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Being-in-Itself, Being-for-Itself,
and Being-for-Others
Kris Sealey

In Being and Nothingness, Jean-Paul Sartre grounds his phenomenology of the human in
three basic structures: (1) being-in-itself, (2) being-for-itself, and (3) being-for-others.
The first, being-in-itself, describes that which is void of self-consciousness (or what we
might understand as a capacity to be self-aware). This would include those inert objects
that populate our world: chairs, computers, trees, the ocean. The “in” in the “being-initself ” is meant to convey that fullness of being is actually in these inert objects. They are
full of what they are and, as a consequence, cannot be anything other than what they are.
Being-for-itself would be (as the name suggests) a kind of being that can be for itself,
that can be aware of itself. For Sartre, this mode of being captures the human. As human
beings, we possess a kind of reality that allows us to turn around, as it were, to face ourselves. In that move, we are (oddly enough) never in ourselves but always outside of
ourselves in order to reflectively encounter who we are. This self-reflective encounter
means that our existence in the world is always coupled by an awareness of ourselves
existing in the world. This capacity for self-reflection is important for Sartre’s phenomenological account, since he identifies this as the very structure (or foundation) of human
freedom. Unlike a “being-in-itself ” (the chair, the ocean, a tree) that can be only what it
is, a “being-for-itself ”—a human being—is not tethered to her being in a way that compels her to be permanently one thing. Being-for-itself can be more than or other than
who I currently am, since I can choose to be more than or other than who I currently
am. For Sartre, being-for-itself is the structure of the human, because the structure of
the human is its capacity for choice (or freedom to choose).
Being-for-others adds complexity to this structure of human freedom, primarily
because humans must enact their freedom in a world that is populated by other free
humans (and shaped through their collective choices). Sartre writes that my freedom is
inseparable from what he names my “being-for-others”—the meanings that my embodied existence takes on for the other. The fact that I must grapple with, in some shape
31
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or form, a being that I have for the other is what Sartre wants to convey by naming this
“being-for-others” as the third structure of his phenomenological account of the human.
In what follows, I situate Sartre’s phenomenological analysis of our being-for-others
alongside Fanon’s account of the lived experience of the colonized in Black Skin, White
Masks. Specifically, I discuss the ways in which Fanon’s exposition of this condition
demonstrates a certain failure in the phenomenology of being-for-others (at least insofar as it has been developed by Sartre). In particular, there are moments in Fanon’s
analysis (particularly in the fifth chapter of Black Skin, White Masks) that call to mind a
Sartrean analysis of the look, and of shame, in order to underscore the sense in which
this Sartrean account fails to capture the phenomenological moments particular to the
condition of the colonized.
Fanon addresses this in a footnote toward the end of the fifth chapter of Black Skin,
White Masks: “Though Sartre’s speculations on the existence of The Other may be correct . . . their application to a black consciousness proves fallacious. This is because the
white man is not only The Other but also the master, whether real or imagined.”1 In this
way, Fanon’s analysis of the lived experience of the black is always already politicized,
or at the very least connected to a cultural horizon that is not acknowledged in Sartre’s
Being and Nothingness. The difference between the Sartrean and the Fanonian account
seems relevant to what it might mean to bring phenomenology’s method to bear in
critical ways. Can a structure like Sartrean being-for-others capture a colonially constituted intersubjectivity, such that being-for-itself and being-for-the Other continue to be
meaningful across the power differential of racism and imperial epistemology? Elena
Flores Ruíz’s delineation of the important differences between European and decolonial existentialism is helpful here, insofar as it describes the “methodological racism”2 of
the phenomenological method, whereby the failure to account for the multiplicities of
human conditions is coded in the very conceptual tools deployed. Though her analysis
pertains specifically to existentialism, a meaningful analogy can be drawn to phenomenology since phenomenology also presupposes certain truths about the world, about
our encounter with others in the world, and about what it means to be a subject in the
world, which simply do not hold in the context of colonial domination. Ruíz writes,
“Since we do not choose the social matrix into which we are born, there is a certain
amount of alienation (as self-estrangement) that is required for socialization. . . . Yet
what is distinctive about this kind of basic grounding alienation is that it . . . establishes
a kind of continuity of experience that is not present in the colonized subject’s experience of being thrown into the world.”3 Fanon’s engagement with Sartre’s conception of
being-for-itself not only underscores similar methodological presuppositions but also
opens up avenues through which to think about an alternative (and perhaps decolonial)
phenomenology. My hope is that through the following engagement between Fanon’s
and Sartre’s accounts, the possibility of a critical phenomenology might emerge.
As noted earlier, Sartre shows that the for-itself structure is always already mediated
through its being-for-others. Alongside my apprehension of the meaningful world that
I create for myself, I also exist concretely in the world of other consciousnesses, all of
whom are engaging in the same negating transcendence of being. For Sartre, the most
original apprehension of my being for the Other is through the experience of shame,
which is the experience of being looked at, in order to be judged, by the Other.4 In the
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section of Being and Nothingness devoted to “The Look,” Sartre describes shame as a
“non-positional” self-consciousness through which I “[realize] an intimate relation of
myself to myself.”5 As nonpositional, the object of one’s shame-consciousness is not
encountered as an object of knowledge, which is to say, I cannot know the version of
myself encountered in the moment of shame. At the same time, there is a gap of sorts,
between the nonpositional shame-consciousness, which does the encountering (on the
one hand) and the self that is encountered (on the other). This “gap that does not facilitate a relation of knowledge” will be important for Sartre’s determination of shame and,
ultimately, for his determination of the truth of consciousness’s being-for-others.
Before the other’s look, I acquire an exteriority through which the other apprehends
me as an object in her world. Though mine, this exteriority is not for me (the way my
world is for me), but rather for the other. “Thus I, who in so far as I am my possibles, am
what I am not and am not what I am—behold now I am somebody!”6 Though my beingfor-the other means that I am this “somebody” for him, in his world I am alienated from
this version of myself, given that its source lies “on the outside,” from and for the Other.
However, despite this estrangement, my being-for the Other is nonetheless my being,
and the self that I am for the other is ultimately “me.”
On this reading, it may seem that the empty structure of consciousness as “no-thing”
or as pure intentional activity is compromised by its being inhabited by a self (the self
that is for someone else). However, on Sartre’s account, this doesn’t seem to undermine
the fundamental truth of consciousness’s structure, which is that it is a transcendence
of (and in) being. The look of the Other serves as a “mediator between me and myself.”7
Across such mediation, I am able to recognize who I am in a world with others. In other
words, despite my being-for-others having its source in the other (or outside of me), I
am able to apprehend it, give it meaning, include this being-for-others in my network of
a meaningful world. So, despite the alienation in discovering myself to be endowed with
meaning that I didn’t choose, my being-for-others is an integral part of my experience
of myself and the world. For this reason, Sartre asks us to understand the moment of
shame (the moment in which I encounter that truth) as ultimately a “confession”8—the
truth of who I am as a free transcendence of being remains right alongside this other
truth, “that I am as the Other sees me.”9
On this account, given in terms that are abstracted from colonial power structures
that make for a racialized comportment in the world, recognition across intersubjectivity is a necessary component of human freedom. Through this recognition, human
freedom is existentially meaningful in a world with others. However, when applied to
recognition across racialized bodies (as Fanon does), my being-for-others signifies as a
mechanism for oppression that does not make freedom meaningful. Rather, it radically
limits human freedom.
Drawing on Fanon, Ruíz describes the experience of alienation in noncolonial existential contexts as follows:
[The] “self ” in European existentialism is a very different self than the one in decolonial existentialism. In the former there exists a whole self within a life story who
is perhaps fragmented, dislocated, and estranged by the conditions she finds herself
in, but there is still a there-ness to her narrative identity that can engage in critical
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introspection and narrative repair through articulating and rearticulating her life
story (to herself and others) with tools that show up as tools and do not further
alienate her.10

In this description of a noncolonial experience of alienation, Ruíz captures the ways in
which certain fragmentations and ruptures brought on as a consequence of discovering
oneself with meaning given by the other do not undermine one’s fundamental sense
of grounding in the world. This noncolonial account of intersubjectivity has it that my
being-for-others is integral to my transcendence as a being-for-itself, and not destructive of it. The “continuity of experience” Ruíz references is a continuity that protects
the integrity of the structure of being-for-itself. Despite my being-for-others, I continue
to be “precisely the one by whom there is a world.”11 In the fifth chapter of Black Skin,
White Masks, Fanon powerfully shows that this is not the case in the lived experience of
the colonized and racialized subject.
In his foreword to Black Skin, White Masks, Homi Bhabha describes Fanon’s phenomenological account as a “colonial depersonalization.”12 In determining the possibility of
a critical phenomenology, it is important to raise the question of colonial depersonalization alongside the structure of consciousness’s being-for-others put forth by Sartre. In
other words, do Sartre’s descriptions of how my being-for-itself is invaded by meaning
constituted by (and for) the other capture the depersonalization structuring the colonial
experience of being looked at? In reading the fifth chapter of Black Skin, White Masks, it
becomes clear that, as racialized in the political context of colonial representation, the
lived experience of the colonized calls for something more than the relationship given
to us by Sartre, that is, the relationship between being-for-itself and being-for-others.
In the colonial context, the colonized subject does not encounter herself as “the one
by whom there is a world.” Rather, Fanon shows us that the world she encounters—the
“white world, the only honorable one”13—is a world that is constituted by and for the
white colonizer. The meaning of a lived experience of colonial depersonalization must
start from there.
Fanon writes that this white world “barred [him] from all participation.”14 As such,
the mediating game between consciousness and the other, through which I am able to
discover myself (my being-for-others) before the look, is precisely the game the colonial power matrix reserves for whites. This power matrix constructs the racialized other
as a depersonalization that does not participate. It is for this reason that Fanon describes
such lived experiences not in terms of inferiority, but rather in terms of nonexistence:
“A feeling of inferiority? No, a feeling of nonexistence.”15 What this means is that the
lived experience of the colonized calls on phenomenology to generate a fourth conceptual framework alongside being-for-itself, being-for-others, and being-in-itself. The
feeling of nonexistence proposed by Fanon points to a zone of nonbeing. Out of this
zone, the racialized and colonized consciousness navigates its being-for-others, and it
is upon this colonial negation that the racialized other is barred from all participation.
Framed as such, the colonized black encounters something heavier than shame
before the other when confronted by the look of the white colonizer. He finds a strangeness that is much stranger than the alienation that structures Sartre’s phenomenological
account. Under the weight of this strangeness, Fanon determines that this racialized
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other encounters himself and the world across a “racial epidermal schema,” and not the
“corporeal schema” that might facilitate a transcending relationship between being-foritself and its body. In the racial epidermal schema, we find a phenomenological structure
that is always already politicized. It necessarily includes the cultural framework out of
which the lived experience in question emerges. In other words, the political and cultural determinations of colonial domination are inseparable from the lived experience
that Fanon describes. “[He] was hated . . . not by the neighbor across the street or [his]
cousin on [his] mother’s side, but by an entire race.”16 Hence, the eyes from which the
look reaches Fanon are explicitly political and are “the only real eyes”17 in the colonial
scheme of things.
This intimacy between lived experience and the political might account for the heaviness of what the colonized encounters in himself before the look of the white colonizer.
It might also account for the fundamental strangeness of that encounter as well. Whereas
I discover that I am a “somebody” before the other’s look, according to Sartre’s account,
Fanon discovers that he is “battered down by tom-toms, cannibalism, intellectual deficiency, fetishism” and “woven . . . out of a thousand details, anecdotes, stories.”18 In
these descriptions, there is a fullness of being, brought on by the look of the colonizer.
How might we understand this fullness within the frame of colonial depersonalization?
Does this fullness make Fanon a “somebody” for the little child on the train who cries to
his mother, “Look at the nigger! . . . Mama, a Negro”?19
In these concrete descriptions, Fanon conjures the idea of the racialized consciousness as a fullness that is nevertheless (and quite significantly) empty. Before the Look,
Fanon does not become the “purely established transcendence [or the] given transcendence” that he would have become in Sartre’s account.20 The lived experience of the
colonized is such that he is never a transcendence to begin with. Hence, according to
Ruíz, Fanon’s task, the task of the colonized, is to “[work] one’s way out of alienation as
a dehumanized object that is not yet even an alienated subject,”21 not yet even a “given
transcendence.”
In her work Black Looks, bell hooks writes that “for black people, the pain of learning that we cannot control our images, how we see ourselves . . . or how we are seen is
so intense that it rends us. It rips and tears at the seams of our efforts to construct self
and identity.”22 The pain that hooks describes here replaces the continuity of experience assumed in the Sartrean conception of my being-for-others. In other words, there
is no continuity of experience for Fanon when, upon being looked at, he finds himself in “triple person . . . responsible at the same time for [his] body, for [his] race, for
[his] ancestors.”23 That for which Fanon is called to be responsible—himself in these
three registers—breaks him up (he references processes of amputations and excisions
to give meaning to his being-for-others). It is not simply a matter of being alienated
from his being for the other, but of being ripped and torn apart (to return to hooks’s
words) so that no one remains who might experience alienation. Torn asunder in a zone
of nonbeing, Fanon doesn’t encounter his being-for-others, because his freedom (his
being-for-itself ) is permanently stalled in the context of colonial violence. Hence, when
Fanon writes, “All I wanted was to be a man among other men,” we see what is most fundamentally violating in colonial domination.24 We see, in this violence, conditions for
the impossibility of being-for-itself.
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Fanon’s analysis in Black Skin, White Masks offers us a critical phenomenology. His
deployment of the structures of being-for-itself, being-in-itself, and being-for-others
is, indeed, phenomenological. But through their application in the colonial context,
Sartre’s categories are strained by their failure to account for the experience of the
colonized. We might see this strain in terms of the failure of Sartre’s account to apply
universally. However, this strain also indicates, more positively, the need for critical
applications of phenomenology’s concepts. That is to say, in using the phenomenological method critically, we are called to be vigilant of certain unwarranted assumptions
we might make about what it means to be human and about the breadth of experiences
available to the condition of being human. Given that this vigilance is undermined when
we become blind to the plurality of ways in which encounters with power determine the
meaning of “being human,” a critical phenomenology inevitably calls for an intersectional phenomenology. Criticality comes out of a multidimensional and heterogeneous
understanding of the human. To be sure, this intersectional way of engaging phenomenology must be open-ended, available always to take on the strain of some other lived
experience excluded by a provincial (and not sufficiently critical) analysis. Ultimately,
this is the safeguard we possess against provinciality masking itself in the universal.
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