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THAT MOMENT WHEN SARTRE MURDERED THE SUBJECT 
A LOOK INTO AN INFINITE EXISTENCE 
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Abstract 

The Sartrean subject is a consciousness in the world, and becomes a subject not in isolation, but in the presence of another 
subject/s. Yet, when the subject encounters another subject, or rather ‘the Look’ of the other, the subject feels objectified, and through 
this intimidating ‘Look’, the subjectivity disintegrates. Though the subject feels objectified, this disintegration does not reduce the 
subject to an object, for had it happened, the newly reduced object would have escaped ‘the Look’, for an object does not interact with 
the world. But here, even after feeling objectified, the subject continues to feel objectified by the glaring effect of ‘the Look’, which 
means that the subject is no longer a subject, but not yet an object either. The subject and the ‘the Look’ thus share a paradoxical 
relationship where the latter is a prerequisite for the former’s existence, and also the cause of its disintegration. In that sense, is pure 
subject ever a possibility? Or are we forever in various modes of interaction, of intersubjectivity? Then, is not each human being an 
intersubject – a consciousness in the world in potentially diverse modes of interaction, never in isolation, but always ‘with’ other 
intersubejcts? The article explores how the human being cannot exist as pure subject, but only as intersubject, which is a consciousness 
in the world in interaction with other consciousnesses in the world. The article concludes that the intersubject is an in-betweenness, a 
spectrum of infinite possibilities by virtue of its interaction with infinite intersubjects, thereby transcending the finitude of the subject 
to lead an infinite existence.  

 
Keywords: Disintegrates, Look, Intersubject. 
 
Introduction 

The relevance of ‘The Look’ in different socio-cultural contexts has always been intriguing. ‘The Look’ has been given an 
annihilating, destructive power in many settings. In the Hindu mythology, when Lord Shiva opened his third eye and cast his ‘Look’ at 
Kama, the demi-god of desire, the latter was wiped out of existence. In this narrative, ‘the Look’ of Shiva destroyed desire itself. ‘The 
Look’ caused disintegration. In J. R. R. Tolkien’s famous high-fantasy novel The Lord of the Rings, which also evolved into a movie 
trilogy, the ultimate antagonist Sauron is depicted as The Eye casting its unblinking, fiery, piercing gaze. Everyone was terrified of the 
eye of Sauron and avoided its gaze at all costs. And those who came in front of the gaze were forever caught, judged, marked, controlled, 
or destroyed. Here again, ‘the Look’ caused destruction. Hence, when it was encountered in Jean-Paul Sartre’s book Being and 
Nothingness, it was fascinating to realize how powerful an effect ‘The Look’ has on the subject. In fact, ‘The Look’ has a rather 
destructive, disintegrating, murderous effect on the Sartrean subject. The article explores the paradoxical relationship between the 
Sartrean ‘Look’ and the subject; how the ‘Look’ which is essential for the existence of the subject, also leads to its destruction, and then 
goes on to explore what happens to the ‘murdered’ subject. The article, in effect, is a description of the journey of the subject from birth 
to death and beyond.  

 
Before we delve into the life journey of the subject, let us understand, what is a subject? Or rather, who is a subject? 

 
The Sartrean Subject 

“One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” writes Simon de Beauvoir in The Second Sex (1). Perhaps the same is 
appropriate for a subject too. Subject is not born, but one rather becomes a subject. Subjectivity is precisely the condition of our being 
which enables us to recognize ourselves as subjects. Unlike the self which is an individualistic notion, the subject by and large is a 
subject in the world (Sheikh 2). The Sartrean subject is a consciousness in the world. This means that the Sartrean subject becomes a 
subject not in isolation, but in the presence of another subject or subjects.  

 
For Sartre, the conscious being is what he calls being-for-itself (French: être-pour-soi). The Sartrean being-for-itself thrives 

through the awareness of its own lack; the awareness that it is unlike anything in the world, it is like nothing around, it is a nothing. 
Thus being-for-itself introduces nothingness into the world. ‘Nothingness can be nothingness only by nihilating itself expressly as 
nothingness of the world; that is, in its nihilation it must direct itself expressly toward this world in order to constitute itself as refusal 
of the world. Nothingness carries being in its heart’ (Sartre, Being and Nothingness 18). ‘Man is the being through whom nothingness 
comes to the world’ (24). Being a nothingness, being unlike anything around, it has infinite freedom to become whatever it wants to 
become. The being-for-itself or the conscious being emerges out of a negation of everything around it, a negation of the world. While 
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the Sartrean being-in-itself (French: être-en-soi), is complete, perfect, and unconscious object, the being-for-itself is incomplete, a work 
in progress. It can never know itself fully, because to know itself, one would have to be itself. But being-for-itself is a work in progress, 
and cannot be itself, hence can never fully know itself. Being-for-itself is perpetually aware of this unattainable, unbridgeable gap 
between itself and the being-in-itself. ‘Beng-in-itself is. It is never either possible or impossible. It is. The possible is the structure of the 
for-itself’ (xlii). ‘The for-itself chooses because it is lack; freedom is really synonymous with lack. Freedom is the concrete mode of 
being of the lack of being’ (565). Thus, being-for-itself is a never-ending exploration, searching for what it lacks, a yearning towards an 
unknown perfection.  

 
This search, this yearning, introduces the Sartrean notion of being-for-others (French: être-pour-autres) into the world. And 

this transition from being-for-itself to being-for-others makes it a subject, an individual in the world, a consciousness in the world. Be 
reminded that for Sartre this is not a universal, but rather a particular, concrete individual in the world, a subject. ‘According to Sartre, 
this subjectivity is the defining characteristic of a human being. And the chief attribute of the subject is his will, his free will, the power 
to make choices, to become whatever he wants to become. And if the person is not truly free, then the person is not truly a human, rather 
not truly a subject’ (Sproul).  
 
The Murder of the Subject 

A subject becomes a subject only in the presence of other subjects, for a subject recognises its subjectivity only in the presence 
of other subjects. In a world of unconscious, non-interacting objects, as the subject wanders freely observing everything around it, 
suddenly something changes. What changes? The subject suddenly encounters another subject, or rather the subject encounters ‘the 
Look’ of another subject. ‘The appearance among the objects of my universe of an element of disintegration of this universe is what I 
call the appearance of a man in my universe. The Other shocks my world in an original, unique, and irreducible manner: he looks at me’ 
(Natanson 35). ‘The Other's look makes me be beyond my being in this world and puts me in the midst of the world which is at once 
this world and beyond this world’ (Sartre, Being and Nothingness 261). The world, which until then belonged to the subject, is 
encroached by another subject, the other, causing severe discomfort to the former. This new encroacher looks at the subject. ‘The Look’ 
shatters everything in the subject’s world. The subject who was the centre of the world suddenly feels decentralized. The subject who 
has until then been an observer, suddenly becomes the observed. It is as if I am caught red-handed doing something dirty. ‘Shame is the 
feeling of original fall, not from the fact that I would have committed such and such a fault, but simply from the fact that I am 'fallen' 
into the world, in the midst of things, and that I need the mediation of the other in order to be what I am’ (Natanson 36).  ‘The Look’ of 
the other thus induces a nauseating, shameful feeling which is unbearable for the subject.   

 
The subject almost immediately recognizes the look. How come? Because, until then, this is exactly the way in which the 

subject looked at, gazed at all the objects in the world. Hence, the very moment another subject, the very moment the other, appears in 
the world, the subject immediately recognises ‘the Look’ being cast at oneself. When the subject becomes acutely conscious of ‘the 
Look’, the subject for the first time feels objectified! Through this intimidating, lethal look, the subjectivity disintegrates. Though the 
subject feels objectified, this disintegration does not reduce the subject to an object, for had it happened, the newly reduced object would 
have escaped ‘the Look’, because an object is unconscious, inert, and does not interact with the world. But here, even after feeling 
objectified, the subject continues to feel objectified by the glaring effect of ‘the Look’. What does this mean? This means that the subject 
is no longer a subject, since subjectivity has disintegrated, but it is not yet an object either. The moment the subject feels the powerful 
look of the other, the moment the subject feels objectified, it loses its freedom to be anything. ‘At the same time I experience the Other's 
infinite freedom. It is for and by means of a freedom and only for and by means of it that my possibles can be limited and fixed’ (Sartre, 
Being and Nothingness 270). ‘The Look’ robs the subject of its freedom, and is fixated, is objectified through ‘the Look’. For example: 
if another subject looks at me while I am dancing, I am a dancer for the other subject, fixating me, objectifying me as a dancer, denying 
me the freedom to be anything else. I become a ‘something’ for the other, a something that cannot be anything else. Thus ‘the Look’ 
makes the subject feel objectified, denying it its freedom which is the chief attribute of the subject; and thus deprived of its freedom, the 
subjectivity disintegrates.  

 
If you think about it, ‘the Look’ and the subject have a paradoxical relationship, or rather, the subject and another subject have 

a paradoxical relationship. The other is a prerequisite for the subject's existence, and it is the very other, or rather the other’s ‘Look’ 
which causes the disintegration of the subject. How can this paradoxical relationship be? Where a subject is essential for another’s 
existence and is also the cause of its death? This raises a critical question. Is pure subject ever possible? Is subjectivity ever a possibility? 
The moment the Sartrean subject exists, ie, the moment the ‘being-for-itself’ encounters ‘the Look’ of another subject, the subject 
disintegrates. The very moment it becomes a subject, the subject is murdered by ‘the Look’ of the other. But the disintegration does not 
turn the subject into an object. Though the shameful, terrifying feeling of objectification persists, it does not become an object. Then 
what becomes of it?  
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The subject, by virtue of its definition, is in a state of interaction with other subjects. The moment the subject is looked at by 

another subject, the moment the subject encounters another subject, the two subjects inadvertently interact. This Sartrean interaction is 
one of conflicting nature; a conflict where one feels objectified by the other and deprived of one’s freedom. ‘The Other looks at me and, 
in the Look, shocks or "haemorrhages" my inner unity, my inner world, my subjectivity. The recovery of this inner world of the self is 
possible by a retaliation against the Other; i.e., by making the Other the object of my Look and destroying his inner unity’ (Natanson 
35). ‘This encounter with the other entangles us in a negative "bond" with a conscious other. Expressed in terms that Sartre does not 
use, we may say that the experiential encounter with others by means of "the look" is primarily experienced as negating and threatening. 
The experiential process is complex. By seeking to negate myself as an object for another, I testify to the experience of being objectified 
by a conscious other person. By asserting my nonobjective freedom, I transcend the state of being fixated as an object for the gaze of 
another. In addition, I seek to objectify the other person by fixing him in my gaze; but the other, as Sartre expresses it, transcends my 
transcendence. At the heart of the relationship between oneself and the other is a dialectical tension or conflict’ (Stack & Plant 369-370) 
The ‘Look’ is not a transient event, but a never-ending sequence of events. ‘But the original relation of myself to the Other is not only 
an absent truth aimed at across the concrete presence of an object in my universe; it is also a concrete, daily relation which at each instant 
I experience. At each instant the Other is looking at me’ (Sartre, Being and Nothingness 257). In that sense, isn’t every subject constantly 
in various modes of interaction or dialectical conflict with another subject/s or ‘the Look’: present, past, future, imaginary, virtual and 
so on? Let me emphasize that ‘the Look’ of the other is not just the physical look cast by the two eyes, nor is it just the premonition of 
the impending arrival of the other as we feel the petrifying ‘Look’ or the presence even before the other subject appears in front of us. 
But we encounter ‘the Look’ from the past, we experience ‘the Look’ in the present, we anticipate and are anxious about ‘the Look’ 
from the future. We are ripped off of our freedom by the paralyzing ‘Look’ of the socio-politico-cultural set up that has formed around 
us for millennia. Thus, we are constantly in interaction with countless ‘Looks’ from other subjects, from our past, present, and future. 
In Sartre’s play No Exit, which proclaims the predominant role played by the other (the other’s ‘Look’ to be precise) in human being’s 
existence, towards the climax, the conflict-ridden power of ‘the Look’ which forever haunts the human being is described with 
frightening impact.  

ESTELLE. Don't listen to her. Press your lips to my mouth. Oh, I'm yours, yours, yours.  INEZ. Well, what are you 
waiting for? Do as you're tell. What a lovely scene: coward     Garcin holding baby-killer Estelle in his manly arms! Make 
your stakes, everyone. Will coward Garcin kiss the lady, or won't he dare? What's the betting? I'm watching you, 
everybody's watching, I'm a crowd all by myself. Do you hear the crowd? Do you hear them muttering, Garcin? 
"Coward!Coward!" ---that's what they're saying...It's no use trying to escape, I'll never let you go. What do you hope to 
get from her silly lips? Forgetfulness? But I shan't forget you, not I! "It's I you must convince." So come to me. I'm waiting. 
Come along, now...Look how obedient he is, like a well-trained dog who comes when his mistress calls. You can't hold 
him, and you never will. 
GARCIN. Will night never come? 
INEZ. Never. 
GARCIN. You will always see me? 
INEZ. Always. (26) 

 
It is by now clear that this encounter with ‘the Look’ caused the subject to disintegrate, the subjectivity to disintegrate. What 

does this mean? That, I cannot exist as a subject. Why? The moment I am a subject, the moment I am in the world, the moment I am 
with other subjects, my subjectivity immediately disintegrates. Thus, the subject cannot be subject at all; pure subjectivity has no 
existence at all. By the power of ‘the Look’, the subjectivity is destroyed, disintegrated, murdered.  
 
Birth of the Intersubject 

Let’s now go back to the unanswered question from earlier. What happens to the subject or subjectivity after its disintegration? 
The subject which loses its centrality of subjectivity, even though experiences the shameful feeling of being objectified, doesn’t however 
become object. Then what becomes of it? This fatal disintegration introduces intersubjectivity. ‘It should be stressed that the 'properties' 
which the other 'bestows' on me through its gaze are not to be conceived as pre-existing, even in a latent form, the advent of 
intersubjectivity. They no more pre-exist intersubjectivity by existing in me implicitly than consciousness exists implicitly in its objects. 
The 'discovery' of the new ontological domain which is opened up by intersubjectivity is consequently not a discovery of facts but of a 
new set of possibilities, somewhat in the sense that one may speak of discovering a new game to be played’ (Gardner 329). ‘Thus the 
Other has not only revealed to me what I was; he has established me in a new type of being which can support new qualifications. This 
being was not in me potentially before the appearance of the Other, for it could not have found any place in the For-itself’ (Sartre, Being 
and Nothingness 222). The disintegrated subject thus becomes a new being, an intersubject. Each one of us thus is an intersubject: a 
consciousness which is in potentially diverse modes of interaction, never in isolation, but always ‘with’ other intersubjects.  Intersubject 
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is an in-betweenness, a spectrum between the subject and the other.  ‘The Other is on principle inapprehensible; he flees me when I seek 
him and possesses me when I flee him’ (408). ‘It would perhaps not be impossible to conceive of a For-itself which would be wholly 
free from all For-others and which would exist without even suspecting the possibility of being an object. But this For-itself simply 
would not be "man." What the cogito reveals to us here is just factual necessity: it is found-and this is indisputable-that our being along 
with its being-for-itself is also for-others; the being which is revealed to the reflective consciousness is for-itself-for-others’ (282). Thus, 
human being is a spectrum, a spectrum of infinite possibilities brought about by the permutations and combinations emerging from this 
perpetual interaction. The human being is a perpetual in-betweenness, neither a subject, nor an object. Thus, the conscious being’s 
existential reality is not its subjectivity, because the subject is only an idea, not a reality in the world of experiences, not a 
phenomenological truth. The phenomenological, experiential, existential truth is the intersubject, which is a consciousness in the world 
in interaction with other consciousnesses in the world. 

 
The intersubject is imperfect and incomplete, for it is constantly in conflict with ‘the Look’ of the other intersubject in a 

desperate attempt to preserve its freedom, with the other intersubject also engaged in the same attempt, thereby forever in a state of 
imperfection and incompleteness. But, the intersubject, well aware of its lack, well aware of its gap from the being-in-itself, is forever 
yearning to attain the perfection, the completeness of the being-in-itself. But, to attain this, the intersubject has to give up its nothingness, 
it has to become ‘something’, which in turn would take away its freedom, freedom of possibilities which is the central attribute of the 
intersubject, thereby defeating its entire attempt altogether. ‘...freedom in its foundation coincides with the nothingness which is at the 
heart of man’ (440). Thus, the intersubject is condemned to be in constant conflict with other intersubjects in a never-ending attempt to 
claim and reclaim its freedom. The intersubject is neither purely this subject, nor purely that, but an in-betweenness in the dynamic 
spectrum between the two, between the many, between the infinite intersubjects. An intersubject is part of the infinite spectrums between 
infinite intersubjects, just as the infinite intersubjects share their parts with every other intersubject. This means that the intersubject 
through its interaction with the other in an attempt to retain its freedom and nothingness, goes beyond its present existence and is a 
project for the future through the other. In the same way, through the other it is a project from the past to the present. Thus, an individual 
human being belongs to the infinite spectrums between infinite other human beings ever since the beginning of the human beings. The 
intersubject thus exists forever through the other infinite intersubjects thereby having an infinite existence. This infinite existence is not 
an abstract attribute, but an experiential, existential reality, because this infinite existence is through my action, through my interaction, 
the exertion of freedom through my constant conflict with the other intersubjects, the action which sustains my intersubjectivity, which 
is my only way real of existence, and thereby my infinite existence. As Arendt puts it: ‘Action, the only activity that goes on directly 
between men…corresponds to the human condition of plurality, to the fact that men, not Man, live on the earth and inhabit the world’ 
(Arendt 7). The existential reality of the human being, of the intersubject, is in the daily interaction with the other, the action where the 
intersubjects explore the infinite possibilities of our in-betweenness, not in isolation, but right here in the ground of action, right here in 
the world. ‘It is not in some hiding-place that we will discover ourselves; it is on the road, in the town, in the midst of the crowd, a thing 
among things, a human among humans’ (Sartre, Being and Nothingness 5).   
 
Conclusion 

Thus, the subject which is murdered by ‘the Look’ is born as an intersubject, a consciousness in the world in interaction with 
other consciousnesses in the world, living an infinite existence.  

 
The human being as the being-for-itself while having limitless possibilities, faces one’s finitude in death which is the cessation 

of all possibilities. The human being who exists, the real individual human being is not inside a cocoon of isolation, but in the world of 
other human beings. As a being-for-others when the human being encounters fellow human being/s, with the inadvertent disintegration 
of its subjectivity at the encounter with ‘the Look’, he becomes an intersubject thereby transcending his finitude, transcending death, 
exerting its true freedom, leading an infinite existence as a network of infinite intersubjects. This infinitude, this infinite existence of the 
intersubject is not only temporal, but also the infinitude of its never-ending possibilities.  
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