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ON BEING EQUALLY FREE AND
UNEQUALLY RESTRICTED

[ An Epistemic Analysis of Sartre’s Ontology on Freedom and Restriction ]

TENNYSON SAMRAI

The intent of this paper is to capture the essence of Sartre’s utderstanding
of the relationship between freedom and restriction. Sartre’s claim is that
freedom and restriction are uniquely related--in that each can be defined only
in the context of the other and that one without the other is ah abstraction. What
brings freedom and restriction to such close proximity in Sartre is his epistemic
understanding that every choice involves both the projection of what is not and
the negation of what is. Sartre’s ontological analysis of freedom and restriction
in the context of each other is the basis of this study.

To Sartre,! the being, which is what it is, cannot be free.2 Only the
being which is paradoxically defined as "being what it is not and not being
what it is"3 can be free. What the for-itself (buman consciousness) lacks is
ontological fixity--free from ontological fixity the fot-itself is free to choose
what is not and negate what is (of consciousness). While the for-itself whitout
the in-itself (the inert world of things) is an abstraction,* the for-itself cannot
be reduced to the in-itself-- if it were so--then it cannot be free. Only the being
which, though not independent of the in--itself yet other than what it is, can be
free. For human reality to be free it must necessarily be what it is not and not
be what it is.’

To be free to Sartre is to be free from being what it is. To be other than
what it is affords the for-itself to choose what is not® and negate what is.” The
nature of consciousness, further to Sartre, is such that it is perpetually choosing,®
as such, involved in perpetual negation.’ The facticity of having to have to
choose what is not purports the necessity of having to have to negate what is.
And if having to have to choose what is not brings into focus the facticity of
freedom, having to have negate what is brings into focus the question of being
restricted and its link with the actuality of having chosen what is not.
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"

What is consciousness? " ...consciousness is a being such that in its
being, its being is in question in so far as this being implies a being other than
itself "9 As such, the being of the for-itself is defined "...as being what it is
not and not being what it is."!! Consciousness is what it is not because it is
not what it is, in that it cannot be what it is. "...my ontological structure is not
to be what I am and to be what I am not."!2 That is why it is argued that

consciousness is always other than what it is.!?

In what way is the "is" of the in-itself different and distinct from the
"is" of the for-itself. When we say the in-itself "is" --it is what it is, in that it
cannot but be what it is--it is fixed. When we say that the for-itself "is"--it is
what it is not, in that it cannot be what it is. The for-itself is what it is not
what it is. Being free from being what it is, is to be free to choose what is not
and negate what is. Yet the for-iteelf is--is what it is not and is not what is.
This definition reveals that the "is" of the for-itself is unfixed/free unlike the
"is" of the in-itself which is fixed and because the for-itself lacks ontological
fixity,!4 it is free to choose what is not and change what is. Human reality
cannot be anything, because it is not a thing. To be (if that is possible) in terms
of the for-itself would have to be a synthetic totality of the two categories of
beings--an in-itself-for-itself'--an ontological impossibility.!® (Should that be
a given it would be god.!”)

The being of human reality is suffering because it rises in being as
perpetually haunted by a totality which it is without being able to be it,
precisely because it could not attain the in- itself without losing itself as
for-itself. Human reality therefore is by nature an unhappy consciousness
with no possibility of surpassing its unhappy state.!®

And this totality can not be given by nature, since it combines in itself
the incompatible characteristics of the in-itself and the for-itself.!”

The"...bcing of human reality, is originally not a substance but a lived
relation."20

Man cannot be what one "is" nor what one "is not." "Man is neither
the one nor the other of these beings, for strictly speaking we should never say
of him that he is at all. He is what he is not and he is not what he is...."?!
"What the for- itself lacks is the self--or itself as in-itself."22 In terms of "pure

reflection,"23 " __.the for-itself is perpetually determining itself not to be the

in-itself."2* But in terms of "accessory reflection,"S (the context in which
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Being and Nothingness is written) man’s fundamental project due to "bad faith"
is characterized by "the desire to be."*® But this is precisely what cannot be,
so only in "bad faith" can one attempt "to make the in-itself exist,"?” or project
being as for-itself, a being which is what it is."*® But "...the for-itself by nature
is the being which cannot coincide with its being-in-itself."? And to Sartre,
the only being "which can be called free is the being which nihilates its being."30
Thus, if the being-in-itself cannot but be what it is, the being-for-itself cannot
but be what it is not, and cannot but choose®! what is not.

Sartre’s discussion on consciousness, freedom, choice, ncgation, and
restriction is done in the context of defining what it is two be Human. What
does it mean to be Human can be best addressed in the context ol two questions
-- what does it mean to be free? and how and when is one restricted? These
questions do not neutralise nor negate each other. In that, they deal with two
distinctive and fundamental aspects of what it means to be Human. In defining
what it means to be Human, Sartre argues that to be Human is to be both
unrestricted/free and restricted. 32 To Sartre, man is unrestricted in a distinctive
and definable way but also restricted in a definite and practical sense. What
Sartre equates as being unrestricted/free in no way negates his definition of what
it means to be restricted. Man is free in a given sense and restricted in another.
If freedom is defined as the facticity of having to have to choose (and this is
absolute) then there is no opposing reality to this fact. Being restricted or
"limited" (in Sartrean terminology) is not the opposite of being free because
man can never be restricted in terms of the facticity of having to have to choose.
As such, being limited or restricted does not mean one is not free (to choose).

Having to choose is having to have to choose what is not. Having chosen
what is not is having to have to negate what is and if having to have to choose
what is not is what makes the for-itself free, having to havq to negate what is
makes the for-itself restricted--restricted until what is, is ficgated in tke light of
what is not. As such the question of being “enslaved,” “restricted,” or
"imprisoned,” are titles given to people-in- situations in the light of what is not
of given choices. There are no free situations, there are only free beings. As
such, only free beings can make a given situation "resiricted” in the light of
what is not. A restricted situation is a situation by choice to be negated. It is
only in a given situation one discovers that man is both unrestricted and restricted
in a definable way. One is free in that in any given situation one can always
choose what is not. But what is of a given situatien, in the light of what is
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not’? of given choice to given person makes what "is" intolerable and
unbearable, as such, what "is" in the context of what "is not” makes the for-itself
to be "restricted.” Man is first free--as such can be limited by choice. This is
why Sartre several times'* emphasized the idea that "._if man is not originally
free, but determined once and for all, we cannot even conceive what his
liberation might be."3?

This paper uses Sartre’s investigation to determine what it means to be
free and to define cxactly what makes one restricted. To Sartre, the relationship
between being free (to choose) and being restricted are two sides of the same
coin. Only ontologically free Beings engaged in praxis can be restricted.*®
While Sartre constricted freedom to just "autonomy of choice” or the facility of
having 1o choose,’” he argued for the limitlessness of choice™® that could be
limited only by choice’ or death. This phenomenological investigation is used
to argue as to why man is free and men are equally free, and how man is
restricted and men are unequally restricted?

Being Equally Free (To Choose)

To be free/human,*® to Sartre, is havinlg to have to choose. Humans are
creatures who choose.?! "..we are a freedom which chooses."*? As such we
are condemned to make choices®--one is "not able not to choose."** The
imperative nature of choice -- one must choose is such that one cannot be but
choose—it is "necessary for me to choose."* But while one is indeed free to
choose, one does not choose to be frec.*® The "... fact of not being able not
{0 be free is the facticity of freedom."*’ To be conscious one has Lo choose
and one has to choose in order to be conscious.*® Freedom, Sartre argues, "...
is the freedom of choosing and not a freedom of not choosing."* But while
one is not free not to choose,? one is free to choose not to choose. 3! To choose
not to choose is a choice--choice to choose not to choose, or in Sartre’s word
"Not to choose is, in fact, to choose not to choose.">2 Again, while one cannot
choose to be free one freely chooses™. As such if one is to define ontological
freedom as the capacily to choose, then man is free and always free to choose,

What does it mean to be free? to Sartre, is the same as asking what
does it mean to be Human? "What we call freedom is impossible to distinguish
from the being of "human reality.” Man does not exist first in order to be free
subsequently, there is no difference between the being of man and his being-
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free.”* If in the ontological realm one cannot but be Human then one cannot
but make choices.>® If one cannot be Human sometimes and not be Human at
other times, then one cannol be free sometimes and not be free at other times. 30
If one cannot be more Human than Others, then one cannot be more free than
Others.>” If one cannot be more human in a given situation than in another,
then one cannot be more free in one situation than in another.™® "Man cannot
be sometimes slave (not free) and sometimes free: he is wholly free and forever
free or he is not free at all."*® Man is free and always free to choose and men
are always free and equally free to choose. If one is born--one is born free—-free
to choose and one must choose until death.

A man cannot be more of a man than others because freedom is similarly
infinite in each ...It matters little how quickly or slowly we have
understood, since understanding however it comes to us must be total in
every one or not 1 all®

After a careful ontological analysis Sartre concluded that man is free and
frec because "man is freedom".%! According to Sartre’s phenomenological
investigation he argued for two categories of beings--one is the inert world of
things--uncreated,"contingent®> material and therefore determined 3 and the
other is Human consciousness-self-caused®, nothingness/immaterial and
therefore free.5> One is pure being the other pure intentionality. One is pure
substance. the other rcfusal to be substance.®® One is determined the other
codemned to be free.” One is determined to be what it is, the other is determined
to be other than what it is.%® To Sartre, the nature of consciousness is
self-causing and self-determining, as such he purported the idea of a theory of
free consciousness which in turn is the basis for what defines man as being
free.59

Man is free because he is not himself but presence to himself. The being
which is what it is can not be free. Freedom is precisely nothingness
which is made-to-be at the heart of man and which forces human reality
to make itself instead of to be. As we have seen, for human reality. to
be is to choose oneself: nothing comes to it either from the outside or
from within which can receive or accepr. Without any help whatsoever,
it is entirely abandoned to the intolcrable necessity of making itself
be--down to the slightest detail. Thus freedom is not a being; it is the
being of man--i.e., his nothingness of being.”®
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Sartre argued for the nonmateriality of consciousness not only to avoid
the trap of determinism but to identify consciousness with freedom itself.”! But
while Decartes identifies human consciousness with thought, Sartre identifies
human consciousness with freedom.”? The problem of human consciousness
has been difficult ever since Decartes inquired into the realm of human
consciousness. In Sartre’s writing you can find this complexity expressed at its
best. His struggle to define human reality can be gauged by the title he gives
his phenomenological study-- Being and Nothingness --being referring to one’s
body, and nothingness referring to one’s consciousness.”> This is precisely how
George Wald also states his understanding on consciousness.

So that is the problem of mind--consciousness--a vast, unchartable
domain that includes all science, yet that science cannot deal with, has
no way of approaching; not even to identify its presence or absence; that
offers nothing to measure, and nothing to locate, since it has no
!o_‘cau‘on.-"d

Consciousnéss itself lies outside the parameters of space and time that
would make it accessible to science. That realization carries an enorrous

consequence: consciousness cannot be located. But more: It has no

location.”

Having argued that freedom is identical with man, Sartre then clarifies
tha kind of freedom he argues for. To be free, to Sartre; does not simply mean
the ability to obtain ends chosen but rather to choose what is not.”® In other
words, success is not important as much as it is important to note that one does
choose by projecting what is not. Sartre nowhere 77 suggests that beause one
chooses 1o do something, his venture must meet success.But while one is free
to choose, one can choose only in the realm of what can be by choic:u:,"'8 and
never in the realm of what cannot but be” "A choice is said to be free if it
is such that it could have been-other than what it is."8  Choice, Sartre argued,
" .as it is made indicates in general other choices as possible."m In the realm
of what can be by choice, everything is a "matter of choice"82  As such, there
is no choiceless choice. '

One is always free to choose--iot even torture can dispose one of one’s
freedom.3®  As such, one is always cngaged84 in some process of negation®?
and this is what consciousness is all about, projecting what is not and negating
what is.86 When Sartre defines man as freedom--it is strictly in terms of
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ontology. It is in this sense that man is always free and men are equally free.
Thus the master, the slave8”. the prisoner®, the inventor and the discoverer are
all free and equally free. Hence one cannot be ontologically not free nor more
free at any time.

Being Unequally Restricted

Frce from being fixed to what it is, the [or-itself is free to choose what
is not. But having chosen what is not and having to have negate what is makes
the for-itself restricted--restricted until the "is" of the consciousness is negated
in the light of the "is not” of choice. And if one cannot but choose, and if
every choice is towards what is not with the intent to change what is, then one
cannot but be resticted (though strictly in terms of temporality and practicality).

That is why the ontological impossibility of the "is" and the "is not" of
consciousness to exist like the "is" of the in-itself must be understood in the
context of the practical possibility (again in terms of temporality) of the "is"
and "is-not" of consciousness to be as the for-itself is--which is to choose what
is not and be what it is not, which mezns "...instead of being what one is one
is conscious of it."8? The relaticm'ship hetween the "is" and the "is not" of
consciousness in terms of ontological and practical freedom reveal two
inter-linked aspects of human reality--man is free to choose but when he does
choose man is restricted by his choice. Not being able to be what one is (like
the in-itself) and the ability (as such) to choose what is not is what makes one
free. Free because the "is" of the for-itself is not fixed like the "is" of the
in-itself. As §Lich, it is free to choose what is not and change what is and be
free from all what it is conscious of. Being restricted, therefore, is the result
of having chosen what is not. Man is always restricted because while one is
always free to choose, one always chooses what is not. In having chosen what
is not, one cannot but be restricted in terms of what is.

Being restricted, like being free, can be understood only in the context
of a given situation. For while one does not choose Lo be free, ironically only
in the context of choice can one understand what makes one restricted. But
since one must choose and can.only choose in a situation--one is never free (to
choose) except in a situation.”® Choice is real and possible only in a given
situation. As such. one must choose until death for until death one is situated.
The only way one can escape choice and one’s situation is by choosing suicide.”!
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What can possibly make one restricted is one’s situation, but no situation in and
of itself can make one restricted. One is restricted in a situation only when one
chooses to confront, challenge, or change an undesired situation for a desired
one. What makes one restricted is the nature and engagement of consciousness
which chooses to project what is not and change what is. That is why every
choice involves negation and until negation is completed one would remain (by
choice) restricted. But since one is perpetually choosing, one is involved in
perpetual negation--as such, one is perpetually restricted--only because one is
always freely choosing what is not. Again only in the light of chosen ends one
can discover what exactly in one's situation is considered'restrictive and as such,
what is to be ncgated. It is the for- itself that considers what situations are
restrictive, as such, chooses to nagate them. Every restrictive situation is a
situation chosen to be ncgated. There are no “privileged"®? or free
situations-there are only free beings. Finally, no situation can rob one of the
ability to choose.??

The following statements from Sartre try to capture the essence of the
relationship between the facticity of having to choose, the actuality of having
chosen and the historical situation in which one conducts praxis, and purports
why only ontologically free beings can be practically restricted. The .. project
of freedom in general, is a choice which implies the anticipation or acceptance
of some kind of resistance somewhere."”* But since only in the light of one's
choice one discovers what is determined to be negated®’--no situation in and of
itsclf can determine what is being negated--or better no situation in and of itself
can predict, determine. or dictate what one would choose?®
however compelling. can compel one towards a particular choice,

--noO circumstances,

No factual state whatever it may be (the political and economic structure
of society, the psychological “state” etc.) is capable by itself of motivating
any acl whatsoever. For an act is a projection of the for-itself towards
what is not and what is can in no way determine by itself what is not.”’

That is why an obstacle for one may not be an obstacle for another.?®
“Since freedom is choice, it is change" as such “to be free is
10-be-free-to-change."'"  “Freedom implies therefore the existence of an
environment to be changed: obstacles to be cleared, tools 1o be used. Of course
it is [reedom which reveals them as obstacles,...."!9 Again since no situation
can rob one of choosing--freedom in this sense is total and infinite,'92-if there
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arc limits it is chosen. “..I choose that my choice bc limited 193 As such
*...freedom can exist only as restricted since freedom is choice. Every choice
as we shall see supposes elimination and selection. Thus freedom can be truly
free only by constituting facticity as its own restriction."'?* What is in terms of
what is not is what makes the for-itself to be “‘restricted” because what is of a
given situation is restrictive only in the context of what is not of given choice
lo a given person.

Again, what possibly makes one restricted is one’s siluation, but no
situation can make one restricted until one chooses to change a given situation,
be it a predicament like slavery or a project like flying or swimming. Not
knowing how to swim does not make one restricted to swim. But the moment
onc chooses ot swim and does not know how to swim then one becomes
restricted but restricted only because one did choose to swim. So, only in the
context of the actuality of having chosen'® does one discover in one’s choice
exactly what makes one restricted. What makes us free is the facticity of having
to choose but what makes us restricted is the choice to change what is. *...every
choice is a choice of a concrete change 1o be bestowed on a concrete given."!%
Every choice is to change but unless one chooses to change and until change
does occur one cannot but be restricted.!?’

Eagles do not choose 1o (ly--perhaps they have to fly. But when the
Wright brothers chose to fly, their flying becomes significant , important, and
meaningful--not simply because they succeeded, but because they chose to {ly.
One is authentic to the extent one attempts by choice to negate what in the
context of what is not. The situation can make one restricted only when one
decides to change a given situation in the context of what is not. A slave is a
slave only when he chooses not to be a slave, similarly, one who does not know
how to swim is restricted only when one chooses to swim.

What makes us frec is the facticity of having to have to choose (whatcver
this might be). What makes us restricted is the actuality of having chosen to
negate (whatever is). Ontological freedom is such that it makes men cqually
free because all are free to choose. But the actuality of having chosen what is
not makes men unequally restricted because all do not choose similarly. Being
frec is not a matter of choice--one cannot but be frec. Being restricted is simply
a result of choice--what cannot be a matter of choice. To be human, to Sartre,
is to confront both the world of facticity--(what cannot but be) and the world
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of choices-- (what cannot but be matter of choice) Thus to Sartre, in terms of
ontology, man is free and always free, and men are equally free and always
free. But strictly in terms of negation, man is restricted and men are unequally
restricted simply because when we do choose we choose dissimilarly. We choose
dissimilarly because whatever the historical situation might be'®8, what one
chooses to negate is never the same.

For us, man is defined first of all as a being in situation. that means that
he forms a synthetic whole with his situation- biological, economic,
political, cultural, etc. He cannot be distinguished from his situation, for
it forms him and decides his possibilities but inversely it is he who gives
it meaning by making his choices within it and by it To be in situation
as we see it, is to choose oneself in a sitwation, and men differ from one
another in their situation and also in the choices they themselves make
of themselves. '%?

While all are equally free to choose what is not, in terms of a given
situation, we are unequally restricted, for when we do choose, we choose
dissimilarly. Man is always free in the light of the facticity of having to have
to choose what is not in the context of not being able o he what one is. Man
is always restricted because of having to have to negate what is in the context
of what is not.

Being Human

To be human is to choose what is not and to be what it is not. Choosing
what is not is a matter of choice but to be what it is not is an ontological
predicament. As such, choosing what is not and being whar it is nor are two
distinctive characteristics of the being-for-itself. To be what is not is
distinctively different from choosing what is not in that, while one can choose
what is not one cannot choose to be what it is not. The for-itself is free to
choose what is not because it cannot be what it is and therefore it can negate
what is. The for-itself can negate whal is because the "is" of consciousness s
not fixed like the "is" of the in-itself. And since what is not is chosen, having
to negate what is, is a self- imposed project.

Consciousness is real; just as much as matter is real, but one is what it
is, the other is what it is not. When we say something is--it is either, as
consciousness "is" which 1s whalt it 1s not-- [ree, or as matter is, which i1s what
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it is--fixed.

There are two aspects to every choice--every choice is a choice towards
what is not, and every choice is also a choice to negate what is. Tt is the
question of negation that makes the for- itself restricted, but since ncgation is
part of choice one is restricted only by choice. And, of course, every choice is
a free choice. What makes a choice free is that it is "chosen"--chosen against
all other possibilities. Man is the "author" of all what is chosen.!'? If onc
does not choose suicide (which is also a choice) then one must continually
choose until one’s natural death. What is real to most people is the negation
aspect of consciousness. They sce human reality 1n constant struggle -- the
struggle to negate a given situation but tend to forget that it is a "chosen" 1!
struggle.

Is it possible to define without determining? In terms of nonhuman
entities, one cannot define without determining, but in the case of human reality
what determines is what defines. The facticity of having to have to choose
determines that nature of human reality, but what actually defines human reality
is one’s choices'!2--"The essence of man is suspended in his freedom.”'1? But
since we arc perpetually engaged in the process of defining oneself--"...1 am
more and more sculpturing my figure in the world."!14--the question of defining
is always incomplete until death, for when one makes no more choices-- one is
at last defined. Human reality is "..a frec and living consciousness which
projects itself towards its possibility and makes itself defined by these
possibilities.”'1?

In conclusion if one cannot but be human, one is just as human inside
the prison as outside the prison. As such, no situation can negate what it is to
be human nor negate one’s ability to choose. To be human is to choose--is to
have to choose is having to have to choose what is not until death. To be
human, one cannot but choose, and when one does choose one cannot but be
restricted.  Having to have to choose is having to have to choose what is not.
Having chosen what is not is having to have to negate what is. And if having
to have to choose what is not makes the for-ifself free, having to have to negate
what is makes the for-itself restricted--restricted until what is, is negated in the
light of what is not. What makes us human/free is what makes us equals.!'6
What makes us restricted is what makes us uncquals. What makes us free and
equals is the facticity of ‘having to have to choose.” What makes us restricted
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and unequals is the actuality of “having chosen what is not’ dissimilarly. Man
is free and men are cqually free (1o choose). Man is restricted and men are
unequally restricted when they do choose to negate what is in the context of
what is not.
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