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Abstract 

 

The first phase of Sartre’s philosophical publications is marked by an apparent ambivalence 

towards Husserl’s transcendental turn. Sartre accepts both major aspects of that turn, the 

phenomenological reduction and the use of transcendental argumentation. Yet his rejection of 

the transcendental ego that Husserl derives from this transcendental turn overlooks an obvious 

transcendental argument in favour of it. His books on emotion and imagination, moreover, 

make only very brief comments about the transcendental constitution of the world of 

experience. In each case, these appear at the end of the book and can seem to contradict the 

book’s central analysis. The problem underlying these features of his works of phenomenological 

psychology is clarified and resolved, however, when Sartre articulates his own transcendental 

phenomenology and ontology in Being and Nothingness a decade after he first encountered the 

work of Husserl. This resolution raises a new problem that animates the next phase of his 

philosophy. 
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In an interview towards the end of his life, Sartre describes how he came to study philosophy. In 

the final year of his preparation for the entrance exam for the École Normale Supérieure, a new 

teacher assigned some of Bergson’s work for the students to read. Sartre was hooked. He had 

always wanted to write literary fiction and in Bergson’s work he discovered that through 

philosophy he could study conscious experience ‘as a method and instrument for my literary 

works’ (IRPG: 6). Although he soon came to realise that there was more to philosophy than this, 

the analysis of subjective experience remained central to his thought and writing throughout his 

life. But he never subscribed to Bergson’s philosophy itself (IRPG: 7). It was almost a decade 

later that he first discovered a philosopher whose methods and descriptions of conscious 

experience he wanted to adopt. Aron, a friend from university and budding philosopher, 

introduced him to Husserl’s phenomenology. Sartre was excited and arranged to spend a year in 

Berlin studying Husserl, but he was to be a little disappointed by this study. 

 

Aron had convinced him that Husserl’s philosophy would provide both the method he needed 

and the realist ontology to which he intuitively subscribed, but what Sartre found did not live up 

to this expectation (IRPG: 10, 25). Sartre’s philosophical publications for the next ten years, 

culminating in Being and Nothingness, are thus marked by an apparent ambivalence towards 

Husserl’s philosophy. In particular, Sartre seems ambivalent about the ‘transcendental turn’ that 

Husserl’s philosophy takes between the publication of Logical Investigations at the start of the 

century and the publication of Ideas just before the First World War. In the earlier work, Husserl 

develops a method of describing experience as it seems to the subject. His transcendental turn 

then consists of two innovations. One is the ‘phenomenological reduction’, the principle that 

descriptions of conscious experience should not presuppose that its objects exist independently 

of it. The other is the use of transcendental arguments to establish factually necessary conditions 

of experience. Sartre does not reject Husserl’s transcendental turn itself, but is critical of its 

philosophical results. In this chapter, we will see how this apparent ambivalence plays out across 

Sartre’s philosophical publications until it is resolved in his own transcendental phenomenology. 
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1. The Problem of the Transcendental Ego 

 

One of Sartre’s first publications was a critical article on Husserl’s transcendental philosophy 

published in the journal Recherches Philosophiques in 1936, later reissued as a book. It opens by 

contrasting Husserl’s theories of the ego in Logical Investigations and in Ideas. In the first work, 

Sartre argues, Husserl understands the ego as an object of consciousness that transcends any 

given experience of it just as ordinary worldly objects do. The question Sartre poses is whether 

this is enough, or whether Husserl is right to add in Ideas a second ego, the transcendental ego, 

which is part of the structure of consciousness rather than an object of consciousness. Sartre 

does not disagree here with Husserl’s transcendental turn itself. He accepts the methodology of 

the phenomenological reduction and the resulting view of consciousness as constituting the 

world of ordinary experience. His concern is only with whether this transcendental 

consciousness includes or relies on an ego (TE: 4-5). The first part of the essay argues against 

this transcendental ego. The second analyses the way the transcendent ego, the ego that is an 

object of consciousness, is constituted in experience. The work closes with some philosophical 

implications.  

 

Our concern here is solely with the arguments of the first part, which address possible reasons 

for holding there to be a transcendental ego. One set argue that we have no experience of a 

transcendental ego. Unreflective consciousness of the world, argues Sartre, is entirely 

translucent. All we are aware of is our environment, with its objects and their meanings. There 

is no ego among these objects (TE: 11-13). If there were an ego in the structure of the 

experience itself, then this experience would not be a translucent presentation of the world. For 

such an ego would have more to it than is presented in the experience. It would therefore be 

opaque, which is incompatible with it being a structure of a translucent experience (TE: 7-9). In 

reflection on experience, we can glimpse an ego to which the experience is referred. This is the 

‘I’ of the ‘I think’. But since this was not part of the experience reflected on, it is the 

transcendent ego constituted by reflection rather than a transcendental ego that underlies all 

experience (TE: 11-15). 

 

Whereas these arguments address the idea that phenomenology reveals a transcendental ego in 

experience, Sartre’s second set address transcendental arguments that the transcendental ego is 

factually necessary for consciousness to have certain characteristics identified by 

phenomenology. Sartre’s basic point here is that these characteristics are fully explained by 

features of conscious experience already identified by Husserl’s phenomenology. That my 

experience at a given time is unified, rather than a set of discrete and disparate experiences, is 

explained, according to Sartre, by the intentional structure of consciousness. The various aspects 
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of my experience are unified by being grouped around a single focal object of experience (TE: 

6). The unity of my experiences across time as a single flow of consciousness is explained, he 

argues, by the structure of each experience including some retention of prior experience (TE: 6-

7). The individuality of consciousness is a function of this synchronic and diachronic unity: the 

experiences unified in these ways form a ‘synthetic, individual totality, completely isolated from 

other totalities of the same kind’ (TE: 7). In these arguments, Sartre has reaffirmed the theory of 

the unity of consciousness that Husserl held before his transcendental turn (Levy 2016: 517-9). 

 

Each of these arguments, as Sartre has presented them, stands in need of further support. Each 

of them can be subjected to critical scrutiny of both its phenomenological claims and the 

inferences drawn from those claims. But even if we were to grant these arguments, there would 

remain one powerful motivation for the transcendental ego. Sartre’s analyses of the unity and 

individuality of consciousness concern the necessary conditions of experiencing my 

consciousness as unified and as individuated from the world and from other minds if there are 

any. But they do not address the necessary conditions of my experiencing these particular 

features of the world rather than any other, or indeed all, features of the world. Why is it that I 

can currently see the room from this perspective and not from other perspectives? Why do I 

never experience sudden discontinuities in perspective? The obvious answer would seem to be 

that there is a subject of experience, an entity with a particular point of perspective on the 

world, and that experiences belong to that subject even though it does not appear in those 

experiences. Thus, a transcendental argument can be formulated that identifies the 

transcendental subject as a factually necessary condition of the perspectival coherence and 

limitation of my experience. 

 

This obvious answer might not be correct. However, what matters for our purposes is that none 

of Sartre’s arguments against the transcendental ego even address this question. Why is this? It 

might be thought that this ontological question of why some experiences are bundled together as 

mine when other possible experiences are not part of that same bundle is ruled out by the 

phenomenological reduction. But the reduction requires only that the structures of conscious 

experience are described without the natural presupposition that its objects already exist 

independently of it. It therefore does not preclude the use of those descriptions as premises in 

transcendental arguments to ontological conclusions. Here we see an aspect of Sartre’s 

ambivalence about Husserl’s transcendental turn. He enthusiastically accepts the 

phenomenological reduction in this work and does not object to the idea of transcendental 

arguments (TE: 2-5). But he is implacably opposed to the idea of a transcendental ego 

underlying experience, because he considers this to entail solipsism (TE: 50). It is perhaps for 

this reason that he, knowingly or otherwise, ignores the obvious transcendental argument for the 
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transcendental ego. This work therefore does not fulfil Sartre’s ambition of establishing a 

transcendental phenomenology that repudiates the transcendental ego. 

 

2. The Puzzle of Emotion 

 

Sartre’s ambivalence about Husserl’s transcendental turn underlies two otherwise puzzling 

aspects of the phenomenological analyses of emotion and imagination that he published in the 

next few years. The first of these, Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions, appeared in 1939. As its title 

suggests, it is a short volume that does not attempt to offer a comprehensive theory. Instead, its 

introduction outlines the idea of a phenomenological clarification of the central concepts 

employed in empirical psychology, the first two chapters critique existing philosophical and 

psychoanalytic theories of emotion, and the third chapter provides phenomenological analyses 

of paradigm cases of emotion that are intended as preparatory work for a full phenomenological 

account. The puzzle concerns this third chapter. For most of this chapter, Sartre develops a 

single basic conception of emotion. Towards the end, he presents an example that seems to pose 

a problem for this conception, then argues that it does fit the conception. But it is not clear what 

problem he thinks this case seems to pose or why he thinks that it does not, after all, pose that 

problem. 

 

According to the conception developed up to the point at which this example is introduced, an 

emotional experience is a response to a perceived difficulty in the world. In ordinary experience, 

the world appears to us as an instrumental complex, an arrangement of items governed by 

deterministic causal laws. In this context, we understand what we need to do in order to bring 

about our goals. But when this becomes too difficult, Sartre argues, when we cannot see our way 

to achieving a goal by the ordinary instrumental means, we may slip into the emotional attitude 

that treats the world as a magical realm (STE: 39-41). In this attitude, our behaviour is aimed at 

bringing about the desired goal magically. To jump or dance with joy on hearing that a loved 

one will soon visit, for example, is to attempt by magical incantation to make the loved one 

arrive immediately, instead of having to wait (STE: 46-7). One does not reflectively choose to do 

this, or even notice that one is doing it, but nevertheless this is the structure of the emotional 

experience and behaviour itself.  

 

Sartre develops this conception through analyses of fainting in fear, fleeing in fear, becoming 

inactive through sadness, and bursting into tears, as well as jumping or dancing with joy (STE: 

42-7). He argues that these are all essentially magical forms of behaviour. But he then raises the 

problematic example. This conception, he argues, ‘does not explain the immediate reactions of 

horror and wonder that sometimes possess us when certain objects suddenly appear to us’. In his 
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primary example, ‘I am frozen with terror’ when ‘a grimacing face suddenly appears pressed 

against the outside of the window’ (STE: 55). Sartre goes on to argue that this is not a 

counterexample to the conception of emotion that he has been developing, but rather shows 

that there are two varieties of emotion. In his examples of fear, sadness, and joy, ‘it is we who 

constitute the magic of the world to replace a deterministic activity which cannot be realized’, 

but in this case of terror the world ‘reveals itself suddenly as a magical environment’ (STE: 57). 

This response is puzzling. Exactly how is it supposed to show that this case of terror fits the 

conception of emotion developed so far? 

 

Sarah Richmond (2011, 2014) has argued that it fails to show this. On her reading, the initial 

conception held that emotion distorts the instrumental structure of the world by presenting it as 

magical rather than deterministic, but Sartre’s analysis of the terror case is that here emotion 

reveals a magical aspect that the world does indeed possess. Richmond sees this example of the 

face appearing at the window as a prototype of the theory of the ‘the look’ that Sartre will 

develop a few years later in Being and Nothingness. The face at the window is magical, on 

Richmond’s reading, because another consciousness is not part of the deterministic instrumental 

world. The other person is not simply an object that can be put to use in my pursuit of my goals. 

Rather, their goals structure their own experience of the world in ways that may be at odds with 

my experience and my goals. On this reading, however, Sartre’s analysis seems rather 

implausible. For most of us spend a large part of our waking lives in the presence of other 

people. We do not all spend all of that time frozen with terror, or indeed with a general 

background feeling of terror. 

 

Anthony Hatzimoysis (2011: 72-7; 2014) offers a different interpretation. On his reading, Sartre 

uses the terror example to isolate one of the features of the conception of emotion developed so 

far as the essential feature. Hatzimoysis agrees with Richmond that the face at the window is 

immediately experienced as already having magical properties. It is experienced as threatening 

even though, as Sartre makes clear in his description, it is the face of someone shut outside the 

room and so unable to physically reach me. Hatzimoysis argues that Sartre’s resulting theory 

holds the essence of emotion to be magical behaviour, which can occur either in response to a 

difficulty in the instrumental world or in response to the appearance of some magical object. To 

freeze in terror, on this reading, is to attempt magically to freeze the whole world, in order to 

freeze the threat posed by the face at the window. But this reading too makes Sartre’s theory 

seem implausible. For if the threat posed by the face at the window is merely a magical threat, 

then it would best be neutralised by affirming the ordinary instrumental attitude to the world. 

The resort to magically freezing the world is therefore unexplained. 
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3. The Puzzle of Imagination 

 

Neither of these considerations against the interpretations offered by Richmond and 

Hatzimoysis seems conclusive. For it may simply be that the sketch for a theory of the emotions 

that Sartre offers here is deficient in one of these ways. However, important light can be shed on 

this puzzle by comparing it with a puzzle that arises towards the end of Sartre’s next book, The 

Imaginary, in which he develops a detailed theory of imagination. We will see that these two 

puzzles manifest Sartre’s apparent ambivalence towards Husserl’s transcendental turn at this 

stage of his philosophical career. Sartre opens The Imaginary with a characterisation of the 

‘irrealising’ structure of imagination that distinguishes it from the ‘realising’ structure of 

perception. He then presents analyses of a wide range of conscious experiences, from 

recognising the person depicted in a portrait or an impersonation through to seeing images in 

schematic drawings or in random patterns, as forms of imagination. He articulates a common 

structure of these experiences and the further roles that structure plays, including in 

hallucinations and dreams. He maintains his initial distinction between imagination and 

perception throughout these analyses (see especially IPPI: 120-2). But then in the Conclusion he 

claims that imagination is an essential aspect of perceptual experience, that ‘all apprehension of 

the real as a world implies a hidden surpassing towards the imaginary’, so that there ‘could be 

no realizing consciousness’, no perception, ‘without imaging consciousness’ (IPPI: 188). How 

should we understand this? 

 

We need first to clarify Sartre’s initial distinction. For this poses a smaller puzzle of its own. 

Sartre identifies four ‘characteristics’ of imaginative experience (IPPI: 5-14). First, to imagine is 

to have a particular kind of conscious experience intentionally directed at an object that is not 

itself an image in the mind. To imagine the Eiffel Tower is to have an experience intentionally 

directed at the Eiffel Tower, not at a mental image. Second, this kind of experience is ‘quasi-

observation’. Like observation, the object imagined is presented as from a particular perspective. 

Yet, unlike perception, I cannot learn about the object by changing my perspective. For 

imagination can only present to me aspects that I already know the object to have. Third, this 

kind of experience presents its object as non-existent, as absent, as existing elsewhere, or merely 

with no commitment to the object’s existence. Perception, by contrast, presents its object as 

existing and present to observation. Fourth, imaginative experience includes ‘nonthetic’ 

awareness of these characteristics. Although attention is focused on the object as it is imagined, 

this experience includes the sense that consciousness is constructing this object as it is imagined. 

Perceptual experience, by contrast, includes the sense that it is responding to the object of 

attention. 
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Sartre does not make clear in this passage precisely why he thinks that perception and 

imagination are the only two varieties of experience that present objects at all. He is clear that 

imagination and perception have the first and, at one level of description, the fourth 

characteristics in common. Both are intentional conscious experiences that include ‘nonthetic’ 

awareness of their own structures. The content of this nonthetic awareness is different in the two 

cases only because this content is provided by the other structures of the experience, which are 

different in the two cases. But this seems to leave two structures of imagination that distinguish it 

from perception. If imagination has both of these characteristics and perception has neither, 

then why should there not be two more kinds of experience, a form of quasi-observation that 

posits its object as present and existing, and a form of observation that does not posit its object as 

present and existing? If there could not be such forms of conscious experience, then that must be 

because the second and third characteristics of imagination mutually entail one another. Sartre 

has not, however, given us reason to agree that they do so. 

 

Whatever the explanation of this mutual entailment, we can now see what is so puzzling about 

Sartre’s claims in the Conclusion that imagination is involved in all perception. For he has 

defined these kinds of experience in a way that seems to make them mutually incompatible. 

They differ not in whether their intentional object exists independently of the experience. You 

can imagine something that you know to exist, as when you form a mental image of the Eiffel 

Tower or see your brother in a photo. The difference is rather that perception tracks qualities 

that it finds in its object, whereas imagination specifies its object by specifying some of its 

qualities. This is not to say that there is no part of the world directly present in imaginative 

experience. It is to say only that the part of the world present in the experience is not the 

intentional object of the experience. When seeing the impressionist Franconay impersonate 

Chevalier, it is Franconay who is present in my experience, but the intentional object of my 

imaginative experience is Chevalier. When you see your brother in the photo, you are having an 

imaginative experience of your brother that rests on the presence of the photo. 

 

Sartre uses the term ‘analogon’ for this item present in imaginative experience without being its 

intentional object. This idea derives from Husserl’s comments on imagination and aesthetic 

experience in the context of his transcendental turn, but Sartre rejects Husserl’s theory that in 

mental imagery this role is played by subjective contents internal to the experience itself (TI: 

129-42; IPPI: 29, 59; Stawarska 2013: 25-8). Sartre proposes that where one cannot switch from 

the imaginative attitude to perceiving the analogon, as one can switch from imagining Chevalier 

through Franconay’s mime to simply watching Franconay, the nature of the analogon is beyond 

the scope of phenomenology and must be investigated empirically (IPPI: 52-3). Here we find 

again Sartre’s ambivalence about Husserl’s transcendental turn: the explication of imagination 
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cannot be completed within the confines of the phenomenological reduction, but requires an 

empirical psychology that embodies the natural attitude. Full justification for this must await his 

resolution of that ambivalence. But consideration of Sartre’s view of the analogon does clarify 

the puzzle raised by the Conclusion of The Imaginary. If the intentional object of perception is 

present and tracked by consciousness, but the intentional object of imagination is specified by 

consciousness using a present object as an analogon, then how can imagination be essential to 

the structure of perception? 

 

4. Resolving The Puzzles of Imagination and Emotion 

 

One way to resolve this puzzle in The Imaginary is by deflationary historical explanation. For this 

book has its origins in a larger work that Sartre had written a few years earlier. He had been 

invited to write a book that would trace the history of theories of the imagination in modern 

philosophy and psychology, articulate the basic problems that theories of imagination need to 

overcome, and present some original theoretical contributions. The manuscript he submitted 

did not fit the publisher’s brief. It was far too long and was dominated by the development of his 

own philosophical theory. The publisher took only the first part of the manuscript, a conceptual 

history of modern philosophy and psychology of the imagination, and published it as Sartre’s 

first book, The Imagination, in 1936. The rest formed the majority of The Imaginary four years later 

(Beauvoir 1965: 201, 208, 212). It is tempting to infer that the Conclusion to The Imaginary was 

written some time later than the rest of the book, at which point Sartre was moving towards the 

more sophisticated ontology of the perceived world that he later articulated in Being and 

Nothingness, and therefore does not really form part of the book’s central theory at all. 

 

However, this deflationary explanation overlooks the parallel between this puzzle at the end of 

The Imaginary and the one at the end of Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions, published a year earlier. 

Sartre ends each book arguing for a philosophical claim that seems not to fit the preceding 

theory. In the case of The Imaginary, the argument of the Conclusion is of a different kind to those 

in the preceding work. The first part of the book employs phenomenological reflection to 

identify the structures of imagination. Sartre says very little about his method here (IPPI: 5). But 

it is clear from his earlier book on imagination that he intends to deploy the phenomenological 

reduction in order to isolate the essential structures of imagination (TI: 125-9, 141-2). The next 

three parts of the book engage critically with empirical psychology to develop a full theory of 

imagination that enshrines this phenomenological analysis. But the Conclusion then develops 

transcendental arguments that aim to identify structures that consciousness itself must have in 

order for imagination to have the structures that phenomenology has revealed it to have. 
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These transcendental arguments are presented very concisely and Sartre is clear that they raise 

further questions. Yet they do seem to form a natural part of the book. For the first of them 

shows that the book’s grounding phenomenological theory already implicitly carries a 

commitment to a transcendental condition. According to that theory, imaginative acts require 

some part of the material world present to consciousness to function as an analogon. For 

consciousness to be able to imagine, therefore, requires that a material world is present to it. 

Imagination requires the ability to transcend the present object in order to posit the imagined 

object for which the present object serves as an analogon, in contrast to the perceptual attitude 

that focuses on the present object itself to track its characteristics (IPPI: 182-4). Both attitudes 

require the presence of an object whose existence is independent of one’s attitude towards it. 

The presence of a material world is therefore a transcendental condition of imagination 

throughout the book. Sartre has simply not drawn out this implication until the Conclusion. 

 

It is the next step that gives rise to the puzzle. Sartre argues that the shift from the perceptual 

attitude to the imaginative attitude is motivated by features of the perceived world. Sartre’s 

example prefigures one of the most famous passages of Being and Nothingness: ‘for my friend Pierre 

to be given to me as absent, I must have been led to grasp the world as a whole such that Pierre 

cannot currently be present in it for me’ (IPPI: 185; compare B&N: 33-5). If perception were 

limited to tracking its objects, then it could not motivate the shift to imagination. Perception 

must rather reveal a world shaped by imaginative expectation or desire. Sartre here introduces 

one of the central concepts of his existentialism: ‘situation’, meaning the world as perceived in 

light of something absent (IPPI: 185). Perception is infused with imagination in the sense that an 

imagined goal is required to motivate perceptual exploration and classification of the features of 

the world (IPPI: 186-7). The puzzle arises only if we mistakenly assume that this requires that 

imaginative and perceptual attitudes occur simultaneously, rather than that perception 

constitutes its world in light of prior acts of imagination (IPPI: 188). (For more a more detailed 

explanation of this resolution of this puzzle, see Webber forthcoming-c.) 

 

The puzzle at the end of Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions has a parallel structure. The main text 

of The Imaginary concerns the structure of familiar imaginative and perceptual experiences, but 

the Conclusion is concerned with the transcendental constitution of the world. Likewise, the 

central theory of Sketch concerns the structure of familiar emotional events in response to the 

world as already constituted, but Sartre’s analysis of the problematic example of terror at the 

sudden appearance of a face at the window concerns emotion as a feature of the transcendental 

constitution of the world. The face at the window appears suddenly and its owner’s intentions 

are unclear. This disrupts the transcendental activity of constituting an instrumental world of 

deterministic relations between objects. We cannot make instrumental sense of the scene until 
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we have some idea of that person’s intentions. We therefore cannot constitute our world. So we 

are incapacitated and remain transfixed on the face at the window until it provides the 

information that allows us to understand what is happening, which is required for us to return to 

the instrumental attitude. (For more a more detailed explanation of this resolution of this puzzle, 

see Webber forthcoming-b.) 

 

5. Sartre’s Transcendental Turn 

 

In his Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions, therefore, Sartre sketches the basic features of strong 

emotional events as departures from the usual instrumental attitude towards the world. He 

primarily sketches intense emotional events that occur when the world becomes too difficult, so 

that the instrumental attitude is abandoned. But he then closes by sketching the kinds of 

emotional event that occur when the instrumental attitude itself cannot be maintained because 

some part of the world cannot be subsumed into it. This turn from the phenomenological 

features of familiar empirical experiences of the world to a concern with the transcendental 

constitution of the world of ordinary perception also occurs at the end of The Imaginary, though 

there it is more explicit. The majority of this book is concerned with the structure and roles of 

imagination in a world that is already constituted, but the Conclusion then considers the role of 

imagination in the transcendental constitution of that world. Why are these two books both 

structured in this way? Why does their turn to transcendental constitution only occur at the end? 

And why does Sartre only deal with this transcendental constitution so comparatively briefly? 

 

The answer to these questions is that Sartre considers himself to have reached the proper limits 

of phenomenological psychology. For a theory of the transcendental constitution of the world 

requires an explanation of why this transcendental power is restricted in certain ways. To 

elaborate his idea that terror can be the manifestation of the inability to constitute the world, 

Sartre would need to explain how it is that the power of transcendental consciousness to 

constitute the world is limited in this way. Having argued that perception is not the passive 

absorption of information, but is rather the transcendental constitution of the perceived world, 

Sartre owes an explanation of how this transcendental constitution differs from the 

imagination’s construction of its objects, and in particular of why perception is limited in ways 

that imagination is not. In short, once he has raised the transcendental issue, Sartre needs to 

turn his philosophical attention from the structures of experience to the structures of reality 

itself. His theories in phenomenological psychology cannot be fully elaborated without a theory 

that explains which features of the world are mind-dependent and which are mind-independent. 
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This also explains why Sartre’s earlier work, The Transcendence of the Ego, fails to address the 

question of why these particular experiences are bundled together as mine. We have seen that 

Sartre does not even consider in that work the transcendental argument that a transcendental 

ego is required to explain this. He seems not even to see that there is anything here to be 

explained. He considers himself to have established that there is no transcendental ego within 

the structures of consciousness itself, as we have seen, which is to say that a transcendental ego 

cannot be accepted within the constraints of phenomenological psychology. The transcendental 

argument that a transcendental ego is nevertheless necessary for the inherent perspectival 

coherence and limitation of perceptual experience has its premises established by 

phenomenological psychology but draws an ontological conclusion about reality itself. Our 

resolution of the puzzles of emotion and imagination suggests that the reason Sartre ignores this 

transcendental argument for the transcendental ego is precisely that he does not consider such 

an inference legitimate in the absence of a more general consideration of the ontology of reality. 

 

Sartre’s turn from phenomenological psychology in these works to the phenomenological 

ontology of Being and Nothingness, published three years after The Imaginary, is therefore the 

completion of his own transcendental turn. In this work, he accuses Husserl of a form of 

ontological idealism that constitutes the world out of subjective mental items (B&N: 17). He 

considers such a theory to be an embarrassment to philosophy, since it leaves unexplainable 

how it is that the world is not entirely under my control, how it is that things can resist my 

efforts, or, to put it another way, why there are limits to the power of transcendental 

consciousness to constitute the world (B&N: 3-4, 17-18). Echoing his earlier rejection of 

Husserl’s theory that mental imagery is founded on subjective contents internal to experience, 

Sartre traces the root of this failure to account for the objectivity of the world to Husserl’s 

unrestricted application of his phenomenological reduction (B&N: 6, 28). Sartre’s earlier 

apparent ambivalence about Husserl’s transcendental turn is resolved by this rejection of what 

he considers to be Husserl’s insistence that the phenomenological reduction constrain the 

conclusions of transcendental arguments as well as their premises. 

 

For this rejection facilitates Sartre’s ‘radical reversal of the idealist position’ (B&N: 239). Where 

the idealism that he ascribes to Husserl’s transcendental philosophy leaves the world dependent 

on the mind, Sartre’s own ontology construes the mind as dependent on the world. Sartre wants 

to establish and elaborate it through a series of transcendental arguments that aim to establish 

that certain mind-independent features of the world are necessary for consciousness to have the 

structures that it has. His first transcendental argument of this kind, which appears in the 

Introduction to Being and Nothingness, aims to establish the brute mind-independent existence of 

the objects of consciousness as a necessary condition of the intentional structure that 
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phenomenology, within the constraints of the phenomenological reduction, reveals 

consciousness to have. This is a particularly abstruse passage and there are various ways its 

argument might be reconstructed. But its outline is clear: Sartre intends to establish first the 

phenomenological claim that intentionality is the basic structure of consciousness, then show 

that the being-in-itself of the objects of perceptual experience is a necessary condition of 

consciousness having this structure (see especially B&N: 16-19; see also B&N: 198-200). 

 

This is a distinctively Sartrean kind of transcendental argument. The premise is not intended to 

be an indisputable starting point. Sartre intends rather to show that it would be accepted by 

anyone who attends to their own experience without theoretical prejudice (Morris 2016: 208-13; 

Williford 2016: 84-8). What makes it a transcendental argument is that its conclusion claims to 

identify a factually necessary condition of our experience having the structure described in this 

premise that accurately captures our experience (Eshleman 2016: 180-1). In this case, the 

conclusion concerns the ontological structure of reality itself as well as the ontological structure 

of our consciousness of reality. It asserts that ‘consciousness arises oriented towards a being 

which is not itself’ (B&N: 17). Perceptual experience is essentially structured, that is to say, as an 

intentional relation to an object whose being does not depend on its being the object of any 

experience. (For more a more detailed explanation of this argument and its place in Sartre’s 

response to Husserl, see Webber forthcoming-a.) 

 

6. Sartre’s Phenomenological Ontology 

 

Sartre’s basic phenomenological ontology of consciousness and being-in-itself is thus motivated, 

at least partly, by the need to complete his theories of phenomenological psychology. For those 

theories are incomplete without an account of the basic ontology underlying the transcendental 

constitution of the world. But we can also discern a relation of dependence in the opposite 

direction. Any theory of the transcendental structures that underlie our experience of the 

familiar world faces a methodological problem: how can we have the conceptual capacities 

required to adequately describe those transcendental structures? Concepts whose content is 

provided by empirical experience would seem to describe only that already constituted empirical 

reality. Concepts whose content is specifically given by the transcendental structures themselves 

would seem unintelligible, expect perhaps to specialists able to discern those structures directly 

in phenomenological reflection, but such concepts might anyway be otiose for such experts. 

Sartre’s solution is to develop phenomenological conceptualisations of emotional and 

imaginative experiences that should be recognisable to anyone who has those experiences, then 

to model the transcendental activity of consciousness using those conceptualisations. His 
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transcendental phenomenological ontology is thus conceptually and methodologically 

dependent on his phenomenological psychology. 

 

Sartre uses his conceptualisation of the imagination to articulate his claim that the world of 

everyday experience is shaped by our projects. Upon entering the café where I expect to meet 

Pierre, he argues, I may suddenly be struck by his absence. It is not that I perceive all of the 

things that are present and then infer that Pierre is not there. Rather, in my direct unreflective 

experience itself, ‘Pierre absent haunts this café’ (B&N: 34). Although I experience objects that 

exist independently of me, chairs and tables and crockery and bodies that have their being in 

themselves, the sense they have for me is provided by my imagination. This is not to say that the 

café and its objects function as an analogon for me to imagine Pierre, but that my prior act of 

imagination, my expectation, motivates and organises my perceptual experience. Likewise, the 

meaning that I experience when my alarm clock rings or when a sign says ‘keep off the grass’ 

depends on my own projects, on the goals that I have set. Perception organises my world in the 

light of something that is not, something I have imagined (B&N: 61-3, 221-3, 459). 

 

Sartre draws on his earlier conceptualisation of affectivity to describe a further dimension of this 

transcendental constitution of the world. Negative affective reactions such as disgust, he argues, 

manifest a dissonance between the mind-independent reality of some aspect of the world and 

my projects, the goals that I have set in imagination and am pursuing. Where some object is an 

obstacle to my goal or in some way demonstrates the impossibility of reality matching my 

imagined ideal, that object has a negative affective tenor for me (B&N: 631-2). Similarly, the 

realisation that I am perceived in some way that clashes with my own preferred self-image is 

experienced as shame (B&N: 284-6). Conversely, when some feature of my imagined ideal is 

confirmed, the relevant feature of the world is perceived with a positive affective tenor. If 

someone admires some feature of me and this is a feature I aspire to have, then I feel pride 

(B&N: 314). This idea of affectivity deploys the conception of magic developed in Sketch for a 

Theory of the Emotions, even though he no longer uses the word ‘magic’ to describe this (Richmond 

2011: 157). 

 

The descriptions of emotional events in Sketch therefore develop concepts that Sartre then uses to 

describe this aspect of the transcendental constitution of the world. But this role of the magical 

in the world as transcendentally constituted does not entail that there is any magic in reality 

independently of our constitution of the world. Indeed, if we can account for any apparent 

magical features of the experienced world as products of this transcendental constitution, then 

we have no reason to hold that theoretical explanations of the construction of reality or of the 

workings of the mind need to be incomplete. It is perhaps for this reason that Sartre redeploys 
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the term ‘magic’ in Being and Nothingness as a pejorative term to describe the explanatory 

inadequacy that he finds in various scientific theories. His point is that theories fail when they 

retain some of this magical thinking that is very naturally encouraged by the role of magic in the 

transcendentally constituted world. But it is therefore mistaken to read this use of the term 

‘magic’ as an early deconstructionist denial of the opposition between science and primitive 

magical thinking (Richmond 2011: 159). 

 

Having argued that being in-itself is necessary for consciousness, Sartre presents further 

instances of his distinctive kind of transcendental argument to contend that certain essential 

features of conscious experience, such as space and time, are mind-independent features of 

being-in-itself (B&N: 202-3, 205-9, 220-1, 239-41). His claim at the end of the Introduction that 

one can say of being-in-itself only that it is, it is in-itself, and it is what it is, only amounts to a 

‘preliminary examination’ (B&N: 22). These arguments later in the book concerning the 

structures of being-in-itself license the assumption made in The Imaginary that the empirical 

sciences can identify features of the world or of the body whose inherent articulation makes 

them suitable analogons for mental imagery. Likewise, they license the assumption made in 

Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions that reality can frustrate my desires or even my ability to make 

sense of the world because it is already structured independently of my experience of it. Finally, 

they allow Sartre to solve the problem he left unaddressed in The Transcendence of the Ego. The 

necessary condition of the inherent perspectivality of my experience of the world is indeed that 

there is an ego underlying and unifying experience, but this does not lead to the problem of 

solipsism because this ego, the mind’s ‘substance and its perpetual condition of possibility’ (B&N: 

361), is my publicly observable body (Morris 1985: 187-9). 

 

7. A New Problem 

 

The transcendental phenomenological methodology that Sartre employs in Being and Nothingness 

therefore allows him to solve the problem left unaddressed in The Transcendence of the Ego and to 

articulate fully both the idea of affectivity sketched in Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions and the role 

of imagination in perceptual experience indicated briefly at the end of The Imaginary. This is the 

method of analysing the structures of consciousness within the constraint of the 

phenomenological reduction, but drawing ontological conclusions from those analyses by means 

of transcendental arguments that are not constrained by the phenomenological reduction. This 

is why Being and Nothingness marks the end of Sartre’s explicit critical dialogue with Husserl. The 

ideas established in these works of phenomenological psychology and phenomenological 

ontology continue to develop through his publications for the rest of his life. But the 

ambivalence about Husserl’s transcendental turn that drove the development of the 
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phenomenology and ontology articulated in Being and Nothingness has been resolved in that work. 

The next stage of the evolution of Sartre’s philosophy is driven by a new problem, one that 

arises from this phenomenological ontology. 

 

For the idea that consciousness is essentially embodied seems to be in tension with the idea that 

consciousness is insubstantial. The claim that consciousness is essentially embodied is crucial to 

Sartre’s rejection of the idea that a private inner self, a publicly inaccessible ego, lies behind 

consciousness (B&N: 370-1). Yet the claim that consciousness is insubstantial forms part of 

Sartre’s transcendental argument for the mind-independent existence of being-in-itself. Sartre 

argues that the experience of nothingness in the world, as when we experience the absence of 

Pierre in the café, is possible only because consciousness itself is a nothingness (B&N: 51-2). And 

consciousness could be a nothingness, could have no substance of its own, only if its 

intentionality is a relation to an object that exists independently of it (B&N: 17). This argument 

for the being-in-itself of the objects of consciousness, moreover, is required for the argument that 

the body is the unifying seat of consciousness. This apparent tension is therefore at the core of 

Sartre’s phenomenological ontology. How could consciousness be both insubstantial and 

embodied? How could it be both nothingness and essentially grounded in the region of being-in-

itself that makes up the body? 

 

This problem is sharpened in Sartre’s theory of the role of projects in shaping the transcendental 

constitution of the world. It is these goals and values that give direction to the perceptual activity 

of tracking the features of the regions of being-in-itself that are present in experience. The 

instrumental and affective structures of the world of experience, as we have seen, are 

determined by the relation between the present objects and the individual’s projects. Yet the 

theory that consciousness is itself insubstantial seems to render this function of projects 

mysterious. For according to Sartre’s theory of radical freedom, consciousness cannot be 

influenced by being-in-itself, or by anything else, precisely because consciousness is insubstantial 

(B&N: 52-8). How, then, can it be influenced by the individual’s projects? Sartre’s view is that 

projects have no substance of their own. They persist only insofar as the individual continues to 

uphold them (B&N: 54-5). They therefore have no inertia and carry no influence over 

consciousness that does not derive from consciousness itself. The individual can simply 

overthrow any existing project, or even their whole set of projects, at any time and without their 

projects providing any motivation to do so (B&N: 497-8). 

 

What is mysterious about this theory is that it is not at all clear what pursuing a project amounts 

to. Sartre is quite clear that one need not ever have explicitly formulated the goal or value at the 

heart of the project, need never have explicitly decided to pursue the project, since all that is 
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required is that one orients one’s activities towards this goal or value (B&N: 459). But what is 

this spatial metaphor of orientation intended to indicate here? What is it to develop a 

commitment to some goal or value without explicitly thinking about it? One option offered by 

the idea of the embodiment of consciousness is that the pursuit of a project is a matter of the 

gradual sedimentation of the relevant goal or value in the neural and physiological structures of 

one’s body. But the ultimate purpose of Sartre’s claim that consciousness is insubstantial seems 

to be to rule out the body having this kind of influence over the individual’s projects, since such 

influence would be incompatible with Sartre’s idea of radical freedom. 

 

Although the idea of sedimentation is usually most associated with Sartre’s friend and colleague 

Merleau-Ponty, his book Phenomenology of Perception focuses on the sedimentation of various kinds 

of knowledge and raises the possibility of sedimented motivations only briefly and speculatively 

towards the end in a passage directed against Sartre’s theory of freedom (PP: 461-7). It is 

Beauvoir rather than Merleau-Ponty who clearly affirms and thoroughly explores the idea that 

the goals and values at the core of an individual’s projects are gradually sedimented through 

cognition and action (see especially SS: 293-351, 653-80). Her theory explains what it is to 

pursue a project, how projects come to shape our perceptions of the world, and how a project 

fulfils this function even if the individual is unaware of it, but also implies that a project can 

continue to fulfil this function even when the individual has explicitly rejected it, so long as that 

rejection has not itself yet become sedimented sufficiently to displace it (Webber 2018: chs. 4, 5). 

Beauvoir’s theory fits well with Sartre’s view of consciousness as essentially embodied, but is 

inconsistent with his theory of the insubstantiality of consciousness and its radical freedom. The 

development of Sartre’s philosophy in the years following the publication of Being and Nothingness 

is partly driven by this problem, which is resolved only when he finally accepts Beauvoir’s theory 

of projects (Webber 2018: ch. 7). By this point, however, the methodology of transcendental 

phenomenology and the resulting philosophical ontology are no longer central to his 

philosophical concerns. 
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