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Abstract: While the traditional understanding of the look views it in 
terms of shame and oppression, I read Sartre’s Notebooks for an Ethics 
with Beauvoir’s Ethics of Ambiguity to argue that the look always gives 
me the world and inaugurates my freedom. Even the oppressor’s look 
reveals that I am free and that my existence is conditioned by the exis-
tence of other free beings. Because the look gives me the world as the 
arena within which I act freely, it is a means of grace, and receiving it 
only in shame is bad faith. Although my existence remains unjustifi-
able and this grace cannot promise salvation, the look calls me out of 
shame to the pursuit of my and others’ freedom, and this call is a gift.
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That the traditional understanding of the look views it mainly in 
terms of shame, oppression, and conflict is unsurprising, since that 
is precisely how Being and Nothingness presents it.1 It is well known, 
however, that Being and Nothingness describes how one relates to oth-
ers while in bad faith, which is the attempt to deny freedom, and that 
it is far from being Sartre’s last word on human relations. In Being 
and Nothingness itself, Sartre writes, in a footnote to his discussion 
of sadism and masochism, that “these considerations do not rule out 
the possibility of a morality of deliverance and salvation,”2 and the 
book concludes with the promise of an investigation of freedom that 
would take place “within the domain of morality.”3 If the relation 
to the other may be one of cooperation or togetherness rather than 
conflict, then it is reasonable to suspect that the look, in which the self 
discovers that it does exist in relation to the other, need not be only 
an occasion for shame. Nevertheless, most readers of Sartre continue 
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to understand the look in terms of shame. I propose, therefore, to 
undertake a reexamination of the look, via a reading of Sartre’s Note-
books for an Ethics and Simone de Beauvoir’s Ethics of Ambiguity, that 
will ultimately understand it as a call to the pursuit of freedom, both 
one’s own and that of others. Indeed, it is the look, I will argue, that 
gives the for-itself the world and inaugurates its freedom, and thus the 
experience of the look may reasonably be considered as an experience 
of grace—though the for-itself may choose to reject this grace and to 
receive the look only in shame and hatred.

Several recent reinterpretations of the look challenge the traditional 
view by arguing that shame is not necessarily bad and need not imply 
a fundamental conflict between self and other. Lisa Guenther draws 
on Sartre, Beauvoir, and Levinas to argue that “shame can also pull 
me out of myself, disrupting the complacency and self-satisfaction of 
the same, orienting me in ethical and political solidarity with others”;4 
Luna Dolezal maintains that “Sartre demonstrates that embodied so-
cial relations are constitutive of reflective self-consciousness and form 
part of the very fabric of our being”;5 Ruth Kitchen, reading Sartre 
and Beauvoir, contends that “through an encounter(s) with shame, 
the subject can apprehend his or her relationship to others and that 
his or her acts and choices have implications for other people”;6 and 
Constance L. Mui concludes that “the actual or possible presence of 
the Other’s look could have the positive effect of keeping us honest 
and authentic.”7 These arguments that shame may lead us to begin 
caring about others are valuable. I wish, however, to go further by 
maintaining that receiving the look only in shame is bad faith because 
the look is the gift of the world. Indeed, I argue that the look is not 
fundamentally shame-inducing except insofar as one is in bad faith. 
Dolezal and Mui, as well as Katherine J. Morris, propose also that not 
all looks cause shame;8 I will briefly return to this idea in the next sec-
tion, but regardless of what distinctions might be made among looks, 
I argue that all looks give the world to others, whether the looker 
wants to give the world or not.

After considering Sartre’s discussion of the look in Being and Noth-
ingness, I turn to the Notebooks for an Ethics, which explore the possi-
bility of authenticity, or the embracing of freedom. Even in the Note-
books, Sartre’s explicit references to the look maintain the position that 
the look is inherently conflictual. He does, however, argue that people 
may give each other the world through valuing each other’s freedom, 
and this discussion provides a useful background to my reevaluation 
of the look, which argues that the look gives the world to the one 
who is looked at regardless of the intentions or desires of anyone who 
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may be doing the looking. For the full resources for that reevaluation 
of the look, it is necessary to turn to Beauvoir’s Ethics of Ambiguity: 
though she does not reference the look, she argues that others give 
me the world by taking it from me. I discover through the look that 
others may contest the values and meanings I assign to things—but it 
is the possibility of this contestation that establishes the world as the 
concrete arena within which I live out my project. The look reveals 
that I am a free being within a world that I share with others, that they 
too are free, and therefore that I must desire everyone’s freedom if I 
desire my own.

The Look as the Occasion of Shame

In Being and Nothingness, the look appears as the occasion of shame. 
Sartre gives the example of suddenly realizing that someone is look-
ing at me as I listen through a keyhole:9 in this moment, I discover 
myself not as a subject in charge of the meaning of my actions but 
as an object for another who also assigns meaning to my actions and 
whose interpretations I cannot control. Shame is not guilt or remorse, 
for one who is ashamed may still think her conduct was right. Rath-
er, shame is the awareness of myself as an object for others: “shame 
[…] is the recognition that I really am this object that the Other is 
looking at and judging. I can be ashamed only of my freedom insofar 
as it escapes me to become a given object.”10 If an individual were to 
conclude, entirely on her own, that she no longer wanted to listen at 
keyholes, she would not feel shame, as shame arises from the realiza-
tion that someone else is interpreting one’s actions: it is an experience 
of powerlessness before the other. It does not matter whether the 
other actually disapproves of listening at keyholes; even if she approves 
wholeheartedly, the mere fact that I am vulnerable to her judgment 
suffices for shame. No attempt to defend myself—by arguing, for ex-
ample, that I was listening in order to obtain information that would 
save someone’s life—can ever change the fact that I find myself irre-
vocably caught before the tribunal of the other. The other may judge 
me positively from the outset or may come to judge me positively after 
she hears my explanation, but she is nonetheless judging me. No mat-
ter what her final verdict on my behavior may be, it remains that for 
her I am an object with whatever determinate essence she assigns me.

Because I thus become an object for the other—a part of the oth-
er’s world to which she assigns value—my transcendence is called into 
question. Transcendence, for Sartre, means that “human-reality is its 
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own surpassing toward what it lacks; it surpasses itself toward the par-
ticular being that it would be if it were what it is.”11 In other words, 
consciousness, or the for-itself, is not purely and simply itself, in the 
way that a table is merely a table, but is constantly projecting itself 
toward its possibilities. Consciousness constructs itself rather than ex-
isting according to a predetermined essence—and yet “shame reveals 
to me that this being is what I am.”12 Although I am not a keyhole-lis-
tener by essence, I realize when the other looks at me that I am forev-
ermore a person who chose to listen at this particular keyhole and who 
was caught doing so. This realization amounts to the discovery that 
the other’s freedom limits my own: I must henceforth reckon with 
the inescapable fact that I am subject to the other’s judgment, and my 
own judgments of myself will always take this fact into account in some 
way. I am not free to forget that the other is free to judge me; even the 
choice to disregard her judgments is itself a response to her. To put the 
point more strongly, I become a part of the other’s world to which she 
assigns value, and I am not free to escape her world. As Sartre explains, 
“the other, qua look, is no more than that: my transcendence tran-
scended.”13 The other transcends me because she assigns me a place 
within her own project, and my world now falls away in the face of her 
world. Before the encounter with the other, the world was mine in 
that it was the field within which I projected myself toward my possi-
bilities, “but the Other’s presence in his looking-look cannot help to 
reinforce the world; on the contrary it unworlds it because it actually 
makes it the case that the world escapes me.”14 Looked at by the other, 
I realize that she also looks at the rest of the world and assigns value to 
it. The vase that I constitute as a significant family heirloom may be, in 
her eyes, a hideous dustcatcher or an uninteresting knickknack, and in 
a sense I have lost the vase because it is no longer I alone who assign 
meaning to it. Even if she has never seen the vase, she could potentially 
do so and judge it; even is she thinks the vase is beautiful, she is still 
judging it, and I cannot control her judgment. Indeed, that listening 
at a keyhole is an act we would generally consider shameful in the or-
dinary sense of the word—that is, disgraceful—should not mislead us 
into thinking that shame, in the Sartrean sense, is associated only with 
such acts: if the other sees me proving a theorem or adopting a dog, I 
still become as an object for the other. I may want the other to think of 
me as a being who is good at math or kind to dogs, yet this very desire 
reveals my vulnerability before the other: I cannot simply make her 
view me as I wish she would, for she is a free being. Even being found 
doing something generally regarded as admirable is a discovery of my 
vulnerability before the other and is therefore an experience of shame 
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before it can be an experience of pleasure or pride.15 The crucial point 
is that the values I assign to things and actions no longer have the last 
word, as someone else also judges them.

Later, drawing on Beauvoir, I will argue that the look does “re-
inforce the world” and even gives me the world precisely because it 
“makes it the case that the world escapes me.” For the moment, let us 
consider one more aspect of the presentation of the look in Being and 
Nothingness: the look alters even my own relationship to my body. Ac-
cording to Sartre, my body is not simply an object that belongs to me; 
rather, “I exist my body.”16 It is within the immanence of my bodily 
existence that I project myself toward my possibilities, and my body is 
not a prison for the soul but is fundamental to my being-in-the-world. 
Through my body, the world reveals itself to me; through my body, 
I assign meaning and value to the world. Yet the look steals my body 
as well: in the look, Sartre explains, “my body is not given merely as 
what I simply live; rather, in and through the contingent and absolute 
fact of the Other’s existence, what I live is itself extended outside me, 
in a dimension of flight that escapes me.”17 When I become an object 
for the other, that becoming an object, like everything else that hap-
pens to me, occurs within my bodily existence. In shame, my body is 
no longer simply my own, for I am alienated even from it.

Before turning to the Notebooks, it is worth briefly considering 
Morris’s reinterpretation of the look, which focuses on grace, clumsi-
ness, and ugliness in Being and Nothingness. The graceful body, Sartre 
asserts, seems perfectly suited to its project, such that every movement 
is both free and apparently necessary for what it seeks to accomplish: 
“Grace, therefore, clothes and conceals facticity: the nakedness of the 
flesh is present in its entirety, but it cannot be seen.”18 Examining the 
ways in which graceful people and clumsy people are perceived, Mor-
ris contends that “not all types of Look are shame-inducing. […] [T]
he graceful dancer whose facticity ‘is clothed and disguised by grace’ is 
immune to shame, at least as long as the dance lasts.”19 The dancer, for 
Morris, is not looked at with hostility and so is not subject to shame. 
Here my reading of Sartre differs from Morris’s: even if the dancer 
is too skilled to let the look disturb her, the look still subjects her to 
others’ judgment, and I maintain that it is external judgment itself, 
whether positive, negative, or neutral, that Sartre sees as shame-in-
ducing. Hence it does not matter, for Sartre, that others perceive her 
as normal or better. Morris also proposes, however, that “there is not 
just the hostile or ridiculing stare, but the Look which recognizes a 
fellow human being. (Some might prefer to say that not every look is a 
Look.)”20 As the next section will explain, Sartre develops an account 
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of mutual recognition in the Notebooks while also distinguishing such 
recognition from the look, which suggests, in accord with Morris’s 
parenthetical, that a given instance of one person looking at another 
need not, on Sartre’s view, be an instance of the look. My own argu-
ment, though, is that every look gives the world and that whether one 
receives the look only in shame depends on one’s bad faith and not on 
the other’s disposition. Still, the look of one who wishes to give me 
the world is not the same as the look of one who gives me the world 
despite herself, since, as we will see, the former sort of look includes 
the dimension of love.

The Look in Sartre’s Notebooks,  
Part I: The Look as Theft

Sartre maintains throughout the Notebooks that authenticity, which is 
the embracing of freedom, entails valuing not only one’s own free-
dom but also the freedom of all other people. Thus the relation to the 
other need not be conflictual, and indeed conceiving of that relation 
only in terms of conflict, as though one’s own freedom were funda-
mentally opposed to that of others, is bad faith. The look, however, 
remains a moment of conflict between self and other, and embrac-
ing freedom therefore requires relating to others in a way that is not 
grounded in the look. In fact, Sartre argues, the look does not relate 
me to another person in her individuality; rather, it is society consid-
ered as a totality that looks at me through the look of any one person. 
As Sartre writes, “I first become conscious of [society] in the look of 
the other. […] And if I am being looked at, I have shown that this 
look is the undifferentiated look of Others.”21 Here it is crucial to 
understand that in shame, I discover not that any particular other 
definitely exists but that my transcendence can be transcended—that 
is, that my project can be subject to the interpretation of another. The 
look does not prove that there is in reality even one other person in 
the world; what it does prove is that my judgments and valuations are 
not universal but may be contested. Even if no one actually contra-
dicts them, the mere fact that my judgments and valuations are not 
absolute suffices to reveal to me that I am not the master of the world. 
Looked at, I am aware, not that any specific individual is present, but 
that my judgments may themselves become objects of judgment. For 
this reason, Sartre argues that it is society, understood not as a group 
of individuals but as an amorphous mass of judgments and valuations 
other than my own, who looks at me. And therefore the look cannot 
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ground a genuinely cooperative relation between myself and any ac-
tual other person.

The Notebooks also develop a second reason why the look cannot 
serve as a basis for positive relations between self and other: fully cor-
roborating the account he previously gave in Being and Nothingness, 
Sartre maintains that the look is essentially a theft of the world. He 
bluntly states that “the other steals [the object] from me by inserting 
into its existence a layer of existence that is invisible in principle and 
that gets constituted in relation to me as a being: a being-in-princi-
ple-beyond-reach.”22 Although “the object is something transcendent 
that has no need of me to be”—it transcends me in that I did not cre-
ate it and it does not depend on me—it remains the case that in the 
absence of others, “I make [it] exist (making being exist) for me,”23 
since I assign it a value and thereby determine its meaning. The object 
exists with or without me, but it is I who constitute it in terms of its 
significance, and thus I possess it. I cannot, however, possess for my-
self the object-as-judged-by-the-other. The particularly comfortable 
chair is mine; the garish, ugly chair that the other sees is not mine, 
although it is the same chair: because I do not control the other’s 
judgments, I can never own the object whose significance is constitut-
ed by the other. For that matter, even if the other—and indeed society 
at large, since the look as Sartre portrays it does not relate me to any 
particular individual—agrees with me that it is a particularly comfort-
able chair that looks perfectly fine, I still do not own the chair-as-
judged-by-the-other because, once again, I am not the ground of the 
other’s judgments. The other takes the chair and assigns it some value 
on which I have no claim. Experiencing this theft, I do discover that I 
am not necessarily the only free being—but not only does the look fail 
to relate me to any particular free being, it is necessarily a conflictual 
encounter because it is an act of thievery.

A more positive relation with others must break free from the con-
flict that Sartre presents as inherent in the original encounter with 
alterity and permit me to recognize and be recognized by other in-
dividual human beings. According to Sartre, the possibility of such a 
relation arises when self and other recognize each other as beings who 
freely pursue certain ends and appeal to each other for freely given 
aid. In contrast to the look, this recognition acknowledges the other 
person as a specific individual whose goals arise within a concrete sit-
uation. Suppose, for instance, that I see someone who is picking up 
a load of books that she has dropped, or who has badly scraped her 
knees falling on the sidewalk and is trying to stop the bleeding, or 
who is trying to coax her cat out of a tree. In such cases, I may recog-
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nize that I am in the presence of another free being who is pursuing 
certain goals and to whom I could freely offer my help. Because I 
thereby acknowledge both her freedom and my own, “I recognize the 
other’s freedom without being pierced [by] a look.”24 Her freedom 
does not steal my world but rather expands my world by opening for 
me the possibility of deciding to assist her. And if she asks me for help, 
verbally or otherwise, she in turn recognizes my freedom precisely 
because she does not demand that I help her but asks that I choose to 
do so. Indeed, since requesting help does expand my world without 
stealing it, such a request is a gift: as Sartre puts it, “In every appeal 
[appel] there is a gift. In the first place, there is a refusal to consider 
the original conflict between freedoms by way of the look as some-
thing impossible to surpass.”25 The other who makes an appeal, who 
calls to me, does not look at me in the technical, Sartrean sense of the 
word: by asking that I freely choose to help her, she acknowledges 
that I make my own judgments and valuations of the world. Rath-
er than imposing her own judgments and valuations as absolute, she 
offers me the possibility of coexisting and even working together as 
judging, evaluating beings. The world is no longer mine alone, but 
neither is it only hers. The look constitutes me as an object; the appeal 
calls to me as a fellow free subject.

The Look in Sartre’s Notebooks, Part II:  
The Look and the Gift

Interestingly, however, there is a passage in the Notebooks that hints 
at the possibility of thinking the look more positively, though Sartre 
himself does not take up this hint as such. He writes that “in the Hell 
of passions (described in BN), this revelation of the other is conceived 
of as a pure surpassing. […] But […] within this hell there is already 
generosity and creation. For in springing up within the world I give 
other For-itselves a new dimension of being.”26 This dimension of 
being is that of experiencing oneself not only as transcendent but also 
as factical, and it is a gift that others give to me as well: “through 
the Other I am enriched in a new dimension of Being: through the 
Other I come to exist in the dimension of Being, through the Other 
I become an object. And this is in no way a fall [déchéance] or a threat 
in itself. It will become one only if the Other refuses to see a freedom 
in me too.”27 It is only by encountering other conscious beings that 
the for-itself can come to experience itself not only as transcendent 
but also as an object. Apart from others, I might fail to accomplish 
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my goals, but this failure of transcendence is not the full experience 
of facticity, which means existing contingently within a concrete sit-
uation that I did not choose and cannot wholly control, in which I 
not only act but am acted upon. Although I am within the world 
regardless, without others, I would not truly experience the vulner-
ability that existing within the world entails. As Sartre puts it, “[the 
other] does not invent this ‘within-the-worldness’; were I alone in the 
world, an avalanche of boulders could crush me (except that I would 
only grasp this avalanche as an accident to be avoided); he unveils it, 
he thematizes my fragility.”28 The other, by perceiving me not only as 
free but as an object that can suffer harm, gives me the experience of 
myself as vulnerable, as existing within a world in which the accident 
is not necessarily avoidable. Consider a sharp rock that cuts me or a 
tree branch that breaks beneath me: neither the rock nor the tree can 
constitute me as an object or indeed as anything at all. Cut by the rock 
or falling from the tree in a world without others, I certainly would 
find myself in a situation that I did not wholly control, but I would 
not fully experience myself as limited by my contingency because my 
judgments and evaluations of the world would remain absolute. The 
sharp rock and the broken branch would assuredly be obstacles to my 
transcendence—but I would constitute them as obstacles to overcome 
and would thereby retain the supremacy of the solipsist. I would find, 
it is true, that I could not heal my wound with my mind or fly away 
from the breaking branch; moreover, I would find that I was consis-
tently unable to heal injuries at will or to fly like a bird. Yet if no one 
arises to perceive these failures and to see me as a being-that-cannot-
heal-itself-at-will or as a being-that-cannot-fly, they remain individual 
failures to overcome obstacles and not limits inherent in my situation.

More importantly, in solitude, I would know myself as the one who 
assigns meaning to all things, and I would not know that my project 
will conclude in death: since death is the negation of my subjective 
agency, I cannot discover that I will die without experiencing my-
self as an object, and only the other person can make me an object. 
What is more, being thrown into a contingent existence that I did not 
choose is also a negation of my subjective agency, and so without the 
other, I could not experience my radical contingency. It is through 
the encounter with the other, therefore, that I realize my limits, in-
cluding the most fundamental limit to my existence, which is that I 
cannot become my own ground. Hence it is the encounter with the 
other that enables me to realize the futility of the project of becoming 
God—the original project of bad faith, in which one seeks to tran-
scend one’s situation to the point of grounding one’s own factical 
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existence, dependent on nothing but oneself.29 I am responsible for 
my inability to fly, to heal myself, and, most importantly, to ground 
my own existence inasmuch as I am the one who has to take up those 
impossibilities and to account for them in my project. But I cannot 
annul my fragility, my finitude, my mortality; I can only choose what 
meaning I assign to them. And the same is true of the other, to whom 
I may give existence within the world as she may give it to me: “in au-
thenticity I choose to unveil the Other. I too am going to create men 
in the world.”30 This creation is a matter of “discover[ing] the total 
contingency, the absolute fragility, the finitude, and the mortality of 
the one who is proposing this goal to himself.”31 This gift is a strange 
one, to be sure, but it is truly a gift. In this passage, Sartre does not 
use the term grace, but in this recognition of another’s fragility, fin-
itude, and mortality, we may legitimately read an offer of grace: my 
limits become meaningful through the other’s recognition of them, 
and vice versa.32 It is impossible for me to become my own ground, 
and when I experience this impossibility through the encounter with 
the other, I am thereby opened to the possibility of seeking to live 
authentically, not striving to become God but recognizing that my 
freedom arises within a concrete situation to which I must choose my 
response. And the other, discovering the futility of bad faith through 
the encounter with me just as I discover it through the encounter with 
her, is likewise opened to the possibility of the project of authenticity. 
In her examination of the influence of the Christian understanding 
of sin on Sartre’s thought, Kate Kirkpatrick observes that in Being 
and Nothingness, “Sartre offers a view of fallenness from a graceless 
position.”33 Here, however, in the unfinished and posthumously pub-
lished Notebooks for an Ethics, we see what may validly be considered 
Sartrean grace.

It may still seem implausible to speak of grace in a Sartrean context, 
especially since Sartre famously maintains, in the Notebooks as in his 
other works, that there is no transcendent law by which the for-itself 
could be justified. Certainly, the other does not justify my limits, nor 
I hers. Rather, the other gives me the world as the arena within which 
I am free, and no longer merely as something to be transcended, and 
I make this same gift to her. For me in my solitude the world is an 
obstacle to transcend. The other’s recognition of my fragility, fini-
tude, and mortality is, however, a recognition of my inability to escape 
the world—and because I cannot escape the world, whether alone or 
alongside others, it is only within the world that I can exercise my 
freedom. Thus, through the encounter with the other, the world is 
revealed as the condition of my freedom—and through her encounter 
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with me, the world is revealed as the condition of her freedom. The 
gift of within-the-worldness that I receive from the other therefore 
gives me my facticity and transcendence together. Crucially, willing to 
give this gift is loving the other: as Sartre puts it,

through me there is a vulnerability of the Other, but I will this vulnerability 
since he surpasses it and it has to be there so that he can surpass it. Thus 
one will love the gauntness, the nervousness of this politician or that doc-
tor, who pushes aside and overworks this thin, nervous body and forgets 
it. For it is made to be forgotten by him (and for rediscovering itself trans-
posed into his work) yet, on the contrary, to be thematized or objectified 
by me. This vulnerability, this finitude is the body. The body for others. To 
unveil the other in his being-within-the-world is to love him in his body.34

In the absence of others, the for-itself would relate even to its body 
only by seeking to transcend it and its limits. But valuing another’s 
freedom means also valuing her body, since it is only as an embodied 
being that she exists within the world, and therefore it is only as an 
embodied being that she can be free. Without the body and its atten-
dant limits, transcendence would be a meaningless concept: she would 
have nothing to transcend and no way to act within the world. This 
love gives the other her very body, in all its limited particularity, as the 
basis of her freedom. Thus we may legitimately speak of grace in this 
context: I redeem the other’s limits as necessary to her freedom, and 
she does the same for me. Grace, in this sense, is not the same as the 
grace that is opposed to awkwardness and that Morris analyzes, and 
I lack the space to examine their relation fully, but I suggest that one 
who loves another in her body confers grace on her very awkwardness 
precisely by recognizing and valuing her body as necessary for her free 
action within the world. It is not a question of concealing her facticity 
but of loving it, such that her awkwardness becomes a sort of grace-
fulness because it is only in and through her awkward body that she 
lives out her project.35

Kirkpatrick has highlighted the resemblence between the pessimis-
tic depiction of human existence in Being and Nothingness and “the 
Jansenist–Augustinian view of original sin,” according to which “the 
libido dominandi drives human beings to objectify others.”36 It is in-
teresting, therefore, in light of the more optimistic perspective of the 
Notebooks, to consider Augustine’s statement in On the Free Choice 
of the Will that “the human will does not attain grace through its 
freedom, but rather attains its freedom through grace.”37 To say that 
Sartre’s understanding of freedom in the Notebooks remains different 
from Augustine’s is an understatement, since Augustine viewed free-
dom and the possibility of using that freedom rightly as gifts from 
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God. Felix Ó Murchadha, writing on grace in Augustine and Jean-
Luc Marion, observes that for Marion, “the freedom of the gifted is 
[…] a leap of faith which loves but needs a divine command to do so 
with orientation and sense.”38 Sartrean grace, in contrast to Augus-
tinian or Marionian grace, is immanent and contingent, since I, the 
world, and others are all unjustified and unjustifiable, and there is no 
“divine command” by which I could orient my love. But it remains 
that for Sartre, I am not free alone: I exist alongside others and cannot 
coherently seek only my own freedom. Thanks to others, I receive the 
world as the arena within which I am free. This gift of the world does 
not tell me what to do with my freedom—it does not even command 
me to value freedom—but it does inaugurate my freedom and there-
fore operates as a strictly contingent, secular grace.

If becoming an object for another may be a means of grace, might 
it then be possible to reconsider the look? Only through the existence 
of others do I discover that I exist within the world as a freedom. And 
if that discovery indeed becomes possible “within this hell” described 
in Being and Nothingness, then my existence must be conditioned by 
the existence of others whether or not they love me, whether or not 
they will to give me the world. Again, though, in the midst of this 
same passage, Sartre conceives of the look in the terms first laid out 
in Being and Nothingness: “But how can one unveil the Other as free-
dom? One can no doubt—and this comes first—grasp the Other as a 
look. But this disquieting, undifferentiated, and intermittent freedom 
is not the freedom of this Other; it is the intuition of another free-
dom in general.”39 I can meaningfully embrace others’ freedom only 
in the context of their concrete projects, but Sartre reiterates here 
that the look does not even show that any actual, concrete persons 
exist. Hence he maintains that the look cannot serve to ground pos-
itive relations between myself and other people. Reading Beauvoir’s 
portrayal of the encounter with others in The Ethics of Ambiguity in 
conjunction with this discussion of love and within-the-worldness in 
the Notebooks will, however, provide the resources for a reevaluation 
of the look. Sartre, I argue, conflates love and the gift of the world: 
the other gives me the world and my body whether or not she wants 
to, and I give her the world and her body whether or not I want to, 
but in love one does will to give these gifts to the other. To love the 
other is therefore to offer a profound grace, but there is already grace 
at work in the look regardless.
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Rethinking the Look with Beauvoir’s  
Ethics of Ambiguity

In The Ethics of Ambiguity, which was first published in 1947, the year 
Sartre began writing the Notebooks, Beauvoir proposes an ethics based 
on the embracing of freedom, one’s own and that of others.40 She 
acknowledges the moment of conflict that Sartre describes in Being 
and Nothingness, even writing that “indeed at every moment others 
are stealing the whole world from me. The first movement is to hate 
them.”41 This theft of the world, as well as the initial hatred of others, 
recalls the experience of the look as Sartre portrays it, though Beau-
voir does not use that term; indeed, the word “look” (regard) appears 
only a few times in the text, and never in an explicitly Sartrean sense. 
Immediately, however, she argues that in fact my world is constituted 
by others through the very theft of it:

But this hatred is naïve, and the desire immediately struggles against itself. 
If I were really everything there would be nothing beside me; the world 
would be empty. There would be nothing to possess, and I myself would 
be nothing. […] [B]y taking the world away from me, others also give it 
to me, since a thing is given to me only by the movement which snatches 
it from me.42

Here her analysis crucially differs from Sartre’s: Sartre, as we have 
seen, sharply distinguishes the theft of the world and the gift of the 
world. For Beauvoir, however, the theft and the gift cannot be thus 
separated, such that it is actually “naïve” to regard the theft as funda-
mental. If I were alone in the world, the world for me would consist 
only of the values and meanings I assigned to things. The other, by 
potentially contesting those assignments, gives the world that resis-
tance to me that is necessary for my freedom: it is only thanks to the 
existence of others who also assign meanings and values to things that 
I can experience the world as something that is truly distinct from my-
self. In other words, it is others who give me the world as that within 
which I exist and choose my project. The idea of an isolated for-itself 
is nonsensical, since the for-itself ’s transcendence can operate only 
within a concrete situation, and it is only through others that concrete 
situations are constituted. The gift of the world is more fundamental 
than the theft of the world, since without others there would be no 
world that could be stolen.

Beauvoir’s approach suggests the possibility of the positive con-
ception of the look that Sartre rules out, since she argues that the 
world is given to me by and through the existence of others who may 
contest the values that I assign to things. This gift of the world consti-
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tutes my freedom, for freedom can operate only within some concrete 
situation within the world: as Beauvoir writes, “freedom realizes itself 
only by engaging itself in the world.”43 A supposed freedom with no 
concrete arena in which to accomplish anything cannot truly be said 
to be free; it would be nothing at all. Moreover, Beauvoir and Sartre 
both maintain that, since my freedom is constituted by others, I can-
not coherently pursue my own freedom without seeking the freedom 
of others as well. But it is precisely the look that reveals to me that 
there are others who may contest my value assignments with evalu-
ations of their own and whose projects may interfere with my own. 
Through the look, therefore, it is given to me to discover that I am 
free, and that if I am to embrace my own freedom I must strive, in 
my situated, embodied existence, for everyone else’s freedom as well. 
Indeed, through becoming a body-for-others, I am not only alienated 
from my body but also, in the same movement, receive my body as 
that which I exist, as that in and through which I am engaged in the 
world and interact with others. The very moment of alienation reveals 
that I am not alone in my embodied existence but always exist in re-
lation to others, and therefore it reveals that I cannot be free alone, 
as if other people’s freedom had nothing to do with me. Still, despite 
the gift of the world and even of my body, I may remain trapped in 
the initial movement of hatred—the movement of bad faith. If, how-
ever, I accept that others give me the world and choose to receive the 
world as a gift, I may then come to seek both my own and others’ 
freedom. The transcending of my transcendence revealed in the look 
does not destroy my transcendence but opens a place for it within a 
society of others.

Let us not move too quickly here. It might seem that Sartre’s state-
ment that the look does not reveal to me the existence of any particu-
lar individuals poses an insuperable obstacle to the argument that the 
look gives me the world. Recall, however, that Beauvoir writes that 
the initial response to others is to hate them. The refusal to respond 
to the look by recognizing any particular individual is, then, part of 
this hatred. It is not that the look inherently fails to relate me to any 
particular person; rather, if I persist in the bad-faith project of desiring 
to be God, it will seem to me that the look only shames me and steals 
the world from me. And if I do not accept that the look also gives the 
world to me, then I will not proceed to realize either my own freedom 
or the inseparability of my freedom from that of the other particular 
individuals who also exist within the world. Looked at, my initial re-
sponse is to hate others and to refuse to recognize them as individuals; 
then, however, I can go on to recognize that the theft of the world 
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is also, and more fundamentally, the gift of the world, that there are 
other free individuals who also have projects, and that if I desire my 
own freedom I must also desire theirs. Sartre’s account of the look, in 
the Notebooks as well as in Being and Nothingness, should thus be 
read as a description of receiving the look in bad faith.44

It remains the case, on my analysis, that the look is not a logical 
proof that any particular entity that I take for a person is in fact a per-
son; rather, the look is the experience of discovering that others have 
projects in the world, and it calls me to embrace the fact that there are 
other free individuals who give me the world and whose freedom can-
not be separated from my own. Learning what any individual’s project 
is or acquiring evidence that an apparent person really is a person and 
not a robot or hallucination comes only after the experience of the 
look. It is also true, therefore, that the look does not establish coop-
eration between myself and another, even if I seek to reject the initial 
movement of bad faith, as cooperation requires more than the discov-
ery that there are other free individuals. Nonetheless, experiencing the 
connection of my freedom with others’ freedom calls me to seek the 
freedom of all people, though I may still maintain the position of bad 
faith that refuses to value freedom. By revealing others’ freedom, the 
look calls me to pursue both my own freedom and others’, but I can 
choose whether to recognize this call or reject it in shame and hatred.

This reexamination of the look in no way denies the reality of op-
pression. Even the look of the oppressor reveals to me that I am not 
alone in the world and that I must take this fact into account when 
responding to oppression—though how to do so is a complex ques-
tion beyond the scope of this article. The point is that even when my 
relation to another is one of conflict, the look reveals to me the possi-
bility of a more positive relation to other people, precisely because it 
reveals not only that others can seek to destroy my freedom but also 
that my freedom is fundamentally constituted in relation to others. 
The conflictual relation to others cannot be fundamental because the 
attempt to destroy my freedom is an implicit admission that I am free 
and hence presupposes my freedom, and also because my freedom 
would be meaningless without the freedom of others. The constitu-
tion of my freedom in and through the relation to others is originary 
(primary?), and the violence that arises is secondary to it. The look 
functions as a call to the pursuit of freedom not because the other 
intends to summon me to pursue freedom, but because it reveals that 
my existence cannot coherently be lived in isolation. If the other is an 
oppressor whose project is to steal the world from me, the look still 
indicates the necessity of pursuing concrete freedom: if my freedom 
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were not concrete, the world would be irrelevant to it, and so no one 
could meaningfully attempt to steal it. To discover that someone seeks 
to steal the world from me is to discover that violence and oppression 
are acts of bad faith, as Sartre and Beauvoir both argue, and that I 
cannot be liberated alone but must also seek the liberation of others.

Conclusion: The Look and the Possibility of Grace

The call to seek freedom that is revealed in the look is not the love 
that Sartre describes in the Notebooks, since it does not depend on 
the other willing my freedom. The grace that gives me the world and 
inaugurates my freedom is, however, already at work in the call itself, 
and therefore in the look. Beauvoir writes that “if it is true that every 
project emanates from a subjectivity, it is also true that this subjective 
movement establishes by itself a surpassing of subjectivity. Man can 
find a justification of his own existence only in the existence of other 
men.”45 This justification is not justification by a transcendent moral 
law, which Sartre and Beauvoir both deny. Rather, Beauvoir is argu-
ing that the only way to constitute one’s free existence as meaningful 
is through pursuing freedom in concrete situations alongside others: 
only by valuing the freedom of all people do I value my own freedom, 
and so the only coherent way to treat my freedom as significant is to 
work for the liberation of all. It is the look that calls into question the 
primacy of the subject, and shame and hatred are the reactions of the 
for-itself that insists on its own supremacy, that wishes in its turn to 
objectify the other. The self that abandons itself wholly to bad faith 
cannot bear to share the world with others; wishing to be its own 
ground, it would rather reject its freedom than acknowledge that its 
freedom depends on others. But the look also calls me to emerge from 
this shame and hatred into the pursuit of freedom alongside others 
within the world. Though it does not go as far as the fuller grace that is 
the love Sartre describes in the Notebooks, this call may legitimately be 
considered an operation of grace, since it does offer me the possibility 
of pursuing freedom. It is, moreover, prior to that fuller grace, since 
the look is my first encounter with others. The look is not love, but it 
raises the possibility of love. The look already gives me the world and 
my body; love comes with the choice to value the other’s freedom, 
and it is a more profound grace because it is not only a call to pursue 
freedom but is specifically a call to pursue freedom with and alongside 
another. The look summons me to reject hatred and gives me the 
world; love already rejects hatred and is glad to give me the world.
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Essential to the gift is that it does not belong to the economy of 
exchange. The other and I do not give each other the world in return 
for anything or in order to receive a return. One who looks does not 
know what will come of the look and may not even intend to give any-
thing at all. In this respect, the dynamics of the look accord remark-
ably with Marion’s statement that “the gift demands, in order to give 
itself—therefore to let it make its own decision about itself—giving 
without return or response.”46 While it may seem that the differences 
between Sartre and Marion can scarcely be exaggerated, it remains 
that the look gives me the world even if the looker wants to steal the 
world and even if I myself am angry and ashamed to receive the world 
from others. Reading Sartre’s discussion of the gift and counter-gift 
in the Notebooks, which is prior to his discussion of love, Ruud Welten 
notes that the gift, for Sartre, falls into the economy of exchange once 
it becomes material.47 The look, though, avoids this dynamic because 
what is given is not any specific material object but rather the world as 
the arena within which I exercise my freedom—or, in other words, the 
possibility of exercising my freedom within the world. Love, with its 
additional dimension of respect for the other’s freedom, refuses, be-
cause of that very respect, to control what the other might do by de-
manding or offering compensation. To value freedom is to realize that 
it cannot be traded for anything. Thus the appeal and the response to 
the appeal do not take place as an exchange, for the one who appeals 
and the one who responds both know better than to try to measure, 
demand, or control the other’s freedom.48

I do not propose that rejecting bad faith is a simple matter; if it 
were easy to pursue freedom, Being and Nothingness could have been 
a much shorter work. Indeed, I have argued elsewhere that it is im-
possible to avoid bad faith entirely, and that acting as if such a thing 
were possible is itself bad faith.49 In any case, the world is filled with 
oppression, and grace cannot, consistently with a Sartrean or Beauv-
oirian framework, promise a complete redemption: we cannot count 
on an end to all oppression. Kate Kirkpatrick writes that for Sartre, 
“without God, the human can do nothing to save himself.”50 Here I 
have argued for an interpretation of the look with more room for love 
and grace than Kirkpatrick’s Sartre on Sin, which does not discuss the 
Notebooks, depicts as possible within a Sartrean perspective,51 and in-
deed with more room for grace than Sartre himself seemed to consid-
er possible, even in the Notebooks. This framework does not, however, 
permit us any hope in a full salvation, if by that we mean the liberation 
of the world from conflict and hatred. Even if a Sartrean framework 
does not forbid such a possibility, it does not and cannot provide any 
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assurance that it will be accomplished. Here, we must be mindful of 
Sartre’s emphasis on contingency. Richard Kearney writes that “see-
ing the world as gift is wagering on grace over chance—and there is 
[…] but a hairline difference between them.”52 Considering Sartre’s 
insistence on the radical contingency of the world and of the for-it-
self ’s own existence, “seeing the world as gift” through a Sartrean lens 
is, rather, wagering on the grace of chance. For Sartre, I, the world, 
and the others who give it to me all exist by chance, unjustifiably, 
but that the world is thus given to me is a grace. Through the look, 
the world in all its contingency becomes the arena within which I act 
freely, and there is no telling what may ensue. Being and Nothingness 
refuses to “rule out the possibility of a morality of deliverance and 
salvation”;53 ultimately, though, Sartrean ethics is better understood 
as a morality of the pursuit of deliverance and salvation. Sartrean grace 
only goes so far, but it goes farther than the traditional understanding 
of the look suggests.
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Sticky Note
The second line of footnote 49 should be indented as in the other footnotes.




