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The ancient Athenians believed that their 
forebears sprang directly from the earth rather 
than being created by gods or bom of human 
parents. In some version of the myth, the an
cestor was depicted as having a man's form 
above the waist and a snake's form below: 
"Having emerged from the earth, he still in part 
resembled the creature that slips to and fro be
tween the upper and lower worlds."' At the be
ginning of her 1947 work. The Ethics of Ambi
guity, Simone de Beauvoir asserts that there is 
a fundamental ambiguity to human life. A c 
cording to her, every human, like the chthonic 
ancestor of the Athenians, exists at the same 
time in two realms: "he is still part of the world 
of which he is conscious."^ Rooted as they are 
in the earth, humans can transcend their mate
rial origin in thought but they can never escape 
it. 

She cites many ways that this ambiguity is 
manifested in human life. Humans live and 
they die. They can retreat to an internal realm 
of consciousness free from external restraints, 
but they always exist as bodies, as things 
"crushed by the dark weight of other things."^ 
They can discover seemingly eternal truths, in
cluding the truth of their own ambiguity, but 
they are always tied to the fleeting moment of 
the present. Each is a unique individual im
mersed in the collective whole of humanity. 

Most philosophers, she says, try to escape 
the tension that accepting this basic ambiguity 
entails by constructing systems that privilege 
one of a pair of opposed terms. In the modem 
Westem tradition the prevalent distinction is 
between mind and matter, or the corollary dis
tinction between mind and body. Materialist 
philosophers attempt to reduce one side of this 
pair, mind, to the other, matter. Idealists of dif
ferent stripes attempt the opposite. Dualists, on 
the other hand, settle for a permanent 
stand-off, with both co-existing in the individ
ual human being, in Francis Jeanson's words, 
"like etemal strangers.'"* Spirit and Nature are 
the names that Hegel gives to the two opposing 
poles. More ingeniously, he attempts "to reject 
none of the aspects of man's condition and to 
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reconcile all of them." But Beauvoir repudi
ates Hegel's "marvelous optimism".^ Siding 
instead with Kierkegaard, she characterizes 
the ambiguity of the human condition as tragic. 
Like the conflicts at the heart of Greek tragedy, 
it cannot be overcome but must be played 
through to the end. 

But why can it not be overcome? Beauvoir 
gives no argument here. Rather she implies 
that there is a relation of dependence existing 
between the poles. She says of the human be
ing: "he is nothing more that an individual in 
the collectivity on which he depends."^ The in
dividual is dependent on the human commu
nity for its birth and sustenance. There is an 
"original helplessness from which man springs 
up."^ Likewise, the existence of consciousness 
is dependent on the human body and its contin
uing functioning. For this reason, death, as 
Beauvoir stresses, is inevitable and indeed pos
sible at any moment. And because conscious
ness is interwoven with the body a human can 
become an object for another human.^ Finally, 
without consciousness there can be no revela
tion of enduring tmths. But consciousness de
pends on the body, which exists in time, not in 
an atemporal realm.^ 

The ambiguity of the human condition can
not be overcome because of the dependence of 
consciousness on the body and the self on oth
ers. Materialist philosophers, given that they 
accept the distinct existence of consciousness 
at all, would readily endorse this conclusion 
that consciousness is dependent on something 
material. Beauvoir does not attempt a refuta
tion of materialism in this essay, noting only 
that i f mind could be completely reduced to 
matter morality would not be possible: "moral 
consciousness can exist only to the extent that 
there is disagreement between nature and mo
rality.'"^ Many philosophers before her have 
argued that materialism denies free wi l l , which 
makes ethics impossible. But Beauvoir seems 
to be pursuing a different line of reasoning, that 
is, that the relative independence of conscious
ness, its ability to transcend material condi
tions is shown by the very experience of moral 
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obligation." Humans judge that the way things 
are is not the way they ought to be and set about 
to change them. 

The ambiguity of human existence not only 
makes ethics possible. The dependence of con
sciousness on the body, which is at the mercy 
of external forces, the dependence of my life 
on the lives of others is what makes ethics nec
essary. If each human consciousness really 
were "a sovereign and unique subject'"^ over 
which the forces of nature and the wills of oth
ers had no power, there would be no need for 
morality. Because it is ambiguous, human ex
istence is fragile. Since human beings can be 
abandoned, hurt, and killed, morality is a cen
tral concem of human life. Furthermore, the 
dependence of consciousness on the body is 
what renders humans ultimately vulnerable to 
moral judgment. As Beauvoir notes in her dis
cussion of violence, sometimes the only way to 
reach those who have hurt, who have killed is 
through their bodies. 

Thus it is humans' hybrid nature—^their am
biguous existence—^that makes ethics both 
possible and necessary. Beauvoir goes on to as
sert that existentialism is the only philosophy 
that faces up to the basic ambiguity of human 
l i fe . '^ (As I w i l l soon discuss, whether 
Beauvoir's fel low existentialist Jean-Paul 
Sartre recognizes the true extent of this ambi
guity is open to question. Nonetheless, 
Beauvoir's own brand of existentialism cer
tainly does.) Thus, for Beauvoir, not only is ex
istentialism able to provide the foundation for 
an ethics, which many critics have denied, it is 
better positioned to do so than are other philos
ophies. This is because an existentialist ethics 
is, as Beauvoir's title proclaims, an ethics of 
ambiguity. 

II 
How exactly does existentialism provide 

the philosophical basis for Beauvoir's ethics of 
ambiguity? Beauvoir's thesis is that human 
freedom is the source of moral obligation. Be
cause we are free, she argues, we should com
pletely realize our freedom by accepting its 
burdens rather than running from them. How
ever—^and this is the surprising new angle that 
Beauvoir brings to existentialist thought—^my 
realizing my freedom does not necessarily 
conflict with others realizing their freedom. 

Not only does others' freedom not limit my 
own freedom, in order for me to completely re
alize my own freedom I require the freedom of 
others and thus have a moral obligation to de
fend and nurture this freedom. The starting 
point for this argument is a statement that she 
says comes from Being and Nothingness: 
"Man, Sartre tells us, is "a being who makes 
himself a lack of being in order that there 
might be being.'"'^ To understand what Sartre 
means by this statement and what point 
Beauvoir is trying to make by quoting it re
quires a brief review of Sartrean metaphysics. 

Beauvoir asserts that existentialism is a phi
losophy of ambiguity. But actually Sartre's on
tology is a dualistic one in which what exists is 
divided up into "two regions without commu
nication": the for-itself—consciousness—^and 
the in-itself—^non-conscious reality.'^ Thus, to 
retum to the quote Beauvoir takes from Sartre, 
the being that the for-itself lacks is the in-itself 
Furthermore, the for-itself makes itself a lack 
of being by nihilating the in-itself To demon
strate this thesis Sartre gives the example of 
searching for Pierre in the cafe. The busy cafe 
is full until he enters looking for someone who 
is not there. Thus, "Man is the being through 
whom nothingness comes to the world". 
Consciousness or the for-itself is a lack of be
ing and this lack of being springs from its own 
activities. 

The second part of the statement that she 
quotes f rom Sartre is more crucia l for 
Beauvoir's project of founding an existentialist 
ethics. This claim is that humans make them
selves a lack of being in order that there might 
be being. Or as Sartre puts it in Being and 
Nothingness: "the for-itself is . . . the nothing
ness whereby "there is" being."Sartre's state
ment has a deliberately paradoxical ring to it, 
but it is e a s i l y unders tandab le as a 
re-interpretation of Husserl's thesis about the 
intentionality of consciousness. Husserl's 
original insight is that all consciousness is con
sciousness of something. What consciousness 
is conscious of is something meaningful. 
Sartre ties the production of this meaning back 
to consciousness, as does Husserl . '^ In 
Husserl's terms, consciousness constitutes the 
meaning of objects in the world, and the mean
ing of the world itself For, Sartre, the in-itself 
is not capable on its own of achieving the unity 
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of a world. Consciousness, which is a lack of 
being, brings about that there is a world, or be
ing. Thus a human is a being who makes him
self a lack of being in order that there might be 
being." 

Yet Sartre departs radically from Husserl in 
retaining the category of the in-itself, a cate
gory of being existing apart from and underly
ing the for-itself While the meaning of being 
originates through consciousness for Sartre, 
this "adds nothing" to being: "the fact of re
vealing being as totality does not touch being 
any more than the fact of counting two cups on 
the table touches the existence or nature of ei
ther of them."'' 

Strictly speaking, then, the being that exists 
because humans exist as a lack of being is not 
being per se or the in-itself according to 
Sartre's ontology. It is being as it appears to 
consciousness, or what Sartre calls the phe
nomenon of being, in order to distinguish it 
from the being of phenomena or the realm of 
"transphenomenal and non-conscious being"^^ 
that Sartre claims to prove in his "ontological 
p r o o f is implied by the revealing activities of 
consciousness. But, as the quotes I have taken 
from Being and Nothingness demonstrate, 
Sartre himself does not stick to this more exact 
terminology, often speaking of being when he 
means the phenomenon of being and some
times equating being with the world. Beauvoir 
also uses the term "being" in this loose sense in 
The Ethics of Ambiguity, and equates being 
with the world, that is, the world revealed to 
human consciousness. 

Beauvoir thus builds on the ontological 
framework set up in Being and Nothingness in 
the beginning stages of her argument. But 
Beauvoir's argument does not necessarily pre
suppose the full-blown version of Sartre's on
tology I have sketched briefly here. In particu
lar there seems to be no role played in it by 
Sartre's category of the in-itself In founding 
her ethics Beauvoir concentrates only on the 
relation between individual human beings and 
"the human world established by man's pro
jects and ends,"^' not on the relation between 
humans and the in-itself In constructing her 
argument about the intertwining of human 
freedoms, then, Beauvoir's focus is more 
Husserlian than Sartrean. 
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O f course her central thesis about the basic 
ambiguity of the human condition does pre
suppose a dualistic ontology of a certain sort. 
According to her there is matter and there is 
consciousness and the human being is some 
strange blending of both. Yet while in this re
spect Beauvoir is certainly more dualistic than 
Husserl, she appears to be less rigid of a dualist 
than Sartre is. Beauvoir stresses the dark, sub
merged links between the non-conscious and 
the conscious more than Sartre does. Sartre 
says that the in-itself and the for-itself are re
gions without communication, whereas for 
her: "Man is still part of the world of which he 
is conscious." In this regard Beauvoir's onto
logical orientation appears closer to that of the 
F r e n c h p h e n o m e n o l o g i s t M a u r i c e 
Merleau-Ponty than to Sartre. Elsewhere 
Beauvoir says that for Merleau-Ponty con
sciousness "is not a pure for-itself, or to use 
Hegel's phrase which Sartre has taken up, a 
"hole in being"; but rather "a hollow, a fold," 
which has been made and which can be un-
made."^^ Merleau-Ponty's terminology aside, 
it is interesting to note the extent to which this 
description applies to her own position. 

Furthermore, in Beauvoir's description of 
this relation it is material reality which is seen 
to impinge on consciousness, rather than con
sciousness impinging on or negating the 
in-itself as in Sartre's ontology. A human, she 
says, "experiences himself as a thing crushed 
by the dark weight of other things."^^ She ob
serves that one of the central ironies of hu
mans' development of technology is that it has 
led to weapons that can turn the powers of na
ture against humans to an extent undreamt of 
previously. The deaths these weapons cause 
offer irrefutable proof that consciousness ex
ists at the mercy of external forces. 

On the other hand, Sartre's language when 
he talks of the for-itself nihilating the in-itself 
suggests that humans' basic relation to 
non-conscious reality is one of domination. 
Consciousness is envisioned as a devouring 
c o n s c i o u s n e s s , r e m i n i s c e n t o f the 
life-devouring form of desire described at one 
point in Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit.^"^ 
Perhaps the dominating stance that one con
sciousness takes towards another conscious
ness in Sartre's analysis of being-for-others is 
prefigured in the nihilating stance that con-



sciousness takes towards the in-itself in his on
tology. The ironic thing is that for Sartre, al
though the for-itself exists as the constant 
nihilation of the in-itself, this nihilation never 
actually achieves any hold on the in-itself, for 
these two regions are regions without commu
nication. In this regard Sartre's ontology dif
fers radically f rom the more naturalistic 
ontologies of Marx and of Aristotle, to which 
human interaction with non-organic nature is 
central. This failure of the for-itself to actually 
"touch being" is perhaps just another reason 
why humans are a "useless passion" for Sartre. 

B y contrast, one concrete example that 
Beauvoir gives of making oneself a lack of be
ing in order that there be being presupposes 
that there is basic urge to merge with nature 
rather than to dominate it.̂ ^ A human makes 
himself a lack of being by "uprooting himself 
from the world," she says, which goes against a 
deep desire: 

I should like to be the landscape which I am con
templating, I should like this sky, this quiet wa
ter to think themselves within me, that it might 
be I whom they express in flesh and bone.̂ ^ 

Albert Camus, a close friend of Beauvoir's 
during the period that she wrote The Ethics of 
Ambiguity, testifies to a similar yearning: 
"How tempting to merge oneself with these 
stones, to mingle with this burning, impassive 
universe that challenges history and its agita
tions. A vain temptation, no doubt. But every 
man has a deep instinct either for destruction or 
creation"^^ 

Beauvoir refers to this same desire in The 
Second Sex, the work she started after finishing 
The Ethics of Ambiguity, but here traces it back 
to the anguish caused when the infant is "sepa
rated more or less brutally from the nourishing 
body" of the mother at around six months of 
age: 

Man experiences with anguish his being turned 
loose, his forlomness. In flight from his free
dom, his subjectivity, he would fain lose himself 
in the bosom of the Whole. Here, indeed, is the 
origin of his cosmic and pantheistic dreams, of 
his longing for oblivion, for sleep, for ecstasy, 
for death. He never succeeds in abolishing his 
separate ego, but at least he wants to attain the 
solidity of the in-himself (sic), the en-soi, to be 

petrified into a thing.'^ 

The perspective that Beauvoir takes in The 
Ethics of Ambiguity is that humans' failure to 
realize this basic desire is not a loss but rather a 
gain. For by making ourselves a lack of being, 
she says, we remain at a distance from nature. 
Due to the meaning-bestowing activities of 
consciousness the sky and the water exist be
fore us. 

This urge to merge wi th nature that 
Beauvoir postulates can also be tied to hu
mans' enduring desire to achieve being, a de
sire they also cannot realize, according to exis
tentialism. For Sartre (and Beauvoir also 
repeats Sartre's formulation in a few places), 
what humans attempt to achieve in futilely 
striving to be is that impossible union of the 
for-itself and the in-itself that is God. But i f for 
Beauvoir wanting to be is equivalent to want
ing to be sky and water, it is not the same thing 
as wanting to be God, unless the deity that is 
being invoked is the pantheistic god of 
Spinoza. Now, Spinoza certainly thought that 
his theology could serve as the foundation of 
an ethics, but it is the transcendent God of the 
Judeo-Christian tradition that usually has been 
appealed to by Westem civilization as the 
foundation of ethical values. Beauvoir, like 
Sartre, was consistently critical of theological 
ethics and saw this appeal to a transcendent 
God to be linked to humans' futile desire to 
achieve being. But for Beauvoir it is not that 
humans long to be God so much as that they 
long for there to be a God: "When a man pro
jects into an ideal heaven that impossible syn
thesis of the for-itself and the in-itself that is 
called God, it is because he wishes the regard 
of this existing being to change his existence 
into being."^' One cannot sink back into nature. 
But the next best thing might be to see oneself 
as a part of nature as created by God according 
to a divine plan. Thus religion answers the 
need humans have to aspire to the status of be
ing in this way. 

To sum up, although Beauvoir uses a quote 
from Sartre's Being and Nothingness as the 
starting point of her argument, she gives an dif
ferent twist to her version of existentialist on
tology. She relies heavily on Sartre's thesis, 
which originated with Husserl, that the mean
ing of being and thus the existence of a world 

BEAUVOIR'S ONTOLOGY 

269 



must be traced back to human consciousness. 
Her thesis about human ambiguity makes use 
of an opposition between two poles of human 
existence that correspond roughly to Sartre's 
concepts of the for-itself and the in-itself But 
her conception of the relation between these 
two poles differs quite a bit from Sartre's. 
Beauvoir stresses that we cannot escape our 

existence as material beings, whereas for 
Sartre the for-itself, which defines human exis
tence, constantly negates the in-itself or mate
rial reality. For Beauvoir we must fight a temp
tation to slip back into the nature from which 
we emerged, while for Sartre humans must 
give up their vain desire to be God.^^ 
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