as representation of the past.  

Here, I turn to Sartre’s theory of imagination and to the nature of imaginative 

consciousness, which Sartre uses as an emblem for conscious activity. I am interested in 

what I see as a problem in Sartre’s work on imagination: the relationship between 

memory and imagination. The problem stems from the way in which Sartre portrays 

memory in The Imaginary. As I mentioned above, in this text Sartre thinks of memory as 

a reproductive power and of memories as reproductions or a copies of past experiences. 

In this chapter I present Sartre’s notion of recollection as a representation of the past and 

shows how his study of imagination in fact provides conceptual tools for understanding 

recollection as a productive rather than a reproductive activity. Indeed, Sartre himself 

abandons the mimetic theory of memory in favor of a reconstructive theory in Being and 

Nothingness. The chapter offers a way of grounding the reconstructive theory that will be 

discussed in greater length in the following chapter.   
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 According to Sartre, imagination is the epitome of human freedom, since it allows 

consciousness to detach itself from experience or to negate reality. Recollection, on the 

other hand, entirely depends on perception and is portrayed in these texts as reproduction 

of perceptual experience. Sartre argues in The Imaginary that “the problem of memory” 

is “radically different from the problem of imagination.” (IM, 181) He discusses 

interactions between memory and imagination only in the context of the analysis of 

hallucination, which itself, he says, takes place on the “margins” of consciousness.61 And 

as if to reinforce the marginality of the connection between memory and imagination, 

Sartre addresses memory as a theme only in the “margins” of the book, in the very last 

pages, where he struggles to dissociate it from imagination. 

 Despite this, I show in this chapter that an opposing tendency to depict 

imagination and memory as interrelated subverts the explicit doctrine of The Imaginary. 

Although he explicitly treats memory and imagination as dichotomous, Sartre himself 

admits that memory shares the imagistic nature of imagination, saying that “…memory, 

from many points of view, seems very close to the image.” (IM, 181) In addition to this, 

Sartre’s description of the two indicates strong affinities between them - first, because 

Sartre uses recollections as examples for imaginative acts; second, because his 

phenomenological description of imagination is wholly applicable to recollection.  

The problem of the relationship between memory and imagination in The 

Imaginary is often overlooked. The literature on Sartre’s theory of imagination focuses 

	  
61 According to Sartre, the “hallucinatory phenomenon” is never given directly in 

perception. On the contrary, whenever one directs one’s attention to the hallucination, it 
disappears. The hallucination really appears in retrospect, to memory: “the hallucination 
is presented as a phenomenon the experience of which can be made only by memory.” 
(IM, 158, original emphasis)  
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mainly on the relationship between imagination and perception and on the question of the 

implication of Sartre’s theory on non-imagistic images, mainly fiction.62 Mary Warnock 

noticed the problematic status of memory in Sartre’s theory and she ascribes it to “one 

major distinction…both important to his theory and…wrong.”63 This is the distinction 

between memory as “real-as-passed” and imagination as “given-absent,” a distinction 

that Sartre uses to exclude memory from the sphere of the imaginary. Warnock claims 

that by using instances of remembering as examples for imagining Sartre himself “…has 

provided evidence that in practice, and as they actually occur, these modes of thought 

cannot be distinguished.” 64  However, Warnock herself often leaves the distinction 

completely intact, arguing only that memory and imagination are, in practice, confused. 

In this chapter I show that this de facto confusion rests on an essential interdependence 

between memory and imagination. Using Sartre’s phenomenological characterizations of 

imaginative acts, I explore the structural similarities between memory and imagination, 

showing that the two do not differ intrinsically but only contextually (by their conscious 

background – their relation to past acts, etc.) By reading Sartre “against himself” I show 

	  
62 Edward S. Casey deals with the relationship between imagination and 

perception in “Sartre on Imagination,” whereas Paul Ricoeur examines the question of 
the relationship between imaginstic and non-imagintic imaginative activities in “Sartre 
and Ryle on Imagination” both in The Philosophy of Jean Paul Sartre, Paul Arthur 
Schillp (ed.), (LaSalle: Open Court, 1981). Similar approaches to The Imaginary are 
found in Philip Blosser, “The Status of Mental Images in Sartre’s Theory of 
Consciousness,” The Southern Journal of Philosophy, 24(2), 1986, 163-172; Thomas 
Busch, “Sartre and Ricoeur on Imagination,” American Catholic Philosophical 
Quarterly, 50(4), 507-518 and Beata Stwarska, “Pictorial Representation or Subjective 
Scenario? Sartre on Imagination,” Sartre Studies International, 7(2), 2001, 87-111.  
  

63 M. Warnock, Imagination, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 
176. 

 
64 Ibid., 177. 
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that his analysis of imaginative acts in The Imaginary can be used to re-think the 

relationship between memory and imagination. I conceptualize autobiographical memory 

as an active and productive aspect of the human mind and use Sartre’s autobiography as a 

concrete example for the productivity of memory.  

 

Sartre’s Theory of Imagination 

 

Sartre is motivated in The Imaginary by the desire to amend a false understanding of 

imagination shared by philosophers and psychologists. While the distinction between 

things and images is quite intuitive, the difference between them has not been adequately 

conceptualized. Due to the tendency to think of all modes of existence as physical in 

type, consciousness is thought to be a container-like space furnished with mental objects. 

To have an image, according to this view, is to have a representation of an actual thing in 

consciousness. The image and the represented object are identical in essence and the 

qualities of the object are all reduplicated in the image save for its quality as a material 

object. While physical objects are material, images are mental; they are psychic contents 

in the mind. 

 

The Illusion of Immanence  

 

In The Imaginary Sartre calls the view that images are contents in the mind “the illusion 

of immanence.” A person caught in this illusion believes that “the image was in 

consciousness and that the object of the image was in the image.” (IM, 5) Sartre finds the 
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clearest expression of this view in Hume, whose theory of impressions and ideas 

reinforces the notion of the mind as a depository for mental images.  

 According to Hume “…all the materials of thinking are derived either from our 

outward or inward sentiment.”65 This principal of the genesis of psychic contents states 

that there is nothing in the mind that was not given first by experience. Experience forms 

impressions in the mind, from which copies are formed in memory or new complex ideas 

are created in imagination. All ideas must be traceable back to simple impressions: 

“When we analyze our thoughts and ideas, however compounded or sublime we always 

find that they resolve themselves into such simple ideas as were copies from a precedent 

feeling or sentiment.”66 For Hume, images are weakened impressions, and so imagination 

is reproductive in nature. Imagination can “never go beyond these original perceptions.”67 

Consequently, it is derivative to perception, which gives us impressions. Imagining 

depends on materials supplied by perception; without perception humans would be 

unable to imagine.  

 Sartre criticizes Hume’s account and its variations from Descartes to Bergson in 

Imagination and rejects the “naïve metaphysics of the image” (I, 4) on which it builds for 

several reasons. First, this metaphysics takes images to be discrete and unrelated 

miniature “things” in the mind. If the image is a thing, equipped with the properties of the 

real object, then “to have an idea of a chair is to have a chair in consciousness.” (IM, 6) 

	  
65 David Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1999), 497. 
 
66 Ibid. 

 
67 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, David Fate Norton and Mary J. 

Norton (eds.), (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1978), 85. 
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Thus, the difference between the image of the chair and the actual chair becomes merely 

quantitative; the first is a weakened version of the later. However, if images are nothing 

more than weakened perceptions, then there is no intrinsic or qualitative difference 

between them. As a result, the distinction between images and perceptions is 

threatened.68 A second problem is that the naïve metaphysics leads to ontological 

inflation. If images are nothing but miniature things in consciousness, then the world is 

unnecessarily duplicated.69 Consequently, there are two worlds, exterior and interior. This 

gives rise to the third objection. Sartre thinks of consciousness as an activity or an 

intentional relation to things. But if images are things then consciousness must be a 

receptor-like object that contains them. Hence, it is “impossible to slip these material 

portraits into a conscious synthetic structure without destroying the structure, cutting the 

contacts, stopping the current, breaking the continuity.” (IM, 6) Finally, Sartre rejects this 

naïve metaphysics because of the ontological hierarchy it entails. Since perception is 

considered the one true measure for all mental activity, images become a lesser or 

deprived perception. However, since images and perceptions are distinguished from one 

another, they necessarily differ qualitatively and not only quantitatively. Given that they 

are two different acts, it is useless to define the image as degraded perception.   

 Instead of distinguishing imagination from other mental activities in terms of their 

objects (physical objects versus their faded, mental copies), Sartre distinguishes them 

	  
68 It is useless to say that images and perceptions can be differentiated by 

quantitative means (by their degree of vividness, for example,) since “if images and 
perceptions do not differ in quality in the first place, it is hopeless to attempt to 
distinguish them subsequently in terms of quantity” (I, 88).  
 

69 “…we are necessarily led to constitute the world of the mind from objects very 
similar to those of the external world...” (IM, 6) 
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based on the kind of activity they involve. Imagination and perception are two kinds of 

activities, different ways of attending to the world.70 Consequently, to have an image is to 

engage in a conscious activity rather than have a conscious state (such as a picture in the 

mind.)71 

 Sartre’s definition of imagination as an activity and imagining as a relation to 

objects builds on Husserl’s notion of intentionality. I have discussed the relationship 

between the meaning and function of intentionality in Husserl and Sartre in the second 

chapter and will not repeat it here at length. Let me just summarize some points that are 

crucial to our present discussion. According to Sartre “to be conscious of…” implies the 

ability to negate what one is conscious of, to pose it as something other than 

consciousness, and so the “of” introduces difference into the world. The analysis of 

conscious activity as a negative force begins in the last section of The Imaginary and 

Sartre further develops it in Being and Nothingness.72 In Sartre’s version of intentionality 

“being conscious of x” entails “being conscious of not being x.” Self-consciousness for 

Sartre is not equivalent to consciousness-of-self; rather, it is an immediate, pre-personal 

awareness that accompanies all conscious acts. “Consciousness of…” and self-

consciousness (or consciousness of “being conscious of an object”) are simultaneous and 
	  

70  Richard Kearney’s term “orientation” is particularly fitting. Imagination is a 
way for consciousness to orient itself in the world, a way that consciousness directs itself 
toward the world. See R. Kearney, Poetics of Imagination, (London: Harper Collins 
Academics, 1991), 49.  

 
71 As Sartre himself puts it, the image is “…the relation of consciousness to the 

object; in other words, it is a certain way in which the object appears to consciousness, 
or, if one prefers, a certain way consciousness presents to itself an object…the image is 
nothing but a relation.” (IM, 7) 

 
72 The Imaginary was published in 1940, three years prior to the publication of 

Being and Nothingness and a year after the publication of The Transcendence of the Ego.  
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necessitate each other. To be able to perceive, think, imagine, and remember 

consciousness must separate itself from that which it perceives, imagines, remembers or 

grasps in thought. The ability to distance, or differentiate itself from the world is rooted 

in the negative structure of consciousness, in its “nothingness.” This ability is manifested 

most clearly in imaginative acts, which imply the ability “to hold the real at a distance, to 

be freed from it, in a word, to deny it.” (IM, 183)  

 

 The Structure of Imaginative Consciousness: 

 

The first part of The Imaginary, titled “The Certain,” is a phenomenological analysis of 

imaginative consciousness. In this section Sartre studies imaginative acts to find their 

shared fundamental structure, distinguishing them from perception and conceptual 

thought. Sartre claims that different experiences like forming mental images, looking at 

photographs, seeing faces in coffee stains, watching an impersonator, dreaming, and 

hallucinating share the same fundamental function, which is to make present something 

absent. Therefore, he expands the notion of the image to include not only mental 

imagining but also paintings, caricatures, photographs, and imitations among other 

things.  

 The members of the extended image-family are analogs for absent objects. In 

other words, objects given in perception, like paintings, coffee stains, or photographs, are 

the occasion for imaginatively intending objects which are not given in perception. Sartre 

reaches this conclusion by performing a short, introspective experiment. “I want to 

remember the face of my friend Pierre,” he describes, “I make an effort and I produce a 
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certain imaged consciousness of Pierre. The object is very imperfectly attained: some 

details are lacking, others are suspect, the whole is rather blurred.” The mental imagining 

failed in “giving” us the absent Pierre, but where the internal image failed an external 

image succeeds: “Fortunately, I possess a caricature that a skillful artist made of him. 

This time the relations between the parts of the face are deliberately 

distorted…Nevertheless…I ‘regain’ Pierre.” (IM, 17) 

 Imaginative consciousness makes use of “…a certain matter that acts as an 

analogon, as an equivalent of perception.” (IM, 18) Analog objects represent the absent 

object but their presence before the eye does not take away from the absence of the object 

that the imaginary act intends. A painting, for example, is an object made of canvas and 

paint, but when intended imaginatively, the painting functions as a representative of 

something other than itself, the absent Pierre, for example. Since we do not confuse the 

painting with the actual friend, it is clear that the painting is an analog for the missing 

friend; it gives Pierre without taking away his absence.73  

 Sartre studies various examples of imaginative acts that make absent objects 

present, in order to define the nature of the imaginary conscious act, or the “intention 

directed at an absent object.” (IM, 19) He finds four essential characteristics in every 

imaginary consciousness: it is a consciousness, that is to say, an act and not a state; it has 

the quality of quasi-observation; it posits its object as nothingness; and it is spontaneous.  

 The first characteristic of imaginative consciousness is that it is an activity 

directed toward objects. Imagining differs from perceiving and thinking not by intending 
	  

73 Kendall Walton makes a similar argument and emphasizes that since our 
response to real and fictional events is completely different it is very unlikely that we 
confuse imaginary events with real ones. See K. Walton, “Fearing Fiction,” Journal of 
Philosophy, 75, 1978, 5-27. 



	  
	  

	   52 
	  

special, imaginary objects but by the kind of activity it involves. Having an image means 

standing in a certain relation to an object, or intending the object imaginatively. As Sartre 

puts it, “…whether I perceive or imagine that chair, the object of my perception and that 

of my image are identical: it is that straw-bottomed chair on which I sit. It is simply that 

consciousness is related to this same chair in two different ways.” (IM, 7) The object of 

which we have an image is transcendent to consciousness. Sartre’s notion of 

consciousness as a temporal activity, a relation to things, does not allow for the image to 

be a mental picture in consciousness.74 The image enters consciousness only by an act of 

reflection. Then, consciousness objectifies itself by turning onto itself, arresting its 

imaginative activity, and making one moment in the imaginative act into an object.  

 The second characteristic describes the type of consciousness involved in 

imaginative acts and defines it as “quasi-observation.” Sartre compares three ways in 

which the same object can be given to consciousness: imagining, perceiving, and 

thinking. He observes that while the perception of the object never exhausts the object, 

imaginative and conceptual consciousnesses present the object in “its entirety in one 

glance.” (IM, 8) In perception the object appears in “profiles,” revealing itself gradually 

from a certain perspective, in a certain light, etc. Therefore, “One must learn objects, 

which is to say, multiply the possible points of view on them…The perception of an 

object is therefore a phenomenon of an infinity of aspects” (Ibid.) Thought, on the other 

hand, grasps the objects in a single act through concepts. The concept presents the 
	  

74 Despite the fact that positing an image in consciousness is falling prey to 
illusion of immanence, it is difficult to think of imaginative activity that does not involve 
an image. The source of this difficulty might be the very structure of language. Mary 
Warnock observes that “…we cannot speak of imagining without speaking of images. An 
attempt to analyze the concept expressed by the verb entails the use of an object-noun as 
an internal accusative.” Warnock, Imagination, 172.  
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determinations of the object simultaneously and exactly. In perception only three of the 

cube’s faces can be given together. The concept of a cube, on the other hand, gives all of 

its six sides at the same time. Image-consciousness is similar to perception with respect to 

its type of presentation; it is concrete rather than abstract and universal. At the same time, 

image-consciousness is similar to thought, inasmuch as it presents its content all at once. 

For this reason, Sartre attributes an essential poverty to image-consciousness. Contrary to 

the richness of perception, where the object overflows consciousness, the object of 

image-consciousness “is never anything more than the consciousness one has of it; it is 

defined by that consciousness.” (IM, 10) The object of perception has infinite relations to 

other objects in its environment and these relations are discovered, gradually, in the act of 

perception. Thus, “to exhaust the richness of my current perception would take an infinite 

time.” (IM, 9) The object of the image, on the other hand, is defined only by imaginative 

consciousness. When an image lacks determination no observation can give the missing 

information.75 The image gives “at once all that it possessed,” all that consciousness has 

invested in it.  

 The third characteristic of the image-consciousness is that it posits its object as 

nothingness. Sartre finds that imaginary consciousness is founded on one of four possible 

positional acts; the imaginary object can be posited as nonexistent, absent, existing 

elsewhere, or neither existing nor non-existing. Positional acts are constitutive of every 
	  

75 Wittgenstein seems to be committed to the same notion when he says, for 
example, “images tell us nothing, either right or wrong, about the external world.” 
According to Wittgenstein, it is “just because forming images is a voluntary activity that 
it does instruct us about the external world.” L. Wittgenstein, Zettel, G. E. M. Anscombe 
(trans.), (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1970), sections, 621, 627. While Sartre 
does not speak of the imaginative act as a voluntary activity, he does refer to it as 
spontaneous. Furthermore, Sartre argues that the image shows only what consciousness 
has invested in it.  
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conscious act, not only imaginative acts, “every consciousness posits its object, but each 

in its own way” (IM, 12) as Sartre says. Perception posits its object as existing. To 

perceive a tree is to believe in the existence of an actual tree, out there, in front of me. As 

I just noted, according to Sartre imaginative acts can “posit the object as nonexistent, or 

as absent, or as existing somewhere” (Ibid.) So far, both imagination and perception 

include a belief component, but while perception includes belief in the actual presence of 

the object, imagination includes belief in its absence. In other words, imaginative acts 

include a belief in the non-existence, or temporal or spatial absence of the object. Only 

the fourth positional act is radically distinct, insofar as it does not include a belief 

component at all but rather “…‘neutralize’ itself, which is to say not posit its object as 

existent” (Ibid.) Neutralization is the suspension of belief: positing the object neither as 

existing nor as non-existing. 76  The act of neutralization is essential to any 

phenomenological investigation. It is characteristic of the phenomenological epoché, “the 

method of parenthesizing.”77 By parenthesizing the world, the phenomenologist uses 

imagination to apprehend the thing’s essence, to grasp not just its actuality but also its 

possibilities. In doing so, the phenomenologist avoids making assertions about the thing’s 

existence or any other factual matters. For Husserl and Sartre, who probably follows the 

Husserlian method, the act of neutralization is a temporary suspension, rather than an 

actual elimination or eradication of “the natural attitude”.  
	  

76 Sartre remarks in a footnote that the suspension of belief remains a positional 
act. That means that positional acts are not equivalent to having a belief. He also 
distinguishes suspension of belief from doubt in the contents of perceptual acts. When I 
see a man walking down the street I may wonder, “Is that Pierre?” However, here the 
doubt concerns the accuracy of my perception. “Of this man, I doubt that he is Pierre; I 
do not thereby doubt that he is a man.”  
 

77 Husserl, Ideas, 60 
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These four positional acts are constitutive of image-consciousness. In other words, 

they are not added to the imaginary object after the fact but define and determine the 

appearance of the object from the very beginning. This entails that nothingness, in the 

form of absence or inexistence, is essential to the imaginary world. The image has a 

“privative, negative character,” which means that image-consciousness gives its object 

“as a nothingness of being.” (IM, 13) 

 Finally, Sartre characterizes image-consciousness by spontaneity. Since 

consciousness is always self-conscious, image-consciousness is non-thetically conscious 

of itself in addition to being thetically conscious of an object. While perceptual 

consciousness “appears to itself as passive,” that is, as determined by an object other than 

itself, imaginative consciousness “gives itself to itself…as a spontaneity that produces 

and conserves the object as imaged.” (IM, 15) Sartre says that this is “a kind of 

indefinable counterpart to the fact that the object gives itself as nothingness” (Ibid.) In 

other words, since consciousness intends an absent object and in this sense it aims toward 

nothingness, it is not bound by an actual state of affairs. In this respect at least, it is 

caused by nothing but itself. Since its object is posited as absent or non-existent (as 

nothingness,) it is not determined by anything, or, put differently, it is determined by 

nothing.78 Image-consciousness appears as spontaneous, springing from no other source 

but itself. However, it is important to note that from the fact that imaginative 

	  
78 Richard Kearney rightfully notes that Sartre seems to confuse the referent of the 

imaginative act with its intention, or meaning. While the referent of the act may be a real, 
existing thing (my friend Pierre, living in Berlin) I posit him, or intend him, as absent. 
Therefore, the intention alone includes absence. In imagining a dragon, for example, the 
referent itself is imaginary, not only the relation consciousness has to it. See: Kearney, 
The Poetics of Imagination, 55. 
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consciousness grasps itself as spontaneous it does not necessarily follow that it is 

spontaneous.79  

 To sum up, imaginative acts are ways of intending absent objects through the 

mediation of analogs. The object of consciousness is not the photograph, the caricature, 

or the image that comes to mind, but the things that they depict, for example, my absent 

friend. Sartre argues that imaginative consciousness makes use of a certain matter, 

“borrowed from the world of things (illustrations, photos, caricatures, actors’ imitations, 

etc.)” or from “the mental world (consciousness of movement, feelings, etc.)”, which it 

transforms through a particular intention into an “analogical representative of the object 

aimed at.” (IM, 20)80  

  
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
  
	  
	   79 This is the mistake that Descartes makes when he says that from his awareness 
of himself as being a thinking thing it follows that nothing else but thinking belongs to 
his essence.  

 
80 The matter of external images is easily grasped; it is canvas and the colors, ink 

and paper. Photographs, caricatures, impersonators, coffee stains, are things. They 
become analogs for absent objects because consciousness intends them imaginatively, 
that is, sees them as representative of the absent object. Sartre himself admits that it is not 
easy to determine the matter of internal or mental analogs. The matter of a mental image 
seems to be inseparable from the consciousness of that image. The problem of the mental 
analog is outside the scope of this chapter. For a through treatment of the problem, see: 
B. Stawarska, “Pictorial Representation or Objective Scenario? Sartre on Imagination,” 
87-111. Edward Casey also discusses this issue and claims that the matter of the mental 
analog poses a series problem for Sartre. According to Casey, since Sartre insists that 
mental images also have analogues he ends up falling prey to the illusion of immanence. 
See, E. Casey “Sartre on Imagination,” 148-150.  
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 Structural Analogies between Imagination and Memory 
 

 
Sartre uses the four characteristics of the image and the theory of the analogon to prove 

first and foremost that imagination is not degraded perception. However, it is even more 

crucial for him to prove that imagination is radically different from memory perhaps 

because, as he himself admits, “…memory, from many points of view, seems very close 

to the image, and I was sometimes able to draw my examples from memory to better 

understand the nature of the image.” (IM, 181)  

 While in The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre develops a conception of memory 

that emphasizes its spontaneous and non-representational character and later in Being and 

Nothingness he considers memory as a creative activity and not merely as a reproduction 

of the past, in The Imaginary he claims that remembering aims at a real albeit no longer 

present event., which it represents. The past, says Sartre “…awaits me as a real event in 

retirement” (IM, 181) and when I want to remember something “…I aim at it where it is, 

I direct my consciousness towards this past object that is yesterday and, at the heart of 

that object, I regain the event that I am seeking….” (Ibid.) The similarities to Bergson’s 

position in Matter and Memory are striking, although Sartre does not refer to Bergson 

explicitly. For Bergson, pure memory “…retains and ranges alongside of each other all 

our states in the order in which they occur, leaving to each fact its place and, 

consequently, marking its date, truly moving in the past…”81 But while Bergson thinks of 

remembering as an activity that implies the ability to “withdraw…from the action of the 
	  

81 H. Bergson, Matter and Memory, N. M. Paul and W. S. Palmer (trans), (New 
York: Zone Books, 1988), 151. 
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moment…value the useless…have the will to dream,”82 Sartre thinks of remembering as 

a variation of perception, and hence remembering for him does not involve a withdrawal 

from the real as imagining does, but rather a return to the real.  

 However, Sartre’s own definitions show that rather than being a separate function, 

memory shares imagination’s function, which is to make present an absent object. 

Furthermore, memory shares some theses or positional acts with imagination (positing 

the object as absent or existing elsewhere). Therefore, Sartre’s theory of the analogon and 

the four characteristics of imaginative consciousness are insufficient for distinguishing 

memory from imagination. In fact, Sartre’s phenomenological study of imaginative 

consciousness could be applicable to remembering as well, which shows that memory 

and imagination are not inherently different but only differ with respect to the conscious 

context in which they occur. In this section I show that the characteristics of absence, 

belief, quasi-observation (indeterminacy), and spontaneity cannot distinguish imagining 

from remembering. Consequently, I argue that remembering is not a way to reduplicate 

past experiences or access the past itself. Remembering is productive in essence and, just 

like imagination, it enables us to present something absent, in this case, the past.   

  

 Absence 

 

According to Sartre, the central difference between memory and imagination is that in 

imagination the object is “given-absent” while in memory the object is “given-now as 

past.” (Ibid.) Therefore, he reaches the contestable conclusion that absence, or 
	  

 
82 Ibid., 94. 
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nothingness, is constitutive of imaginative acts but not of memories. Sartre gives the 

following example to illustrate the relationship imaging has to absence: “If the image of a 

dead loved one appears to me abruptly, there is no need for a ‘reduction’ to feel the ache 

in my heart: it is part of the image.” (IM, 13) Sartre takes the emotive attitude to be 

revealing of the fact that nothingness stands at the heart of the image. To imagine a dead 

loved one is emotively to attend her absence. Since we are the source of the image, it is, 

at least in psychoanalytical terms, an expression of our wishes and wants.  

Sartre’s choice of example is illuminating, since the image that appears so abruptly 

is in fact a memory. For this reason, it is not a mistake to think of nothingness as 

constituting memory as well as imagination. Roland Barthes develops this line of thought 

in Camera Lucida, where he studies the imagistic nature of photography. Since Barthes 

dedicates Camera Lucida “in homage to Sartre’s L’Imaginaire,” it seems clear that his 

own interpretation of images and imaginative acts is somehow indebted to Sartre’s theory 

of imagination. As I understand it, Barthes’ homage consists not only of the decision to 

study photographs as images, relying on Sartre’s expansion of the notion of the image to 

include photographs, painting, caricatures, and impersonations in addition to traditional 

mental images. Barthes’ homage to The Imaginary is his bringing forth a conclusion 

concealed in Sartre’s own text - memory and imagination collaborate and are often 

intertwined in ways that do not allow them to be severed from each other. Barthes reads 

Sartre against himself, bringing to light the fact that The Imaginary, like imagination 

itself, speaks in several voices.83  

	  
83 This kind of reading is typical to Barthes. See for example Barthes’ reading of 

Balzac’s Sarrasine in S/Z, R. Haword (trans.), (New York: Hill and Wang, 1979). 
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 Barthes identifies the meaning of photography with memory by claiming that 

photographs, like memories, show us the passing of time by making the past present.84 

He reaches this conclusion after looking at a particular photograph, one that shows his 

dead mother as a child. His grief, says Barthes, “wanted a just image, an image which 

would be both justice and accuracy – justesse: just an image, but a just image.”85 Just like 

the person in Sartre’s example, Barthes was pained by the image because it enabled him 

to “see” his absent mother, to present her in her absence. But Barthes’ example 

complicates the relationship between absence, memory, and imagination. The photo 

showed the mother as a child; which means it didn’t really show her as a mother. In the 

photo she appeared as she was before she became Barthes’ mother. Imaginative 

consciousness allows Barthes to see the mother in the child, or the child as the mother.86 

But the absent mother he intends, the mother he sees in the photo of the child, is the 

mother he knew, the mother he remembers. Unlike Sartre, Barthes attributes the 

presentation of nothingness and its accompanying affective attitude to memory. He 

	  
 

84 The scope of the chapter does not allow me to examine Barthes’ argument in its 
entirety. For a detailed account see my discussion in “The Question of Photographic 
Meaning in Roland Barthes’ Camera Lucida,” Philosophy Today, 53(4) 395-407.  Here I 
am only interested in the fact that Barthes uses Sartre’s theory of imagination as an 
occasion for thinking about the connections between imagination and memory. The fact 
that Camera Lucida is a tribute to Sartre’s Imaginary shows that despite the differences 
between Barthes and Sartre, Sartre’s discussion helps Barthes reach the conclusion that 
his texts seeks, that memory and imagination are, at times, intertwined. I claim that this is 
due to the fact that Sartre’s own work at times subverts its explicit conclusion about the 
essential difference between memory and imagination. 

 
85 R. Barthes, Camera Lucida, R. Howard (trans.), (New York: Hill and Wang, 

1981), 70. 
 

86 Just like in Wittgenstein’s famous example of the duck/rabbit. 
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asserts this by saying, for example, “For once, photography gave me a sentiment as 

certain as remembrance, just as Proust experienced it one day, when, leaning over to take 

off his boots, there suddenly came to him his grandmother’s true face, ‘whose living 

reality I was experiencing for the first time, in an involuntary and complete 

memory’…”87 

 According to Sartre, memory does not present absence since its objects are real 

albeit past. Imagination, on the other hand, aims at “an object that is not given to me at all 

or that is precisely given to me as being out of reach.” (IM, 182) It is true that Barthes 

uses an example of a photograph of his dead mother, who is therefore out of reach or 

absent in a strong sense of the word. However, even if this is the case, it remains unclear 

whether Sartre is able to show that memory is not constituted by absence and that 

memory and imagination could, in principal, be demarcated on the grounds of their 

relation to absence. 

 First, even in Sartre’s account absence is not necessarily identical to unreality.88 

Sartre’s example of imagining his friend Pierre proves this point. The imagined Pierre is 

not given to me in perception; therefore, he is given to me as absent in imagination. 

However, the absence of the imagined Pierre is directly related to his existence 

someplace else, outside my perceptual reach. It is clear that spatial lack counts as 

absence. Analogically, a thing can be not contemporaneous with perception, i.e., “given-

	  
87 Barthes, Camera Lucida, 70 

 
88 This is the basis for Ricoeur’s critique of Sartre. According to Ricoeur, the 

relationship between absence and unreality in The Imaginary is unclear. The paradigm of 
absence, claims Ricoeur, assumes an original experience or object. In this respect absence 
is not identical to unreality. The latter is characteristic of works of fiction and pure 
invention. See P. Ricoeur, “Sartre and Ryle on the Imagination,” 168-173.  
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now-as passed,” real, and absent. Just as the real Pierre who is located elsewhere is 

posited as absent in imagination, so can the real Pierre who is located elsewhere 

temporally be posited as absent in memory. Sartre himself acknowledges this in Being 

and Nothingness, when, in his analysis of impure reflection (of which recollection is one 

instance) he says: 

 

…It is enough to call to mind cases in our own personal experience when 
we have tried to recall a dead love or a certain intellectual atmosphere 
which we had lived at an earlier date. On such occasions we had plainly a 
consciousness of aiming in emptiness at these various objects. We could 
form particular concepts of them, attempt a literary description of them, 
but we knew that they were not there. (BN, 229) 

 

 
Second, a phenomenology of recollection shows that the thesis of absence is essential to 

remembering. This is most clear with memories of things or people who no longer exist 

or are absent from our lives, like dead parents or friends with whom we fell out of touch. 

In these cases, the inability to see the person is the ground for remembering her, and 

memory presents her absence, often in a painful way. But memory can posit as absent 

even objects that still exist. For example, when we remember ourselves as children the 

object of memory still exists in a sense. The self has not perished, even if one has 

changed. However, the present states of the self exclude its past states in such a way that 

the past appears as absent (from the present). Isn’t the exclusion of the past from the 

present the ground for nostalgia? The nostalgic feeling is rooted in the realization that the 

past, although given in memory and belonging somehow to us in the present (in the scars 

the body carries, in our dispositions and behaviors,) is forever gone.  
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 Belief Component  

 

It can be argued that Sartre’s distinction between memory and imagination rests on their 

relation to belief. Perhaps in calling imaginary acts “given-absent” and memories “given-

now as passed” Sartre means to say that memories involve belief in the (passed) reality of 

their contents, while imaginary acts do not include such belief. Such distinction is offered 

by Bertrand Russell who holds that memory includes a belief component, while 

imagination does not. He says,  

 

Memory-images and imagination-images do not differ in their intrinsic 
qualities, so far as we can discover. They differ by the fact that the images 
that constitute memories, unlike those that constitute imagination, are 
accompanied by a feeling of belief which may be expressed in the words 
“this happened.” The mere occurrence of images, without this feeling of 
belief constitutes imagination; it is the element of belief that is distinctive 
in memory.89  

 

Traditionally, imagination seemed to require suspension of belief. When I imagine the 

angel of death, a three-headed woman, or Anna Karenina, I do not posit the object as 

existing. However, Sartre thinks that some imaginative acts do include belief. Recall that 

he claims that imaginative consciousness can posit its object “as nonexistent, or as 

absent, or as exiting elsewhere; it can also ‘neutralize’ itself, which is to say not posit its 

object as existent.” (IM, 12) This quote demonstrates that not only do three of the four 

positional acts include a belief component, but one of them even includes the belief in the 
	  

89 Bertrand Russell, The Analysis of Mind, London: Allen & Unwin, 1921, 175-
176. Belief in itself is insufficient for establishing the immediate link between memory 
and the past to which Sartre is committed.  
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existence of the object. Hence, Sartre cannot use the concept of belief in an object’s 

existence to demarcate imagination from memory.  

 The fact that imaginative acts include a belief component helps Sartre broaden the 

scope of the imaginary world. Thus, we are able to intend imaginatively not only pure 

fictions but also real, albeit absent, things. The cost of expanding the scope of the 

imaginary is that memory and imagination cannot be easily separated. Consequently, the 

distinction between the object of imagination as “given-absent” and the object of memory 

as “given-as-now-passed” is void. 

 

 Indeterminacy  

 

The theme of absence is related to the indeterminate nature of images. Images are acts 

directed toward absent objects, aiming to make present that which is absent. While 

present objects always manifest some particular qualities and so perception is always 

definite, the image, by aiming at an absent object, is indeterminate and full of gaps. As 

Colin McGinn notes, developing Sartre’s notion of the poverty of the image, “the 

image…is constitutionally incomplete.”90 Sartre rightfully notes that images are not 

copies of perceptions and hence are not mental objects stored in the mind. I will soon turn 

to the relation between memory and perception, now I simply want to note that imagining 

and remembering can both be characterized by “quasi-observation,” Sartre’s term for the 

attitude with which images are constituted as indeterminate and incomplete. Sartre 

himself must have noted this similarity, since he uses a memory-image as an example for 

	  
90 Colin McGinn, Mindsight, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), 25. 
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this indeterminacy. 91  Indeed, this is another similarity between remembering and 

imagining. The psychologist William Brewer lists the poverty of memory imagery as one 

of the phenomenological attributes of recollective memory. He notes that memory 

scholars, both philosophers and psychologists, agree that memory imagery is “sketchy, 

simplified, and schematic…recollective memory image is perceived as if there were a 

blank area surrounding the focal point of the image.”92 The fact that memories are 

incomplete and indeterminate like other kinds of images shows that they are not just 

passive or literal records of reality. If they were so they would have to share the 

determinate nature of the experience itself. It seems then that memories, just like images, 

are not copies of perceptions or mere reproductions of the real. 

 

 Spontaneity 

 

Sartre seems to insist most of all on spontaneity as the distinctive feature of imaginative 

consciousness. As we saw, Sartre claims that imaginative consciousness is conscious of 

itself as spontaneous. He also thinks that imaginative consciousness does not only appear 

as spontaneous but is in fact spontaneous. He is guided by the understanding that 

consciousness is “a ‘phenomenon’ in the very special sense in which ‘to be’ and ‘to 

	  
91 “…all of a sudden, I see again a dreary garden under a grey sky and it is 

impossible for me to know where and when I saw this garden. But this is quite simply a 
determination that the image lacks, and no observation, however prolonged, could give 
me that knowledge that I lack. If I discover, a little later, the name of the garden, it is by 
means of processes that have nothing to do with pure and simple observation: the image 
gave all at once all that it possessed” IM 10.  
 

92 William. F. Brewer, “What is Recollective Memory,” in Remembering our 
Past, D. Rubin (ed.), (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 22. 
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appear’ are one.” (TE, 42)93 In other words, consciousness grasps its imaginative acts as 

spontaneous since they are, like consciousness itself, spontaneous.  

 Mary Warnock speculates that since Sartre does not think that spontaneity is a 

feature of remembering he is compelled to sever memory from imagination. In other 

words, Warnock thinks that Sartre “cannot plausibly say that our power to remember…is 

totally free from psychological or other deterministic explanations. It is…essential for 

him to distinguish imagination proper (the conceiving of the non-existent) from 

memory.”94 However, Sartre himself says that determinism “could in no way apply to the 

facts of consciousness.” (IM, 47) In this respect he is continuing a line of thought that he 

developed in The Transcendence of the Ego according to which consciousness is 

spontaneous and active, or spontaneous because it is active, because nothing is its 

foundation. In the previous chapter I showed that The Transcendence of the Ego allows 

us to consider one form of memory, i.e., working memory, as the source of 

consciousness’ unity and activity. In this respect, even Sartre agrees that memory is 

sometimes spontaneous. It is not grounded by any other activity and it is not 

representational in nature. It is unclear why Sartre would need to deny spontaneity from 

memory in The Imaginary.  

	  
93 Here Sartre is clearly influenced by Heidegger‘s analysis of the concept of 

phenomenon in Being and Time. Traditionally, Heidegger notes, phenomena are taken to 
be the external manifestations of the object, or are even understood as appearances that 
contradict and obscure the real being of the object. Contrary to this traditional view, the 
phenomenological conception of phenomenon does not sever being from appearance but 
rather identifies the two: “Phenomenon signifies that which shows itself in itself, the 
manifest.” Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, J. Macquarrie and E. Robinson (trans.), 
(New York: Harper, 1962), 51. 
 

94 Warnock, Imagination, 181. 
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 I therefore suggest using Sartre’s account of the spontaneity of imaginative acts to 

think about the question of determinism in memory. Distinguishing spontaneity from 

passivity, Sartre says: 

 

…imaginative consciousness is spontaneous and creative; it supports, 
maintains by continuous creation, the sensible qualities of its object. In 
perception, the actual representative element corresponds to a passivity of 
consciousness. In the image, that element, insofar as it is primary and 
incommunicable, is the product of a conscious activity, is shot through 
with a flow of creative will (IM, 15) 

  
 

If we limit the meaning of spontaneity to that which is caused by the will, then memory is 

as spontaneous as imagination. I can summon memories just as I can deliberately imagine 

something. Unlike perception, which puts us in the presence of things, both imagination 

and memory allow us to escape the immediacy of the present and to transcend the given. 

Since memories are often deliberately recalled, and in this respect their appearance is 

determined by the will, and since they are directed toward an absent object (the past), 

memory-acts can also be characterized by spontaneity.  

 However, spontaneity is not tantamount to willing. Sartre admits that images 

sometime come unbidden, “It seems that the involuntary image appears to consciousness 

as my friend Pierre might appear to me from around the corner.” (IM, 18)95 From the fact 

that Sartre admits the existence of involuntary images and yet holds that even these 

images are spontaneous we can learn that he does not identify spontaneity with volition.  

	  
95 Memories are not different from other images in this respect, as Proust’s 

famous Madeline episode shows. Something, a smell, flavor, or a face in the crowd can 
bring up unexpected memories. 
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 In order to defend the claim that even images that are uncalled for are the 

outcome of spontaneous activity, Sartre introduces the distinction between intention and 

will. Although the appearance of images is not always willed, consciousness is their sole 

cause insofar as it constitutes the image as an image through its intention or through the 

particular meaning it assigns to the image. Sartre makes it clear in The Transcendence of 

the Ego that intentionality does not require deliberation. Intentionality is the essence of 

consciousness and each conscious act is an intentional act. This allows Sartre to argue 

that the image appears to me as an image because of “a certain intention, precisely that 

which constitutes it as image.” (IM, 19) The meaning of the image, the fact that it is a 

presentation of an absent x, is determined by the intentional act. The process of imaging 

an absent object is the same regardless of the nature of the mediating image (or the 

analogon), be it a photograph, a painting, or a mental image, and regardless of its nature 

as willed or unwilled.  

 This explanation is applicable to unwarranted memories as well. If they are 

memories of a particular past, it is because an intention relates the past they present to a 

specific present, my own present; in other words, it is because of a meaning that I invest 

in them. Why, then, does Warnock suggest that Sartre’s motivation for separating 

memory from imagination rests on the implausibility of saying that “our power to 

remember…is totally free from psychological or other deterministic explanations”? The 

view that memory is determined by the past is a commonsensical view, to which 

Warnock herself is committed.96 After all, is it not the past that dictates both what counts 

as a memory (rather than fiction or mere invention) and what can appear to memory (I 
	  

96 See especially the third chapter of Mary Warnock, Memory, “Memory and 
Cause” (London and Boston: Faber, 1987).  
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cannot recall what happened before I was born)? Unlike imagination, memory is 

corrigible, which means that it can be true or false. The veracity of memory is determined 

by the relationship of its contents to the past; true memories depict or represent the past. 

Therefore, there seems to be some causal connection between present and past in 

memory, a connection that allows particular images to be memories of a particular past. 

The question is whether causality rules out freedom.  

 According to Sartre fatalism and not causal determinism is the inverse of 

freedom. Sartre thinks that determinism is not at all part of conscious life. To show that 

conscious life is causally determined requires showing not only that event B necessarily 

follows from event A, but that when A is given B always follows. The latter, of course, 

does not hold for mental events. But Sartre does think that consciousness can be fatalistic, 

chained, and in this sense not free. Sartre defines fatalism as the belief that “such event 

must happen and that it is that future event that determines the series that will lead up to 

it.” (IM, 47) Contrary to what we may expect, fatalism can characterize imaginary acts. 

Dreams and hallucinations are fatalistic in the sense that in them consciousness does not 

experience itself as spontaneous. I feel caught in the dream; things befall me, even when I 

initiate actions myself. In the dream all events are necessary and lead to a certain, 

inevitable end.97  

 Paradoxical as it may seem, consciousness caught in the imaginary is a captive 

consciousness; it abandons contact with the real and becomes engulfed by its imaginative 

	  
97 Sartre notes in his diary that “In a dream there is no distinction between 

wanting to drink and dreaming that one is drinking. So the mind, victim of its 
omnipotence, cannot wish…For it to be itself again, the real must invade its dream in 
some way. Thus the dreamer is bound hand and foot by his absolute power.” Sartre, War 
Diaries, Q. Hoare (trans.), London: Verso, 1999, 37. 
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attitude. In other words, consciousness is at risk of losing its freedom precisely when it is 

fascinated with the imaginary and abandons the real. Sartre describes the life of the 

schizophrenic as imaginary life, a flight from “the very form of the real, its character of 

presence, the type of reaction that it demands of us, the subordination of our conduct to 

the object, the inexhaustibility of perceptions, their independence, the very way that our 

feelings have of developing” (Ibid.)98  

 Of course, a flight from freedom is a manifestation of freedom. It is freedom 

trying to negate itself. Hence, for Sartre “pathologies of imagination” are not imposed on 

the mind. They are not “a foreign body that occupies consciousness despite itself like a 

stone in the river.” (IM, 153) For Sartre an obsession or hallucination have, at least at 

first, “the same characteristics of spontaneity and autonomy as all other consciousness.” 

(IM, 153)99 Ultimately, a complete withdrawal from the real leads to a disintegration of 

consciousness, as happens in hallucinations, obsessions, and schizophrenia.100 Caught in 

	  
98 Sartre continues, “it is therefore wrong to take the world of the schizophrenic 

for a torrent of images with richness and a sparkle that compensates for the monotony of 
the real: it is poor and meticulous world, where the same scenes keep on being repeated, 
to the last detail, accompanied by the same ceremonial where everything is ruled in 
advance, foreseen; where, above all, nothing can escape, resist of surprise” (IM, 47). This 
is the fatality that accompanies consciousness caught in the imaginary. 

 
99 Maurice Natanson questions Sartre’s claim that pathological consciousness is 

just as free as healthy consciousness. Natanson says that even if we agree with Sartre that 
the schizophrenic spontaneously and freely chooses the imaginary over the real we may 
still wonder if this act of free choice makes him lose his initial freedom. See, M. 
Natanson, A Critique of Jean-Paul Sartre’s Ontology, (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1973). Sartre 
might insist that even the chaotic and impoverished world of the schizophrenic still 
presents some meaningful structure. In this respect at least schizophrenic consciousness is 
still free.  
 

100 Writing about the conditions of the Algerians under the French Occupation, 
Franz Fanon says, “Madness is one of the means man has of losing his freedom.” By 
bringing his work as a psychiatrist to the political debate about the condition of the Arabs 
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the imagining attitude, consciousness is possessed by itself. Since consciousness is not 

directed to a world in dreams and hallucinations, it lacks an intentional center. The lack 

of intentional center allows consciousness to turn against itself and this produces in it the 

fatalistic feeling that images and thoughts are “imposed” on it by something other than 

itself, or that it is not the source of its images. This is the reason for Sartre’s claim that 

hallucinations take place “on the margins” of consciousness (IM, 158); they occur when 

consciousness begins to disintegrate, when its intentional center crumbles because of lack 

of reference to the real. Dreams have a similar affect, since “the dream is a consciousness 

that cannot leave the imagining attitude.” (IM, 161) In these cases “the imaginary world 

is given as a world without freedom, it is fatal.” (IM, 169) 

 A pre-condition for freedom and spontaneity is self-consciousness, by virtue of 

which consciousness is able to tear itself from the in-itself (the world of inert matter) and 

grasp itself as other. Self-consciousness requires being conscious of a world and 

conscious of oneself as “not being” the world. Consciousness has freedom only in the 

world; its existence in the world is a condition for all negation (for example, imagining a 

better world depends on the negation of the existing one.) Thus, the resistance of the 

world is a condition for the freedom of consciousness, rather than a limitation on it.101 

	  
in Algeria, Fanon tries to show that any process of depersonalizations, be it the outcome 
of a pathological state or of institutional racism and discrimination, deprives human 
beings of their freedom. Both madness and discrimination and racism lead to the 
dehumanization of humans, and to the disintegration of their sense of agency. See F. 
Fanon, Toward the African Revolution, H. Chevalier (trans.), (New York: Grove Press, 
1988,) 53. 

 
101 This point has not gone unnoticed. James F. Sheridan mentions that “resistance 

must be apparent or freedom will not have the contrast necessary to find itself and to find 
itself meaningful”, J. F. Sheridan, Sartre the Radical Conversion, (Athens: Ohio 
University Press, 1969), 18. George Stack, who argues that Sartre’s Critique of 
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Imaginative activity “feeds” of the world and its givens. Similarly, memory operates on 

the past, which supplies it with matter. However, Sartre himself admits in Being and 

Nothingness that the brute facts of the past that penetrate the present as memories always 

appear through a project. So much so that it is “…finally impossible for me to distinguish 

the unchangeable brute existence from the variable meaning it includes.” (BN, 639)  

 Since Sartre’s phenomenological characteristics of imagination afford us a way of 

thinking of memory, its indeterminacy, relation to absence, and intentional structure, I 

suggest that we take Sartre’s account a step further to show that memory, and not only 

imagination, manifests the spontaneity and freedom of consciousness. This is plausible, if 

we take into account contemporary theories of memory, which abandon the notions of 

trace, representation, and mechanistic causal relations between past and memory. 

 Contemporary research in philosophy and psychology suggests that memory is a 

reconstructive and dynamic force and not merely a mimetic power. Martin Conway’s 

theory of autobiographical memory is one example of such an approach. Conway claims 

that autobiographical knowledge is organized over three levels of specificity, lifetime 

periods (graduate school, early childhood), general events (first day at work, hikes at the 

mountain), and event specific knowledge (knowledge unique to a specific event, sensory 

	  
Dialectical Reason continues the line of thought of Being and Nothingness rather than 
breaks from it, also interprets Sartre’s notion of consciousness as a concrete freedom that 
always acts or endeavors to act upon the world. Stack also notes that Sartre’s notion of 
consciousness is modeled upon the activity of imagination in which “the relationship 
between consciousness and facticity, consciousness and the world, is established by 
means of negating acts of consciousness.” See: G. J. Stack, Sartre’s Philosophy of Social 
Existence, (St. Louis: Warren H. Green, 1977), 5. Stack is also right to identify that Sartre 
fails to acknowledge that “the dependence of imagination on previous sensation or 
perceptual experience” a failure which is doubtfully linked to the problematic nature of 
the relationship between imagination and memory in The Imaginary. However, Stack 
does not address the relationship between imagination and memory further.  
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details or fact.) Specific autobiographical memories are reconstructed from knowledge at 

these three levels.102 The parameters for the reconstruction of memories are set by the 

relevance of the autobiographical knowledge to goals activated within a working self-

system, which is “a temporarily activated self that consists of a particular hierarchy of 

goals.”103 These goals work as retrieval cues for specific autobiographical memories. 

Memories are reconstructed according to “some active set of goals and plans” which 

“reflect the current themes of the self.”104 It is clear that memory is not simply a wax 

tablet upon which the past leaves traces or a storage house for ideas. Memory actively 

reconstructs a past and it does so in light of a certain project or imaginative stance.  

	  
102 Martin A. Conway, “Autobiographical Knowledge and Autobiographical 

Memories,” in Remembering our Past, D.C. Rubin (ed.), 72, M. A. Conway and C.W. 
Pleydell-Pearce, “The Construction of Autobiographical Memories in the Self-Memory 
System,” Psychological Review, 107(2), 2000, 261-288. Neuro-cognitive researchers 
study the different memory systems, episodic (autobiographical), semantic, and 
procedural, as anchored in brain activities. However, memory, as a conscious 
phenomenon cannot be reduced to a set of brain states. Even if specific brain processes 
cause the memory to appear, the memory itself has properties over and above the 
elements that cause it (similarly, the property ‘red’ can be ascribed to the body, but not to 
the molecules from which the body is composed.) Therefore, memory cannot be 
explained solely by appealing to brain states. Furthermore, from a phenomenological 
perspective the question of the meaning of conscious acts cannot be reduced to 
physiological explanations. While fear, for example, can be described as a series of 
causally connected physiological states, its meaning as an intentional activity rests on the 
object to which it is directed (Fear is fear of the roach, not of brain states.) The meaning 
of fear is irreducible to the physiological events that cause it. Since the relationship 
between memory and the brain aside does not concern my current discussion, I leave this 
topic aside.  

 
103 Jefferson A. Singer and Pavel Blagov, “The Integrative Function of Narrative 

Processing: Autobiographical Memory, Self-Defining Memories, and the Life Story of 
Identity,” The Self and Memory, Denise R. Beike, James M. Lampinen and Behrend 
Douglas A. (eds.), (New York: Psychology Press, 2004,) 127. 

 
104 Conway, “Autobiographical Knowledge and Autobiographical Memories,” 72. 
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 Sartre himself takes this approach in Being and Nothingness, where he develops 

an account of remembering as “a recollecting synthesis which stems from the present in 

order to maintain a contact with the past.” (BN, 164)105 There, Sartre rejects the 

representational model of memory since properly speaking there is no object that memory 

copies or represents. In other words, in Being and Nothingness Sartre retracts the doctrine 

of The Imaginary that the past is that which is no longer present and argues instead that 

consciousness introduces the past into the world and so the past is a function of 

consciousness’ being. Consequently, the past that I remember is a function of the present 

that I am. Memories construct a certain past according to a present state that is itself 

shaped by future-oriented projects. Hence, consciousness is not determined by the past 

when it remembers and in this respect it is not passive as perceptual consciousness to 

which the object is given. 

 For this reason we can conclude that spontaneity is a feature of remembering as 

well as imagining. Memory is not simply determined by the past, but is constructed 

according to projects and goals that are not yet realized. However, it can be argued that 

the goals and projects according to which the past in constructed are themselves the 

outcome of a selective procedure influenced by a particular past. Indeed, memories are 

the foundation for many beliefs we have about ourselves (Conway’s self knowledge 

system) and these beliefs ultimately shape our goals, hopes, and projects. Still, this is not 

a threat to freedom, since as I already showed reality is the ground for freedom, and not 

simply its constraint. 

  

	  
105 I turn to this topic in the next chapter. 
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 Memory and Imagination Reconsidered  

 

What does this revised reading of the relationship between memory and imagination in 

The Imaginary offer? So far, I have shown that Sartre’s phenomenological analysis of 

imagination can be applied to memory because both memory and imagination intend 

absent objects through spontaneous acts. I want to take this analysis a step further and 

show that remembering and imagining do not only have analogous structure, but that they 

often co-operate and intertwine in one act. I offer Sartre’s autobiographical text, Words, 

as an example for the commingling of memory and imagination. Sartre’s philosophical 

work has offered useful “hints” for a reconsideration of the relationship between memory 

and imagination. His literary work provides concrete examples of collaborations between 

memory and imagination.106   

 Imagination makes use of memories. Consider an example given in The 

Imaginary, of imagining Pierre’s face: “To produce in me the image of Pierre is to make 

an intentional synthesis that gathers in itself a host of past moments, which asserts the 

identity of Pierre across these diverse appearances…” (IM, 13) In this example, as in 

many others given by Sartre in this text, images are memorial through and through. 
	  

106 In “Imagining and Remembering,” Edward Casey studies various ways in 
which imagination and memory function as the part of a single unit of mental activity. 
Although the critique that I offer of Sartre’s distinction between imagination and memory 
goes beyond Casey’s conclusions, his thought provoking study guides my work. Casey 
distinguishes contingent and non-contingent collaborations between imagination and 
memory. Remembering what was imagined and imagining that one remembered are 
instances of collaborations of the first kind. Non-contingent collaborations are found in 
works of historians, and in diverse mental phenomena as screen memories, dreams, and 
time-consciousness. See, E. Casey, “Imagining and Remembering,” The Review of 
Metaphysics, 31(2), 1977, 194-208 
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Imagining my friend’s face is grounded in the familiarity I have with that face. I know 

the face and can imagine it, since I remember it.  

 In fact, this example shows that memories function as analogons through which 

the absent object is intended. Since memories do not have to be temporally indexed it is 

possible to talk about remembering places and people without reference to a particular 

event.107 These unspecified memories could be the ground for imaginative activity. 

Indeed, memory grounds this activity in the sense that it makes imaginative activity free 

and intelligible. The analogy of gravity is useful here; gravity could be taken as setting 

limits to the possibility of movement, by grounding humans to Earth, for example. At the 

same time, gravity is the very condition for movement, without it there would be no 

planetary motion.108 Similarly, by supplying materials to imagination memory seems to 

limit the possibilities of imaginative activity. However, in giving materials to imagination 

it enables consciousness to act negatively, that is imaginatively. A consciousness trapped 

in imaginative attitude, in hallucinations or psychosis for example, cannot remember and 

consequently is divorced from the real.109 In other words, imaginative consciousness that 

is not grounded in memory is set into wild and detached routes.  

	  
107 Mary Warnock develops a philosophical argument in favor of the existence of 

conscious memories that are not of individual events. Warnock claims that in addition to 
habit memory and memories of individual events humans and other animals that learn 
from the past have the ability “to pick out features of a situation and think of them as able 
to recur.” This is the ability to identify kinds and it is “intimately linked with memory.” 
Warnock, Memory, 11. For the entire discussion see pp.10-14. 
 

108 I thank Susan Feagin for bringing the analogy of memory and gravity to my 
attention. 

 
109 On one occasion Sartre refers to Maurice Halbwachs’ claim that memory is not 

part of the dream world, saying that “one cannot remember in the dream…the least real 
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 The connection between memory and imagination is manifested in the clearest 

way in autobiographies, in which the past is the object of the narrative. But 

autobiographical writing also manifests the ways in which imagination shapes memory, 

thus proving that consciousness spontaneously determines its relation to its past. Toward 

the end of his autobiography, Words, Sartre makes the following confession: “I keep my 

past at a respectful distance…I’ve crossed out my early years in particular: when I began 

this book, it took me a long time to decipher them beneath the blots. When I was thirty, 

friends were surprised: ‘One would think you didn’t have parents. Or a Childhood.’ And I 

was silly enough to feel flattered.” (W, 239) But the readers of Words have access to all 

these forgotten memories, which are the subject matter of the autobiography. Sartre of 

Words had to have accessed his memories and he did that by writing a book, by telling 

the story of his childhood in the autobiographical form. He reconstituted his past with the 

aid of the creative act of writing. In The Imaginary Sartre says that “the novelist, the poet, 

the dramatist constitute irreal objects through verbal analogons.” (IM, 191) Therefore, the 

act of writing involves imagination no less than the act of reading. The writer intends an 

absent object through his words, which function as analogs. In the case of 

autobiographies, the absent object is the author’s past. For this reason, autobiographies 

manifest the connection between memory and imagination in the clearest way. The 

autobiographical form of storytelling shows that there are striking overlaps between the 

function of memory and imagination. 

 In his study of the narrative order of The Words, Philippe Lejeune comments on 

the specific structure of autobiography as a literary genre, caught between its object, the 
	  
memory would bring about the sudden crystallization before consciousness of the whole 
of reality” IM, 168. 
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past, and the real relationship one has to the past which act as hindrance to the narrative 

(gaps of memory, confusion, distortion, etc.)110 According to Lejeune, Sartre of Words, 

unlike Sartre of The Imaginary, is aware of the fact that the present does not simply go 

into retirement and so remembering is not directed to a real, albeit past, object. Lejeune 

accurately argues that the events in Words “…are, within the realm of the possible, dated 

and localized, and Sartre has scrupulously obeyed historicity; he also sought to imagine 

as clearly as possible what he was then. But he does not believe that these efforts help 

him to tell the truth about the ‘past-in-itself’…”111 Lejeune locates the literary brilliance 

of Words in the fact that it reconciles the demands of accuracy, that is, to avoid 

forgetfulness and distortions of the past, with the demands of meaning, the demand to 

create a whole and unified narrative structure. Taking Lejeune’s analysis a step further, 

we can argue that Words is a text about memory, not simply because its object is the past, 

but because it depicts the struggle for balance between loyalty to the past and the 

realization that the past, as it is presented to memory, is conditioned by the present. In 

this respect, the act of writing a life story shows that imagination and memory cooperate 

in creating a unified and intelligible narrative.  

 Sartre’s philosophical conception of memory is modeled on perception; in The 

Imaginary, remembering is equivalent to perception and the remembered object awaits us 

in the past as the perceptible objects “awaits” us in the present. In Words, on the other 

hand, memory is modeled on imagination. The absent past is accessed through an analog, 

and that analog is life as a whole, a unifying structure that makes memories appear. In his 
	  

110 P. Lejeune, “The Order of Narrative in Sartre’s Les Mots,” On Autobiography, 
Katherine Leary (trans.), (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1989), 100-101.  

 
111 Ibid., 102.  
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diaries Sartre explicitly says that reflections on the past are possible because of an image 

of a life, “a tapestry-frame to be filled, with (already) a throng of rough-tacked outlines 

still needing to be embroidered…a rosette-like composition wherein beginning and end 

coincided.” (WD, 79) The narrator sets an image into which the protagonist’s tales are 

woven. However, since in autobiographies the narrator is the protagonist, the narrator, 

who weaves the tale, is born from the same materials as the protagonist. We find then that 

the projective nature of imagination and the commitment of memory to the past are 

coefficient in the creation of a life story.  

 We can conclude, therefore, that in his autobiographical texts Sartre writes 

according to principles implicit in his philosophical theory. His autobiography is a 

concrete example of collaboration between imagination and memory, and thus it serves 

as evidence against his claim in The Imaginary that imaginative and mnemonic acts are 

completely separate from each other. In the process of writing a life story the past is 

reconstructed in light of an image of a life, a set of from the perspective of present goals 

and aims which are by nature projective, related to the future, and so negate the real, but 

also because concrete memories can function as analogs for imaginatively intending a 

complete self, like the one constituted by the act of writing.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 
 

MEMORY AND THE SELF 
 

Now that I have examined Sartre’s notion of consciousness and re-evaluated the 

relationship between memory and imagination in his work, I would like to use the 

conclusions drawn from the two previous chapters to study the relationship between 

memory and selfhood in his thought. It has often been observed that the notion of the self 

occupies a central position in Sartre’s philosophical, literary, and autobiographical 

writing. 112  The Transcendence of the Ego is a study of the relationship between 

consciousness and the ego, a relationship that still occupies Sartre’s thought at the time of 

writing Being and Nothingness. In Being and Nothingness Sartre analyzes the nature of 

consciousness, self-deception and self-knowledge, as well as the nature and development 

of selfhood. Sartre’s diaries and his autobiography, Words, deal, quite naturally, with 

self-formation as do the numerous biographies he composed, among them Saint Genet 

and The Family Idiot. Finally, albeit earlier, Nausea uses the genre of fictional diary to 

explore the continuity of the self and its embodied existence. As Rhiannon Goldthorpe 

	  
112 Some examples are R. Goldthorpe, “Sartre and the Self: Discontinuity or 

Continuity,” American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly, 50(4), 1997, 519-536; P. Sutton 
Morris, “Self-Creating Selves: Sartre and Foucault,” American Catholic Philosophical 
Quarterly, 50(4), 1997, 537-549; P. Sutton Morris, Sartre Concept of a Person, 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1976); H. Barnes, “Sartre’s Concept of the 
Self,” Review of Existential Psychology and Psychiatry,” 17(1), 1981, 41-65; C. Howells, 
“Conclusion: Sartre and the Deconstruction of the Subject,” The Cambridge Companion 
to Sartre, C. Howells (ed.), (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 318-52.    
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puts it in “Sartre and the Self: Discontinuity or Continuity,” Sartre’s philosophical and 

fictional works, as well as his diaries and letters,  

 
…remind us of the range of his concern with the self as a topic for 
reflection: the self as Ego, as subject and object, the authentic or 
inauthentic self, the embodied self, the self as social and historical agent; 
they remind us, too, of his concern with modes of self-awareness and self- 
knowledge, and with problems of self-expression.113  

 

 
Goldthorpe and others have studied the different senses of “self” that operate in Sartre’s 

work, among them the self as a bodily agent, psychical construction, and non-positional 

consciousness. 114  In this chapter I examine the relationship between selfhood and 

memory in Sartre’s work, focusing particularly on the different ways in which memory 

contributes to the constitution of the self.  

 Memory is crucial for a sense of self. By enabling one to relate to one’s past, 

recollection unifies the past and the present and so enhances the feeling of continuity that 

is integral to a functioning self. For this reason, it is not surprising to find that according 

to Sartre, too, memory participates and even actively contributes to the formation of the 

self. Sartre grants memory a creative force, much like imagination, and by that he allows 

memory to have an active role in the constitution of the self. From Sartre’s accounts of 

the formation of selfhood in The Transcendence of the Ego and Being and Nothingness 

we learn that memory is not merely a mimetic power that replicates the past, as it is often 

	  
113 Goldthorpe, “Sartre and the Self,” 521. 

 
114 See Goldthorpe, Sutton Morris (1976, 1997), Barnes and Hugh J. Silverman, 

Inscriptions: After Phenomenology and Structuralism, (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 1987), 172. 
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portrayed by philosophers from Aristotle to Locke and Hume. Even when Sartre seems to 

revert to the mimetic discourse, comparing his memories to images of things no longer in 

existence in his diaries for example, he still thinks that reflections on the past will allow 

him “…to help my present being slip into the past.” (WD, 70) We find that memory, the 

ability to reflect on the past, possesses unique powers. In the context of the reflections in 

his journals, for example, Sartre holds that recollections have a destabilizing and 

dissolving force in as much as they provide an occasion for demarcating past from 

present and so allow one to distance himself from the self. In other words, even when 

recollections are portrayed as the return of the past (as they do in The Imaginary, as I 

demonstrated in the previous chapter), Sartre thinks of them as the occasion for self-

alienating, as a source of difference and detachment from the past. In this chapter I chart 

the ways in which memory participates in the construction of selfhood and then move, in 

the next chapter, to show how it holds the key for revealing the artificiality of the self and 

grasping the true meaning of a life not governed by a self.  

The remaining of chapter is organized as follows: Section I deals with the 

relationship between consciousness and self (I use the terms “self”, “I”, and “ego” 

interchangeably in the chapter). Situating Sartre’s notion of the self vis-à-vis the 

Cartesian cogito, I explicate the relationship between consciousness, self-consciousness, 

and consciousness of self. The notion of the self as a synthetic structure, an imaginary 

construct created by consciousness is picked up in Section II (“The Ego as an Imaginary 

Object”), where I demonstrate (in II.I “The Constitution of the Ego”) that memory is 

crucial for the formation of this imaginary construction. In this part I discuss the different 

ways in which memory contributes to the constitution of the self and show that memory 



	  
	  

	   83 
	  

“neutralizes” the ego, making it appear as the ground for all activities, states, and 

qualities. 

 

Consciousness and the Ego 

 

Sartre opens his study of the relationship between consciousness and the ego in The 

Transcendence of the Ego with an examination of the cogito, the famous Archimedean 

point that allowed Descartes to eradicate doubt and build a solid foundation for 

knowledge.115 In a paraphrase on Descartes’ cogito, Sartre says “each time we apprehend 

our thought, whether by an immediate intuition or by an intuition based on memory, we 

apprehend an I which is the I of the apprehended thought, and which is given, in addition, 

as transcending this thought and all other possible thoughts.” (TE, 43) For Descartes, the 

“I” accompanies every mental act and every conscious activity is an affirmation of its 

existence. One might doubt the contents of one’s mental representations, that is to say, 

one might doubt whether they represent the world in an accurate manner, however, it is 

impossible, according to Descartes, to doubt the fact that there is an “I” to whom these 

mental representations appear and to whom they belong. The knowledge of the existence 

of the self is clear and distinct, indubitable, and known through intuition. In other words, 

the existence of the “I” is revealed immediately, as the “I” discloses itself in each mental 

activity. 

	  
115 In Existentialism is a Humanism Sartre explicitly says that “I think therefore I 

am…is the absolute truth of consciousness confronting itself.” (EH, 40) However, as we 
shall see, he only takes from Descartes the immediacy with which consciousness knows 
itself and does not hold to the idea that a substantial self is present in each consciousness. 
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Sartre rejects the Cartesian conclusion that all mental activity refers to a self that 

functions as a subject to which these activities belong.116 In support of the claim that 

conscious activity does not necessarily involve a self Sartre gives examples of selfless 

conscious moments, like running after a streetcar and counting cigarettes. Other 

activities, such as driving, watching a film, reading, and daydreaming can also serve as 

examples for conscious moments that do not include an “I.” These examples show that all 

conscious experience is directed toward objects, be it real objects, such as trees and cats, 

imaginary objects, such as witches and trolls, or ideal objects, such as mathematical 

entities. According to Sartre object-directed experience is so saturated by the presence of 

the object that it has no room to contain a self. While running after the streetcar, 

consciousness aims at the streetcar and its experience has the structure of “having-to-

catch-the-streetcar.” In this specific example, as well as in other instances of being totally 

	  
116 For Descartes self-consciousness is identical to consciousness-of-self. 

According to Descartes, consciousness of things involves an immediate awareness of that 
consciousness belonging to me, to the “I think,” because conscious acts (thinking, 
sensing, doubting, willing etc.) depend on an underlying subject that undergoes them. 
According to Sartre however, the Cartesian I think is a product of reflection, and 
therefore it is the object of consciousness rather than a condition for it. The Cogito is 
“…a reflective operation, that is to say, as an operation of the second degree…performed 
by a consciousness directed upon consciousness, a consciousness which takes 
consciousness as an object.” (TE, 44) Thus, Descartes introduced a fissure into 
consciousness, splitting it into two superimposed consciousnesses: “...the consciousness 
which says I Think is precisely not the consciousness that which thinks.” (TE, 45)  There 
is a crucial difference between consciousness of a thought, and being conscious of the 
consciousness of the thought. While the first is pre-reflective, the second is reflective and 
is not as immediate as the first, since it depends on the pre-reflective consciousness that it 
objectifies. While Sartre maintains with Descartes that all conscious states are self-
conscious, he understands self-consciousness differently. For Sartre self-consciousness is 
an immanent feature of any conscious experience and it does not require reflection. The 
term “self” in “self-consciousness” does not designate a thing, self or thinking thing, of 
which we are aware. It is adjective that modifies the noun “consciousness,” denoting that 
consciousness is unified and individualized.  
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emerged in an activity, the fullness of the experience apparently leaves the self outside 

the picture. 

However, it seems that even selfless experiences involve a minimal sense of self; 

must not experience belong to someone, in order to occur at all? Sartre’s answer is that 

conscious acts do not belong to anyone, if by “someone” we understand a psychological 

entity like a self or a changeless formal principle like a transcendental ego. Instead, Sartre 

holds that conscious acts are part of a conscious unity, which does not posit a self in a 

centrifugal position. Sartre continues to hold this view in Being and Nothingness, where 

he claims that a personal or psychological ego is not part of consciousness.117 In both The 

Transcendence of the Ego and Being and Nothingness Sartre argues that conscious 

experience is always self-conscious, but that being self-conscious is not tantamount to 

being conscious of a self. Self-consciousness only implies a minimal awareness of the 

conscious experience, an awareness of the experience from the inside, so to speak.118  

Returning to the examples of selfless conscious moments, from the existence of 

such moments Sartre justly deduces that the self is not necessary for conscious 

experience. If the self were a necessary condition for conscious experience, it would have 

had to underlie all such experiences. In addition to that, intentionality renders the ego 
	  

117 In Being and Nothingness Sartre retracts from his earlier position regarding the 
impersonal nature of consciousness. According to Sartre, consciousness is personal 
because it is always self-referential. All conscious acts are self-conscious, and 
consciousness acquires a form of familiarity with itself through these self-references. It is 
important to note that this position does not entail that consciousness becomes the 
“owner” of its experiences. Sartre still insists that consciousness is a “pure nihilating 
movement.” (BN, 156) For this reason, I think that the position that Sartre takes in Being 
and Nothingness is not all that different from the earlier position expressed in The 
Transcendence of the Ego. 
 

118 I examined this topic in the second chapter. Therefore, I will not repeat the 
discussion here.  
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superfluous to conscious life. Sartre shows in The Transcendence of the Ego that 

intentionality unifies experience. Influenced by the notion of an extended present that is 

found in Husserl and James, Sartre characterizes consciousness as a synthetic temporal 

flow. Since conscious activity is not instantaneous, and since each act is synthesized into 

prior and future acts, there is no need for a self or a transcendental ego to unify the 

different conscious acts. In the second chapter I demonstrated that intentionality requires 

memory. Retention, I argued, underlies all intentional activity and any experience, novel 

or familiar, involves implicit references to a past. Since retention does not involve a 

reference to a self, it is an activity that can be carried out by the pre-personal 

consciousness.  

 How then, does Sartre explain the appearance of the self? Sartre himself agrees 

with Descartes’ conclusion that “…the certitude of the Cogito is absolute…” (TE, 44) 

However, he claims that Descartes misinterpreted the meaning of the cogito; the only 

indubitable fact is that an “I” appears to reflective consciousness, but such an “I” is not 

part of pre-reflective experience. As Sartre puts it, “…the consciousness which says I 

think is precisely not the consciousness which thinks.” (TE, 45) As long as consciousness 

is thinking, seeing, imagining, etc., it is non-positionally conscious of itself; that is, it 

does not posit itself as an object. The object of consciousness is the house or the 

blackbird, or that thought that it was a long day, or that it’s about to snow, and 

consciousness is pre-reflectively (or non-positionally or non-thetically) aware of its own 

acts.119 But in reflection, consciousness posits itself as an object, “directing itself upon 

	  
119 The thought can also be of the form “I am late for class” or “I must catch the 

street car”, but according to Sartre the “I” in this sentence is just a grammatical 
placeholder, a grammatical subject and not a metaphysical one.  
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the reflected consciousness” (Ibid.) In order to get to the “I think” the thinking that was 

directed to the thought “it’s a nice day” or “it’s getting late” must be disrupted by a 

higher-order thought, by reflection. At this moment the self appears. Therefore, the self is 

an object for consciousness and cannot assume the subject-position.  

 Since Sartre claims that reflection modifies the original nature of conscious 

experience, he cannot consult reflection to prove that consciousness is pre-egological. His 

solution to this problem is to use memory to show that the “I” is not always part of 

experience. Some memories, says Sartre, preserve the egoless structure of consciousness 

and show that pre-reflective experience is unmediated and directed toward objects. Sartre 

calls these memories “non-thetic” memories since they recapitulate non-thetic 

experiences without thematizing or objectifying them. It is worth quoting Sartre at length 

on this point: 

 

…every unreflected consciousness, being non-thetic consciousness of 
itself, leaves a non-thetic memory that one can consult. To do that it 
suffices to try to reconstitute the complete moment in which this 
consciousness appeared (which by definition is always possible). For 
example, I was absorbed right now in my reading. I am going to try to 
remember the circumstances of my reading, my attitude, the lines I was 
reading. I am thus going to revive not only these external details but a 
certain depth of unreflected consciousness, since the objects could only 
have been perceived by that consciousness and since they remain relative 
to it… (TE, 46) 

  

Memories without I, or non-positional memories not only preserve the objects that 

appeared to consciousness (object phase), but also deliver the manner in which these 

objects appeared (act phase). Sartre claims that these memories reveal the nature of the 

original experience, which was an experience devoid of I. Sartre is aware of the fact that 
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we have memories that include the self: “If, for example, I want to remember a certain 

landscape perceived yesterday from the train, it is possible for me to bring back the 

memory of the landscape as such. But I can also recollect that I was seeing that 

landscape.” (TE, 43)120 However, he thinks that reflective memories cannot serve as 

evidence for the presence of the self in the original (now-past) experience they represent 

since (1) the reflective memory that produced them has a “…questionable character 

owing to its nature as memory” and (2) reflective memory involves reflection either at the 

stage of remembering or at the stage of the experience remembered and “reflection 

modifies the spontaneous consciousness.” (TE, 48)121  

 Sartre uses memory to show that experience is originally selfless, but then uses 

this very conclusion (i.e., that experience is selfless) to prove that reflective memory 

falsifies experience. However, if memory is by nature unreliable and falsifies experience, 

how can it serve as evidence for the fact that experience does not always include an ego? 

Sartre seems to cut the ground from under his feet, discrediting memory, which he has 

just used to prove that the ego is not part of every experience.  

	  
120 Beata Stawarska claims that non-thetic memories focus on the objects of past 

experiences, while reflective memories focus on the acts. According to her, Sartre 
neglects the fact that “…while representing the past object…memory reproduces the past 
perceptual consciousness which apprehended the object as well.” B. Stawarska, “Memory 
and Subjectivity: Sartre in Dialogue with Husserl,” Sartre Studies International, 8(2), 
2002, 100. Stawarska is clearly mistaken, however. Sartre explicitly says that non-thetic 
memory revives “not only these external details but a certain depth of unreflected 
consciousness, since the objects could only have been perceived by consciousness and 
since they remain relative to it.” (TE, 46 emphasis added) Sartre does not distinguish 
between memories of objects and memories of acts, but between memories of selfless 
experiences and memories whose very object is the self. 
 

121 This is another example of the mimetic view. Here, memories are copies of 
past experiences and recollection returns us to the past, as it were. 
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 It could be argued in Sartre’s defense that he is not necessarily using memory 

against itself, but that he is in fact distinguishing between two kinds of memories that 

have different natures and functions, “It is simply a question of opposing a reflective 

memory …to a non-reflective memory.” (TE, 48) One way of interpreting this distinction 

is to think of it as demarcating memories of the immediate past from memories of the 

remote past.122 In the second chapter I showed that Sartre’s notion of experience entails 

the preservation of past-consciousnesses in present consciousness. Perhaps non-thetic 

memory is simply heightened attention to the just-passed content of consciousness, while 

reflective memory turns toward the remote past, which is no longer part of the present 

consciousness.123  

 Since the scope of non-thetic memory is the immediate past it is able to revive the 

past without distorting it and adding a self into the past experience that was originally 

selfless. On the other hand, reflective memory, which turns to the more remote past, 

displays “…relatively old memories, in which reconstructive processes have had more 

time to do their work.”124 In this case Sartre’s distinction correlates to the one made in 

	  
122 Stawarska, “Memory and Subjectivity”, 103.  

 
123 If this is indeed the case then Sartre’s notion of “non-thetic memory” overlaps 

with the notion of “pure reflection”, which he defined as “…the simple presence of the 
reflective for-itself to the for-itself reflected-on.” (BN, 218) With pure reflection the 
reflected is not presented as something outside reflection, it is not objectified. According 
to Sartre pure reflection, just like non-thetic memory, “…apprehends the past as that 
which haunts the present in non-thematic form.” (BN, 221) Similarly, in The 
Transcendence of the Ego, Sartre says that non-thetic memories are the outcome of 
directing “…attention to the revived objects, but without losing sight of the unreflected 
consciousness, by joining a sort of conspiracy with it and by drawing up an inventory of 
its content in a non-positional manner.” (TE, 46) I develop the idea that pure reflection is 
a form of memory and that memory is a kind of awareness in the next chapter. 
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cognitive psychology between “field” and “observer” memory. This concerns the 

phenomenal characteristics of personal memory: “In some memories one seems to have 

the position of an onlooker or observer, looking at the situation from an external vantage 

point…In other memories the scene appears from one’s own position; one seems to have 

roughly the field of view that was available in the original situation and one does not ‘see 

oneself’.”125  

 Freud was one of the first to offer the field/observer classification. In “Screen 

Memories,” an article from 1899, Freud presents an account of observer memories that 

Sartre’s description of reflective memory seems to repeat. Freud notices that there are 

memories in which “…the subject sees himself in the recollection…as an observer from 

outside the scene would see him…the subject himself appears …as an object among 

other objects…”126 Freud, like Sartre, observes the that these memories sometime distort 

experience: “…it is evident that such a picture [where the subject appears as an object] 

cannot be an exact repetition of the impression that was originally received. For the 

subject was then in the middle of the situation and was attending not to himself but to the 

external world.”127  

 The similarities between Freud’s position and Sartre’s are clear. For Sartre too, 

the original experience is directed toward the world, not toward the “I.” “When I run after 

	  
124 Georgia Nigro and Ulric Neisser, “Point of View in Personal Memories,” 

Cognitive Psychology, 15, 1983, 468. 
 
125 Ibid, 467. 

 
126 S. Freud, “Screen Memories,” The Standard Edition, Vol. III, J. Strachey (ed.), 

(London: The Hogarth Press, 1962), 321. 
 
127 Ibid. 
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the streetcar, when I look at the time…there is no I. There is consciousness of the 

streetcar-having to be-overtaken, etc.” (TE, 48-9) Both Freud and Sartre think of 

reflective memories as a falsification of experience, rather than an exact copy of it. 

However, Freud does not think, as Sartre does, that the “I” was absent from the original 

experience, he just thinks that it was present to itself in a different way than the memory 

shows. For Sartre, memory does not simply misrepresent the self but invents it.128 I will 

return to the topic of the invention of the self later in the chapter, but it is worthy to note 

here that memory plays a crucial part in the constitution of the self as well as in the 

movement from the pre-personal conscious field to the “personalized” consciousness. 

 The relationship between pre-reflective consciousness and the “I” stands at the 

center of a debate about the validity of Sartre’s position.129 Jitendra Mohanty points to 

one problem that emerges from Sartre’s account, the question of the relationship between 

consciousness, reflection, and selfhood. According to Mohanty “It is difficult to make out 

what precisely is Sartre’s account of the process of the emergence of the “I” as an object 

of consciousness in reflection. Does reflection create it? Or, does reflection discover 

it?”130 Indeed, it is not immediately clear how an “I” is born out of reflection and Sartre 

	  
128 The difference between the Freud and Sartre is rooted, of course, in their 

different understanding of human beings. For Freud, memories in which the self appears 
as an object are screen memories that mask or cover the original experiences (which 
could pre-date or follow the memory.) The phenomenon of screening is explained 
through an appeal to an unconscious, a structure that Sartre completely rejects. According 
to Freud, the original experience needs to remain suppressed because it deals with wishes 
and desires that the ego is unable to handle. Sartre of course rejects all talk of an 
unconscious consciousness as unintelligible. 
 

129 Stephen Priest raises the question of the relationship between the ego and 
consciousness in The Subject in Question, (London: Routledge, 2000). 

 
130 J. Mohanty, The Concept of Intentionality, 136.  
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says conflicting things about the role of reflection in the creation of selfhood. For 

example, he begins by saying that “No one would deny for a moment that the I appears in 

reflected consciousness” (TE, 48) and continues to claim that “…the I Think does not 

appear to reflection as the reflected consciousness; it is given through reflected 

consciousness.” (TE, 50) If the nature of process by which the self emerges remains 

unclear than the gap between the pre-personal conscious field and the personal ego or self 

is left open and Sartre’s account loses its appeal. If, on the other hand, Sartre’s position is 

properly construed and defended, it is not only interesting, but also strong. Moreover, it 

shows that the claim that the “I” is an object for consciousness, a construct rather an 

inherent locus point of subjectivity, a claim that has been handed down as one of the 

main dogmas of structuralism and post-structuralism, was in fact introduced by Sartre.131 

In a sense, exploring Sartre’s ideas provides an opportunity to bring them back home.  

 Support for Sartre’s claim that the self is not a natural element in conscious life, 

but rather an object or an element that develops over time, comes from clinical research 

on young children and infants. 132 At young ages children do not reflect on their 

	  
131 In a highly informative article, Christina Howells effectively demonstrates that 

Sartre’s novel idea that the ego is an artificial object was completely absorbed by 
structuralist writers who then handed it over as common knowledge. Ironically, Sartre 
was never credited for the originality of his view and was portrayed again and again by 
Foucault, Lacan and Derrida as the last defender of humanism and individualism, 
although he in fact criticized these values in his works. For an interesting and informative 
account of the relationship between Sartre’s ideas and their later development in 
structuralism and post-structuralism see: C. Howells, “Sartre and the Deconstruction of 
the Subject,” pp. 318-352. 

 
132 Ulric Neisser has distinguished five aspects of the self and claimed that they 

are “…so distinct that they are essentially different selves: they differ in their origins and 
developmental histories, in what we know about them, in the pathologies to which they 
are subject, and in the manner in which they contribute to human social experience.” 
“Five Kinds of Self-Knowledge,” Philosophical Psychology, 1988, 1(1), p. 35. One kind 
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experience often, show very little interest in the past, and are instead immersed in their 

present activities. Perhaps because of this, they do not have a solid sense of self or an 

enduring ego. Their answers to question that pertain to their sense of self (“what do you 

like best?”; “what are you afraid of?”) are quite revealing. They often answer these 

questions in the third person (X is scared of monsters) and refer to themselves as others 

refer to them, by their name. This supports Sartre’s claim that the self is an object, since 

the language that children use when talking about themselves shows that a self first 

appears to them as an object (this is why they refer to themselves by their names, the 

name refers to an object) and only later does the self become assimilated to the first 

person point of view.  

 In the next few sections I examine Sartre’s position and show that his account of 

the self rests on sound theoretical grounds. The confusion about the role of reflection in 

the emergence of the self is justified; reflection alone is insufficient for the constitution of 

a self. I show that the self emerges through a complex mixture of reflection, memory and 

imagination. The ego is an imaginary object; albeit one that has real presence in human 
	  
of self that exists from early infancy is the ecological self. This is the self as an embodied 
entity, acting through a “bounded, articulated and controllable body.”(39) This sense of 
self can easily coincide with Sartre’s notion of embodied consciousness. Indeed, even in 
Neisser’s account that self does not always coincide with the body – we say that “he ran 
into me” and not simply “into my car”, showing that this self is flexible, integrating the 
environment in and through which it acts into itself.  Sartre does not reject this sense of 
self of a bodily agent located in space. “To be born,” he says “is …to take one’s place” 
(BN, 630) and he also argues that “being-for-itself must be wholly body and it must be 
wholly consciousness...the body is wholly psychic.” (BN, 404) The other kinds of selves 
that Neisser identifies are the interpersonal self, the extended self, the private self, and the 
conceptual self. All selves develop over time, or if they are always part of experience, 
like the interpersonal self, they transgress the boundaries of the individual. The crucial 
difference between Sartre’s theory and the psychological theories is that they take the self 
to be an immanent feature in consciousness, whereas for Sartre the self is an object. At 
the same time, even in Sartre’s account, the appearance of the self colors one’s 
experience and modifies it.   
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life. The unity of the ego is achieved by memory that enables consciousness to create a 

retrospective story that orders experience into an intelligible whole.  

 

 The Ego as an Imaginary Object 

 

In “Conscience de soi et connaissance de soi,” an important text from 1948, Sartre 

describes the ego as appearing “solely in reflexive consciousness.”133 Sartre rejects the 

idea that reflection simply discovers a pre-existing ego. The absence of an “I” in 

immediate, pre-reflective conscious experience is not simply due to a failure to pay 

attention to a self that is always already there. In The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre 

labors to show that an “I” cannot be part of conscious experience; since the “I” presented 

by most of the Western Philosophical tradition is opaque and static, its presence in 

consciousness will arrest the luminous, conscious flow. The ego is part of the psychic 

realm, which according to Sartre is both known and constituted by reflection. 

 Reflection is the occasion for the appearance of the self. This is not accidental; the 

very structure of reflection makes possible the emergence of the self. According to Sartre, 

reflection does not merely increase one’s attention to the reflected content but actually 

modifies the content on which it reflects. Pre-reflective consciousness is objectified by 

reflection.  

 Pre-reflectively, reading, talking, and contemplating are selfless activities that are 

directed toward objects and extend over time. When consciousness reflects upon itself its 

	  
133 Impure reflection or “réflexion complice” constitutes the ego, “qui 

n’apparaissent jamais qu’a la conscience réflexive.”  Jean-Paul Sartre, “Conscience de soi 
et connaissance de soi,” Bulletin de la Société Française de Philosophie, 1948 (42) 51. 
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pre-reflective activity is arrested and it becomes frozen, stagnate and its temporal 

extension is compressed into one moment. In Being and Nothingness Sartre says that 

“…the act of reflection alters the fact of consciousness on which it is directed” (BN, 121) 

Like a mirror that reflects the object upon which it is directed with direct precision but 

also gives an inverted image of that very object, reflection gives a distorted image of the 

reflected.  

 We have, then, pre-reflective, temporally extended, and immediate experience, on 

the one hand, and static reflections of this experience, on the other hand. Ordinary 

thinking sees the ego as partaking in both of these poles. The self changes, matures, and 

responds to its environment; thus, the self is thought to share the features of the dynamic 

conscious stream. At the same time, the self is stable enough to be recognizable in all its 

different manifestations and it is present in every act of reflection, not only as the entity 

that reflects, but as the one revealed by reflection. According to this everyday view the 

self is the one that carries the reading, laughing, falling in-love, etc., and is also 

something over and above these different activities. Against this view David Hume 

famously argued that we never have access to either a dynamic and extended self or a 

stable and fixed one. One can search for such a self in inner and outer experience but all 

that experience gives is concrete conscious states that follow one another. In other words, 

Hume thinks that we never encounter a self, a thing that has the experiences of which we 

can become explicitly aware through reflection. For Hume, the self is nothing but a 

bundle of perceptions that succeed one another.134  

	  
134 David Hume, A Treatise on Human Nature, Book I, Part IV, Section VI. 
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 Sartre seems to continue Hume’s line of thought when he argues that the self does 

not exist in consciousness and that it has no equivalent in the pre-reflective or reflective 

pole. However, while Sartre argues that the self is not given as a temporally continuous 

entity that underlies experience (as the existence of selfless moments shows) he does not 

reduce the self to a particular conscious act or a set of acts that introspection or reflection 

reveals. The self, he says, “…is given through reflected consciousness” and “…is 

presented as an opaque reality whose content would have to be unfolded.” (TE, 51)135  

 While Hume and his philosophical successors (such as Daniel Dennett) adopt an 

eliminativist position regarding the existence of the self, claiming that the notion of the 

self has to be abandoned since it is not grounded in conceptual necessity of experiential 

data,136 Sartre does not try to eliminate the self. Like Hume, Sartre thinks that the self is a 

construction or a fabrication of consciousness, but this does not lead him to conclude that 

the self is irreal.137 He argues for that most explicitly by saying that “…the I is an 

	  
135 Douglas Rabb argues that Sartre’s analysis of reflection recalls Locke’s 

account, rather than Hume’s. Both Locke and Sartre, he notes, reject introspection in 
favor of “phenomenological reflexion.” See, J. D. Rabb, “Reflection, Reflexion, and 
Introspection,” Locke Newsletter: An Annual Journal of Locke Research, 1977 (7), 35-52. 
 

136 Hume followed the procedure of tracing concepts to experiential data in his 
study of the notions of causality, substance, and self. The idea of necessary connection on 
which causality rests was reduced to a habit of the mind, the idea of substance to an 
aggregate of properties and the idea of self to a bundle of perceptions.  In An Inquiry 
Concerning Human Understanding Hume recommends to abolish any discourse that is 
not grounded in logical necessity or experience, since its lack of grounding makes it 
absolutely nonsensical. “When we run over libraries…what havoc must we make? If we 
take in our hand any volume…let us ask: Does it contain any abstract reasoning 
concerning quantity or number? No. Does is contain any experiential reasoning 
concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it then to the flames, for it can 
contain nothing but sophistry and illusion.” Hume, An Inquiry Concerning Human 
Understanding, Section XII, Part III. 
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existent. It has a concrete type of existence, undoubtedly different from the existence of 

mathematical truth, of meanings, or of spatio-temporal beings, but no less real.” (TE, 52)  

 The self and all its attributes (like generosity, rancorousness, cowardliness, etc.) 

belong to the psychic realm that is “characterized by its irreal and magical nature.” (TE, 

52)  In The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre describes the ego as “an irrational synthesis” 

(TE, 83). By calling the ego “a synthesis,” Sartre is again pointing to the fact that the ego 

is not a simple and unified object just waiting to be discovered by a reflective gaze. The 

ego is a construction; an amalgam that consciousness creates from memories of its past 

and its habitual reactions to experience. At the same time, the ego is described as a 

“magical” and “irrational” synthesis, so we learn that its construction does not follow 

rational rules. The ego is not merely added up from past experiences. This fact is 

recognized by Lewis Gordon, who observes that “…there is not fixed self in Sartre’s 

ontology. There are only semblances, chimera, social constructions, manifested wises of 

definite self-hood.”138  

 In The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre calls psychic states, such as love and hate 

“sheer performance” (TE, 19). Thus, he describes inner life, which is “the content of 

intimate diaries” (Ibid.), as a role that one assumes just as an actor assumes a role on 

	  
137 Note how different Sartre’s concept of the imaginary is from the one used by 

Daniel Dennet, for example. For Dennet, since self-consciousness lacks empirical reality, 
it lacks reality tout court: “the insistence that here is some big, mysterious extra 
ingredient in all living things – turns out to have been not a deep insight but a failure of 
imagination.” Daniel Dennet, Sweet Dreams, (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2005), 178. 

 
138 L. R. Gordon, Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism, (Amherst: Humanity Books, 

1999), 9. Stuart Charmé, also notes that the nature of the self in Sartre “…is not that of an 
object with fixed attributes determined by the past which can simply be discovered or 
analyzed into component parts.” S. Charmé, Meaning and Myth in the Study of Lives, 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1984), 2.  
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stage. The ego is “a poetic production” and its emergence is “magical,” resting on “a 

ground of unintelligibility.” (TE, 79) The adjectives “mythical,” “magical” and “poetic” 

appear repeatedly in Sartre’s account and stress the ego’s unreality. It seems as though 

the ego’s being escapes rational discourse or marks the boundaries of the 

phenomenological method that Sartre uses to create a descriptive science of 

consciousness. Sartre marvels at the appearance of the ego, just as a child marvels at 

stories about fairies and unicorns. The ego, he says, “is by nature fugitive.” (TE, 89) 

Something in its nature resists philosophical analysis and therefore cannot be articulated 

in language.  

 At the same time, the sphere of the imaginary is not a mere semblance or an 

insignificant fancy for Sartre. The ego is an example of an object whose imaginary 

character does not diminish its influence on psychic life.139 Indeed, many imaginary 

things are significant to us: god is one example; the notion of a nation is another. Then 

there are things, like money or state borders, in which humans invest meanings that they 

themselves lack. Currency and borders are by nature imaginary, although they have 

materialized in a historical process and their materiality and reality is hardly ever 

questioned. The imaginary nature of the ego can be understood in an analogous fashion. 

It too may be constructed or artificial and yet have real presence in our lives and be 

valuable for us.  

	  
139 It is therefore implausible to think of Sartre as a representative of the 

philosophical tradition that questions “the legitimacy and cognitive value of 
imagination,” as Edward Casey does. Casey uses Sartre’s comment on the essential 
poverty of the image as an evidence for his ambivalence regarding imagination. This 
seems wrong. Casey decontextualizes Sartre’s comment and ignores the pivotal role 
assigned to imaginary objects in many of Sartre’s texts. See Edward S. Casey, 
“Imagining and Remembering,” The Review of Metaphysics, 31(2), 1977, 187-208.   
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 The claim that the self is a social construction, advocated by Sartre in his analysis 

of facticity in Being and Nothingness, is useful for thinking about the value and role of 

the imaginary ego. According to Sartre, humans are born into conditions that precede 

them and shape and determine their identities.140 My identity as a woman or an Israeli is 

not natural but rather acquired, and is always mediated by language, culture and history. I 

become what I am, as social and cultural conditions that I did not choose shape and 

determine my identity. However, to say that my identity is constructed, rather than simply 

given, is not tantamount to calling it unreal or insignificant. Does the fact that my identity 

as a woman is mediated by culture and history, constructed and not innate, make it any 

less real? Although the self is not natural but artificial, it affects one’s life, decisions and 

interactions with others.141 

  

 The Constitution of the Ego 

 

In the previous section I analyzed Sartre’s position about the self as an imaginary object.  

My argument moved at the descriptive, rather than explanatory level; I did not defend 

Sartre’s position or argue for its validity. In this section I want to demonstrate that the 

ego is indeed an imaginary object that comes into existence by the joint activity of 

	  
140 These are the conditions that the for-itself ”has not chosen” “as Pierre is a 

French bourgeois in 1942, as Schmitt was a Berlin worker in 1870” (BN, 127) 
 
141 However commonplace the claim about the artificiality of the self is today, 

after it has been celebrated by postmodernism, the idea that the ego is imaginary was 
completely novel when The Transcendence of the Ego was written. See ff. 29 and C. 
Howells, “Sartre and the Deconstruction of the Subject,” The Cambridge Companion to 
Sartre, pp. 318-352. 
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reflection, memory, and imagination. I begin with an explanation of the meaning of the 

ego’s externality or transcendence. 

 Sartre’s intention in The Transcendence of the Ego is to show that the ego is 

“…outside, in the world, like the ego of another.” (TE, 31) Being outside consciousness, 

the ego is transcendent to consciousness and not immanent to it. Stephen Priest points to 

another aspect of transcendence. The ego is a transcendent object since it transcends the 

consciousness of it, as “…a person is not directly aware of all of his or her past, present 

and future states (at one time).”142 Sartre makes a similar point in Being and Nothingness: 

“…the consciousness which I have of the ‘I’ never exhausts it, and consciousness is not 

what causes it to come into existence; the ‘I’ is always given as having been there before 

consciousness – and at the same time as possessing depth which have to be revealed 

gradually” (BN, 156). The self is not exhausted by consciousness and appears to 

consciousness as having existed before and outside it.  

 This kind of transcendence characterizes not only the ego but all other spatio-

temporal objects as well. Husserl described the mode of gradual appearance that Sartre 

hints at in the quote above in Ideas, where he assigns it to all physical objects:  

 
…it is essentially impossible for even the spatial shape of the physical thing to be 
given otherwise than in mere one-sided adumbrations…Each physical property 
draws us into infinities of experience…every experiential multiplicity, no matter 
how extensive, still leaves open more precise and novel determinations of the 
physical thing; and it does so ad infinitum...143  

	  
142 Priest, The Subject in Question, 101. 
 
143 Husserl, Ideas I, 9. Husserl returns to this point later in the book, saying that 

the sense of physical things always includes “…a horizon of determinable 
indeterminateness, no matter how far we go in our experience, no matter how extensive 
the continua of actual perceptions of the same thing may be through which we have 
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According to Husserl perceptual experience is gradual in the sense that the objects given 

in it appear to consciousness in increments, revealing themselves bit by bit. A house, for 

example, is always given two sides at a time. This is due to the physical property of 

three-dimensionality of the house, but also due to human corporeality, which in principle 

implies a limited perceptual field. The ego, just like all other objects, gives itself to 

consciousness in a gradual manner.  

 By constituting the ego as an object in the world, Sartre breaks any special link 

that was thought to exist between the ego and consciousness. “My I,” he says, “is no 

more certain for consciousness than the I of other men. It is only more intimate.” (TE, 

104, original emphasis) Thus, Sartre rejects the identity between self and consciousness-

of-self introduced by Descartes. Since I know the self only from the outside and never 

from the inside, it is always possible that I err when I attribute happiness, generosity, or 

wisdom to myself. Just as I can mistakenly think that the milk has gone bad, that the 

phone rang, or that she is shy, in short just as I can misperceive, misjudge, or 

misunderstand other objects, so I can be mistaken about my own self. For example, I can 

remember things that I did not actually do (when I mistakenly attribute to myself 

something that my sister has experienced, for instance) or misunderstand my motives 

(think that I am acting out of generosity and find out that I acted out of self-love or 

attribute to myself desires that really came from without).  

 However, we need to be careful with the way that we interpret the lack of 

certitude that characterizes self-knowledge. What constitutes judgments about spatio-

	  
passed.” Ibid., 95. In other words, physical things always escape conscious determination 
since they are continuously given to consciousness and since prior perceptions 
impregnate and modify present and future ones.  
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temporal objects as correct or mistaken is the actual state of the objects. My claim that 

the chair is broken is mistaken if the chair is whole and intact. Objects like chairs, trees, 

and tables, have independent natures that can be misperceived or misjudged. The self, on 

the other hand, is not an entity with a fixed and independent nature. For this reason, I 

cannot be mistaken about the self in the same way that I am mistaken about the chair. If I 

am wrong about my alleged generosity it is not because I am really cheap. This is 

because there is no “real” self or ego that exists independently of our self-ascriptions.  

 Or, perhaps we could say that everything attributed to the self is in a sense false, 

since the self itself is a fabrication. The self’s very being is internally linked to a 

falsification or conscious experience. As Sartre puts it, “…the I is deceptive from the 

start…” (TE, 52) This deception is due to the fact that “…consciousness constituted the 

ego as a false representation of itself.” (TE, 101) Nietzsche’s claim that “The ‘subject’ is 

not something given, it is something added and invented and projected behind what there 

is” is clearly echoed in Sartre’s formulations.144  

 Recall, however, that Sartre described our knowledge of the ego not only as 

“uncertain” but also as “intimate.” That is to say, the ego is not just an ordinary object for 

us, but one toward which we feel a special affinity, with which we have certain intimacy 

or closeness. Insofar as the ego is related to consciousness it is tied to the uniqueness of 

that particular consciousness. Even if the ego is a falsification of conscious experience it 

is a falsification of a particular conscious experience. Sartre says that the ego appears in 

reflection, but continues to note that the ego is not identical to either reflecting or 

reflected consciousness. This is so because the ego is constituted by consciousness rather 
	  

144 F. Nietzsche, The Will to Power, Walter Kaufman (trans.), (New York: 
Vintage, 1968), 261. 
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than constituting consciousness. 145  Since the self is an object that consciousness 

constitutes it is unlike other objects that are simply there independently of 

consciousness.146 In Being and Nothingness Sartre explicitly says that the ego (which he 

there calls “the psychic”) “is not on the same plane of being as the existents of the 

world,” but that it can be, and often is, “…apprehended as related to these existents.” 

(BN, 231) That is to say that despite the fact that I often describe my self in terms of 

other objects that exist in the world (among them other people), thinking of my self as 

richer or poorer, as more or less smart, or successful, the ego is not just one object among 

others. In Being and Nothingness Sartre also describes the ego as “…the shadow cast by 

the for-itself reflected on…” (BN, 230) In other words, the ego is like a phantom or a 

ghost that accompanies the reflective act and appears “behind the reflected 

consciousness.” (TE, 53)  

Reflection is instrumental in the creation of the self in two interrelated ways: first, 

reflection re-presents consciousness to itself, thus introducing a sense of familiarity and 

intimacy so crucial for a sense of self, and second, reflection also has a distancing effect, 

it creates a “space” in consciousness into which the self is inserted. These two seemingly 

opposing functions are both related to the ability of reflection to arrest the pre-reflective 

conscious flow and to the fact that reflection gives the reflected as a self-enclosed and 

closed temporal moment.  

	  
145 “The individuality of consciousness,” Sartre explains, “…stems from the 

nature of consciousness” and “the I can evidently be on an expression (rather than a 
condition) of this incommunicability and inwardness of consciousnesses.” (TE, 39-40)  
 

146  The self is a fictive or imaginative object that is constituted by consciousness. 
Therefore, there has to be some link between the constituting consciousness and 
constituted ego.  
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Let me explain. Reflecting consciousness always arrives at the scene a moment 

too late in the sense that the reflective gaze is turned toward a pre-reflective experience 

that has just elapsed. In The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre neglects to notice the 

temporal structure of reflection and the fact that pre-reflective activity is grasped by 

reflection from behind. For example, when I am engrossed in reading the object of my 

object is the plot or the story. Once I reflect on the reading I direct myself away from the 

plot and turn my attention toward the reading of the plot. My reading of the plot is what 

has just occurred prior to the act of reflection. This is what Sartre himself acknowledges 

when he notes in Being and Nothingness that the experience that reflection presents is 

also “…past in relation to it…” (BN, 212) By this he means that reflection is a movement 

of return to experience that was just experienced in a pre-reflective manner. For this 

reason reflection yields a sense of familiarity or, as Sartre calls it, intimacy, between 

consciousness and itself. In Being and Nothingness Sartre refers to this familiarity as 

consciousness’ “presence to itself.” (BN, 157)147 

Paradoxically, what allows for the reflective movement of return and the intimacy 

that it establishes between the reflecting and the reflected is a fissure that reflection 

introduces to the heart of consciousness. Sartre is aware of this fact and argues that 

reflection never amounts to “…a total identification of the reflective with that reflected-

on.” (BN, 213) Because the experience that is reflectively given it is no longer lived 
	  

147 Thus, Sartre says, “…from its first arising, consciousness by the pure 
nihilating movement of reflection makes itself, personal.” (BN, 157) This is a 
modification of the claim that consciousness is utterly impersonal, a claim that Sartre has 
made in The Transcendence of the Ego. In Being and Nothingness consciousness is still 
not egological, but it is nonetheless familiar to itself and in that sense, personal. I agree 
with Kenneth Williford that Sartre merely changes his mode of expression, not the real 
content of his thoughts. See K. Williford, “Self-Consciousness and the Ego,” Reading 
Sartre, Jonathan Webber (ed.), (London: Routledge, 2011), 206-207. 
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through, because it is given as just-elapsed, the reflected and the reflecting differ from 

one another. At the same time, reflected consciousness is not an inert, dead object caught 

in the net of reflection. Sartre reminds us that the reflected is itself conscious, and 

therefore it is characterized by pre-reflective self-consciousness. The reflected is non-

positionaly conscious of itself as reflected-upon “…it knows itself observed.” (BN, 214) 

Sartre compares the non-positional awareness of the reflected to “a man who is writing, 

bent over a table, and who while writing knows that he is observed by somebody who 

stands behind him.” (Ibid) Reflection turns consciousness into “…a consciousness (of) 

itself as having an outside or rather the suggestion of an outside…at a distance from 

itself.” (Ibid) In this respect reflection introduces alterity into the conscious realm, 

demarcating an inside from an outside. In a similar vein, Dan Zahavi notes that 

“reflective self-awareness is distinguished by a certain detachment and 

withdrawal…Reflective self-awareness involves a form of alienation.”148  

To sum up these two points, reflection is the occasion for both intimacy and 

distance in consciousness. Sartre refers to this duality by saying that “reflective 

consciousness is consciousness’s attempt to leave and embrace itself at the same time.”149 

By turning back to experience, reflection recapitulates what has just-now-passed and so 

establishes intimacy and familiarity in the conscious domain. The reflected, which has 

been lived through pre-reflectively, is repeated or represented by reflection. At the same 

time, this very intimacy or repetition rests on an inner fissure, on a distance that is opened 

in consciousness by reflection. This distancing leads to the demarcation of an inside from 

	  
148 Dan Zahavi, Subjectivity and Selfhood, Cambridge: MIT Press, 2005, 91. 

 
149 Conscience de soi et consaince de soi, p.90. 
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an outside, to the appearance of psychic life, and ultimately to the emergence of the ego. 

Studies of the self from a developmental perspective affirm this conception, by showing 

that introspection is crucial for a sense of self.150  

 The self, says Sartre, “…appears solely in the world of reflection.” (TE, 61) But 

since he insists that the self is not identical to reflected or reflecting consciousness, he has 

to offer an alternative explanation for its appearance. According to Sartre, consciousness 

gathers the different conscious moments that reflection reveals and turns them into 

psychic states, actions, qualities and traits. The ego is the unity or the totality of states, 

qualities and actions.151  

 Sartre understands psychic states, actions, and qualities as patterns generated from 

past acts and sustained in the present by memory. The past is preserved in consciousness 

and serves as the ground for the creation of states and qualities, which in turn are seen as 

the conditions for particular past facts (I acted nervously because I am shy, etc.) Hatred, 

for example, is composed of past and present instances of repugnance and grants these 

	  
150 Ulric Neisser points out that prior to the process of interiorizing experience 

through introspection expressions like “I’m hungry” may be ways of asking for food, 
rather than an articulation of reflection on a psychic state. A definite sense of self 
depends on introspection. Ulric Neisser, “Five Kinds of Self Knowledge,” Philosophical 
Psychology, 1988, 1(1), 50.   
 

151 Sartre gives hate and love as examples of states and says that “The state 
appears to reflective consciousness.” (TE, 61) Unlike experiences of repugnance and 
desire, hate and love are thought to endure even when one does not feel them. They are a 
transcendent unity. Actions, “like ‘playing the piano,’ ‘driving a car’ ‘writing,’” (TE 68-
69) but also “doubting, reasoning, meditating, making an hypothesis” (TE, 69) are 
totalities created by reflection. The articulations of these actions belong to “concrete, 
active consciousness” (Ibid.) and reflective acts directed to these articulations totalize 
them into a complete and unified act. Qualities are psychic dispositions: “When we have 
experienced hatred several times toward different persons, or tenacious resentments, or 
protracted angers, we unify these diverse manifestations by intending a psychic 
disposition.” (TE, 70)   
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discrete instances stability and order, linking them causally to other mental events (past 

traumas, personality structure, etc.) By ordering the past into a coherent story, by creating 

a history of actions and qualities, memory creates order and regularity around which past, 

present, and future experiences are organized. The emergence of states and qualities 

enables consciousness to expect certain behaviors and actions and to be surprised by 

others. In other words, states, actions, and qualities are ways for consciousness to get 

habituated to its own free actions.   

 Naturally, the process of habituation depends on memory. Sartre’s analysis of the 

way that consciousness becomes habituated recalls Bergson’s position in Matter and 

Memory. 152  According to Bergson, habit memory “is lived and acted, rather than 

represented.”153 In acting habitually we do not necessarily explicitly remember our past 

actions, or the moment when we acquired the habit.154 Habits are non-representational 

memories of the past that serve, according to Bergson, as a mediating ground between 

present consciousness (which he calls perception) and possible action. Sartre makes a 

similar point when he says: “the state is given as a kind of intermediary between the body 

(the immediate ‘thing’) and the Erlebnis” (TE, 67). This means that states, which are 

certain organizations of past consciousnesses, link behaviors (the manifestation of hate) 

with concrete consciousness (the feeling of repugnance). The movement from 
	  

152 Sartre refers to Bergson’s work as a solution to the “digestive” French 
philosophy that thinks only in terms of representation and mental images in his essay on 
intentionality from 1939. Sartre prefers Husserl’s phenomenology to Bergson’s version 
of realism, but residues of Bergson’s positions are found in his own version of 
phenomenology.  

 
153 H. Bergson, Matter and Memory, 81. 

 
154 In riding a bike, for example, the activity depends on remembering how to ride 

the bike, but not on the memory that one once learned to ride the bike.  
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repugnance to hatred is habitual, and requires memory of the coupling of the same kind 

of object with the same kind of consciousness of it.  

 By ordering experience and introducing regularities into consciousness, memory 

also connects consciousness to the world or tightens the relationship between 

consciousness and the world. Hatred, for instance, is not just a way for consciousness to 

relate to itself; hatred is also projected onto the world, making certain objects appear as 

disgusting or horrible. Thus, these patterns that consciousness creates through memory 

help consciousness find its place in the world, among attractive and repulsive objects, 

enemies and friends. Furthermore, the self itself provides a way for consciousness to 

persist in the world of objects. The very production of the self manifests an attempt to 

grasp consciousness in terms of the world. We often answer the question “who am I?” in 

terms of what: “husband,” “wife”, “student.” By identifying with social categories the 

self is pulled out of the private domain and is rooted in the public sphere. In this sense the 

self is an outcome of adopting an alienating third-person perspective on conscious 

experience. Dan Zahavi observes that in many cases reflection itself is intersubjectively 

mediated.155 Since the self is an object understood and formed in terms of shared, public 

concepts, Sartre is right to note that one does not have privileged access to one’s self: 

“Peter’s me is accessible to my intuition as well as to Peter’s intuition…” (TE, 96) The 

ego is an object in the world, curved out from the world’s materials. Or, as Sartre puts it, 

borrowing Rimbaud’s famous quote, “I is an other.” 

	  
155 This becomes very clear in Sartre’s account of illnesses. When I think of my 

body in terms of “glaucoma” for example, “It is by means of the Other’s concepts that I 
know my body. But it follows that even in reflection I assume the Other’s point of view 
on my body; I try to apprehend it as if I were the Other in relation to it.” (BN, 465)  
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 Sartre compares the relationship between the self and its psychic contents to the 

relationship between a melody and the notes that comprise it. He says, 

 

…If we take a melody, for example, it is useless to presuppose an X which 
would serve as a support for the different notes. The unity here comes 
from the absolute indissolubility of the elements which cannot be 
conceived as separated, save by abstraction. The subject of the predicate 
here will be the concrete totality, and the predicate will be a quality 
abstractly separated from the totality, a quality which has its full meaning 
only if one connects it again to the totality… (TE, 73-74)  

 
 

Just as a melody is composed of notes but is not identical to the notes that compose it, the 

ego is “composed” of states and qualities but is not identical to them. At the same time, 

the self, just like the melody, is not a substrate that supports its states and exists 

independently of them. The example of the melody helps us think of the self as a relation 

between states and qualities, an organizing structure or a whole that gives meaning to its 

parts. As each note is heard as part of the melody, concrete hatreds and loves become 

meaningful as part of the totality which is the self. Concrete psychic facts are “notes” or 

moments in the “melody” and they acquire meaning by being situated in the overall unity 

of the self. At the same time, the ego “is never indifferent to its states; it is compromised 

by them.” (TE, 74) States and qualities are the very materials from which the ego is 

made. I am my hatreds and loves, my shyness and my laziness. There is a dialectical 

relation between the ego and states and qualities; concrete states are situated in the 

history of the self and thus gain meaning, but as states are added to the psychic whole, the 

terrain of the self is being modified.  
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 By comparing the self to a melody Sartre emphasized the imaginary dimensions 

of the self, the fact it depends on consciousness’ imaginative and projective powers. The 

self, he says, “…constitutes the ideal and indirect…unity of the infinite series of our 

reflected consciousness.” (TE, 60) In as much as the ego is ideal, it is an imaginary 

object, in the sense that I have discussed above. But at the same time the ego’s ideality 

refers to an infinite series of reflections. When experience is reflected upon or recalled 

the past is interwoven into a meaningful synthesis, which is identified with an “I” or self.  

 Ordinarily, we think of the self as something that has history, but Sartre’s analysis 

shows us that the self is its history. Past experiences are arranged into meaningful 

structures, into sequences of actions, states, and qualities. Thus, psychic history is 

formed, which is nothing but the story of the self.156 Thinking of the self in terms of a 

story or a melody emphasizes its temporal structure, the fact that it unfolds over time and 

changes over time. The self is born out of experience and at the same time shapes the 

very experience from which it arises.  

 Sartre insists that a self is not simply an amalgam of past incidents that memory 

carefully preserves and represents faithfully; “The metaphysical hypothesis according to 
	  

156 Sartre holds to a narrative theory of the self. This theory likens the self to a 
work of art, and life to a story unfolding over time. In his diaries, Sartre writes that as a 
young man he formulated the theory of “salvation through art,” which he reports to have 
abandoned by the time of writing the diary (1939-40, after the publication of The 
Transcendence of the Ego). According to this theory life was “a tapestry-frame to be 
filled, with (already) a throng of rough-tacked outlines still needing to be embroidered.” 
or “…a rosette-like composition wherein beginning and end coincided.” (WD, 79) 
Clearly, this view operates in The Transcendence of the Ego and also in Being and 
Nothingness. However, Sartre was critical of attempts to construe life-stories that obey 
the logic of the self (internal constitution, psychic structure) even in the Transcendence of 
the Ego, before he officially abandoned the theory of salvation through art. This is 
because the attempt to turn the spontaneous flow of life into a structured biography 
implies escaping from the freedom that characterizes human life. The creation of the self 
is a hypostatization of experience and a reification of consciousness.  
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which my ego would not be composed of elements having existed in reality (ten years or 

a second ago), but would only be constituted of false memories, is not excluded.” (TE, 

76) We saw that the self is an imaginary object brought into existence by reflection on the 

past. But memory does not simply re-present the past; it fictionalizes it, “falsifying” and 

reconstructing it. For Sartre, false memories are not simply imagined episodes that 

disguise themselves as real; “falsity” is inherent in each recollection, even the most 

accurate ones. Every time we remember something in the personal mode through 

reflective memory we are dealing with false memories, in a sense. Reflective memories 

are false, because the very appearance of the self in them is a falsification of experience. 

False memories are not one kind of autobiographical memory, nor are they the bastard 

child of memory that usually represents the past in an accurate and flawless manner. 

Autobiographical memory is in a sense always inherently false.  

 Another way to think about autobiographical memories as “false memories” is 

through the relationship between memory and forgetfulness. Traditionally, forgetfulness 

is portrayed as the opposite of remembering; the absence of memory being tantamount to 

forgetting. Sartre shows that any autobiographical memory is a form of forgetting in two 

related ways. First, by arranging the past into unified patterns memory selectively ignores 

some experiences, i.e., those that do not contribute to or cohere with the general 

biographical structure. The past is condensed and contracted; the variety of conscious 

experience is squeezed into traits and qualities like being cheap, passionate, and brave. 

Memory gives every conscious fact a date and place in the psychic history: “Relations of 

before and after are commonly established between these unities of flow, qualities, states, 

acts; and these are the unities that can be used for dating.” (BN, 222) Second, the very act 
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of remembering in the personal mode, regardless of the contents it presents, is a form of 

forgetfulness. What is forgotten is “the spontaneity of consciousness”, its pre-personal 

character, which is not bound by the psyche. The psyche is “…the unity of being of the 

For-itself hypostasized in the in-itself.” (BN, 231)  

 “The reflective,” says Sartre “projects a psychic object.” (BN, 230) Patterns of 

past behaviors are projected onto the present and future so that “…the psychic form is not 

to-be; it is already made; it is already complete, past, present, future, in the mode has 

been.” (BN, 231) The presence of the self is reinforced by memory to the extent that 

consciousness makes the ego “its guardian and its law.” (TE, 101) From past experience 

an ego is formed, and this ego is projected onto the future and determines what is yet to 

come. But the movement of projection is not only future-oriented; reflective memory also 

involves a “backward projection.” Such a projection occurs every time we attend the past 

in the personal mode. Through autobiographical recollection the past experience becomes 

tainted by the presence of the self, hunted by the shadow or a ghost of the past (to use 

some of Sartre’s own metaphors.)  

 Through his theory of the fabricated self, Sartre invites us to view memory as a 

creative force, a fictionalizing power. This is long before autobiographical memory was 

conceptualized in terms of reconstruction of the past. Not only does Sartre show, like 

Freud, that specific memories (observer memories in Freud’s language, reflective 

memory in Sartre’s) alter the past, he also shows that inasmuch as memory participates in 

the construction of the self, it does so by virtue of its creative and reconstructive powers. 

More recently, Peter Goldie has taken a similar stand on the topic, in his study the 

structure of narrative thinking. Narrative thinking, Goldie argues, is necessary for 
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selfhood. According to Goldie narrative thinking does not necessarily needs to have 

propositional structure of “remembering that so and so happened.” Goldie suggests that 

“perceptual remembering” engenders the same external perspective on one’s life as 

reflective memory does. In perceptual remembering, Goldie notes, “one sees oneself as 

another” and in so doing “making sense of what one did and the choices that one then 

made.”157 Goldie’s “perceptual remembering” comes very close to Freud’s “observer 

memory” and Sartre’s “reflective memory” and suggests that the emergence of the self 

(seeing oneself as another) depends on recollection. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	  
157 Peter Goldie, “One’s Remembered Past: Narrative Thinking, Emotion, and the 

External Perspective,” Philosophical Paper, 32(3), 2003, 312. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
 

EXISTENTIAL MEMORY: RECALLING NOTHING(NESS) 
 

 

In this chapter I return to Sartre’s philosophical treatment of autobiographical memory. 

My aim is twofold: first, to explore the “suspicion” with which Sartre approaches this 

kind of memory and examine the causes for his attitude and second, to use his work to 

develop an alternative model of memory, which I will call “existential memory.” To 

achieve the first goal, I return to the relationship between memory and selfhood, a topic 

that I have studied in the previous chapter. I argue here that since the self provides 

humans an opportunity to evade their own freedom, and since memory participates in the 

construction of a self, Sartre often treats memory as an accomplice to the flight from 

freedom and describes recollection as a falsifying experience.  

The analysis of Sartre’s misgivings toward autobiographical memory and 

recollection will lead me to discuss “existential memory” as an alternative form of 

remembering that I find in his work, although it exists there in an undeveloped form. To 

uncover the latter kind of memory, I turn to Sartre’s account of human temporality, in 

particular to his discussion of the past in Being and Nothingness and use the text as a clue 

for constructing a theory of existential memory. In contrast to autobiographical memory, 

which, Sartre says, detaches the past from the present, on the one hand, and presents the 

past as something possessed by present consciousness on the other hand, existential 
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memory is a kind of attunement to one’s own being that does not objectify the past or 

claim to own it. Against this kind of memory exists “existential forgetfulness”, which is a 

form of bad faith. Both excessive recollection and deliberate obliteration of the past are 

forms of “existential forgetfulness.” Overcoming this kind of forgetfulness requires a 

revelation of the proper relation between freedom and facticity, and in so far as 

existential memory is a way of revealing this relation its activity is ethical in nature.  

 

Memory and Selfhood: Sartre’s Reevaluation of Recollection 

 

In the third and fourth chapters I used Sartre’s theories of selfhood and imagination as a 

basis for explicating a Sartrean understanding of memory, which was defined as an 

imaginative and creative force in human life. Since Sartre forgoes the traditional theories 

of mind according to which the mind is a receptor for ideas and other mental contents, he 

is eventually unable to resort to a representational theory of memory such as the one that 

he sometimes presents (in The Imaginary and at times also in The Transcendence of the 

Ego). Instead of portraying memory through the mechanism of storage and retrieval and 

explaining recollection as the retrieval of memories from a well-preserved stock of past 

experiences, Sartre’s work enables us to conceptualize recollection as a creative activity 

in which an absent past is intended imaginatively, reconstructed based on present needs 

and ongoing projects.  

 The fictionalizing nature of memory is one of the key elements in the texts that 

deal with the self, such as The Transcendence of the Ego and Being and Nothingness. In 

these texts recollection, similarly to and in collaboration with imagination, is presented as 
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a manipulation of past experience; recollection adjusts and fictionalizes the past to 

generate a history for the self, a story of its past. According to Sartre, the subject even 

constitutes his habits, these basic bodily memories that are usually taken for automated 

actions generated by conditioning.158 Sartre emphasizes the role of habituation in the 

creation of selfhood and considers habits as the first level in the formation of behavior 

patterns and character traits. At the same time, it is clear that he does believe in the 

existence of “raw” habits or automated behaviors. For Sartre, every human action is 

meaningful and manifests a choice. Human activity, including what is usually taken to be 

part of the domain of the unconscious, is purposeful, intentional and meaningful.  

 One way of understanding this claim is that the very constitution of habit, the 

gathering together of discrete bodily movements into a single unit of meaning (“habit”) 

reflects a choice, manifests a way of understanding, interpreting and conferring meaning 

on these bodily movements. The body, says Sartre, is “…the individualization of my 

engagement in the world.” (BN, 409) It is not something imposed on consciousness from 

the outside; rather, the body is consciousness itself, in the flesh. Therefore, bodily 

movements, including habits and patterns of behaviors, belong to the sphere of 

meaningful human action. The body, says Sartre, is “a point of view and a point of 

departure” (BN, 430) By this he means that through my habits, my ticks, my impulses I 

am grounded in the world and that the world is opened to me through my body. But the 

body is also the point of departure, from which any new possibilities emerge, and by 

virtue of which new activities come to suppress past ones. Thus, by living the past 

(through habits, bodily memories, etc.) and by re-living it (through recollection) we shape 
	  

158 The most known example is Bergson’s Matter and Memory, but this view can 
be traced back to Descartes in Treatise on Man.  
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the self and ground it in the world and in the process of doing so we grant our actions 

meaning.  

I offer to understand both habit and recollection as reflecting a more primordial 

choice (a choice of being) and in this respect as expressions of human freedom. Despite 

the fact that Sartre’s account lends itself to such an understanding and that his theory of 

imagination is applicable to memory, he does not attribute to memory the freedom that he 

grants imagination. Mary Warnock thinks that by separating memory from imagination 

Sartre “…wished to rescue imagination from the snare of necessity.”159 According to 

Warnock, Sartre must have thought that since memory is linked to the past it is subject to 

causal necessity. Since, according to Sartre, imagination is the one area of human activity 

which is “totally free from the possibility of a causal explanation”, imagination has to be 

distinguished from memory.160 There is no doubt that the relationship between memory 

and the past makes recalling different than pure imagining. However, I hope to have 

shown in my discussion of the relationship between memory and imagination that Sartre 

excluded causal determinism from the conscious domain in its entirety and therefore, this 

cannot be the (only) reason for his decision to deny freedom from memory. Moreover, 

Sartre’s discussion of the relationship between past and freedom in the human domain, 

make it clear that he does not think that memory is causally determined by brute 

existence which is past. The way that one remembers one’s past “supposes a thousand 

projects” (BN, 639) and Sartre’s discussion (to which we shall return later in the chapter) 

	  
159 Warnock, Imagination, 180. 

 
160 Ibid. 
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makes it clear that the past is determined by human projects, no less than these projects 

are determined by the past.   

It seems to me that the reason for the tension between imagination and memory in 

Sartre’s theory, a tension that eventually leads Sartre to undermine the freedom 

embedded in mnemonic activity, is the role he ascribes to memory in the creation of 

selfhood. According to Sartre, the self aids consciousness to evade its own freedom by 

acting as “its guardian and its law” (TE, 101). The self is created to mask the spontaneity 

and freedom that characterizes human experience and in many respects the self is like a 

mask; just like the actor’s mask determines his character and consequent actions on stage, 

the self, from the moment of its appearance, becomes “…the cause of my act of mimicry, 

of my gestures.” (TE, 67)161  

In The Transcendence of the Ego Sartre demonstrates that the self is an object, a 

synthesis of actions, states, and qualities, which are constituted retroactively with the aid 

of reflection and recollection. While actions, states, and qualities are thought to exist 

beyond the past and present, and to endure into the future, they function as grounding 
	  

161 The self thus becomes a “prop” that guides my actions and behavior. Sartre’s 
examples of social roles in the section on bad faith demonstrate this point. The waiter at 
the café is “playing at being a waiter in a café.” (BN, 102) The self is like a mask that I 
wear to realize a certain kind of being, to persuade myself that I am, just like actors in 
commedia dell’arte use the mask as “the most essential prop of their performance.” It is 
helpful to think of the relationship between consciousness and the self through the 
example of actors, specifically in commedia dell’arte. In the specific context of 
commedia dell’arte the mask “had the basic function of provision of the character with 
general consistency and continuity so that the actors were not only and solely themselves 
in a given performance, but, at one, the popular Harlequin, Pulcinelle, Pantalone the 
Doctor…” The mask determined the character and action and allowed the actors to 
appear on stage with “their traits and stories already known and told.” Franco Tonelli, 
“Molière’s ‘Don Juan’ and the Space of the Commedia dell’Arte,” Theatre Journal, 
37(4), 1985, p. 443. Analogically, the self grants unity and continuity to actions, endows 
humans with character, and allows them to assume a role (such as the social role of the 
waiter).  
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explanatory principles inasmuch as they are considered as past. Sartre is right to identify 

that past actions, states and qualities are the causal and explanatory bases for the self’s 

activity. For example, a person is thought to be impatient and expected to act impatiently 

because she has acted in this manner before. An action is interpreted as being of a certain 

kind in as much as it accords with similar past actions.  

Furthermore, Sartre shows that recollection facilitates the emergence of a self by 

nourishing a sense of familiarity with the past and turning it into my past: a meaningful 

history, which is not just a linear chain of events but a story that abides a certain logic 

and develops toward some end.162 Recollection furnishes connections between past, 

present, and future as the recalled episodes are shaped by and also shape one’s goals and 

self-concepts. The narratives that recollection creates are responsible not only for the 

permanence of the self but also for that of interpersonal relations. As we reminisce with 

others about our past we “create an increased awareness of the continuity of both the 

family and the self.”163 Sartre does not deal with the social aspect of memory explicitly in 

The Transcendence of the Ego but he touches on the subject in Being and Nothingness by 

addressing ways in which attitudes that one assumes toward one’s past determine his 

relationships with others. Sartre gives promises, loans, and participations in social 

institutions as examples for the ways in which one explicitly refers to the past. These 

	  
162 An extended self that exists outside the present moment depends on 

recollection (episodic memory) that grounds it in the past, or creates continuities between 
present and past self. This sense of self develops over time and does not appear at very 
young ages before children begin recalling their past. See U. Neisser, “Five Kinds of 
Self-Knowledge,” 47-48. 
 

163 Ibid, 48. 
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actions and behaviors are past but they enable us to position ourselves vis-à-vis the other 

in the present and the future.164  

Sartre uses evaluative rather than merely descriptive terms in his analysis of the 

self and its relationship to consciousness. The self, he says, gives consciousness “a false 

representation of itself” (TE, 101) and consciousness remains forgetful of this fact since it 

has “hypnotized itself before this ego which it has constituted.” (Ibid) Sartre links the self 

with deceptiveness, falsity, and lack of autonomy: it is constituted and hence depends on 

consciousness, and yet it has the power to hold consciousness captive. Furthermore, in his 

concluding remarks about the artificiality of the self in The Transcendence of the Ego 

Sartre says that the book accomplished “…the liberation of the Transcendental Field, and 

at the same time its purification.” (TE, 93) Terms like “liberation” and “purification” 

clearly reveal that Sartre thinks of the self as an unwelcome guest or a contaminating 

malady from which consciousness needs to be cleansed.  

In Being and Nothingness Sartre describes the belief in sovereignty of the ego in 

similar terms and associates it with the spirit of seriousness. The spirit of seriousness is a 

form of bad faith in which values that originate in human choices are taken as absolute 

facts or as objective realities; “man is serious,” says Sartre “when he takes himself for an 

object.” (BN, 741) The existence of a self, whose history causally connects the past and 

present, allows the one to assign to oneself “the type of existence of the rock, the 

consistency, the inertia, the opacity of being-in-the-midst-of the world.” (BN, 741) For 

	  
164 “…the marriage I made earlier, the house I bought and furnished last year limit 

my possibilities and dictate my conduct…” (BN, 640) Of course, this is not the end of the 
story for according to Sartre the way that I “assume” this past, i.e., the project through 
which I make this past mine, is really future oriented and thus “the urgency of the past 
comes from the future.” (Ibid.) 
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example, when I say, to myself or to others, that I didn’t talk in class because I am shy or 

that I study philosophy because I am argumentative I assign myself a nature from which 

my actions and decisions emanate. Thus, I refuse to acknowledge my authority over my 

actions, my authorship of the things that I take as determining facts, like my past, nature, 

and character. In Sartrean terminology this is a confusion of the for-itself with the in-

itself. Instead of understanding the presence of one’s self as the outcome of free and 

projective consciousness and taking the self to be a constructed rather than a fixed object, 

the self is endowed with a static and determined being. Thus, Sartre identifies the reign of 

the self and the belief in self-coincidence with bad faith.  

To summarize, I have argued that Sartre treats memory with suspicion, seeing it 

as a problematic and falsifying aspect of human experience, since he attributes a crucial 

role to memory in his account of the formation of the self and since he thinks that the 

constitution of the self provides an opportunity to evade one’s freedom.165 To avoid 

misunderstanding it is worth noting at this point that Sartre does not view memory as 

problematic since he believes that it creates a false narrative that masks the genuine order 

of the past. It well known that what we remember is pervaded by others’ memories, 

stories we heard about ourselves, conventions of reminiscing. The movement from a 

representational theory of memory to a reconstructive one, which we have detected in 

Sartre’s own work and in which recollections come closer to imaginative fabrications 
	  

165 Rhiannon Goldthorpe also observes that Sartre suggests that one of the 
functions of the ego is “...to confer a would-be stable unity upon consciousness, a unity 
and solidity which are in fact ideal and inaccessible rather than real but which, 
nonetheless, limit the infinite possibilities of consciousness. If the construct of the Ego 
disintegrates, that sense of unity collapses, to reveal a more fundamental but normally 
even more elusive unity: a ‘dizzying’ freedom (TE, 81) which is comprehensible only if 
consciousness suddenly appears to itself as an infinity of possibilities overflowing the 
limits of the Ego.” See “Sartre and the Self: Discontinuity and Continuity,” 523. 
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than faithful copies, has indeed destabilized memory.166 However, Sartre himself is not 

troubled by the question of the veracity of memory. He admits that the past is “that which 

is to be changed” (BN, 638) and that what changes the past is the way that we remember 

it. Even the “pure matter” of memory “shows itself… through a project which includes 

the appearance of this matter in its purity.” (BN, 640) Hence for Sartre the problem is not 

that memory is reconstructive rather than mimetic and hence that it is difficult or even 

impossible to know what “actually” happened in the past. The real issue for him is that in 

the process of recalling the past one turns oneself into an other, by creating and 

reinforcing the power of the self.167  

 

The Diary – From Keeping Track of the Self to Keeping the Self at a Distance 

 

The relationship between the self and its past is a recurrent theme in Sartre’s diaries, 

where many of the philosophical ideas that would appear later in Being and Nothingness 

make their first appearance. Sartre had a long-standing fascination with the literary form 

of the diary; Nausea, a fictional diary, is an exploration of the genre and analyses of the 

diaries of Gide, Stendhal and Amiel are abundant in the diaries that Sartre kept during the 

war.  

	  
166 See for example the discussion in Mark Freeman, “Telling Stories: Memory 

and Narrative,” Memory Histories, Theories, Debates, S. Radstone and B. Schwarz 
(eds.), (New York: Fordham University Press), 2010, 263.  

 
167 In Nausea Roquentin expresses a similar position when he says, “This is what 

fools people: a man is always a teller of tales, he lives surrounded by his stories and the 
stories of others, he sees everything that happens to him through them; and tries to live 
his life as though he were telling a story. But you have to choose: live or tell.” (N, 56) 
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A diary affords its author with an opportunity to revisit the past and ground it in 

the present. Edward Casey notes that because of its written form the diary is able to 

“…fix and stabilize an author’s understanding of his or her life.”168 Casey locates the 

difference between memory-images and diary entries precisely in the use the latter make 

of writing. Because of the use they make of language, diaries and journal are always 

potentially communal and accessible to others; they function as texts that exist for 

readers. As Casey accurately puts it, the act of writing takes on “…the form of 

intrapersonal self-address, an essentially interpersonal tendency toward discourse-with-

another, albeit another part of one’s own self.”169 The author of the diary writes and 

addresses his writing to another, to himself (using the diary as an opportunity to reflect on 

events past and present), to the diary (“dear diary, today at school…”) or to a potential 

reader (a curious partner, or someone who may find it in the future). Since diaries are first 

and foremost intimate texts written to oneself, Casey is right to observe that they provide 

a way of addressing the self as other. Casey, however, does not mention the different 

registers in which the diary addresses this otherness: first, it allows for the writer to 

become a reader, each entry addresses itself to a future possible self that will return to the 

text, will revisit the experience; second, and perhaps more crucially, the diary allows the 

author to become a reader precisely because it turns the past self into an other, positing it 

or objectifying it in the act of writing. In other words, writing externalizes the 

remembered episodes and sets them before one’s eye as though they happened to another.  

	  
168  E. Casey, Remembering: A Phenomenological Study, Second Edition, 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000), 118. 
 
169 Ibid., 119.  
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 Sartre thinks along similar lines. Commenting on Gide’s diary, he writes in his 

journal that a person keeps a diary in order to “…fix, to engrave, phrases and dates; to 

protect them against oblivion; to give them a ceremonial character.” (WD, 89) In a diary 

one catalogues daily events, connecting present and past and creating thematic nexuses in 

the flow of experience. When the author reflects on his immediate past he harnesses it to 

his experiences in the present or the remote past. Sartre writes, for example: “Yesterday, 

at about six, my eyes suddenly flicker and half fail and I have quarter of an hour of 

empty, nervous anguish – that anguish which in 1935 I used to take for madness.” (WD, 

332)170 The author orders and gives form to the rapid movement of life, connecting what 

has just now past to a more remote past, to his present, and his future. In turn, the diary 

provides one with the opportunity to “recover possession of oneself” as Sartre says, 

quoting Gide. (WD, 90)  

 In Being and Nothingness Sartre analyzes reflection in these exact terms and 

argues that reflection is “…an effort by the For-itself to found itself; that is, to be for 

itself what it is.” (BN, 216) Prior to the reflective act consciousness is scattered in the 

world, it is directed outside, to objects and in them it is “lost” or “dispersed”, to use 

Sartre’s terminology. Reflection is a movement of a return to the self; it is an attempt at 

“an objectivation and…interiorization” of a self. (Ibid.) Recollection shares the structure 

of reflection, although it often aims at the far rather than the immediate past.171 However, 

	  
170 The diary enables the author to reflect on immediate past experiences and link 

them to ones in the remote past, as Sartre does in this entry. 
 
171 When Sartre distinguishes reflection from memory, saying that memory 

thematizes the past while reflection does not, he means that pure reflection is different 
from memory. Pure reflection is “at once the original form of reflection and its ideal 
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the past has essential priority in all reflective acts. The self and its tales indeed appear in 

the diary (and also in other forms of self-description and conversations) as an organized 

unity of past, present and future but this unity comes first and foremost from the past, 

where events are fixed and stable, act as causes and motivations. Hence, despite the fact 

that the love that one writes about in the journal gains its meaning from “…its being in 

the future” (BN, 230) and is described and experienced as love rather than a brief 

infatuation because of the possibility of continuing into the future, a possibility that one 

necessarily projects into it and which is experienced as necessity (“I will love her 

forever”), the reflective act that constitutes the love and hate constitutes its present and 

future “solely out of what the reflected-on was.” (Ibid.) The story that reflection 

constitutes follows a logic that was set in the past. In Sartre’s own words, “…the psychic 

form is not to-be; it is already made; it is already complete, past, present, future, in the 

mode has been. The ‘nows’ which compose it have only to undergo one by one – before 

returning into the past…” (BN, 231) Reflection and memory are movements of return or 

repetition of past experience with which the present consciousness tries to coincide. 

Hence, reflection is “…an abortive effort…to be another while remaining itself.” (BN, 

226) The diary documents these efforts and in the process consolidates the self as the 

center of “virtues, latent traits, potentialities which constitute our character and our 

habits.” (BN, 226-7)  

However, as we previously saw, Sartre himself resents the idea that the self – the 

bearer of qualities and traits – is the center of experience. Hence, when he reflects on his 

own experience in the process of writing it down in his journal, he often conveys his 
	  
form” (BN, 218) Pure reflection, unlike memory and accessory reflection, does not 
objectify the reflected-on and in this respect it does not “distort” experience. 
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antagonism to the very enterprise of documenting his life. Why keep a diary at all then? 

According to Sartre “…on the occasion of some great event, when one is in the process 

of changing one’s life like a snake sloughing its skin, one can look at that dead skin – that 

brittle snake image one is leaving behind – and take one’s bearings.” (Ibid) The great 

event is World War II and Sartre, a lycée professor until 1939, is drafted into the French 

army. Rather than functioning as an aide-mémoire the diary provides Sartre an 

opportunity to break from the past, to look at himself from a distance and embark on a 

new road.  

Indeed, instead of using the journal as an opportunity to record his history and to 

consolidate his experience, Sartre says that he intends the writing process to be “a calling 

into question of myself.” (WD, 69) The diary allows this calling into question since it 

presents its author/reader with the self from a distance. This is first and foremost the 

distance of time between the original experience and the time of its documentation.172 As 

Sartre says: “There’s almost always a gap between the moment when I felt and the 

moment when I write.” (Ibid.) But the distance is also a qualitative matter, not merely a 

quantitative one. In other words, it is not merely a question of the time that has elapsed 

between the original experience and the moment of writing it down. Such a temporal gap 

inheres in all personal memories. The real possibility that the dairy presents is the 

possibility to leave the past behind in the form of a written sign. Unlike imagistic 

recollection that never appear to the person recalling quite the same, the text of the diary, 

that trace left behind, will not change. Because writing objectifies the past in this manner, 
	  

172 “…memory requires time to become what it is – no memory without time, no 
time without memory,” as Gerhard Richter succinctly puts it. See: G. Richter, “Acts of 
Memory and Mourning,” Memory Histories Theories Debates, (New York: Fordham 
2010), 150. 
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Sartre believes that it can show what the self really is - an object, created though a joint 

effort of imagination and memory. And so, recalling is stripped from its powers; instead 

of luring one back into the past, as the taste of madeleine draws Proust back to the 

Sunday mornings in Combray, Sartre’s memories stand before him as dead signs that do 

not mingle with the present. In writing, memories are presented from an unbridgeable 

distance, as if they were memories of another. At one point, after describing at length an 

amorous night, Sartre notes that he “felt totally free in the face of those memories.” (WD, 

334) He also mentions his intention to use the dairy as means for a change, using the 

entries as “…a solid, clearly defined foundation as a point of departure.” (WD, 69)  

Sartre wants to use the objectification of the past self that is achieved by writing 

about past daily routine, encounters, and experiences to release himself from the grip of 

the self. Recording past experiences affords him with “…the (fallacious) impression of 

leaving what I write behind me…” (Ibid); the journal’s purpose is “…to help my present 

being slip into the past – push it in a bit deeper, if need be.” (WD, 70) Instead of being 

hypnotized by the image of the self as it unfolds and proliferates through the pages of the 

diary, Sartre uses his reflections on the past to distance himself from that very past, 

turning the diary-entries into repeating opportunities to start afresh without the burden of 

the past. He uses the diary against the self as Perseus uses the mirror against Medusa: to 

petrify the self and strip it from its powers. Sartre admits that reflections offered in the 

diary are insufficient for collapsing the patterns and regularities that the writer detects 

and documents, but he thinks of them as occasions for escaping the grasp of the past, 

rather than succumbing to its powers. In other words, instead of using the diary as a tool 

for inserting the past into the present and stabilizing the meaning of the past in the 
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present, Sartre uses it as an opportunity to push the past away from the present. The 

diary-entry is used less a reminder of the past than a witness for the freedom of 

consciousness.173 In a letter to Simone de Beauvoir Sartre observes that the diary form is 

particularly suitable for the purpose of exploring one’s freedom for yet another reason; its 

“free and fragmented form isn’t subject to prior ideas, you write each thing according to 

the moment and only take stock when you want to.”174 

His attempt to divorce himself from his past was, in a way, successful. In Words, 

written some twenty years after the journal entries, Sartre confesses: “I’ve crossed out my 

early years in particular: when I began this book it took me a long time to decipher them 

beneath the blots. When I was thirty, friends were surprised: ‘One would think you didn’t 

have parents. Or a childhood.’ And I was silly enough to feel flattered.” (W, 239) A man 

without childhood, or parents, is a groundless man, free to make of himself what he 

wishes. But Sartre of Words understands something that has escaped the thirty-year-old 

Sartre (the Sartre of the diaries) – it is senseless to think one could ever really detach 

oneself from one’s past and become a selfless, groundless person. Rather than being a 

manifestation of his freedom, the tendency to detachment is just that: a tendency or a 

	  
173 Goldthorpe makes a similar point in her analysis of a particular episode from 

the diary. She examines Sartre’s description of a particular recollection of a night he 
spent with his lover in Rouen. Sartre says that in recalling that night he “wanted that time 
– lost, but experienced with so much force – not, precisely, to be time lost.” (WD, 334) 
But his desire was in vain, he “felt totally free in the face of those memories.” (Ibid.) 
Goldthorpe observes in the context of contrasting Sartre’s attitude toward his past in the 
diaries and in his autobiography, that this particular recollection was experienced as 
belonging to and caused by Sartre’s own past, but that it had also “borne witness to the 
freedom of his present self.” See, “Sartre and the Self,” 531. 
 

174 J.P. Sartre, Quiet Moments in a War, S. de Beauvoir (ed.), L. Fahnestock and 
N. MacAfee (trans.), (New York: Macmillan Publishing, 1993), 14. s 
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character trait.175 In other words, detachment is itself a characteristic of his self or ego. 

Since the tendency to detach himself survives Sartre’s radical break from the past, it 

seems as though Sartre was not able to leave the self behind and start afresh.  

 

The Meaning of a Project and the Possibility of Conversion  

 

The idea of a radical beginning and a break from the past reappears in Sartre’s notion of 

conversion, which is part of the conceptual apparatus of Being and Nothingness. In the 

context of discussing the “original choice”, the choice of a particular being that each 

person makes, Sartre says one can always perform “…a radical conversion of my being-

in-the-world: that is…an abrupt metamorphosis of my initial project…another choice of 

myself and my ends…this modification is always possible.” (BN, 598) This and other 

similar claims led readers to argue that “The for-itself can, by the adoption of a new 

project, start again from scratch…”176 Should we take it to mean that Sartre thinks of 

conversion as a philosophically viable term after all? 

	  
175 See Goldthorpe’s analysis of the relationship between the childhood narrative 

in Words and Sartre’s confessions in his diaries. “The Self,” 533-534. Goldthorpe argues 
that in Words Sartre recognizes that the detachment from his earlier self is a trait that 
persists in the earlier and the present self. In this sense then, there is no real discontinuity 
since the detached self continues to exist.  

 
176 P. Caws, Sartre (London: Routledge, 1979), 112. Caws continues to observe 

that “the constant necessity of choice will soon create a new set of actions – and even the 
new project cannot so easily get rid of the moral weight of the old actions, though it may 
be able to shed their ontological weight”. (Ibid) Hence, he thinks that a certain 
relationship between new and old project continues to hold even after the conversion, 
although the two projects are ontologically disconnected (the former is no longer a part of 
my being).  
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 The answer to this question hinges on the way in which Sartre’s concepts of 

“original choice” or “fundamental project” are interpreted. In Being and Nothingness 

Sartre uses the terms “project” and “choice” interchangeably,177 but their meaning 

remains ambiguous throughout the text. Phyllis Sutton Morris links the two together in 

her suggestion that a choice or a project is “a choice of a fundamental project”, which is 

itself a choice of “an ideal self…the ultimate end or fundamental point of all our 

actions”.178 According to this line of thought the original choice grounds all concrete 

choices. The latter are means for achieving one’s end, which is the original choice or 

fundamental project.179 As Morris puts it, “The fundamental project appears to function 

as a top-priority end which sets the stage for working out other purposes”.180 More 

recently, Jonathan Webber has also argued for understanding the original choice in terms 

of a “hierarchy of projects”, saying that “…an individual fundamental project is the 

project that all of that individual’s other projects are ultimately ways of pursuing and that 

itself is not a way of pursuing some deeper project.”181  

	  
177 For example after discussing “a radical modification of our fundamental 

project” (BN, 600) Sartre continues to say, “Thus, every fundamental choice defines…” 
(Ibid, 601) making clear that choice and project are used as synonyms.   
 

178 P. Sutton Morris, Sartre’s Concept of a Person, 111. 
 

179 It is “…the one basic end which is manifested directly or indirectly in all our 
more specific ends,” argues Peter McInerney, who understands the notion of the project 
much like Morris. See P. McInerney, “Self-Determination and the Project,” The Journal 
of Philosophy, 76(11), 1979, 667.  
 

180 Morris, Sartre’s Concept of a Person, 119. 
 
181 J. Webber, The Existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre, (New York and London: 

Routledge, 2009), 107. 
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 Morris gives concrete examples of fundamental projects, among them “being a 

Christian” and “being a business entrepreneur”;182 she continues to note that there can be 

a period in which “the fundamental project has not yet been chosen.”183 This indeed 

follows from her own interpretation; if we identify the project as a career goal or a 

religious belief then it is necessarily the case that one has not always been committed to a 

project. But more importantly, since according to this interpretation the project is 

something that was chosen at one moment in time, it can also be abandoned in an instant. 

Consequently, a total conversion is possible since fundamental projects are replaceable. 

As an old project is replaced by a new the person parts from an old set of beliefs and 

values and takes on new ones, and by virtue of the new measures that he takes to reach a 

new end one becomes a different person.  

 Despite the fact that Sartre often lends himself to such a reading, there are many 

passages in Being and Nothingness that support a different interpretation of the 

fundamental project. For example, Sartre says, “…we must not think of the original 

choice as ‘producing itself from one instant to the next’…we must conceive of the 

original choice as unfolding time and being one with the unity of three ekstases.” (BN, 

599) In other words, the project is not something that can be chosen or abandoned at a 

particular moment. Instead, the project encompasses life as a whole and exemplifies the 

temporal structure of our existence. Man’s project is “the totality of his tastes, his likes, 

his hates, etc., inasmuch as there is a thematic organization and an inherent meaning in 
	  

182 Morris, Sartre’s Concept of a Person, 121. S. Charmé offers a persuasive 
critique of Morris’s example and her understanding of the fundamental project in his 
review of Morris’s book. See: S. Charmé, “Sartre’s Concept of a Person. An Analytic 
Approach,” Noûs, 14(1), 1980, 114-119. 
 

183 Ibid., 116. 
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this totality” (BN, 603) and the fundamental project is “the person, the free realization of 

human truth is everywhere…” (BN, 725) The project then is not to be identified with a 

particular choice made in a particular moment. Instead, it is a meaningful synthesis of the 

particular human life, taken as a whole. Even when Sartre speaks as though one 

fundamental project can be replaced by another, he maintains that the new project 

remains inherently linked to the previous one. For instance, “ A converted atheist is not 

simply a believer; he is a believer who has for himself rejected atheism, who has made 

past within him the project of being an atheist.” (BN, 600-601) A new “project” remains 

tied to a former one, if only by acting as its utter negation and eradication.  

 Stuart Charmé offers a successful alternative interpretation to the question of the 

project, according to which the fundamental project is “something far more profound 

than a simple decision to lead a certain kind of life, to embark on a certain career, or to 

aspire to specific goals.”184 The project, argues Charmé, is a hermeneutical framework 

for deciphering and constructing a theme or meaning that unifies life and is expressed by 

the concrete decisions and actions that one performs throughout one’s life. The project is 

neither a concrete past choice from which present and the future acts and decisions unfold 

nor an end toward which life progresses and strives. Instead, it is life’s very structure, a 

structure “…that is always developing as an organic whole.”185 Charmé finds support for 

his interpretation in Sartre’s remarks on existential psychoanalysis, the goal of which is to 

recover the meaning of a person’s life.  

  

	  
184 Charmé, Meaning and Myth, 34. 

 
185 Ibid, 35. 
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On existential psychoanalysis Sartre says in Being and Nothingness that it aims at  

 

…rediscovering under the partial and incomplete aspects of the subject 
the veritable concreteness which can be only the totality of his impulse 
toward being, his original relation to himself, to the world, and to the 
other, in the unity of internal relations and of a fundamental project. This 
impulse can be only individual and unique. (BN, 719)  

 
 
 
According to Sartre, life is not a collection of discrete moments, but neither is it a 

necessary and causally determined flow of events. A person’s life is a totality, such that 

“in each inclination, in each tendency the person expresses himself completely.” (BN, 

720) The fundamental project, which is one’s manner of existence, is this totality. 

   When Peter McInerney criticizes Sartre’s notion of the project he argues that one 

of the problems that Sartre encounters is that he is unable “to make clearer how a 

Fundamental Project can be both ordinarily enduring and yet changeable.”186 McInerney 

thinks that Sartre is unable to solve the tension between the two kinds of projects, 

fundamental and ordinary. While the fundamental project “endures through time” as it is 

a relation one has to one’s existence, ordinary projects do not since they are aimed toward 

ends that are “not permanent or enduring.”187 McInerney probably means that ordinary 

projects reach completion when their goal is achieved (finishing reading the book, getting 

a degree, learning a language), while fundamental projects, particularly if they are 

conceptualized as an underlying logic that explains all of a person’s actions, do not reach 

	  
186 McInerney, “Self-Determination,” 668. 

 
187 Ibid. 
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such completion.188 Charmé’s interpretation of the fundamental project as a “general style 

of experiencing and acting in the world” 189  solves this apparent tension since it 

understands the project as a dialectical movement that can hold and resolve 

contradictions.190  

 “Dialectical relations” Charmé observes, “…involve a progression or cumulative 

enrichment of the totality. Each new dialectical movement turns back on the past 

synthesis, absorbs it and adds new layers of significance.”191 According to Charmé, the 

dialectical relation rests on an evident circularity or interdependence between parts and 

whole; each act gains meaning in relation to the whole of which it is part, but the whole 

itself, the fundamental project, can be understood only in terms of the individual acts. 

Charmé’s interpretation is particularly strong since it does not turn the project into an 

instantaneous choice but instead understands it through and in light of human 

temporality, thus keeping in line with Sartre’s claim that “Existential ontology is itself 

historical.” (NFE, 6) To have a project means to be in a continuous relationship to one’s 

	  
188 Of course, one reaches such a completion only in death, and also then the 

completion is not truly one’s own (since one is already dead). In death one coincides with 
one’s project from the others’ point of view.  Sartre emphasizes this point in his analysis 
of human temporality; quoting Malraux he says that “…death…transforms life into 
destiny.” (BN, 165-166) 
 

189 Charmé, Meaning and Myth, 36. 
 

190 It also avoids the problem of infinite regress that David Jopling attributes to 
Sartre. According to Jopling, Sartre faces the problem of infinite regress in the chain of 
explanation: “even if actions are explained by some deeper agency, then what explains 
this?” in D. A. Jopling, Self Knowledge and the Self, (New York and London: Routledge, 
2000), 86. Since Charmé rejects the idea that the Project is an underlying singular event, 
he does not risk being open to charges of infinite regress. 

 
191 Ibid, 38. 
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being.192 Life is “a choice in the making” (BN, 616) and the project is an ongoing 

engagement.193 Finally, this interpretation makes radical conversion seem implausible; 

since a fundamental project is co-extensive with the course of one’s life it is not 

something that can be abandoned while life is in progress. Rather than indicating the 

commencement of a new project or the abandonment of a previous project, radical 

changes in one’s life calls for a reinterpretation of the fundamental project and 

incorporation of the change into a meaningful whole, which is one’s life.194 

 Charmé’s analysis of the temporal structure of the project and the role of 

retrospective interpretation in the generation of a meaningful life story emphasizes the 

analogy between fundamental projects and literary works. “Since literature is the 

paradigmatic art for Sartre,” Charmé observes, “it is not surprising that he construes the 

fundamental project on a more or less literary model.”195 The analogy between the 

fundamental project and the text is illuminating and shows that Sartre was perhaps 

advancing some sort of narrative theory of self well before Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative. 
	  

192 Consciousness always has a project, or is always in a projective movement. 
Recall that Sartre defines consciousness as “The Being by which Nothingness arrives in 
the world is a being such that in its Being, the Nothingness of its Being is in question.” 
(BN, 57) 

 
193 Sartre explicitly affirms this point in his later works. In Search for a Method, 

for example, he argues that life is cyclical in nature and includes an ongoing return to the 
past in order to integrate it into a larger interpretive synthesis in light of the present and 
future. In Critique of Dialectical Reason he often uses the image of the spiral to 
characterize the movement of development and return.  
 

194 Kerry S. Walters also supports this view. She offers to think of the “radical 
conversion” as a process rather than an immediate turn. She borrows Hegel’s Aufhebung 
as a model for the structure of the conversion, “in which prior stages are surpassed only 
to be incorporated in the terminus point.” See, “A Recovery of Innocence: The Dynamics 
of Sartrean Radical Conversion,” Auslegung, 11(1), 1984, 359 

 
195 Charmé, Meaning and Myth, 46. 
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Charmé clearly shows that just as literary narratives unfold through acts of writing, 

projects unfold through the process of retrospective narration.  

 Nevertheless, while a project is “a totality in the process of making itself,”196 a 

text is a more or less finished object whose meaning is extracted by a reader who is 

separate from it. Moreover, while according to Sartre the literary object or text depends 

on “a concrete act called reading” and “lasts only as long as this act can last” (WL, 50) a 

person’s project does not depend on a concrete act of narrating, since, as we saw, it is co-

extensive with life itself. Charmé himself says, “The interpretation of the fundamental 

project is always tentative because the project is…a ‘work in progress’.”197 

 According to Sartre a text acquires meaning through an act of interpretation. 

Writing is only a necessary condition, a moment in the process of engendering meaning: 

 

…The creative act is only an incomplete and abstract moment in the 
production of the work.  If the author existed alone he would be able to 
write as much as he liked; the work as object would never see the light of 
day…but the operation of writing implies that of reading as its dialectical 
correlative and these two connected acts necessitates two distinct agents. It 
is the joint effort of author and reader which brings upon the scene that 
concrete and imaginary object which is the work of the mind… (WL, 51-
52) 

 
	  

196 Ibid., 47.  
 
197 Ibid., 50. However, Charmé takes the fact that an interpretation of the project 

is always tentative to denote a further similarity between texts and projects. Since the 
meaning of the text emerges anew in any act of reading, it can be argued that the text 
never has a fixed and stable meaning over and above the meanings that different readers 
find in it just like a person’s life can be constantly re-interpreted. However, notice that 
with texts different interpretations appear as closed units of meaning for different 
readers, while with project the meaning appears anew to one and the same person. 
Charmé does discuss the differences between texts and lives toward the end of the 
chapter, but he does not address this particular problem. 
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But the project or total meaning of life does not hinge on a “reader.” One has a project 

even if one does not reflect upon and unify one’s life retrospectively in an explicit 

manner. In fact, we saw that for Sartre retrospective narration, or recollection often 

distorts experience rather than reveal its true meaning. While Sartre holds that it is 

impossible to be completely ignorant of the project, as consciousness is always pre-

reflectively aware of itself, it is possible to go through life without knowing the project or 

formulating it explicitly to oneself. Thus, David Jopling likens the existence of the 

project behind the deep-lying structures of consciousness to something that is “located 

behind a blind spot.”198  

 In a similar manner, Sartre himself often argues that pre-reflective experience is 

not immediately translatable to knowledge. Pre-reflective experience is tacit and implicit, 

“highly compressed and difficult to spell out.”199 Moreover, since self-knowledge is often 

confused with knowledge of the self, since reflection has the potential to reify 

consciousness and create a stagnant self, humans often flee to understanding themselves 

in terms of “vertical determinism,” which is an attempt to explain their reality through “a 

regression toward the past from the standpoint of the present.” (BN, 590) This form of 

self-explanation is familiar to everyone; a present state is attributed to various factors in 

	  
198 D. A. Jopling, Self-Knowlegde and the Self, 82. Jopling explains that genuine 

selfhood or agency (as opposed to the psychological ego that is defined as a synthesis of 
states, actions and qualities) “lies well beyond the scope of reflective self-inquiry that 
targets only de facto character traits, behaviors, and states of mind, and the causal 
mechanisms that explain them” Ibid, 83. 

 
199 Ibid., 97-98. Jopling also notes that “Although nothing about the basic 

architecture of my way of being is hidden from my view by means of an opaque barrier, 
in the way that it would be if it were hidden in the unconscious, it is not something that I 
know clearly and explicitly” Ibid., 95. 
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one’s past, actions are explained by tendencies, which themselves are traced back to 

unfulfilled desires or lacks experienced in infancy. It is easy to think of oneself as 

determined from the outside, by family roles, social trends, economic status, or from the 

inside, by character, tendencies, drives.200 The opposite is also possible, “the man who in 

the face of reproaches or rancor dissociates himself from his past by insisting on his 

freedom and his perpetual re-creation.” (BN, 100)201 These behaviors are all in bad faith: 

they collapse the meaning of the human project, the ongoing activity that constitutes 

human agency, to either pure facticity or pure transcendence.  

 Despite this problematic, Sartre insists that “these two aspects of human reality 

[facticity and transcendence] are and ought to be capable of valid coordination.” (BN, 98) 

In the last section of this chapter I construct a model of memory that strives toward such 

coordination and enables one to integrate the dual elements of existence, freedom and 

facticity, and its temporal structure into a coherent whole. This form of memory, which I 

designate by the term “existential memory,” is a pre-condition for reaching an adequate 

interpretation of one’s life and making manifest the story of one’s fundamental project. 

Before I begin the exploration of the notion of existential memory, I analyze Sartre’s 

theory of temporality in Being and Nothingness. The section on human temporality and 

on the past in particular will serve me as “clues” for developing the idea that 

remembering enables one to relate properly to one’s existence and seize the true meaning 

of one’s project. 
	  

200 In this context, see Lewis Gordon discussion of “weak” and “strong” bad faith, 
in Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism, chapter 8, 45-48. 
 

201 Sartre himself might be an example an insistence on freedom that leads to 
dissociation from the past and perpetual re-creation, at least this is what his confessional 
entries in the war diaries reveal.  
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 Toward an Alternative Understanding of Memory 

 

Aristotle has argued that “memory is of the past,” but is it always necessarily so? For 

example, I remember verses of a poem, how to ride my bike, and my dentist appointment 

next week. In all these cases the object of my memory is not past, at least not in the sense 

that Aristotle meant. Activities, facts, and obligations are present or future. They may 

have a relation to the past; I may have acquired a habit or gained knowledge of something 

in the past, for example when I learned to ride my bike, memorized the verse, or 

scheduled the appointment. But what I remember when I ride my bike or remind myself 

of the appointment next week is not the past event when the knowledge was acquired but 

a future engagement or a present activity. We can conclude that in this sense at least 

memory does not need to be of the past. 

 Despite the fact that Being and Nothingness does not include lengthy discussions 

on memory, the work manages to disrupt the simple correlation between memory and the 

past that we find in Aristotle’s declaration. It does so by showing, on the one hand, that 

(autobiographical) memory is not the primary mode of relating to the past and, on the 

other hand, by hinting at a possibility of memory which does not aim at the past, in the 

temporal sense of the term.  

 In his analysis of temporality, which is a structure of human reality, Sartre refers 

to the fact that memory severs humans from their past, rather than connects them to it. 

With regard to the relation between one and one’s past, he says, 
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…the past can be the object of a thesis for me, and indeed it is often 
thematized. But then it is the object of an explicit investigation, and in this 
case the For-itself affirms itself as not being this past which it posits. The 
past is not longer behind; it does not cease being past, but I myself cease 
to be the past. In the primary mode I was my past without knowing it (but 
by no means not without being consciousness of it); in the secondary 
mode I know my past but I no longer was it. (BN, 200) 

 

 
Memory and reflection are not the primary means by which we come or ought to come 

into contact with our past, according to Sartre. As cognitive relations to the past, 

remembrance and contemplation distance one from one’s past. However, Sartre’s claim 

rests on his understanding of the past as an existential structure or an inner determination 

of consciousness. Hence, to understand it we need to examine Sartre’s modification of 

the standard notion of the past. 

   

 Time, Being and Nothingness 

 

Sartre begins his analysis of temporality in Being and Nothingness with a rejection of the 

empirical-scientific view according to which time is a series of discrete moments that 

follow one another, a future moment that becomes present and then past. Faithful to the 

phenomenological legacy of Husserl, who said that “temporal apprehensions…are 

phenomenological data,”202 Sartre approaches the question of time from the perspective 

of human experience. This experience includes encounters with temporal objects, such as 

melodies, conversations, road trips, and temporal acts, such as hearing a melody and 

	  
202 E. Husserl, The Phenomenology of the Consciousness of Internal Time, p.6 
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seeing a house. According to Husserl, temporal objects and temporal acts endure and thus 

always involve reaching beyond the “now”, through phases of anticipation (protention) 

and preservation (retention). Sartre clearly derives his notion of temporality as an 

“original synthesis” (BN, 159) from Husserl. For him, as it was for Husserl, Past, present, 

and future are not self-enclosed moments sealed off from one another, but temporal 

dimensions that are dynamically related with each other.203  

 Sartre was also influenced by Heidegger’s emphasis on time as a qualitative and 

personal phenomenon, rather than an objective and impersonal “thing.”204 According to 

this existential notion of temporality, time is not a homogenous sequence that is 

indifferent to the events that take place in it; instead, it is the very structure of existence, 

the horizon through which one’s life unfolds. 205 Thus, for Heidegger, “the central 

	  
203 I discussed this point at further length in chapter 2. 

 
204 Indeed, for Heidegger, and later for Sartre, time, even cosmic, natural time that 

measures earthquakes, hurricanes, etc., depends on human beings. Heidegger says,  
 

There is, in itself, the possibility that humans not be at all. There indeed 
was a time when humans were not. But strictly speaking, we cannot say: 
there was a time when humans were not. In every time, humans were and 
are and will be, because time only temporalizes itself in so far as humans 
are. There is no time in which humans were not, not because humans are 
from eternity and to eternity, but rather because time is not eternity, and 
time only temporalizes itself in each case in every time as human-
historical. 
 

M. Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics, G. Fried and R. Polt (trans.), (Yale 
University Press, 2000), 88-89. Sartre reiterates, “Universal time comes into the world 
through the For-itself. The in-itself is not adapted to temporality precisely because it is 
in-itself and because temporality is the mode of unitary being in a being which is 
perpetually at a distance from itself for itself.” (BN, 279) 
 

205 William Blattner offers the useful distinction between natural-time, “the pure 
flow of clock-time,” and world-time or “the sequence of meaningfully articulated, 
everyday times”. While the first is conceptualized independently of human interests, the 
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problematic of all ontology is rooted in the phenomenon of time” and time is “the 

transcendental horizon for the question of being.”206 Similarly, according to Sartre “we 

cannot hope to elucidate the being of the for-itself until we have described and 

determined the significance of the temporal.” (BN, 158) In Sartre’s study of human 

existence, human reality “is itself apprehended as temporal” too (Ibid.) In other words, 

Sartre follows Heidegger in understanding time as pertaining to the very existence of the 

human being.  

 However, while for Heidegger the primordial temporal dimension is the future 

(since the futural being-toward-death enables us to grasp the human self in its totality), 

for Sartre the present is the locus point of human temporality. The present, he says, “is 

for-itself.” (BN, 175) It is the epitome of the fundamental nihilating activity the for-itself, 

since on the one hand it is (what is present, is) and on the other hand, it is not (since we 

are always too late in grasping it, it is the “infinitesimal instant” [BN, 176] between the 

past and the immediate future). Thus, the present always is in relation to that which it is 

not – past and future. To be present is to be in a relation, to have presence before 

something. Sartre concludes that the present “can be only the presence of the For-itself to 

being-in-itself.” (Ibid.) The non-being and lack of identity and substantially of 

consciousness bring things to be present before it. The other temporal dimensions, past 

and future, open up through the present or through the for-itself, which “…is not what is 
	  
latter is always understood in relation to human activities – “dinner time, bed time, rush 
hour, the Great Depression, the Cold War Era, the 1960s, and the like.” See W. Blattner, 
“Temporality,” in A Companion to Heidegger, H. L. Dreyfus and M. A. Wrathall (eds.), 
Malden: Blackwell, 2004, 316. 

 
206 Being and Time, pp. 40, 63 respectively. According to Heidegger, Dasein is 

temporal in essence. Since Dasein is thoroughly temporal it encounters things as temporal 
and its understanding of being is also temporal.    
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is (past) and it is what it is not (future).” (BN, 179) Moreover, since consciousness is 

always self-conscious it necessarily takes the form of presence-to-self and, Sartre 

continues, “it is as a revelation to itself that the For-itself is its past, as that which it has-

to-be-for-itself in a nihilating surpassing; and it is as a revelation to itself that it is a lack 

and that it is haunted by its future – that is by that which it is for itself down there at a 

distance.” (BN, 202)  

 Despite the fact that the present opens up the two other temporal dimensions, 

Sartre emphasizes that it has no ontological priority over the past and the future. It is 

therefore remarkable that Sartre ends up dedicating more time to explicating the meaning 

of the past than he does to the present or the future.207 Furthermore, he returns to the 

notion of the past in the forth section of Being and Nothingness, in the context of his 

discussion of human freedom in its most concrete manifestations. It seems, therefore, that 

despite Sartre’s remarks about the ontological equality of all three temporal ecstasies, 

there is much at stake in understanding humans’ relation to their past. 

  

 The Past 

 

Sartre’s analysis of the past begins with a question: “What is the being of a past being?” 

(BN, 160) He rejects the idea that the past is nothing or that it is no longer in being. This 

view, he claims, leads to the implausible conclusion that the past is present. For, if the 

past is no longer we can come into contact with it only through some present 

representation of it, like a present brain state, an image in the mind, or a photo in a book. 
	  

207 The analysis of the past takes up thirteen pages, compared to the six pages on 
the future, and three pages dedicated to the present.  
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But if this is the case then there is no way of accounting for the pastness of the past, for 

the fact that it is precisely not present but past. The quality of “pastness” is essential to 

personal recollection.208 Clearly, when a person recalls her past she is able to distinguish 

her present state or condition from the remembered episode in the past; the present 

activity and the past content do not lose their distinction.209 The distinction between the 

present and the past is precisely what turns this experience into an episode of recalling, 

rather than, say, of imagining.  

 Despite his rejection of the reduction of the past to a present representation, Sartre 

refuses to accept a solution such as Bergson’s, that grants the past “…a kind of honorary 

existence” (BN, 161). According to Bergson, the past still is; it only loses its efficacy and 

stays in its (past) place forever.210 The past loses its power, not its being; it remains 

virtual, inactive and unconscious. In other words, the past exists in-itself. Rather than 

solving the problem posed by the theory that the past is represented in the present, 

Bergson ends up replicating the problem, for he too cuts all connections between the 
	  

208 The English translation has “how are we to explain the passivity of memory” 
(BN, 160) which is clearly a mistake for the French reads “Mais si tout est présent, 
comment expliquer la passéiste du souvenir…” (EN, 143) 
 

209 Saint Augustine puzzles over this fact when he asks “how can it be that, when 
I am glad to remember sorrow that is past – how can it be that my mind is happy because 
of the joy that is in it and yet my memory is not sad by reason of the sadness that is in it?” 
The pastness of memory seems to introduce an element of alterity into consciousness, and 
this alterity in not explicable in terms of the present. See Saint Augustine, Confessions, R. 
S. Pine-Coffin (trans.), (London: Penguin, 1961), 220.  Sartre discusses this in The 
Imaginary in the context of the image theory and the relationship between memory and 
imagination. I have dealt with these issues in the third chapter.  

 
210 This reading is not unique to Sartre. Deleuze, for example, writes that for 

Bergson “The past…has ceased to act or be useful. But it has not ceased to be. Useless 
and inactive, impassive, it IS, in the full sense of the word…” See G. Deleuze, 
Bergsonism, Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam (trans.) (Brooklyn: Zone Books, 
1991), 55. 
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present and the past. If the past is unconscious past, it is unclear how it can “weave itself 

into the woof of our present consciousness.” (BN, 163)211 We end up with a past that is 

isolated in its pastness, severed from the present completely. And, Sartre continues, 

trying to meet this difficulty by granting the past a force of its own leads to the past 

losing its pastness, for at least its force has to be present.  

 Sartre offers a third way. The past is not something that one knows, but neither is 

it a substance that exists independently of the person. The past is something that one is, it 

pertains to the very being of consciousness. This entails that consciousness is not a thing 

among others that become past, since the past is not a container to which objects retire. 

Instead, the past is a function of the being of consciousness. In the second chapter I 

analyzed the temporal structure of consciousness and described experience in terms of a 

series of syntheses and separations of past, present, and future. The temporal character of 

consciousness is a pre-condition for experience, insofar as it enables the distinction 

between self and world and creates the enduring character of experience. This is the view 

I extracted from The Transcendence of the Ego, but it also underlines Sartre’s position in 

Being and Nothingness, where he says, for example, that the past is part of my experience 

since “it exists as a function of the kind of being that I am.” (EN, 154/BN, 163) In other 

words, the ability to distinguish past, present and future is rooted in the temporal nature 

of consciousness (the kind of being that I am). The past is mine not because I reproduce it 
	  

211 Sartre is misreading Bergson. Bergson does not claim that the past weaves 
itself into the present, but rather that the recalling agent plunges into the past. The 
movement is not from the past to the present, but rather from the present to the past. A 
second objection that Sartre raises is more successful in addressing Bergson’s theory. 
Since being is sheer fullness it cannot encompass an unconscious past that differs from it: 
“Being which is wholly exhausts itself in being; it has nothing to do with what is not, or 
with what is no longer.” (BN, 163) There is no room in the Sartrean plenum for the 
virtual past that Bergson posits. 



	  
	  

	   146 
	  

in my mind as a memory image, conferring on it my subjectivity. I am able to remember 

my past, indeed able to have a past that is mine, because mineness is “an ontological 

relation that unites the past with the present.” (Ibid.) 

 An “ontological” or “internal” relation is a relation that affects the very being of 

the terms in the relation. It is contrasted with “external relations” that “do not touch the 

inner nature of the being which is not what it is not.” (BN, 135) Relations, both internal 

and external, involve negation, for they require the ability to separate the related terms 

and distinguish between them. As such, relations are always introduced by consciousness, 

which is a negative force.  

 Sartre ultimately distinguishes between external and internal negations, which are 

two ways in which consciousness relates things to each other and to itself. In the case of 

external relations or negations “…a purely external bond [is] established between two 

beings by a witness.” (BN, 243) When I say, “A cup is not an inkwell” the origin of the 

relation is neither the cup nor the inkwell, but the person who relates the two together. In 

this case, “both of these objects are what they are, and that is all. The negation stands as a 

categorical and ideal connection which I establish between them without modifying them 

in any way whatsoever.” (Ibid.) Ownership is an example of such a relation since 

ordinarily the possessed and the possessor remain external to each other. Possession is an 

interesting example, since it is a model that is often used to conceptualize one’s relation 

to the past. Locke’s treatment of memory is a paradigmatic instance of this approach. The 

past is stored in the mind in the form of memories, which represent the past. These 

representations are a way of possessing the past. The self appropriates the past through 
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recollection, by virtue of which consciousness “…extends itself beyond present existence 

to what is past…owns and imputes to itself past actions.”212 

 Against this approach Sartre argues, “…the past can not be possessed by a present 

being which remains strictly external to it as I remain, for example, external to my 

fountain pen.” (BN, 166) Our memories, whether they are copies of the past or 

reconstructions of it, bring the past back into the present, but they are not the origin of the 

relationship between past and present since “the relation of the Present to the Past is a 

relation of being, not of representation.” (BN, 207) Sartre grants priority to the 

ontological relationship between humans and their pasts and sees the epistemological 

relationship, which autobiographical memory manifests, as derivative.  

 The past, says Sartre, “never appears isolated in its ‘pastness’…It is originally the 

past of this present.” (BN, 163) Descriptions of the past, such as “Paul in 1920 was a 

student at the Polytechnic School” (Ibid.) gain their meaning from the present to which 

they are internally linked. When we think about past events from the perspective of the 

past, then the events are present, not past. Thus, insofar as Paul was anything in 1920, 

“we must say of him – ‘he is’.” (Ibid.) The past requires perspective; more specifically, it 

requires the perspective of a present to which it is attributed. Hence, “it is at the extreme 

limit of his present that this man of forty ‘was’ a student at the polytechnic.” (BN, 165) It 

is the present self who was the man of thirty-years-old and twenty-years-old. “There is a 

past,” he says, “only for a present which can not exist without being its past – back there, 
	  

212 J. Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Peter H. Nidditch 
(ed.), (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975) 312. Edward Casey sees Locke as fathering the 
tendency to “speak of ‘possessing’ our memories and of ‘storing’ them as if they were 
privately acquired commodities, stamped somehow with our own proper names”. Casey, 
Remembering, 243. For Locke, says Casey, “…representations are private possessions…” 
251.  
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behind itself; that is only those beings have a past which are such that in their being, their 

past being is in question, those beings who have to be their past.” (BN, 167) The past 

comes into being through consciousness, which is defined as “presence to…” Only 

humans, whose being is relational and who endow the world with meaning, bring the past 

into existence.213 

 Does this amount to anything more than a play of words? We may question the 

legitimacy of moving from linguistic descriptions of tenses to a conclusion about the 

ontological structure of human temporality. After all, many things that were no longer 

are. If the past needs to be part of a present, how are we to make sense of talk about dead 

great-grandparents or the French revolution? In these cases both the subjects and the 

attributes we ascribe to them are past. To this Sartre replies that events and people are 

always contemporaneous with their attributes. They become past only from the 

	  
213 From the definition of time as ontological structure of the For-itself it follows 

that Being-in itself does not have a past, since it is an inert mass, indifferent to time or 
change. Time enters the world through human beings and so only human beings, qua 
meaning givers, have history. A similar line of thought is found in Collingwood, who in 
the context of analyzing the meaning of history argues that biological facts do not have 
histories, but human practices do:  
 

… a great many things which deeply concern human beings are not, and 
never have been, traditionally included in the subject matter of history. 
People are born, eat and breathe and sleep, and beget children and become 
ill and recover again, and die; and these things interest them, most of them 
at any rate, far more than art and science, industry and politics and war. 
Yet none of these things have been traditionally regarded as possessing 
historical interest. Most of them have given rise to institutions like dining 
and marrying and the various rituals that surround birth and death, 
sickness and recovery; and of these rituals and institutions people write 
histories; but the history of dining is not the history of eating, and the 
history of death-rituals is not the history of death. 
 

See R. G. Collingwood, The Principles of History, W. H. Dray and Jan Van der Dussen 
(eds.), (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 46. 
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perspective of the present. Hence the dead are past only from the perspective of those 

that survived them and only in the memories of those that survived them. In contrast, 

“those dead who have not been able to be saved and transported to the boundaries of the 

concrete past of a survivor are not past; they along with their past are annihilated.” (BN, 

166)  

 In a sense, humans are always “survivors;” humans survive their childhood and 

adolescence, dead friends and relatives, as well as more remote historical figures and 

ancient states. But model changes that we assign to survivors, which expressions like 

“has been” and “will become” designate, occur only in original temporality, not in 

psychic temporality (which appears to reflection). Present consciousness is what past 

consciousness used to be and past consciousness is what present consciousness used to be 

(and still is ecstatically).  

 Roger McLure offers a clear distinction between original and psychic temporality 

that sheds light on flow of original temporality. States, like anger, love, and hate, succeed 

one another. But while it can be the case that gloom will be succeeded by good mood, “it 

is not the case that today’s good mood is what yesterday’s gloom has been.”214 He quotes 

Sartre, who says on this topic, “while it is possible for the for-itself to be its own past, it 

would be absurd to require of my joy that it was the sadness which preceded it, even in 

the mode of ‘not being’ it.” (BN, 222-223) The moments of original temporality are 

related without being successive; hence, “…‘it is all at once’, not successively, that 

consciousness is its own past present and future.”215 If this logic is followed, it is easy to 

	  
214 R. McLure, The Philosophy of Time: Time before Times, (London and New 

York: Routledge, 2005), 35.  
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see how “I am the one by whom my past arrives in this world” (BN, 169-170); I am a 

living memorial to what I have been in the most literal sense: the scars on my body reveal 

the accidents that the child suffered, the stutter or the biting of the nails are signs for past 

insecurities, some skills are reminders of old desires (to speak many languages, to ride 

horses, etc.)  

 But, Sartre emphasizes, my present is not only limited to the preservation my own 

particular history, the story of my life from birth to this moment. I exist in a world and, as 

Sartre, says, “my past is past in the world, belonging to the totality of past being, which I 

am, which I flee.” (BN, 285) My past is part of the past of the world since my present is 

lived in the presence of others and is intertwined with their present. Thus, the point of 

view that I take on the past is often not idiosyncratic, but one which is pregnant with 

other perspectives (or the perspectives of others.) The past that I survived is not merely 

the previous instant; in fact, the past needs not have immediate contact with my present, 

for my present always participates in wider social circles which commemorate and 

preserve more distant pasts. 

 We can interpret Sartre as saying that objects gain historical meaning, or even 

become historical, only by being situated vis-à-vis others objects (or events.)216 Objects 

and events are situated thus in the present, which is the holding place for historical 

scenarios.217 As is evident from both personal memory and cultural practices, both of 

	  
215 Ibid., 36. 
 
216 This is an assumption that Sartre shares with structuralism, for instance the 

semiotics of Ferdinand de Saussure.   
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which contain selective processes of retaining and recalling the past, “being past” is not 

tantamount to having-been. My present, which is inseparable from the present of the 

wider circles of the family, city, and country, determines what eventually becomes part of 

my past. In this way, the past self that comes into existence in the present and the present 

self that determines itself as having a particular past are internally linked to broader 

temporal frameworks. Perhaps this is what Sartre means when he says that the for-itself, 

or the human person “is only as the unique individuality from which the process of 

historization cannot be separated.” (BN, 223) 

 

 Past, Facticity, and the Body  

 

“‘Facticity’ and ‘Past’ are two words to indicate one and the same thing” (BN, 173) says 

Sartre and adds later “the body…is the past.” (BN, 429) What are we to make of this 

tripartite equation of past-facticity-body? In his commentary on Being and Nothingness 

Joseph Catalano rejects the immediate identification of the past with facticity and the 

body, pointing out that “the past is facticity, but not every facticity is past; for example 

my environment is facticity.”218 However, Sartre indicates very clearly in the quote above 

as well as in other occasions that the three terms – facticity, past, and the body – are 

coextensive.219 Since Sartre identifies the past with facticity and with the body he endows 

	  
217 For a discussion of the socionemonic structures that create narratives within 

which past events are remembered see E. Zerubavel, Time Maps, (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2003).    

 
218 Catalano, A Commentary, 115. 
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the past with a unique meaning, which we would not ordinarily associate with the strictly 

temporal sense of being past.  

 Facticity is the term that Sartre uses to refer to the given, irreducible elements of 

human existence, such as “…climate and the earth, race and class, language, the history 

of the collectivity of which he [man] is part, heredity, the individual circumstances of his 

childhood, acquired habits, the great and small events of his life.” (BN, 619) These are so 

called facts that one did not chose and which determine one’s being, “…I am not ‘free’ 

either to escape the lot of my class, of my nation, of my family, or even to build up my 

own power or my fortune or to conquer my most insignificant appetites or habits” (Ibid.) 

One’s date of birth, nationality, language, one’s disabilities, social status, and parents 

appear as “absolute facts” or factors that serve as the starting point for any actions and 

decisions that one can make. In this respect, facticity is the opposite of human freedom, 

for it provides “the ‘limitations’ which my factual situation would impose on my free 

choice of myself.” (Ibid.)  

 However, as Howard Burkle nicely argues, facticity is not only the opposite of 

freedom, it is “also its necessary concomitant.”220 Facticity is the horizon upon which 

human activity, which Sartre identifies with freedom and negation, emerges “…freedom 

can be truly free only by constituting facticity as its own restriction.” (BN, 636) By 

limiting freedom facticity renders it possible, since facticity defines the contours upon 
	  

219 “The past, in fact, like facticity, is the invulnerable contingency of the in-itself 
which I have to be, without any possibility of not being it” (BN, 173) and also “…the 
body as facticity is the past…the past, contingency, the necessity of a point of 
view…such is the body.” (BN, 431) 

 
220 H. Burkle, “Jean-Paul Sartre: Social Freedom in Critique de la Raison 

Dialectique,” The Review of Metaphysics, 19(4), 1966, 753. See also my discussion in 
chapter 3 of this dissertation. 
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which choice and action become intelligible and upon which the negations of 

consciousness, its freedom, gain meaning.221  

 But how does facticity coincide with the past, if many of its elements, like 

language, height, nationality, are present? Should we conclude with Joseph Catalano that 

“the past is facticity, but not every facticity is past”?222 It seems to me that Sartre has a 

non-orthodox sense of past, according to which the past is not only that which is replaced 

by the present or what came before the present. Indeed, in a crucial sense the past is only 

in the present (since, as we saw in the previous section, the past is only attributed to 

present beings). Sartre borrows Hegel’s statement “Wesen ist was gewesen ist” (essence 

is what has been) to capture this peculiar sense, and I shall follow him in trying to 

explicate it.  

 Everything I am, says Sartre, is past insofar as the only way that I can be 

something is by suppressing it and so passing it. This follows from his definition of 

human consciousness as a non-substantial absolute; consciousness is not a thing, it is a 

relation to things, a movement toward what is other than itself.223 As long as it is in flight, 

consciousness is nothingness; it “…constitutes itself outside in terms of the thing as the 

	  
221 Sartre has two senses of freedom. According to the first, freedom is an 

ontological characteristic of consciousness, in the sense that consciousness never 
coincides with the object of which it is conscious and that it is the source of all meaning, 
a determining force rather than a determined entity. The second sense is the traditional 
sense of “freedom of obtaining”, according to which to be free means to lack obstacles in 
your way, to be able to realize that which you chose. Sartre explicitly distinguishes 
between the two, when he says, “…‘to be free’ [in the ontological sense] does not mean 
‘to obtain what one wished’ but rather ‘by oneself to determine oneself to wish’ (in the 
broad sense of choosing). In other words, success is not important to freedom.” (BN, 621) 

 
222 Catalano, A Commentary, 115 
 
223 I analyzed this position in the second chapter and I shall not return to it here.  
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negation of that thing…It ‘is’ in the mode of the For-itself; that is, as a separated existent 

inasmuch as it reveals itself as not being being.” (BN, 179) In other words, as long as it is 

“conscious-of…” consciousness is a perpetual relation, a differentiation, and lacks 

coincidence with what it is conscious of. But consciousness can desire to reveal itself as 

being, despite the fact that it is non-being. Reflection is such an attempt, an attempt from 

the side of consciousness to objectify itself and catch a glimpse of itself as an object. The 

reflective movement causes consciousness to arrest its intentional activity. On the 

unreflective level objects appear to consciousness as desirable, as attractive or repulsive, 

etc. As Sartre say in the context of his study of human emotions, “emotional 

consciousness is, at first, consciousness of the world.” (E, 72) But reflection “poisons 

desire” (TE, 59). Reflection turns desire into love, repulsion into hate, it turns non-

reflective conscious activity into a static state. This means that I am happy or sad only 

when I reflect on a former immediate relation to an object (such as the delight or in 

seeing someone). But insofar that reflection causes a split in consciousness, between the 

consciousness reflected upon and the reflecting consciousness, consciousness never 

coincides with its happiness or sadness. I can never be happy since the moment that I 

reflect on the joy that I am, I am no longer just joy.  

 Consequently, facticity is past not only when it is overcome and replaced by new 

conditions, as happens for example when one learns a new language, undergoes plastic 

surgery, or moves to a new country. These new conditions themselves become part of the 

facticity-structure. Moreover, facticity does not amount to obstacles that need to be 

overcome, such as disabilities and poverty. Most of the time the “facts” of facticity are 

positive and comforting features that grant a person a sense of belonging, to a family, a 
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country, age group, etc. Both the positive and the negative elements are my actuality, 

they make up who I am - a woman, an engineer, a stutterer. These elements are past since 

they are defined, concluded and exhausted and in this respect stand in sharp contrast to 

the constant movement and relationality that characterizes human agency.  

 Sartre does not think that recollection (or what he calls “thetic memory”) is the 

primary means of relating to the past. Since the past is part of one’s being one is always 

conscious of the past. But since “consciousness of…” is not necessarily tantamount to 

“knowledge of…” we may only have implicit awareness of the past. “Someone may ask 

how I can be conscious of my Past if it is not in the thetic mode,” asks Sartre and 

immediately replies, “Yet the Past is there constantly. It is the very meaning of the object 

which I look at and which I have already seen…It is the origin and the springboard of all 

my actions; it is that constantly given destiny of the world which allows me to orient 

myself and to get my bearing…” (BN, 200-201) There is a non-thetic awareness of the 

past, which is an immediate relation that I have to my being and to the world in which I 

find myself.224  

 This non-thetic awareness comes very close to Bergson’s habit memory, which is 

“part of my present, exactly like my habit of walking or of writing; it is lived and acted 

rather than represented.”225 The proximity to Bergson can explain Sartre’s decision to 

associate the past with the body, since the body is the medium through which this 
	  

224 Jameson explains in his earliest study of Sartre’s work that humans assume 
their past by the way they live it, be it by dedicating themselves to the past or by ignoring 
it. He says, “…the past is always assumed: we are not free to have no attitude toward 
it…we always lend the changeless facts meaning in terms of the lives lead and even the 
forgetting of them, as Freud showed, is a relationship to them.” F. Jameson, Sartre: The 
Origin of a Style, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1961), 14. 

 
225 Bergson, Matter and Memory, 81. 
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memory, habit-memory, comes into being. The body, through this form of memory, “no 

longer represents our past to us;” but rather “acts it,” as Bergson says in a way that Sartre 

later echoes.226 Indeed the body has its own memory, which does not “conserve bygone 

images, but…prolongs their useful effects into the present moment.”227 But while for 

Bergson habit memory is a bodily mechanism, in which sediments of past perceptions 

activate the organism and determine it to action without any consciousness, for Sartre the 

body is conscious through and through and the ways that it navigates its environment and 

opens itself to the world expresses the choice of consciousness. It is true that “the past is 

human reality as it approaches the in-itself, that is, as it approaches the identity of a 

thing.”228 However, consciousness or for-itself never coincides with brute being (in-

itself), and, as I hope to have shown in my analysis of The Transcendence of the Ego in 

the third chapter, habits and patterns of behavior are organized and become meaningful 

patterns by an act of negation. Hence, there is always a necessary lack of coincidence 

between a person and her past. 

  

 Existential Memory 

 

This finally leads us to the discussion of existential memory, which provides a solution 

for the problem of the tension between freedom and facticity, consciousness and being 
	  

226 Ibid., 82. 
 
227 Ibid. 
 
228 Catalano, A Commentary, 114. Perhaps because of this, Sartre says in 

Notebooks for an Ethics “Good habits: they are never good, because they are habits.” 
NFE, 4. By this Sartre means that habit congeals the fluidity of consciousness and keeps 
it captive by the self.   
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that is central to human existence according to Sartre. Existential memory refers neither 

to recollection nor to habitual responses. Instead this memory is a kind of sensitivity or 

insightfulness. I do not assign this meaning randomly; the EOD identifies “being 

mindful” as one of the two meanings of the Latin “memoria,” from which the 

contemporary notion of “memory” originates.  

 Returning to the question of the unity of the project and the possibility of making 

explicit the totality that is one’s life, we saw that there is a constant danger of 

misunderstanding one’s project and of construing one’s life narrative as a story of either 

pure freedom (breaking from the past and re-inventing oneself) or pure facticity (being 

the product of one’s time, family, etc.) Such misunderstandings are themselves part of a 

project and Sartre is right to note that there are projects of bad-faith. How can memory, 

let alone a kind of mindfulness to which we give the name “existential memory” remedy 

this?  

 No Exit, which was published three years after Being and Nothingness presents an 

attempt to think about the relationship between these opposite terms that frame human 

life. The three protagonists in the play, Garcin, Inez and Estelle, meet each other for the 

first time in hell, a room with second Empire Furniture in which they are destined to pass 

the rest of their “lives” as dead together. The play is usually interpreted as an enactment 

of the problem of social relations, so aptly summarized by Garcin’s claim in the final 

scene that “hell is other people.”229 The relationship between self and others is no doubt a 

	  
229 See, for example: Eugene H. Falk, “No Exit and Who’s Afraid of Virginia 

Woolf: A Thematic, Studies in Philology, 67(3), 1970, 406-417; Lucien Goldmann, “The 
Theatre of Sartre,” Sandy MacDonald (trans.), The Drama Review, 15(1), 1970, 102-119; 
Michael Wreszin, “Jean-Paul Sartre: Philosopher as Dramatist,” The Tulane Drama 



	  
	  

	   158 
	  

central axis of the play; the look of the other both tortures and arouses the characters 

whose desire to have their values affirmed by the others and so become objectified by 

them is just as strong as their resentment for their dependence on the others. Caught in 

hell forever, the three are doomed to repeat their struggles with one another without a 

hope of reconciliation or escape. 

 No less important to the play is the question of the meaning of one’s fundamental 

project and the possibility of seeing the project as a whole. As Colin Davis aptly put it, 

the characters in No Exit, although dead and unable to act, “…continue to agonize over 

the meaning of their lives.”230 Garcin, Inez and Estelle tell and retell each other the story 

of their lives and the reasons for their deaths. They revisit their lives by reflecting back 

on them and as they do so they constantly shift and relocate the meaning of their actions. 

When Estelle observes that Garcin seems so distant and contemplative, he explains, “I 

was setting my life in order.” (NE, 12) As the play progresses he tells the others about his 

life, attempting to extract its meaning from his actions and behaviors and answer the 

question, why is he in hell? First, he portrays himself as man of principles, an editor of a 

pacifist paper who was shot to death, married to a woman whom he “…rescued...from – 

from the gutter.” (NE, 16) But then, without really contradicting these two facts, he 

claims that he is a brute that earned his place in hell because he treated his wife 

abominably. (NE, 24) However, the focus quickly shifts from his descriptions of his 

marriage infidelities to the story of his betrayal of his ideals. He admits to having run 

	  
Review, 5(3), 1961, 34-57; Martin Jarrett-Kerr, “The Dramatic Philosophy of Jean-Paul 
Sartre,” The Tulane Drama Review, 1(3), 1957, 41-48. 

 
230 Colin Davis, “Sartre and the Return of the Living Dead,” Sartre Studies 

International, 11, 2006, 222. 
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away from the war, preferring escape to imprisonment. (NE, 37) But then again, was it a 

betrayal? Instead of going to jail he intended to escape to Mexico and start a pacifist 

journal there, fighting for his cause. He describes his “aim in life,” his “leading motive” 

as the desire to be “a real man”: a man of values, a committed man. And he wonders “can 

one possibly be a coward when one’s deliberately courted danger at every turn? And can 

one judge a life by a single action?” (NE, 43) He is not a coward, he decides; he 

deliberately chose the hardest path in life and “a man is what he wills himself to be” 

(Ibid.) He willed himself to be a man of principles, a real man, the problem is that he 

“died too soon…wasn’t allowed time to – to do my deeds.” (Ibid.) Similarly to Garcin, 

Inez and Estelle recount episodes from their lives, talk about their deaths and offer 

explanations for their presence in hell. Stories follow one another and the three gradually 

reveal more facts about their lives to the others, and yet a final truth does not come to 

light and their thoughts about their lives remain unsettled.  

 How have Garcin, Inez and Estelle “sinned”? Why are they in hell? It is clear that 

Sartre does not judge these characters to eternal life of torture because of crimes, 

Garcin’s cowardice, Inez’s cruelty, and Estelle infanticide. Instead of being culpable of 

not following normative values, they are at fault for failing, at different degrees, to 

account for their lives and by so doing assume responsibility for their project.231  

	  
231 In “Authenticity, Love and the Reality of Hell: An Existentialist Ethics,” 

Sheila M. Bruening claims that the real “crime” that the three have committed is reifying 
consciousness and seeking refuge in a solid and unchangeable self. In this respect, 
Bruening’s interpretation supplements my reading, since the project of being a self is an 
attempt to be an in-itself. Thus, one’s relation to the past is distorted and the possibility of 
living through the past rather than coinciding with it or fleeing from it is lost. See Sheila 
M. Bruening, “Authenticity, Love and the Reality of Hell: An Existentialist Ethics,” 
Dialogue, 19, 1977, 40-51. 
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 Consider Garcin again. Garcin’s “crime” is not that of forgetfulness – he sees his 

past clearly before him and gradually reveals it to the others. But neither is he guilty of 

lying or misrepresenting his past. He married a poor woman and lifted her from the 

gutters and also abused her; he was a pacifist but was also afraid of going to jail for 

refusing to serve in the war. The facts that Garcin discloses do not contradict one another. 

Rather they add up to a complicated picture of man, where principles comingle with 

cowardice, solidarity with misanthropy. Contradicting facts often make up one’s life 

story. Furthermore, Sartre showed in Being and Nothingness that we never encounter the 

past in its purity. The role of memory is not to deliver events as they were, but to 

reconstruct past events based on present engagements and future orientations. For this 

reason, even if Garcin distorts his past in his memories he is not guilty of lying. All he 

really does is reveal his present outlook on past events.  

 Instead of being guilty of forgetting the past or misrepresenting it, Garcin’s real 

“crime,” a crime shared by both Estelle and Inez, is being forgetful of his very being, 

which is nothingness, a constant movement between freedom and facticity.232 Garcin errs 

on the side of freedom, when he says for example, “A man is what he wills himself to 

be,” (NE, 43) whereas Inez and Estelle err on the side of facticity (“my life is in perfect 

order, it tidied itself nicely of its own accord” as Inez says at one point in the play [NE, 

13].) Their memories of their past are quite vivid and they share them with the others. 

	  
232 Terry Keefe discusses the relationship between Sartre’s concept of 

responsibility and the discovery of one’s facticity and freedom (or as he puts it, the 
assumption of one’s facticity and freedom). For him, this is revealing of the prescriptive 
position that Sartre takes up in his early philosophy. See T. Keefe, “The Ethical Concept 
of ‘Assuming’ in the Existential Philosophy of Sartre and Beauvoir,” French 
Existentialism: Consciousness, Ethics and Relations with Others, J. Giles (ed.), 
(Amsterdam and Atlanta: Rodopi, 1999), 87-106. 
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However, for Sartre, memory of facts is not tantamount to memory of facticity. Since 

facticity itself is not a fact; rather it is a structure through which one develops and comes 

to have a life. Existential memory is the ability to stay attuned to one’s existence and in 

this sense it involves remembering exactly nothing, or nothingness. In other words, it is a 

kind of mindfulness to the ambiguity that characterizes human existence, an 

understanding that one is never really a “coward” or a “sincere man” because one’s life 

never reaches this degree of absolute self-coincidence.233  

 The notion of existential memory nicely dovetails with the idea that the past is not 

only what has been but also what is, in the form of facticity and the body. Thus, what one 

needs to remember is not some episode from which one is separated by time, something 

that “has been.” Such episodes are called upon by recollection and collected in diaries, 

which only objectify the past and distance it from the person. Existential memory, on the 

other hand, is an ongoing effort to conceive one’s freedom as “the choice of an end in 

terms of the past” while still realizing that the past “is what it is only in relation to an end 

chosen.” (BN, 639) In other words, existential memory as “the perpetual putting into 

question of the past” (BN, 643) concerns the future no less than the past. Existential 

memory “the unveiling of the past” in which,  

 

 …the For-itself acknowledges itself as being the Past and is separated 
from it only by its nature as For-itself, which can be nothing. Thus the past 
is not made a thesis, and yet the Past is not immanent in the For-itself. It 
haunts the For-itself at the very moment that the For-itself acknowledges 
itself as not being this or that particular thing. The Past is not the object of 

	  
 233 It is only death that “changes life into destiny,” Sartre says, quoting Malraux. 
(BN, 169) However, he is not willing to grant the characters in No Exit the freedom to 
turn their lives into a destiny, perhaps because when we see them on stage they still act 
and so still contribute to the formation of their projects. 
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the regard of the For-itself. This translucent regard is directed to itself 
beyond the thing, toward the future. The Past as a thing which one is 
without positing it, as that which haunts without being observed, is being 
the For-itself, outside the thematic field which is before the For-itself as 
that which it illuminates. The Past is “posited opposite” the For-itself and 
assumed as that which the For-itself has to be without being able either to 
affirm or deny or thematize or absorb it. (BN, 200) 

 

 

Against this kind of remembering we find existential forgetfulness, which is not a 

forgetting of details from one’s past but an attempt one makes to claim “the atemporality 

of the absolute coincidence with himself.” (BN, 202) A man with meticulous memory is 

not cured from this kind of forgetfulness, since, as the story of the characters in No Exit 

demonstrates, one can confront the “facts” about one’s past and yet remain utterly 

forgetful with respect to the way in which those facts form a whole and significant life 

story.  

 Since existential remembering is not a matter of knowledge or cognition it cannot 

be evaluated in terms of truth or falsehood, checked against the background of facts, of 

what did and did not happen. In the fourth chapter I suggested that Sartre is less 

concerned with memory’s veracity since he conceptualizes memory as a creative and 

imaginative activity that constructs rather than mimics the past.234 An alternative, or 

rather additional explanation is now available.  

 Sartre is indifferent to the “brute fact” of the past or to the original event because 

even when such a fact shows itself “it is always in and through a project which includes 

the appearance of this matter in its purity.” (BN, 640) The project itself can be in bad 
	  

234 I also claimed that Sartre thinks of recollections as always false, in a sense, 
since the introduction of a self into experience distorts its original, non-egological 
character. But if recollection is always false, then it is, in a way, never false, since there is 
no truth against which the falsity of memory can be checked.  
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faith; there are those “…whose project implies the rejection of time and a narrow 

solidarity with the past” (BN, 646) and yet others who “posit the past as [that with which 

they are] not to be associated” and who thereby “affirm…total freedom.” (BN, 646) Both 

poles of behaviors represent a kind of forgetfulness that is remedied by existentially 

remembering one’s existence.235  

 In Notebooks for an Ethics Sartre is preoccupied with the question of the 

possibility of being attuned to one’s being (or nothingness), which for him is the question 

of the possibility of authenticity. Sartre says that the answer for “the new way man has of 

existing his existence” (NFE, 474), that is, the answer for the question of authenticity, is 

“already…found underlying the dialectic of bad faith.” (Ibid.) And he continues to 

observe that “…the existent is a project and reflection is the project of taking up this 

project.” (NFE, 479) In other words, for Sartre authenticity (which he specifically 

identifies in the notebooks with reflection) is a project of repossessing one’s original 

project or of seizing the unifying structure of one’s life. In Notebooks for an Ethics Sartre 

comes very close to articulating the notion of existential memory, when he says that 

remembering one’s being “…makes this project [the project which is each person’s life] 

one’s own, not through identification or appropriation but by consent and forming a 

covenant.” (Ibid.)  

 At this point, one is again reminded of Sartre’s objection to and rejection of 

autobiographical memory as a genuine access point to one’s own being. Recollection 
	  

235 As Lewis R. Gordon effectively shows, the possibility of bad faith depends on 
its failure. The contradiction of bad faith must be possible otherwise bad faith would not 
involve self-deception, it would be “true or at least consistently held.” See: L.R. Gordon, 
“Sartre and Fanon on Embodied Bad Faith,” Sartre on the Body, K. J. Morris (ed.), (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 186. 
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appropriates the past and seeks to coincide with it (think of Locke’s formulation of 

personal identity as the coincidence between the one who remembers and the one 

remembered. I am the same person as the past one if I can remember the past episodes of 

the past person). Insofar as recollection is instrumental to the creation of the self, it aids 

us in our attempts to gain solidarity with our pasts and enables us to make the past into a 

stable point of departure, the cause of actions, qualities, and states. 

 Perhaps, then, the real question is how to cultivate the kind of memory that does 

not appropriate the past and that allows one to achieve such an attunement to one’s 

being.236 Sartre does not provide a direct answer to this question, but it seems that he was 

occupied with it himself. In Notebooks for an Ethics he says, “I have shown how an 

accessory reflection is possible beginning from the prereflective. Now I have to show 

how pure reflection is possible beginning from impure reflection…” (NFE, 5) The notion 

of “pure reflection” first makes its appearance in few brief remarks that Sartre makes in 

the Transcendence of the Ego. Later, in Being and Nothingness Sartre uses the notion 

again in the context of the analysis of human temporality and in Notebooks for an Ethics 

he explores its ethical implications. In his attempt to develop the notion of pure reflection 

Sartre shows concern for the possibility of authenticity and its relation to memory and so 

we can use this concept as a bridge to our notion of “existential memory.” 

 In contrast to impure or accessory reflection, which gives a distorted image of the 

consciousness reflected on, pure reflection is “…the simple presence of the reflective for-

itself to the for-itself reflected on.” (BN, 218) Ordinary or impure reflection objectifies 
	  

236 David Jopling observes that “Lucidity and self-awareness are prized virtues in 
Sartre’s philosophical psychology, but they are hard-won, and generally tend to elude the 
more deliberate attempts to secure them.” Self-Knowledge and the Self, 82. 
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the reflected and shows it as if from a distance. For this reason Sartre thinks of the person 

who reflects on her experience in such a way as a person who “lives” only the reflective, 

for what she is reflecting on (the reflected) is already gone.237 As we saw in the fourth 

chapter and in the first sections of this chapter, this kind of reflection is responsible for 

the emergence of a self. Impure reflection reifies experience, separates “then” from 

“now,” and enables the thematical ordering of experience and the emergence of a history, 

which is the story of the self. Contrary to that, pure reflection purifies consciousness of 

the presence of the self and allows the restoration of the original temporal conscious 

field. If we understand pure reflection as mindfulness of one’s existence, an awareness of 

existence without its objectification, then it becomes clear that in thinking about the 

possibility of pure reflection, Sartre is in a way occupied with the question of existential 

memory.  

 Returning to the problem that Sartre discusses in the above mentioned quote from 

the Notebooks for an Ethics, where he says that he intends to show that pure reflection is 

possible out of impure reflection, we can now formulate it in the terms introduced in this 

dissertation: we know that recollection can contaminate freedom, and yet from impure 

reflection emerges the possibility of seeing the truth of one’s being; from memory of 

facts emerges the memory of facticity. When one is so attuned to being (or to one’s 

nothingness) one’s life becomes a meaningful and unified whole and one knows that she 

is the originator of its meaning. One who develops this kind of attunement can reconcile 
	  

237 Yiwei Zheng gives a useful example of reflecting on yesterday’s toothache: 
“When I reflect upon the toothache I had yesterday…I live only the reflective, my 
reflecting the toothache. The reflected on, my experience of the toothache, is something I 
lived yesterday but no longer live at the moment of reflection.” Y. Zheng, “On Pure 
Reflection in Sartre’s Being and Nothingness”, Sartre Studies International, 7(1), 2001, 
27. 
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the inertness of the past with the openness of the future, and of a person who does so 

Sartre says that he “…has no longer feels either remorse or regret or excuse.” (BN, 711) 

In other words, this person is able to see the past without identifying with or 

appropriating it on the one hand, and without being alienated from it, on the other hand. 

Unlike existential memory, ordinary recollection, which turns the past into one’s essence 

and so allows one to identify with the past, gives rise to remorse and regret as though one 

never separated from one’s past deeds. Hence, the problem with ordinary memory is that 

it contributes to our inability to view the past without reducing our being to it.  

 Unlike personal recollection or autobiographical memory, existential memory 

allows us to view the past without reducing ourselves to it, or rather see it not as the 

cause of our actions but as a manifestation of our manner of existing. Hence, existential 

memory can be a fitting term to think of the form of authenticity that Sartre is after. This 

is a fugitive form of authenticity; one which, as Jameson rightfully observes, “…is 

never…a state which one can somehow achieve and in which once can then dwell and 

preserve: it is a precarious space conquered from the swamp of inauthenticity itself.”238 

Unlike recollection of facts or events that culminates in a fixed state – a memory image, 

an intention toward a defined past object – existential memory is not a state but an 

ongoing activity. Remembering one’s being, or one’s nothingness, is an activity that one 

can never fully exhaust. Unlike recollection, which terminate when the right “fact” comes 

to mind (as my search for a forgotten name ceases when I recall that missing name), 

existential memory requires an ongoing attunement to the manner in which one lives.

	  
238 F. Jameson, Valences of the Dialectic, (London: Verso, 2009), 239 
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CHAPTER 6 
 
 

CONCLUSION: MEMORY AND AUTHENTICITY  
  

 

 Existential Memory Reconsidered   

 

In the five preceding chapters I have tried to portray a movement in Sartre’s thought, 

from conceptualizing memory in mimetic terms to understanding it as a creative and 

imaginative activity and finally to providing a way to theorize remembering as an 

existential activity, a manner of existing, an open possibility to attend one’s past, present, 

and future authentically.  

 The account of the different and sometimes conflicting ways in which Sartre deals 

with memory leads to three main conclusions: first, it becomes clear that according to 

Sartre consciousness is never instantaneous and its unity and individuality hinges on 

memory, or the capacity to retain the past in the present. Thus, contrary to how the 

Sartrean consciousness is often portrayed by Sartre scholars, who argue that Sartre’s 

emphasis on freedom excludes it from being determined and conditioned by the past, I 

showed that the past is crucial for consciousness and that memory renders conscious 

experience possible. Second, I argued that Sartre understands memory not only in 

cognitive terms but also in ethical terms. In the third and fourth chapters I showed that 

recollection is crucial for the emergence of selfhood and that it thus has the possibility of 
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aiding consciousness in evading its own freedom, consequently leading to bad faith. 

Third, and lastly, I claimed that Sartre’s work could be used to construe an alternative 

conception of memory, to which I gave the name “existential memory.” Using Sartre’s 

theory of temporality and the past I defined existential memory as the memory of one’s 

existence, that is, memory of the past which is “…the very structure of my existence” 

(NFE, 154) or an awareness of the interplay between freedom and facticity, the very 

configuration through which life develops. Existential memory is not memory of facts or 

past experiences; rather it is a kind of mindfulness, an attunement without attachment to 

the movement of experience through time; an awareness of the varied ways in which the 

past shapes and defines who one is and a concomitant attentiveness to the ways in which 

one appropriates and challenges the circumstances that define her.  

 By presenting the interplay between memory and imagination in the third chapter 

and analyzing the ways in which memory partakes in the emergence of selfhood in the 

fourth chapter, I tried to highlight a tension in Sartre’s thought on memory. Sartre 

oscillates between thinking of memory in mimetic terms, as a reproduction or copy of 

past experience, and thinking of memory as a free and dynamic reconstruction of the past 

and memories as manifestations of one’s present projects and agendas.  

 In the fifth chapter I tried to account for the tension in Sartre’s thought by 

suggesting that Sartre’s basic intuition is that memory as a whole, in the form of 

recollection and reflection on a past which is no longer (be it the past itself or a 

reconstruction of it), binds consciousness to the past or a self and so ossifies 

consciousness and causes it to congeal. The characters in No Exit, who constantly ponder 

their past, telling and retelling it to others, exemplify the flight from freedom that 
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memory affords. The nostalgic person, who sees the past presented by memories as an 

irretrievable good to which he longs to return and the rancorous person, who refuses to 

forget the past and acts as though time does not separate him from the past, are both in 

bad faith since they understand their present only in terms of the past. But a person who 

alienates himself from his past and is indifferent to his memories, seeing them as no more 

than pictures of a past that is gone and suppressed by a new present, is in no less in bad 

faith; for he understands himself as pure transcendence and fails to acknowledge that 

even negation of the past is still a relationship to it.  

 Instead of giving up on memory as a meaningful way to relate to the past I used 

Sartre’s work to develop a third way of thinking about memory and our relationship to 

the past. I call this third alternative “existential memory.” Existential, since it is a 

relationship to one’s existence; it is an awareness of the movement of existence and the 

development of life through facticity and freedom. But why is this awareness a form of 

memory? One may justly wonder if the term is appropriate, after all this awareness does 

not seem to share any of the features of ordinary memory; it is not directed toward 

particulars or that which is no longer. Existential memory is not memory of facts, like my 

memory of my 25th birthday or the memory of the smell of his perfume, and it is 

therefore not a cognitive relationship to one’s past (to “remember that” means to have a 

form of knowledge, but since existential memory is not memory of facts it is not a form 

of knowledge). Instead it is a manner of attending one’s being, which is nothingness.239  

	  
239 But, once again, freedom or nothingness leads me back to my facticity and 

“[t]he assumption of my freedom must, of course, be accompanied by that of my 
facticity.” (WD, 114) 
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 I use the term memory since Sartre hints to the kind of attunement to existence 

that existential memory achieves in his analysis of the past, where he tells us that 

ordinary memory or reflection does not reveal the original meaning of the past. While 

recollection (what Sartre refers to by the term accessory reflection) arrests the flow of 

time and objectifies the past, turning it into a series of discrete states (past joy, past 

happiness, etc.) existential memory apprehends the flow of time without objectifying it. 

Thus, it captures the very structure of being or the interplay between freedom and 

facticity through which life unfolds. Existential memory is very close to Sartre’s notion 

of pure reflection, which “apprehends temporality and reveals it as the unique and 

incomparable mode of being of a selfness – that is, as historicity.” (BN, 221)  

 And yet, despite the fact that I chose the term memory because I want to designate 

an awareness of one’s past, I have to admit that my usage of the term is not conventional. 

Existential memory is a form of awareness, attunement or mindfulness not to this or that 

fact, but to facticity itself, which is not a fact but the very structure of humans’ being. 

Memory thus construed becomes an ethical rather than cognitive activity. One can 

perhaps hear resonance of the biblical “zechor”, the imperative to remember the covenant 

between god and its people.240 It is perhaps not coincidental then that Sartre uses the term 

“covenant” when he discusses the possibility of existing authentically.  

	  
240 The fourth commandment calls Israel to “remember the Sabbath day and keep 

it holy.” One is obliged to remember in actions, and the content of memory is not 
something that has passed and is no longer in existence, but a continuous manner of 
existing, a manner of existing that defines one’s moral life. Sabbath itself is a sign for the 
covenant between god and men, as the verse of Shabbat prayer demonstrates: “god gave 
us His kadosh Shabbat as a heritage, a remembrance of creation. For that day is the 
prologue to the kadosh convocations, a memorial of the Exodus from Mitzrai'im.”   
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 In remembering one’s existence one moves from the plane of living pre-

reflectively to discovering one’s manner of existing in an act of pure reflection. Sartre 

describes the effects of pure reflection, or existential memory in Notebooks for an Ethics, 

saying that it “…makes this project [the project which is each person’s life] one’s own, 

not through identification or appropriation but by consent and forming a covenant.” 

(NFE, 479) In other words, authenticity (identified in the notebooks with pure reflection) 

is a project of repossessing one’s original project or of seizing one’s existence.241  

 In other words, Sartre suggests that by attending one’s life in an authentic manner 

one enters into a covenant with oneself.  Remembrance of existence does not lead one to 

appropriate the past (as recollection does according to Locke, for instance) but rather to 

form a sort of obligation toward it (“forming a covenant”). Thus, remembering 

existentially means more than forming a relation with the past; it implies an obligation to 

continue to remember. In other words, in remembering existence one remembers not only 

backward but also forward, into the future. This is where the memory and responsibility 

meet. Whereas memories of the concrete past come and go, often without summation, 

memory of facticity, memory of one’s existence is something that one assumes and 

therefore can be responsible for.  

 I offer to think of existential memory as a form of authenticity, keeping in line 

with the interpretation of authenticity as a relation to one’s own being, rather than to the 

contents or elements that compose one’s life.242 By becoming attuned to my existence I 

	  
241 David Joping sees this as the responsibility humans have to assume their own 

existence. This assumption, also referred to as existential self-understanding, involves a 
movement from the ontic to the ontological level. On this distinction see Self-Knowledge 
and the Self, 84-86. 
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live it from within, as mine and not as though it happens to another. Memory calls me 

back to myself and reminds me that while I am given a past and a history, these gain 

meaning only through the choices that I make, only by virtue of my freedom.  

 One problem that the account of memory as authenticity faces is that it turns the 

two, memory and authenticity, into formal principles that are indifferent to contents. In 

this respect, it might be argued that this kind of authenticity cannot really serve as an 

ethical standard. While the question of the relationship between authenticity and the good 

is a separate question that I cannot address in this dissertation, I hope that my analysis of 

selfhood, in particular the form of bad-faith that Sartre identifies with the desire for self-

coincidence, sheds some light on the ethical dimensions of authenticity.  

 Despite the formality of authenticity, it is clear that for Sartre some ways of living 

and self-understanding cannot be evaluated as authentic, even if one only uses a structural 

formulation of authenticity. There can be no “authentic Nazi” or “authentic racist” since 

Nazism and racism are forms of bad faith that exclude authenticity. In fact, Sartre 

explicitly argues for this point in Anti-Semite and Jew, where he claims that the anti-

Semite, unlike the man of reason, is not “open” but rather attracted “by the durability of 

the stone.” (ASJ, 18) Anti-Semitism and other forms of racisms manifest “the effort to 

hide from human reality, the effort to hide from ourselves” and so rather than indicating 

the possibility of authentically choosing a value, racism indicates “the ossification of 

human reality into a monadic entity identical with any one aspect of its assumed duality,” 

	  
242 J. Kieran defines authenticity in this manner in “French Existential Ethics and 

the Creation of Value,” French Existentialism – Consciousness, Ethics, and Relations 
with Others, J. Giles (ed.), (Amsterdam and Atlanta: Rodopi, 1999), 63. 



	  
	  

	   173 
	  

that is, identical either with one’s facticity or transcendence.243 In other words, racism, 

anti-Semitism and other forms of abuse manifest a total forgetfulness of being, a form of 

blindness. Hence, they can never be judged as authentic. 

 The real problem that the notion of existential memory faces is not that it includes 

forms of behaviors that we consider evil (like racism, xenophobia, etc.) as authentic but 

quite the opposite, that it has the potential of excluding most manners of existing from 

authenticity. Sartre shows that the anti-Semite is in bad-faith, but the coquette is also in 

bad faith and, in fact, each person who believes in the existence of a self, character or 

nature is in bad faith. When I recall episodes from my past in therapy, for example, or 

when I try through introspection “…to determine exactly what I am, to make up my mind 

to be my true self without delay – even though it means consequently to set about 

searching for ways to change myself…” I am automatically, according to Sartre 

“…constituting myself as a thing…” (BN, 106) Reflection, recollection, and narration do 

not bring me closer to myself and cannot be instrumental in revealing my project. Instead 

they disclose a tendency to objectify consciousness and as such they are instances of bad 

faith. But then we may ask, are we really all “guilty” of bad faith in the same manner and 

to the same degree? Is the person reflecting on his past in analysis in bad faith just like 

the racist or the misogynist?  

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
	  

243 L. R. Gordon, Bad Faith and Antiblack Racism, 94.  
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 The Witness: An Outline for a Study of Memory and Responsibility toward  
  Others 
  

A possible way of addressing this problem is by studying the relationship between self 

and other, broadening the scope of the analysis of existential memory to encompass 

social relations. The key for connecting the notion of memory with that of the other, I 

believe, is Sartre’s notion of testimony and the cluster of terms that associate with it: 

“witness”, “testifying” and “evidence.” These terms frequently appear in Sartre’s 

philosophical and literary works and their usage points to the fact that the two forms of 

memory, the autobiographical and the existential, occur vis-à-vis others and have a public 

dimension. The study of the relationship between memory and social existence cannot be 

undertaken here. In what follows, I offer some rudimentary ways in which such a project 

could be developed.244  

 The relationship between witnessing and testifying, between subjective 

experience and the obligation to recount this experience before others belongs to the 

ethical dimensions of memory. Testimony requires the one who remembers to be 

accountable for his memories before others.245 Testimony does not only include an 

	  
244 One recent attempt to connect authenticity with the social nature of human 

existence is T. Storm Heter’s. However, Heter uses virtue ethics as a framework for his 
analysis of authenticity, emphasizing its nature as a state, whereas I refer to it as an 
activity.  See T. S. Heter, Sartre’s Ethics of Engagement, (London: Continuum Press, 
2006). 
 

245 The question of the ethical dimensions of memory is rarely studied from a 
philosophical perspective. A few exceptions are Avishai Margalit, who deals with the 
healing power of memory in the collectivist framework (The Ethics of Memory, 
[Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004]), Paul Ricoeur’s Memory, History, 
Forgetting, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004,) which touches on various 
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obligation for accurately representing the past, it also involves taking responsibility of 

this past before others. The act of publicly telling, committing oneself before another, 

bears ethical overtones. 

 In Sartre’s work, the notions of witnessing and testifying often appear in the 

context of his philosophy of literature and his essays on literary writing. Sartre defended 

the idea of “committed literature,” literature written about one’s own time and addressed 

to one’s contemporaries in What Is Literature, where he framed writing as an act that has 

ethical dimensions. The author as a witness does not merely reports the truths of his age 

to please his readers. The text is not a confession and it is not “…reducible to the dead 

ensemble of tools and customs…” (WL, 243) According to Sartre the author testifies 

about his experience to others in order “… to maintain it or change it, thus to go beyond 

it toward the future…” Writing is always an event that occurs outside the private sphere 

of the author’s mind or imagination. In fact, Sartre continues, “One cannot be a man or 

become a writer without tracing a horizon line beyond oneself” (Ibid.) To write is to 

place oneself outside one’s time, to act in all three temporal dimensions. The present that 

one wishes to capture in writing becomes past as the writing progresses, and since writing 

is a selective processes - one does not write simply about everything – it is done from a 

futural perspective, of a self or a place which are absent at the moment and serve as ideals 

	  
issues, including the problematic of representations of the past in history and memory and 
the relationship between forgetting and forgiving and J. Blustein, The Moral Demands of 
Memory, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), who examines historical 
injustice and the role of memory in doing justice to the past. These authors deal mainly 
with memory of facts (from one’s own experience or from the history of a group) and 
evaluate different ways of remembering these facts. I use the work of Sartre to develop 
another direction of thinking of memory, one that is not linked to storage of particular 
information, but a form of remembering that is by nature ethical, rather than ethical 
because it abuses or uses certain (past) facts.  
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in light of which the present and past realities are judged.246 The author is also outside of 

himself since he is writing for others. Hence, “All literary work,” says Sartre “is an 

appeal.” (WL, 54)247  

 The idea that literature should bear witness to its time was an important element 

in writing in the thirties and forties in France. It has been noted before that the resistance 

concept of Littérature de Témoignage (testimony literature) is embedded in the literary 

works of Sartre.248 The notions of “witnessing” and “testifying” are not alien to Sartre’s 

philosophical work as well, but their exact connection and relevance to his philosophy is 

not always made explicit by Sartre himself. Here, I want to mention a few textual 

passages where these notions appear or are alluded to, passages that can be used in a 

future study of the social and ethical dimensions of memory.  
	  

246 Since, according to Sartre, imaginative acts are expressions of the nihilating 
function of consciousness, they always reveal the dimension of possibility, negation and 
lack that define the sphere of freedom. This constitutes what Thomas Flynn calls the 
“characteristically Sartrean regard for imaginative consciousness as value-constituting.” 
Flynn offers a thorough analysis of Sartre’s theory of imagination in “The Role of the 
Image in Sartre’s Aesthetics,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, 33(4), 1975, 
431-442. There, he hints at the connection between the imaginative and the ethical. He 
offers a more detailed account of the relationship between the two in T. R. Flynn, Sartre 
and Marxist Existentialism, (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984).     

 
247 Sartre’s definition of writing as an appeal, as a call to hear the writer-witness 

and take action resembles Shoshana Felman’s definition of testimony. According to 
Felman, “To testify - to vow to tell, to promise and produce one’s own speech as material 
evidence for truth – is to accomplish a speech act, rather than to simply formulate a 
statement”. See: S. Felman and D. Laub, Testimony, (New York and London: Routledge, 
1992), 5.   
 

248 M. Atack, Literature and the French Resistance, Manchester University Press, 
1989. See also R. Pickering, “Témoignage and Engagement in Sartre’s War-Time 
Writings,” The Modern Language Review, Vol. 92(2), 1997, pp. 308-323, who claims 
that “…Sartre’s relationship with the resistance concept of témoignage, far from 
constituting merely the circumstantial background on which his thought materializes and 
assumes the intellectual specificity of commitment, is in fact embedded in an empathetic 
and conceptual identification with the nexus of Resistance values.” p., 308. 
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 One of the most basic premises in the analysis of temporality in Being and 

Nothingness is that the past is a function of a subject’s existence. As Sartre puts it, “It is 

through the for-itself that the Past in general can exist. If there is a before, it is because 

the For-itself has risen in the world, and it is from the standpoint of the For-itself that the 

past can be established.” (BN, 199) In other words, the past, which is first and foremost a 

particular past, is founded on a particular point of view, that of the witness or the person 

who had the experience and through whom the experience becomes present. Sartre also 

says that “…concrete objects which have disappeared are past in so far as they form a 

part of the concrete past of a survivor,” (BN, 165) arguing that the past is preserved 

through the present activities that a person carries. Finally, the movement from ontology 

to ethics, from a study of the structures of temporality to the obligations that humans, as 

temporal creatures, have (or should have) is one that Sartre himself makes numerous 

times in Being and Nothingness. Thus, he claims that “Today, I alone am responsible for 

the being of the dead Pierre” (BN, 166) and also that we are condemned to be our past 

(“the past is what I have to be”) and yet we have to “…assume total responsibility for 

it…” (BN, 179)  

 Articulating this form of responsibility necessarily involves an appeal to the 

relationship one has to others. Finally, consider Huis Clos, the original French title that 

was translated in No Exit. “Huis Clos” literary means closed doors, but it is also the 

French equivalent of the judicial term “in camera,” a trial held behind closed doors, 

where testimonies are not open to the public. One could argue that the failure of the 

characters in the play is precisely their inability to account for their existence before 
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others, or to acknowledge properly the ways in which their existence involves a 

relationship to others.   

  

 Concluding Remarks 

 

Far from being a philosophy indifferent to the past, I have shown that while Sartre’s 

thought celebrates constant self-creation, it provides countless opportunities to think 

about the place and meaning of the past in human life. First, Sartre develops a narrative 

account of selfhood, in which retrospective narration constitutes the ego. If my account of 

Sartre’s idea of interplay between memory and identity is accurate then we find that 

Sartre offered us a conception of narrative identity long before Ricoeur’s celebrated Time 

and Narrative (which was published in the 1980s). Second, the idea of “existential 

memory” enables us to see ontology and ethics as intertwined fields, rather than two 

separate domains. To exist simpliciter and to exist authentically are two sides of the same 

coin. Memory, which I interpreted as a kind of attentiveness or mindfulness (tracing it 

back to the original meaning of the Latin memoria) holds the key for authentic existence. 

Rather than being simply directed to facts and events in one’s past, memory can connect 

us with the very structure through which our life unfolds and the particular facts of our 

biography become meaningful. By allowing us to assume responsibility over the 

interrelations between past, present and future, memory ceases to be oriented exclusively 

toward the past and allows us to remember forward, to remember with and not only after 

the fact. In as much as Sartre’s work gives us the tools to connect memory to good faith 

and authenticity, it affords us with an opportunity to understand memory in ethical terms. 
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I hope that this study was able to make the first steps toward a more extensive 

formulation of the ethical dimensions of memory. 
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