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Abstract

This thesis examines the philosophies of Jean-Paul
Sartre and Rosi Braidotti with regard to their views of the
subject. Sartre and Braidotti both present compelling arguments
for why their respective existential and posthuman philosophies
are the most accurate understanding of the subject. I explore
what their theories are and the ethical implications that follow
from their conceptions of the subject. Subsequently, I argue that
Sartre’s theory of consciousness allows room for a more
posthuman interpretation of the subject than he first thought.
Ultimately, I propose that a synthesis between the two theories
is possible. One that compensates for their respective
weaknesses and which I have dubbed the posthuman-existential
subject.

Keywords: Jean-Paul Sartre, Rosi Braidotti, subject, freedom, existentialism,
posthumanism, ethical responsibility, pre-reflective cogito
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Introduction

In this thesis, I examine the possibility of synthesizing Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory of the
existential subject with the theory of the posthuman subject of Rosi Braidotti. By integrating
Sartre’s emphasis on radical freedom with Braidotti’s insistence on relationality, I aim to
develop a better understanding of subjectivity. This understanding preserves individual
autonomy while also acknowledging our constitutive entanglement with a network of other

humans, non-human beings, technology and the wider world.

This thesis thus answers the question: How can Sartre’s existentialist subject be reconciled

with the posthuman subject found in Braidotti?

Before I begin, I want to define a few terms which I use in this thesis. Loosely put, ‘subject’,
or ‘subjectivity’, in this thesis refers to the realm of experience of a consciousness in a
first-person perspective (Solomon, 2005, 900). A distinction I make in this thesis is the usage
of ‘other’, ‘others’ and ‘Other’. This thesis examines relationality not only among human
subjects, but also between subjects and animals, subjects and ecosystems, and subjects
entangled in complex relations involving multiple of these. To distinguish between these
relations, | use the capitalized ‘Other’ when referring exclusively to inter-human relations. I
use ‘other’ and ‘others’ when I talk about other relations (which can include, but are not

limited to, inter-human relations).

Traditionally in western philosophy, a subject has been thought of as a lone individual in the
world, but as our world becomes more complex, technologically and otherwise, the notion of
what it means to be a subject demands a re-examination. Rosi Braidotti is a leading
posthuman thinker who, in very basic terms, wants to establish a posthuman perspective on
subjectivity that recognizes how humans are entangled not only with each other, but with
animals, nature, technology and many other things, like powers and processes. This theory is
explicitly meant to replace typical enlightenment theories of the subject which, according to
Braidotti, establish problematic dualisms where something or someone is always privileged
over the other. For Braidotti, such dualisms are problematic because they either reduce the
subject to a single defining trait (like rationality or freedom of choice), justify discriminatory
essentialisms (such as ‘rational men’ versus ‘irrational women’), or both. For example, this
male-female binary elevates masculine rationality as a universal good, while stereotyping

femininity as an emotional ‘Other’. One thinker who has inherited parts of these



enlightenment theories is Jean-Paul Sartre, who, in very generic terms that will be discussed
in more detail below, holds that the subject is a purely free consciousness that defines itself
through its choices. Braidotti explicitly categorizes Sartre as a typical enlightenment thinker
in the terms of his political philosophical views, his view of philosophy itself, and his theory
of the subject (Braidotti, 2013, 19-20). There is, however, a technical problem that Braidotti
fails to account for. For Sartre, consciousness is freedom, and this freedom is a simple given
by virtue of having consciousness. For Braidotti, freedom must resu/t from the many factors
that constitute the subject, and it must be wrested from these factors in so far as they can
impede the subject’s actions. However, Braidotti does not seem to adequately explain exactly
where ontological freedom comes from in her framework. She, for example, says that “The
ethical subject is the one with the ability to grasp the freedom to de-personalize the event and
transform its negative charge” (Braidotti, 2019, 182). But does not explain where that
freedom comes from. In this thesis, I solve this issue through a synthesis of the two

philosophies.

I focus on what the philosopher Simon Gusman calls ‘the second period’ in Sartre’s
philosophy. He divides the work of Sartre in three periods. The first one covers his thought up
until the Second World War. The second period spans from the war until his mid-50’s. The
last period starts from thereon until his death (Gusman, 2020, 25-26). The Sartre of the
second period is the Sartre who wrote his magnum opus Being and Nothingness (L'étre et le
Néant), from which I derive his views on subjectivity. Sartre’s existentialism in this book
offered an account of subjectivity as radical freedom: first the human being exists, secondly,
it defines itself through choices they make, all the while bearing all the responsibility of those
choices. Yet Sartre’s theory of the subject is one which is mostly focused on the
transcendental individual (Owens, 1970, 21). Transcendence is the capacity of consciousness
to experience objects as objects. Regular knowledge, for example, is about those objects
themselves, while transcendental knowledge is about how consciousness makes it possible to
experience those objects as objects in the first place. As other philosophers have also noticed,
this Sartrean way of thinking is one which very firmly distinguishes subjectivity (or what
some would call ‘mind’) from the world, because it positions subjectivity as the condition of
experiencing the world in the first place. This leaves little conceptual room for the webs of
relations (ecological, technological, social) that might constitute whatever we understand

mind and subjectivity to be (Fox, 2003, 154).



This is where Braidotti comes in. Her posthumanist philosophy responds to this atomistic
subject view by reimagining the subject as a dynamic interplay of ongoing relations between
humans, animals and the non-living. In her view, the subject is one that is always completely
embedded in relations and must actively cultivate them. This shift, however, risks distributing
responsibility and agency to an extreme, leaving the subject wondering if they are more than
just their being affected by others and, consequently, if they have any agency at all. In
addition, in Braidotti’s framework, ontological freedom is not a given, but is created only
through affirmative practices, yet she fails to explain what kind of freedom we have to make
these affirmative practices possible in the first place. Other posthumanist thinkers, like Donna
Haraway, N. Katherine Hayles and Alexander G. Weheliye accept and actively encourage the
dismissal of the subject as defined in enlightenment thinking in favour of a broader
definition, however do also not give a concrete interpretation of how freedom arises in these
new subjects (Haraway, 1988, 590) (Hayles, 1999, 3) (Weheliye, 2014, 1-2). The start of
anti-humanism, which later would turn into posthumanism, was a direct consequence of
Cartesian humanism which evolved into other humanisms, such as Sartrean humanism.
Cartesian humanism separated the human from the rest of the world, while Sartre further
privileged the human by declaring their consciousness as the only source of meaning in the
world (Zalloua, 2021, 13). This thesis undertakes an examination of the Sartrean subject and
the Braidottian subject. The Sartrean subject is one that is not only filled with freedom, but
has an excess of it. This raises two questions: can Sartre, despite his grounding in traditional
humanism, contribute meaningfully to posthumanist thought? And might Braidotti’s
philosophy be understood not as replacing Sartre, but as an enrichment and complement to
his theories? There has been little to no research done on the possibility of synthesizing the
Sartre of Being and Nothingness with posthuman thought. One philosopher, Elizabeth C.
Butterfield, has articulated a new posthumanist humanism grounded in Sartre in her book
Sartre and Posthumanist Humanism (Butterfield, 2012, 11). However, she has predominantly
done this through his later, more Marxist-Existentialist works like Search for a Method
(1957), Critique of Dialectical Reason (vol. 1 published in 1960) and The Family Idiot
(1971-1972). 1, however, will try to synthesize Sartrean thought with (Braidottian)
posthumanism through his two works Being and Nothingness and The Transcendence of the
Ego. By uncovering their respective strengths and weaknesses, I argue for a synthesis
between the two theories. This synthesis will be justified through a gap in a part of Sartre’s
ontology, namely the pre-reflective cogito. Through arguing that this pre-reflective cogito is

inherently posthuman, I fuse the two subject-views in a richer ontology of the subject. This is



one that preserves the importance of individual choice and responsibility, while honoring the
material, technological, ecological and affective networks that shape our ability to act. A
subject that is at once radically free and thoroughly entangled with all kinds of networks,

capable of bearing the weight of choice in a posthuman world.

To understand where their respective views of the subject are coming from, I first very briefly
introduce a key theoretical reference for both Sartre and Braidotti. I do this in the chapter:
Common ground and common enemy: Descartes, where I explain that Sartre’s and Braidotti’s
views of the subject have been shaped by the standard set by René Descartes in his books
Meditations on First Philosophy and Principles of Philosophy. In this brief chapter, I describe
the Cartesian notion of the subject, but only insofar as is needed to understand Sartre’s and
Braidotti’s theories. In the subchapters Sartre against Descartes and Braidotti against
Descartes, 1 explain where Sartre and Braidotti differ from this Cartesian model. The chapter
that follows the examination of Descartes, The Sartrean subject demonstrates how Sartre
creates his view of the subject within his existential-phenomenological ontology as he has
shown in his works Being and Nothingness and The Transcendence of the Ego. Here I spend
extra time exploring the notion of the pre-reflective cogito, as this will be the bridge to the
posthumanist perspective. Thereafter, I describe the ethical implications of his view of the
subject in Sartrean ethics. 1 discuss these because Braidotti and Sartre both have recognized
that their theories are of larger consequence to ethics than to other areas. I agree with this and
my synthesis of the two will therefore also have ethical consequences. The Sartrean subject is
a subject that bears unbearable responsibility through the weight of absolute freedom. This
means that, for this subject, every choice has an ethical weight, because each decision is
purely and entirely made by them. After this discussion, I pose a handful of problems that

arise throughout the construction of the Sartrean subject in the subchapter Sartrean problems.

After explaining where Braidotti differs from the Cartesian model of the subject in Braidotti
against Descartes, 1 examine the posthuman subject of Braidotti in the chapter Braidotti’s
posthuman subject. 1 lay out how Braidotti reaches her idea of the subject through the
rejection of humanist thinking and the acceptance of relationality and affectivity. This I do
primarily through her books The Posthuman and Posthuman Knowledge which describe her
views of the subject comprehensively. I also make use of other books written or edited by
Braidotti, such as Posthuman Glossary, More Posthuman Glossary, Nomadic Theory,

Nomadic Subjects and Metamorphoses. These older books provide a nice addition to her



more recent books The Posthuman and Posthuman Knowledge, as Braidotti builds on her
ideas with each book. I read and use these texts not to create a genealogy of their ideas,
contextualize them, or justify their thoughts. I instead will aim to synthesize specific parts of
their theories to create a new one. | describe what works together, what does not work
together and what the end-result of the synthesis will be. I use this method because I believe
that existentialism and posthumanism, especially the works of Sartre and Braidotti, can be
brought together to create a better, more responsible, and more connected understanding of
the subject. A genealogy can show how both thinkers arrived at their views, but a synthesis
lets me test which existential and posthuman components can reinforce each other, or show
me where they break down. My goal is thus to build a theory rather than map the lineage of
their ideas. After explaining Braidotti’s posthuman subject, I dedicate a chapter to her
posthuman and affirmative ethics, which I refer to respectively as the ethics of the macro and
the ethics of the micro. This is because the one focuses on how we should look at relations
between different forms of life, while the other focuses on a more personal level. Afterwards,
I spend one chapter addressing a handful of problems that arise in the process of the
Braidottian subject-formation. The penultimate chapter in this thesis is the chapter where |
synthesize Sartre’s phenomenological ontology and Braidotti’s posthumanist thinking into an
attitude towards the world in which the subject is free, but always relational, while keeping
the responsibility of their actions entirely to themselves. I do this through the pre-reflective
cogito, which I argue is already extremely relational in its being. This pre-reflective cogito is
the foundation of the Sartrean consciousness, which is why I argue that there can be a fusion
of the two subject-views. In the last chapter, I discuss several consequences of the
posthuman-existential subject, such as large-scale ethical considerations, but also personal

problems such as existential questions and doubts.

Through this method, this thesis argues that synthesizing the Sartrean subject with the
Braidottian subject is not only possible, but also desirable. Specifically, I show that Sartre’s
ontology of consciousness, though his notion of the pre-reflective cogito, reveals a subject far
more posthuman than he himself realized. This reasoning will be explained further in this

thesis.



1. Common ground and common enemy:

Descartes

To understand how both Sartre and Braidotti view the subject and subjectivity, I will first
explain the Cartesian notion of the subject, which forms the foundation of their theories.
Sartre criticizes and builds on the Cartesian subject, while Braidotti criticizes and rejects it.
René Descartes developed his conception of the subject through his famous method of radical
doubt, explained in his Meditations on First Philosophy, where he distinguishes between the
mind and the body, res cogitans (thinking thing) and res extensa (extended thing) (Descartes,
2018, 32). Descartes illustrates this distinction with a piece of wax: when freshly drawn from
the hive, the sensible qualities of the wax (like smell, color and shape) are immediately
grasped by the senses. Yet when the wax moves closer to a flame, all these sensible properties
melt away or change. Still, we perceive this as the same piece of wax. If we were to only rely
on res extensa (perception and senses), then we would not perceive the wax as the same thing
as before. Descartes then realizes that we need the res cogitans, the intellect, to understand

the wax as a thing that can be changed:

So I am left with no alternative, but to accept that I am not at all imagining
what this wax is, I am perceiving it with my mind alone: I say ‘this wax’ in
particular, for the point is even clearer about wax in general. So then, what is
this wax, which is only perceived by the mind? Certainly it is the same wax |
see, touch, and imagine, and in short it is the same wax I judged it to be from
the beginning. But yet—and this is important—the perception of it is not
sight, touch, or imagination, and never was, although it seemed to be so at
first: it is an inspection by the mind alone, which can be either imperfect and
confused, as it was before in this case, or clear and distinct, as it now is,
depending on the greater or lesser degree of attention I pay to what it consists
of. (Descartes, 2018, 22-23)

This meant that it was the mind, not the senses, that organized and made sense of reality. This
shift in philosophical thinking placed individual consciousness at the center of philosophical
inquiry, in a position diametrically opposite of what the subject is not, namely object. Before
Descartes, most western philosophers thought that knowledge began, instead of the mind,
with the senses organizing the external world (Hamlyn, 2005, 260-262). Descartes started by
radically doubting everything he could doubt. Sensory experiences, memories and even
mathematical truths. He proposed a thought experiment in which an evil demon would

deceive his every experience. The consequence of this would be that there would be little to



definitively know. Therefore, the sole certainty he could claim was that the very act of
thinking confirmed his existence as a thinker. ‘Cogito ergo sum’ (Descartes, 2008, 18).
Thinking was therefore established as the essential characteristic of the subject. This
reasoning brought to light many consequences that shook the philosophical world to its core.
One of these consequences was that the subject fundamentally categorises the world
mentally, rather than physically. A second consequence of this thinking is that the subject is
transparent to itself. The Cartesian subject always has immediate and clear access to its own
thoughts and mental states. Although the subject could be factually mistaken about the object
of their thoughts, there is no doubt that those thoughts occur (Descartes, 1982, 7). For
example, the subject may think about a ‘married bachelor’. No such thing exists, yet it
remains undoubtedly true that the subject is thinking about a married bachelor. This is what

Descartes realizes at the end of his second meditation:

But what I have realized in the case of the wax, I can apply to anything that
exists outside myself. Moreover, if the perception of the wax appeared more
distinct after it became known to me from many sources, and not from sight or
touch alone, how much more distinctly—it must be admitted—I now know
myself. ... But I see now that, without realizing it, I have ended up back
where [ wanted to be. For since I have now learned that bodies themselves are
perceived not, strictly speaking, by the senses or by the imaginative faculty,
but by the intellect alone, and that they are not perceived because they are
touched or seen, but only because they are understood, I clearly realize that
nothing can be perceived by me more easily or more clearly than my own
mind. (Descartes, 2008, 24)

Descartes thus concludes that his notion of the subject encompasses several key
characteristics. The subject is self-consciousness, as the subject is aware of itself as a thinking
being. Its mind is more knowable than its body precisely because thought is transparent to
itself. It possesses the capacity for rational thought and judgment. It maintains a certain
identity over time and through this also provides a unified center of experience and action.

Consciousness thus has a stable ‘I’ that thinks and experiences.



2. Subjectivity according to Sartre

2.1. Sartre against Descartes

To understand how Sartre has developed his subject-view, I am going to explain how his
ideas of the subject relate to the Cartesian subject. Sartre draws a very firm line when
Descartes says that consciousness has a stable ‘I’ that thinks and experiences. He confronted
the essentialism of the Cartesian cogito (Zalloua, 2021, 13). According to him, there is no ego
or self inside consciousness. The ego is not the inhabitant of consciousness, but rather
appears as an object for consciousness. I expand on this notion of the Sartrean subject in the
next subchapter. For now, I will describe how Sartre attacks the notion of the Cartesian
subject as I have laid out in the previous chapter. For Descartes, the body and the mind are
two distinct, separate substances. The body being material and the mind immaterial. The
cogito grants the subject indubitable knowledge through the famous cogito ergo sum. Sartre,
however, demonstrates that the cogito is not epistemologically infallible and that

consciousness possesses no content. In Being and Nothingness, he states:

Absolute subjectivity can constitute itself only in relation to something
revealed;, immanence can define itself only in its grasp of something
transcendent. This may sound like an echo of Kant’s refutation of problematic
idealism. But really we should be thinking of Descartes. We are at the level of
being here, not of knowledge: it is not a matter of showing that the
phenomena of inner sense imply the existence of objective and spatial
phenomena but that consciousness implies in its being a non-conscious and
transphenomenal being. In particular, it is pointless to reply that subjectivity
does in fact imply objectivity, and that in constituting the objective domain it
constitutes itself: we have seen that subjectivity lacks any power to constitute
the objective. To say that consciousness is conscious of something is to say
that it must produce itself as the revealed revelation of a being that it is not,
and which is given as already existing when it is revealed. (Sartre, 1943/2018,
23)

I will break this passage down step by step. Sartre says that “Absolute subjectivity can
constitute itself only in relation to something revealed; immanence can define itself only in its
grasp of something transcendent”. With absolute subjectivity, Sartre means a pure,
self-reflective consciousness. In his ontological theory, he calls this the ‘being-for-itself’. In
the next chapter I explain these terms in more detail, for now, think of the absolute
subjectivity as a human being. With immanence, he means consciousness turned inward upon
itself, while transcendence means consciousness directed outward, towards objects. Thus,

what he claims here is that an absolute subjectivity cannot ‘make itself” without encountering



something outside itself. This directly contradicts Descartes’ claim that a consciousness can
know itself through his method of doubt. Descartes seems to locate the foundation of all
being in the ‘thinking I’. Sartre insists that this cannot be the case. For him, the
phenomenological idea that consciousness is empty is crucial. This means that an ‘I’ is never
isolated. Instead, it only ‘makes itself” by revealing (and being revealed to) a non-‘I’. The
content of consciousness is thus never consciousness itself. It only ever is something that the
subject is conscious of. This is in stark contrast to the Cartesian cogito, which can grasp itself
as cogito. Thereafter, Sartre insists that the problem is not epistemological, but ontological.
Therefore he says that “[...] it is pointless to reply that subjectivity does in fact imply
objectivity [...]”. He raises this point because a Cartesian might argue that the mind does, in
fact, constitute the world of objects through representations. Sartre, however, would respond
that this only demonstrates subjectivity’s inability to create the objective realm; it merely
receives the objective as given. Consciousness reveals the world to the being-for-itself by
showing it what it is not. In short, Sartre reveals that Descartes erred in believing he had
discovered an indubitable ‘I’ that could serve as the foundation of all knowledge and being.
Rather, the ‘I’ can exist only through its relation to what it is not. While Descartes places
epistemology before ontology, Sartre reverses this order by showing that consciousness is

already a mode of being that implies an objective reality.
2.2. The Sartrean subject

In his work on phenomenological ontology, Being and Nothingness, Sartre describes three
main modes of being. These are the being-for-itself (étre-pour-soi), the being-in-itself
(étre-en-soi) and the being-for-others (étre-pour-autrui). In this thesis I focus mainly on the
first and second mode of being, the being-for-itself and the being-in-itself. In very basic terms
which do not describe them fully, but may be helpful to understand these modes of being, one
could say that being-for-itselves are human beings and the being-in-itself are objects in the
world. Two absolute forms of Being. One is the thing which appears, and the other is the
thing to which it appears (Gusman, 2020, 100). I will now explain these modes of being

extensively through Sartre’s definitions. He describes the in-itself as follows:

Non-conscious Being. It is the Being of the phenomenon and overflows the
knowledge which we have of it. It is a plenitude, and strictly speaking we can
say of it only that it is. (Sartre, 1943/1984, 800)



Sartre says here that we can say of it only that it is. These beings are opaque and
self-identical. They have no purpose, consciousness or inner depth, they simply are. This is
why Sartre calls them ‘plenitudes’. A being-in-itself is always fully what it is. A rock is
simply and entirely ‘rock’. There is a factual givenness in which its being is fixed. That is
why this mode of being consists of beings that have a predetermined essence. For example,
before a baker starts working on a project, he needs to think about what he wants to create.
He can have the idea of a wedding cake in his head. The cake needs to have cream, vanilla
glaze and those small statues of the bridal couple on top. This essence of the cake therefore
already exists before the cake entered into existence at all. Its essence preceded its existence.
As the philosopher Thomas J. Owens aptly puts it in his work Phenomenology and

Intersubjectivity:

[...] being-in-itself is purely self. We must think of it as an immanence that

cannot realize itself, an affirmation that cannot affirm itself, an activity that

cannot act, because it totally coincides with itself. In other words, being is

simply in-itself. (Owens, 1970, 28)
Sartre says that this is the polar opposite of how a human, or in his terms, a being-for-itself,
works. A being-for-itself is a consciousness in the world that first exists and then defines its
own essence. As Sartre says in his 1945 lecture Existentialism is a Humanism: “Man first of

all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world - and defines himself afterwards”

(Sartre, 1989, 3). His definition of the being-for-itself is this:

The nihilation of the Being-in-itself; consciousness conceived as a lack of
Being, a desire for being, a relation to being. By bringing Nothingness into the
world the For-itself can stand out from Being and judge other beings by
knowing what it is not. Each For-itself is the nihilation of a particular being.
(Sartre, 1943/1984, 800)

Before I explain nothingness and nihilation in depth, it is helpful to begin with a simpler
understanding. Nothingness can be seen as a feature of consciousness that enables one to
recognize what currently is not. It is a gap between how things are and how one imagines
they could be. Nihilation is the process by which your mind uses that gap: it actively negates

a given situation, allowing one to envision something new.

For the for-itself, existence precedes essence. This is what Sartre means with the phrase
“consciousness conceived as a lack of Being, a desire for being, a relation to being”. Unlike
the being-in-itself, consciousness is defined by what it is not. There is always a gap or an

absence. This is the lack of Being. Because the for-itself lacks a fixed essence, it is constantly

10



trying to realize itself. It is always a project. This is the desire for being. Furthermore,
consciousness also relates to things. It always stands apart from other beings in the world and

interprets them. This is the relation to being.

Sartre agrees with the Husserlian notion that consciousness itself is ontologically empty, as
consciousness is always intentional. This means that consciousness is always directed
outward, it opens up and fills itself up with objects. Thus consciousness is always

consciousness of something (Sartre, 1943/2018, 8).

For Sartre, the for-itself, and thus consciousness, is the subject. It is ontologically empty
because there is nothing inside consciousness that corresponds directly to the senses or to
thought. Instead, consciousness is a mode of being that is open towards the world.
Consciousness thus has no content in itself, which is why it is empty. The experience you
have when you take in an object comes entirely from the object itself. When you remove the
intentional act of consciousness, there is nothing left inside of it. Because consciousness is
empty, it constantly tries to fill its own lack with objects in the world and so tries to
accomplish itself as a project. This means that consciousness takes new possibilities and
projects itself toward the next goal for itself, attempting to accomplish itself because it is
always engaged in projects. The for-itself is a being of constant desire to become, to realize
itself. A for-itself is not only engaged with projects in the world, but is also always trying to
realize itself as a project. An example of this could be an artist that tries to create a painting
(an external project), while also trying to become a better artist (a self-directed project). It
tries to do this all through bringing nothingness into the world. Nothingness he describes as

follows:

Nothingness does not itself have Being, yet it is supported by Being. It comes
into the world by the For-itself and is the recoil from fullness of self-contained
Being which allows consciousness to exist as such. (Sartre, 1943/1984, 804)

Nothingness thus comes into the world through the for-itself. Nothingness cannot exist
without the for-itself, that is why “Nothingness itself does not have Being, yet it is supported
by Being”. Unlike objects in the world, nothingness is not a temporal or spatial entity. It is
defined by absence, so it cannot be in the usual sense of the word. When one looks in their
living room and their couch suddenly is gone, then the absence of the couch is not part of the
being of the couch; it is the lack of one. Nothingness is thus not something out in the world,

waiting to be discovered. Instead it is brought forth by consciousness. Each consciousness

11



can be seen as a tiny ‘nothingness’ in an immense, overwhelming nonconscious being
(Owens, 1970, 22). An example of a consciousness bringing nothingness forth is simply
asking yourself what the world would be like if electricity had never been discovered or used.
In this way, consciousness projects a negative onto the given reality. This is what Sartre calls

nihilation. His exact definition is as follows:

Consciousness exists as consciousness by making a nothingness arise between
it and the object of which it is consciousness. Thus nihilation is that by which
consciousness exists. To nihilate is to encase with a shell of non-being.
(Sartre, 1943/1984, 804)

Through nihilating the being-in-itself, the consciousness can reveal possibilities in the world.
This is what creates freedom for the being-for-itself. Sartre says that “Freedom is the human
being putting his past out of play by secreting his own nothingness” (Sartre, 1943/2018, 130).
A consciousness is thus purely free, as the consciousness is constantly nihilating the

being-in-itself to reveal future possibilities for themselves.

To illustrate this simply, consider a coffee machine. When you wake up in the morning and
stand before it, you recognize that by pouring water in the reservoir, adding ground coffee
beans, placing a cup down, and turning the machine on, you get a cup of coffee. In that
moment, you are nihilating the world as it currently exists and projecting a new possibility of
how the world could be in the future. As said in Sartre’s definition of nihilation, you encase
these being-in-itselves in a case of non-being, realizing their potential. This is a simple
example, but this is something the for-itself does constantly, almost every moment of every
day. The constant creation of future possibilities then means that the for-itself is unbound of
their past. With this, I mean that the for-itself is never determined by what it was, or has
experienced. The for-itself is a project, constantly reinventing themselves and moving
towards a future. The only limitation on this unbound freedom, according to Sartre, is that a
for-itself cannot not be free. “l am condemned to exist forever beyond my essence, beyond

the motives and reasons for my action: I am condemned to be free” (Sartre, 1943/2018, 578).

The subject is thus made possible by a free, empty, intentional, consciousness in the world
which fills itself up with objects. These objects are not only lifeless objects in the world, but
also other human beings. When a Sartrean subject encounters another subject, each a
for-itself, the way consciousness is structured makes it so that both the subjects take each
other in as objects. The Other reduces the subject to a few key characteristics that it,

according to the Other, possesses. This strips the subject of its freedom, as they are now
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perceived as an object. To combat this, the subject then objectifies the Other in an attempt to
become a free subject again. This struggle for recognition is one grounded in negativity, as
for-itselves are constantly trying to objectify each other to regain their own freedom (Sartre,
1943/1984, 800). An example that Sartre offers is that of shame. When someone feels
ashamed, they feel ashamed of something, which would be of themselves. But they do not
feel shame towards themselves, they instead feel shame of themselves as they appear (as an
object) to the Other. When a person slips and falls and then feels ashamed, it is because they
recognize that onlookers will witness only that momentary loss of composure, not the rich
subject full of freedom that they are. In this way, because the Other apprehends them as an
object, they pass judgement on themselves as an object (Sartre, 1943/2018, 307-308). The
for-itself wants to be a free subject, while regarding the Other as object. There is thus always

a negative struggle between consciousnesses to become subjects.

The difference between the terms ‘consciousness’ and ‘subject’ is subtle, as they are not
exactly the same, but are very closely related. Consciousness can be seen as the empty,
intentional activity that is always in relation and directed toward objects in the world. The
subject is the project of self-creation that emerges from the activity of consciousness. This
means that it is never fully defined, as the subject is in a constant process of becoming. For
Sartre, this subject is not the same as the ego. In his 1936 work The Transcendence of the
Ego, Sartre posits that the ego is an object of consciousness and arises through reflection
only. As said before, the Cartesian subject has a stable ‘I’ that thinks and experiences, it has a
stable ego. This is not so in Sartre’s philosophy. The ego is a transcendent object of
consciousness (Sartre, 1960, 97). A for-itself begins by experiencing the world through the
pre-reflective cogito, which is the mode of being-in-the-world before any act of reflection
occurs. For example, when someone reads a book, they do not at that moment reflect on the
fact that they are reading; they are simply engaged in interpreting the sentences. Afterwards
they may reflect on this experience and create their own ego from this, such as the reflection:
‘I am someone who enjoys reading’. I will now explore this phenomenon in greater detail, as
it is central to the synthesis I propose. The existence of the pre-reflective cogito demonstrates
that the subject is distinct from the ego, as the ego is an object of consciousness and arises
through reflection, whereas the subject, as the for-itself, perpetuates itself as an ongoing

project.
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The differences between these three aspects of a human being can be nicely illustrated by the
analogy of someone driving a car. In this analogy, the car represents the human body, while
consciousness is the driver focused outward on the world. The driver is looking at the road
ahead, other cars, nature and whatever else the world might reveal. The driver is generally not
focused on themselves. They see objects, think and experience emotions, but consciousness
itself stays transparent, acting as the medium for awareness. The subject is the person driving
the car. The driver makes the decisions by choosing a route, accelerating, and braking. The
driver is active and free, constantly making choices and moving toward future possibilities.
The driver is constantly looking towards what may happen on the road and anticipating. The
driver is not thinking about themselves while driving, but is mostly focused on the road, just
as the subject is mostly focused on the world and its project, not ‘itself as itself’, which
would be the ego. The ego is like the reflection in the rearview mirror: it shows how the
driver is positioned and looks, but it is merely an image, not the driver themselves. Likewise,
the ego is also just a reflection of your actions, habits, and self-image, formed only after the

fact by reflecting on the subject.

I will now explain Sartre’s theory of the pre-reflective cogito and the ego as presented in his
book The Transcendence of the Ego. In this work, Sartre argues that the ego is not in
consciousness. That means that the ego is not the entity having consciousness, instead, the
ego is created by consciousness. This distinction is central to his existential ontology: he
claims that the entire project of phenomenology would collapse if the ‘I’, the ego, were not a
relative existent (Sartre, 1960, 42). Recall the driving analogy, where the reflection in the
rearview mirror represents the ego. Thus, the ego is not the owner of consciousness, nor the
primary fact as Descartes posited, but it is rather “[...] outside, in the world. It is a being of
the world, like the ego of another” (Sartre, 1960, 31). But if there is no ego, no stable ‘I’, then
what is performing the actions of the being-for-itself in the world? This is the pre-reflective
cogito for Sartre. He had a fundamental problem with the Cartesian cogito, which is that the
cogito is placed too high on a pedestal. He says that “The Cogito affirms too much. The
certain content of the pseudo- ‘Cogito’ is not ‘I have consciousness of this chair,” but ‘there is

consciousness of this chair’” (Sartre, 1960, 54).

This is a radical break from the Cartesian cogito, as this position dethrones the cogito as the
center of human experience. Sartre argues that there must be something prior to the cogito, as

one can think of the cogito while performing the very act the cogito describes. Sartre is
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challenging Descartes’ ‘I think therefore I am’ here. He means to say that when one is
conscious of, say, the coffee machine from before, then it is not enough to say ‘I think of this
coffee machine therefore I am’. Instead, the only thing that is certain is that ‘there is
consciousness of this coffee machine’. The ‘I’ is an unnecessary addition and an assumption
to exist at that time. This aligns with the phenomenological claim that consciousness is
fundamentally empty and intentional. Consciousness is always directed toward objects but
contains no permanent self or ego. The ‘I’ is something that emerges after the fact, through
reflection, rather than being the source of consciousness. For example, in driving, there is no
‘I’ that is driving, there is just a for-itself driving and its consciousness directing itself
towards what is happening around it. The ego, the ‘I’, only appears after driving, when the
reflection occurs: ‘I have driven this car’. The act of driving itself is thus done through the
pre-reflective cogito. The subject and the pre-reflective cogito are thus closely connected, but
not one and the same. The subject is the driver as a free, choosing being, deciding where to
go and where to drive, while the pre-reflective cogito is the driver’s immediate, unspoken
awareness of their own actions (being engaged in steering, accelerating, and braking, but
without ‘stopping’ to reflect on these activities, let alone to reflect on the question of ‘who
am I and why am I doing this?”). Following from this is the consequence that the spontaneity

3

of consciousness cannot emerge from the ‘I’. Sartre quotes the poet Arthur Rimbaud’s
sentence from the Letter of the Seer: “I is an other” (Sartre, 1960, 97). This is to illustrate that
the ego is a construction of the act of reflecting. There is no stable ‘I’, there is no constant
ego. There is only the ego as a transcendent object of consciousness, just as the egos of others

are objects of consciousness.

As with any object of consciousness, one can be mistaken about them. Sartre exemplifies this
by saying that he might be an ill-tempered and jealous individual. However, he may be
mistaken about these things. He may have been deceiving himself into thinking that there is
such a person as he thinks that his ‘I’ is. There is a possibility that he has deceived himself,
and his ego is instead much more mild-mannered. From this questionable character of the ego
it follows that there is a large character of uncertainty in the ego. Sartre says that there is a
very real chance that the elements of which the ego is composed are not present in reality,
whether past or present, but could be composed of purely fictional memories. This does not
mean that there is a ‘real ego’ out there, composed of real memories and experiences, but
rather that the ego which consciousness has composed is subject to dubitability (Sartre, 1960,

75-76).
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The pre-reflective cogito, then, is the primary consciousness for Sartre. It is the condition for
the Cartesian cogito. This foundation of consciousness is crucial, because otherwise
consciousness would fall into an infinite regress, so there must be an immediate and
non-cognitive relation of the self to itself (Sartre, 2018, 11). Consciousness does not need a
reflecting consciousness in order to be conscious of itself, Sartre says. This is because
consciousness does not posit itself as an object (Sartre, 1960, 45). It surely posits creations of
itself as objects, like the ego, but never itself. It has what he calls ‘interiority’. This means
that consciousness is, and is aware of itself. These two statements are the same for
consciousness. Consciousness is a process which is always already aware of itself in the act
of directing towards the world, without needing to look inside itself for a pre-existing inner
self. To be clear, consciousness is also the entity that nihilates and recognizes possibilities. It
is not the pre-reflective cogito, as the pre-reflective cogito is firmly fixated on the present. It
is not the ego, as the ego is only an object of consciousness. It is also not the subject, as the

subject is the one choosing between the possibilities that consciousness reveals.

The ‘I’, sometimes does appear on the unreflected level, and something happens to the

I-concept in that moment:

But the I, in falling from the reflected to the unreflected level, does not merely
empty itself. It becomes degraded: it loses its intimacy. The concept cannot
ever be filled by the data of intuition since it is now aimed at something other
than them. The I that we find here is to some extent that which supports the
actions that (I) do or must do in the world, insofar as they are qualities of the
world and not unities of consciousnesses. (Sartre, 1960, 90-91)

Sartre argues that on the unreflected level of consciousness, the ‘I’ does not exist, yet a
degraded ‘I-concept’ still emerges. This I-concept is an empty, transcendent lacking
‘intimacy’, precisely because it is degraded. The I-concept is an empty degradation of the
intuited ego which one produces in the reflected state. For example, if someone is driving a
car in a hectic situation, which requires all their attention, and a passenger asks, “what are
you doing?” the driver does not then cease driving their car, reflect on their situation before
answering. Instead, while still fully engaged in driving, they instinctively respond, “I am
driving this car,” while still being fully preoccupied with the actual driving. There is no real,
fully formed ‘I’ in this I-concept, just an empty affirmation of the subject that they are in fact
doing something in the world. It is the same as thinking of a car (or any other object) without
there being a car present in the vicinity. There still is a concept of a car present in the mind,

just not a specific, fully formed car. It is more of an empty concept of what the essence of a
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car is. This is like the concept of the ‘I’ in the mind while the driver is answering. Sartre says
that this I-concept is also a degraded form of the ego. This is because every time the person
answers ‘I am doing this thing’, the ‘I’ can be easily replaced with ‘my body’. The body then
functions as the illusory fulfilment of the I-concept. This is because he means that the ‘I’ that
emerges in the ‘I am driving this car’ is an ‘I’ which supports the actions that the subject
does, insofar as these actions are qualities of the world and not unities of consciousness
(Sartre, 1960, 90). The body serves as a symbol for the ‘I’. This is also why it loses its
‘intimacy’ and degrades itself. The ‘I’ loses its meaning as consciousness and becomes an
empty concept aimed at practical actions in the world, instead of the rich future of

possibilities as a project.

2.3. Sartrean ethics

It is important to note, before I begin talking about Sartre’s ethics, that Sartre’s philosophical
goal in the period of Being and Nothingness was to develop a phenomenological ontology.
This is made especially clear by the subtitle of Being and Nothingness, which, fittingly, is An
Essay on Phenomenological Ontology. The ethical implications of this ontology are thus
mostly byproducts and not the end goal. For Sartre, individuals are compelled to
acknowledge and embrace their inherent freedom. Anyone who attempts to evade this
freedom lives in bad faith. Bad faith is a form of self-deception that a for-itself uses to flee
from anguish. Anguish is the fear experienced by the for-itself when it stands eye-to-eye with
the crippling realization that it is condemned to absolute freedom. This is a condition that
entails complete responsibility. Every action one takes is wholly their action. Recalling the
example of the driver, they would realize that nothing prevents them from simply tugging at
the steering wheel, causing their own death, the deaths of their passengers and potentially the
deaths of others. There is literally nothing stopping them. Being confronted with this
terrifying realization and the responsibility which follows it, many people, Sartre argues,
resort to bad faith as a way to escape this anguish. This can mean that one can believe that
they are not fully free because ‘God made them a certain way’, or ‘it is just in their nature to
be like that’ or ‘their surroundings influenced them to be like that’, as if they no longer
possess any choice. In doing so, they search for an essence within themselves that does not
exist, creating a false one and using their own freedom to relieve themselves of freedom

(Sartre, 2018, 87-97).
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In Existentialism is a Humanism, Sartre argues that because freedom is so inherent in
humans, every choice a human being makes is one that they must make themselves. This also
means that when one chooses between options X and Y, one must affirm the value of the
option selected. The radical responsibility which freedom gives humans then is not only a

responsibility to the individual, but to mankind as a whole:

When we say that man chooses himself, we do mean that every one of us must
choose himself; but by that we also mean that in choosing for himself he
chooses for all men. For in effect, of all the actions a man may take in order to
create himself as he wills to be, there is not one which is not creative, at the
same time, of an image of man such as he believes he ought to be. To choose
between this or that is at the same time to affirm the value of that which is
chosen; for we are unable ever to choose the worse. What we choose is always
the better; and nothing can be better for us unless it is better for all. If,
moreover, existence precedes essence and we will to exist at the same time as
we fashion our image, that image is valid for all and for the entire epoch in
which we find ourselves. Our responsibility is thus much greater than we had
supposed, for it concerns mankind as a whole. (Sartre, 1984, 3)

In a sense, one puts a universal value to the choice they make. This is because when one
decides to choose option Y, they must think that this is the best choice and that everyone else,
when faced with this decision, should choose option Y as well. This is because one chooses
according to what one thinks a human being should be. There is thus an implicit model of
what ‘Man’ is, or should be. Again, this is a humanist way of thinking. Sartre insists that
freedom is not something only a few people possess, it is set in the very structure of human
existence. If you are free to choose, then everyone must be as well, because all humans share
the same ontological condition. Everyone is a consciousness thrust into a world of
possibilities with freedom to choose. Once you accept freedom, you accept responsibility for
all. Thus freedom, the project of the for-itself and the act of choosing are what Sartre’s
ontology values. One should live authentically, according to their own values of their own
choosing, because that would be acting upon their freedom. To live authentically is the
alternative to living in bad faith and can be summarized as one’s willingness to acknowledge
that they are both freedom and facticity (Anderson, 1993, 16). Here I touch on the next
important concept in Sartre’s ethics, facticity. A pure freedom to become does obviously have
some limitations. One cannot choose to be a pillowcase, for example. This is because of the
facticity of the being-for-itself. We find ourselves in a particular body, culture, family,
country and time. This is the being-in-itself that are givens for the being-for-itself and are not

of our choosing. Sartre explains this aptly in Being and Nothingness:
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Thus the for-itself is supported by a constant contingency that it takes up, and
assimilates, without ever being able to get rid of it. We may call this
constantly evanescent contingency of the in-itself—which haunts the for-itself
and ties it to being-in-itself without ever allowing itself to be grasped—the
for-itself’s facticity. This facticity enables us to say that the for-itself is, that it
exists, even though we can never actualize our facticity, and we always
apprehend it through the for-itself. (Sartre, 1943/2018, 134)

Here Sartre clearly states that the for-itself is constantly being influenced (haunted) by its
facticity. The point he wants to make is that the for-itself should strive to become its own
project while acknowledging the boundaries of its facticity, while also transcending that
facticity. Sartre means with this is that you should acknowledge the limits and givens that you
did not choose. This grounds your actions in reality. However, you should also realize that at
every moment you have to choose how to interpret and respond to those givens. You can
acknowledge that your childhood was a mess, however, you can choose to not let that define
you. If this fails and your childhood trauma keeps overpowering you, you have still made the
choice and can do so again. Choosing to do something is not the same thing as succeeding at
something, precisely because of facticity. You can also acknowledge that you are a human
being in a human body, and not something else, like a pillowcase. The fact that you are a
human being in a human body is part of your facticity. What makes self-denial an instance of
bad faith (instead of ignorance or error) is that the individual lies to themselves, even though
they cannot be unaware of the freedom and facticity of their being (Anderson, 1993, 15). A
for-itself can see their past and respond accordingly, while accepting that past as a given. If
you ignore facticity, you risk sliding into an empty fantasy, while ignoring your freedom to

respond to those givens risks falling into bad faith.
2.4. Sartrean problems

In Sartre’s theory, freedom is grounded in the acts of nihilation and choice. These actions are
generated through consciousness, which in Sartre is given. The for-itself endlessly negates its
given facticity and projects itself towards new possibilities. Yet, I pose that the emphasis on
transcendence understates the many ways in which the subject is also embedded in and
inseparable from its material, social and other contexts. In short, Sartre never explains the
genesis of the pre-reflective cogito. Braidotti’s work explicitly addresses these dimensions of

the human condition.
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A second lacuna in Sartrean theory is the variability of the pre-reflective experience. Two
distinct individuals can apprehend the same object pre-reflectively, yet have different
experiences of that object. Sartre cannot appeal to differences in their egos, as in his
framework the ego itself is merely an object among objects in consciousness. The ‘I’ is a
product of reflection and cannot differentiate one pre-reflective perspective from another.
Even facticity cannot account for this variability and this genesis, because facticity does not
constitute the pre-reflective cogito, it merely constrains it. If Sartre’s ontology is to account
for this problem, it must thus posit an additional factor that operates on the pre-reflective
cogito. An element capable of differentiating one subject’s pre-reflective capabilities from
another’s. Two subjects might perceive a pre-reflective awareness of the same object, yet
experience it differently. This means that there must be a change or expansion of what we

mean by the pre-reflective cogito. I will come back to this point in the chapter: The Synthesis.
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3. Subjectivity according to Braidotti

3.1. Braidotti against Descartes

Rosi Braidotti, like Sartre, also primarily focuses on attacking the Cartesian subject, but for
rather different reasons than he did. The Cartesian subject: the rational, self-transparent
individual who serves as the foundation of knowledge. However, this notion presents this
subject, for Braidotti, also as universal, masculine, rational and often European. This is in
turn where she draws the line. The subject is much too anthropocentric, hierarchical and

narrow in her opinion. In her book Posthuman Knowledge, she lays out this criticism:

Even philosophy, which is accustomed to question everything, dealt with the
question of the human by casting it within the protocols and methods of
disciplinary thinking. There it conventionally fell into a discursive pattern of
dualistic oppositions that defined the human mostly by what it is not. Thus,
with Descartes: not an animal, not extended and inert matter, not a
pre-programmed machine. These binary oppositions provided definitions by
negation, structured within a humanistic vision of Man as the thinking being
par excellence. Whereas the oppositional logic is a constant, the actual content
of these binary oppositions is historically variable. (Braidotti, 2019, 6)

Here, Braidotti begins by noting that even a very self-critical discipline as philosophy ends up
boxing in the question of what it means to be human through rules inherited by, for example,
the western philosophical canon. Braidotti means that Descartes helped institutionalize a
formal, method-driven approach to knowledge that is built on clear definitions and logical
deduction. This is a foundation from which dualistic oppositions can thrive. These dualistic
oppositions are apparent in the way philosophy describes what a human is. Philosophy
typically has defined ‘Man’ by these oppositions. Consider, for example, the dualisms of
mind versus body, reason versus passion, and human versus animal. This division of mind
versus body (res cogitans versus res extensa) is one of the hallmarks of this oppositional
logic. ‘Man’ is thus defined mostly by what it is not. ‘Man’ is not-animal, not-extended and
inert matter, not-pre-programmed machine. “When Descartes writes about what it means to
be human, his words exude certainty, security and mastery. [...] What it is to be human lies in
the rational mind, or soul, which is entirely distinct from the body” (Badmington, 2003, 7).
For Braidotti, these definitions of ‘Man’ as an exclusive group is only the beginning. This
way of defining the human as the pinnacle of reason and self-consciousness makes, firstly,
rationality and consciousness as an exclusive marker of humanity, and secondly, can begin to

exclude many people. This is evident in the last sentence: ‘Whereas the oppositional logic is a
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constant, the actual content of these binary oppositions is historically variable’. This means
that this binary thinking has been a constant, but the specific targets of exclusion change over
time. There have been times, for example, when a human was defined by being not-woman,
not-black and not-queer. An example of these instances include, but are not limited to, the

height of European colonialism.

The power of ‘Man’ as a hegemonic civilizational model was instrumental to
the project of Western modernity and the colonial ideology of European
expansion. ‘White Man’s burden’ as a tool of imperialist and patriarchal
governance assumed that Europe is not just a geo-political location, but rather
a universal attribute of human consciousness that can transfer its quality to
any suitable subjects, provided they comply with the required discipline.
Europe as universal consciousness posits the power of reason as its distinctive
characteristic and humanistic universalism as its particularity, in a relentless
pursuit of hegemony. [...] This makes Eurocentrism a systemic trait, rather
than a matter of attitude: it is a structural element of European masculine
self-representation. (Braidotti, 2021, 107)

Here Braidotti says that Europeans came to treat ‘Man’ as a universal standard of personhood
and reason, which allowed them to justify imperialism as a humanitarian mission. The
imperialist slogan ‘White Man’s burden’ did not only celebrate the European ‘Man’, it also
presupposed a hierarchy. Only the people who accepted European norms of discipline,
education, religion and governance could fit in the mold of ‘Man’. Resistance, refusal or
simply being different immediately lowered one’s status as an inferior ‘other’. This was not
only a matter of personal prejudices, but was built into the very structures of western
civilization, like the legal, academic and political. One could not be part of these structures
that produce power, if one did not fit the mold. Braidotti wants to critique and move beyond
this humanist model, towards a posthumanist view that doesn’t rely on binaries to define the

human.
3.2. Braidotti’s posthuman subject

The posthuman subject for Braidotti is thus one that should be offset against the idea of a

humanist subject. In her book The Posthuman, she lays out what the humanist subject is:

The human of Humanism is neither an ideal nor an objective statistical
average or middle ground. It rather spells out a systematized standard of
recognizability — of Sameness — by which all others can be assessed, regulated
and allotted to a designated social location. The human is a normative
convention, which does not make it inherently negative, just highly regulatory
and hence instrumental to practices of exclusion and discrimination. The
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human norm stands for normality, normalcy and normativity. It functions by
transposing a specific mode of being human into a generalized standard,
which acquires transcendent values as the human: from male to masculine and
onto human as the universalized format of humanity. This standard is posited
as categorically and qualitatively distinct from the sexualized, racialized,
naturalized others and also in opposition to the technological artefact. The
human is a historical construct that became a social convention about ‘human
nature’. (Braidotti, 2013, 26)

She continues fleshing out this definition later in The Posthuman:

Universal ‘Man’, in fact, is implicitly assumed to be masculine, white,
urbanized, speaking a standard language, heterosexually inscribed in a
reproductive unit and a full citizen of a recognized polity. (Braidotti, 2013, 65)

This universal view of the subject, which of course is anything but universal, uses a binary
notion to propagate the universal Human. Every being which does not fall into this category
is different and thereby ‘other’. From this follows the idea that any being which does not fit
this mold is immediately not eligible to be a full subject. This standard of the subject has its
roots in enlightenment thinking. This standard is born from definitions like the Cartesian
subject of the cogito (Braidotti, 2013, 1). This binary thinking is what constitutes a subject, a

human, according to humanistic thinking.

This traditional humanist subject, according to Braidotti, is a very rigid, systematized and
problematic vision of the subject. Posthuman subjects, meanwhile, are a dynamic project
which is embedded in a system of multi-layered complexity. The posthuman project should
interrogate the conventional understandings of being human, like the humanist subject from
the past (Daigle, 2022, 4). So what more constitutes subjectivity in this mode? One of the
most important points Braidotti wants to make with her theories is that consciousness is not
given. For Sartre and Descartes, consciousness is. For Descartes, consciousness is the
self-evident, foundational res cogitans revealed by the cogito. In Sartre consciousness itself is
ontologically foundational and thus does not ‘come from’ anywhere. It is given. Instead, in
Braidotti’s framework, consciousness is continuously brought into being by experiences,
thoughts and feelings. Consciousness is both shaped and produced by and through the

relations it is involved in.

The posthuman subject is radically relational in its being. The subject is embodied and can,
with this body, extend and connect with others. Subjectivity is thus rooted in, and inseparable

from, a material body. This means that there is no pure, disembodied mind behind our
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experiences. Bodies are also sexed, racialized and classified in a certain time, so every
subject is always already positioned in webs of power and culture. Bodies are relational and
affective. Affectivity is the embodied capacity of entities (which do not have to be human) to
affect others and be affected by others. It is a force that flows across species and systems,
influencing how we experience, interact with, and transform our world (Houten, 2020, 1-2). I
will illustrate this with the following example: I am sitting in my room with my windows
closed. I would like to open them, as it is sunny outside. However, the trees are blossoming
and countless allergens in the air could affect me. My hay fever would worsen, causing me to
sneeze more. This is an example of affectivity: the sun’s rays tempt me to open the window,
while the room’s temperature also influences my judgment. These competing forces: the
pollen, the sunlight, the temperature, are all concrete manifestations of affectivity qua force.
They materially reconfigure my bodily capacities and judgment, illustrating how affective
flows are the medium through which posthuman subjectivity is formed and transformed. It is
a concrete, material process of your body (or other bodies or systems) responding to its
environment. The effect of affective forces is not just limited to bodily changes. When you
enter a cathedral, for example, the atmosphere can instill a calm, reverent mood in yourself
and others. The interplay of scale, light, sound, and other people being quiet and introspective
work together as an affective force that orients your attention and affects your emotional

response.

For Braidotti, this affectivity has autonomy: “[...] the autonomy of affect as a virtual force
that gets actualized through relational bonds” (Braidotti, 2019, 48). A virtual force is a
dynamic, transformative force which operates through potentiality and affect. It is not a force
of what is actualized, it rather represents a world of potentialities that opens up new
possibilities for becoming (Braidotti, 2019, 57-58). Becoming is the ongoing process by
which a subject moves toward the future through material-affective forces. It is not a
teleological process, rather it involves continuously negotiating social, ecological and
technical relations that reconfigure the subject. Autonomy of affect is a virtual force, it isn’t
something a subject has inside of them. Instead it is a surplus of power that flows between all
matter. This power only gets actualized through relational bonds, like when a happy crowd
shifts towards becoming an angry mob. Or charge separation in storm clouds that build
electric fields, eventually striking the ground with a lightning bolt. These powers are never

reducible to one individual actor, but are always co-constituted by a network.
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The posthuman subject for Braidotti, then, is a being full of multiplicity. In other words, the
subject is not one singular, static entity, but one that works through multiple interactions and
across (internal) differences. As is only fitting for the subject in a theory so drenched in
relationality and care for everything around them. It is a rich and extensive definition of a
subject. The posthuman subject is a subject which rejects any notion of human nature, or a
subject as a human only being their rational capacities. Instead, the subject is a “[...]
nature-culture continuum which stresses embodied and embrained immanence and includes
negotiations with bio-genetics and neurosciences, but also environmental sciences, gender,
ethnicity and disability studies” (Braidotti, 2016, 19). Precisely because of this embodied
structure of the human, Braidotti says, the vision of the subject morphs into a conglomeration
of human, non-organic, machinic and other elements. The subject becomes extended.
Because of this extension, the subject can become embedded into complicated intercultural,
multispecies, nature-culture continuums (Ronda, 2020, 337). The difference between the
Braidottian subject and the Sartrean subject is then that the subject is not just a sole individual
in a complex environment, instead, the subject is fully part of these continuums. The subject
is created by these continuums and takes part in creating them. Where the human of
humanism would possess an essential property like natural autonomy (for Sartre) or thought
and transparency (for Descartes) to become an individual, the human of posthumanism
instead becomes so because of their material affects and relations. They are a being which
have the power to affect others and be affected by them. They then create “[...] the type of
assemblages they form when participating in the constitutive relations of power comprising

an ecology of activity that includes non-human agencies” (Bignall, 2023, 104).

This relationality creates a system of interconnections to other ‘things’ through the
destruction of individualism. Here we touch another important point in posthuman
subjectivity, as these ‘things’ are not exclusively human, or other forms of life. Rather, it
comprises of both ‘bios’ and ‘zoe’, in addition to geological and technological relations
which challenge the epistemological capabilities of humans as individuals and as collectives
(Braidotti, 2019, 48). Bios and zoe are two definitions Braidotti gives to forms of life. In
Posthuman Glossary, edited by Braidotti, zoe is generally defined as the biological aspect of
life, which is to say, the state of a thing as living. That is to say, zoe is a raw and dynamic
force of life that exists before human categorization. It is a form of vital force which is
common to all living matter, from humans to animals to plants and even to geological

processes. It is thus inherently non-human-centric. Bios on the other hand, is defined more
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specifically as the span and structure of lived experience (Panourgia, 2018, 68). More
precisely, it refers to life as it is organized within human society and culture. This includes
our social identities, political rights, and ways we are recognized within institutional
structures. It is distinctly human-centered. These definitions stand in contrast to the earlier
uses of bios and zoe. Braidotti argues that centuries of Christian indoctrination has
conditioned our perception of life. In that framework, bios was defined as the supreme form
of life, namely human intelligent life, while zoe was reduced to ‘second best’ and only
included animal life (Braidotti, 2002, 132). The rest of the lifeforms have been categorized as
non-important altogether in that framework. For Braidotti, this has created problematic
hierarchies in which human life (bios) is viewed as superior to other forms of life. She wants
to put the focus back on zoe, which would help us recognize the dynamic and interconnected

nature of all life, instead of the anthropocentric bias prevalent in Western thought.
Furthermore, the posthuman subject gets described as follows:

Subjects defined as transversal relational entities do not coincide with a liberal
individual, but are rather a ‘haecceity’ — that is to say a degree of power in the
affirmative sense of potentia, which means an event of complex singularities
or intensities. [...] Subjectivity is thus both post-personal and pre-individual,
relational and hence in constant negotiation with multiple others and
immersed in the conditions that it is trying to understand and modify, if not
overturn. (Braidotti, 2019, 45)

What Braidotti means with the transversality of the posthuman subject is that the posthuman
subject is a being that can move across (horizontally) different strata, like the biological,
technological and social, rather than up and down (vertically) a hierarchy. The posthuman
subject doesn't stand above the biological, technological or social as sovereign, neither is it
buried beneath them as an object. The posthuman subject is instead already intertwined with
these different spheres. Additionally, Braidotti defines the posthuman subject as a haecceity.
This is a term she borrows from Deleuze and Guattari, with which they mean that the
posthuman subject is not a thing with fixed properties, but instead is a singular event of
relations at a particular moment in time. This being has dimensions like their age, trajectories
like their movement, and affective intensities. Intensities being the vital, affective and
transformative energy that constitutes subjectivity, enabling the process of becoming. It is
thus closely linked with virtuality. This means that the posthuman subject is never repeatable
as the same being, but instead this being is always a unique collection of forces. For

Braidotti, a subject must be a haecceity, because the subject is created out of its relations. Its
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very ‘thisness’ (the literal translation of haecceity) is produced by relations the subject has
with human and non-human fields (Daigle, 2022, 43). This is, for example, not the case with
the Cartesian cogito and the Sartrean for-itself. The Cartesian cogito is one particular
substance, the res cogitans. The Cartesian cogito also endures different contexts while staying
the exact same cogito and is thus repeatable as the same being. The contents of the Cartesian
res cogitans may shift from moment to moment, but the underlying foundation remains
ontologically the same. The cogito is a self-subsisting thinking thing whose identity persists
through change. The Sartrean for-itself is characterized by transcendence. It can step back
from reality, nihilate its given situation and create a future through choice. The very
ontological basis of the Sartrean for-itself is about stepping outside given relations. This is
completely opposite of what a haecceity characterized, namely immanence. Immanence is the
ontological condition in which all being is generated within a single, self-organizing field of
forces, without appeal to any transcendent source (St. Pierre, 2018, 3). A haecceity emerges
within relations and cannot step outside them, as there is no being outside of these relations.
Here we can see that the Braidottian consciousness is again shaped by affect and relations,

while the Sartrean and Cartesian consciousness are given.

What Braidotti posits is that relationality is completely ingrained with the notion of the
posthuman subject, but what are the consequences of this? In Posthuman Knowledge, she

says the consequences are threefold:

Posthuman subjects establish relations on at least three levels: to one’s self, to
others and to the world. The world can be defined as a complex set of
environmental, social and affective ecologies. What does it mean to say that
subjects are relational? Firstly, that the agency commonly reserved for
subjects is not the exclusive prerogative of Anthropos. Secondly, that it is not
linked to classical notions of transcendental reason. Thirdly, that it is
de-linked from a dialectical view of consciousness based on the opposition of
self and others and their struggle for recognition. The knowing subject is not
Man, or Anthropos alone, but a more complex assemblage that undoes the
boundaries between inside and outside the self, by emphasizing processes and
flows. Neither unitary, nor autonomous, subjects are embodied and embedded,

relational and affective collaborative entities, activated by relational ethics.
(Braidotti, 2019, 48)

Before I break these three consequences down one at a time, one might wonder how the
posthuman subject, which is an ongoing relational process, can itself establish relations. This
is because the posthuman subject is a nodal intensity within a field of relations and forces.

This field of relations is ever-shifting. There is a constant reconfiguration and intensification
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of relations between nodes. There is no ontological hierarchy in which a subject reaches out
to an external world, instead, relations are generative and dynamic. It is thus entirely coherent
to say that ‘relations establish relations’ in Braidotti’s framework. The immanent field of
forces and relations continually folds back upon itself, spawning new nodes (which are not
‘new’ in the sense of never having existed before, but instead are reconfigurations of existing
forces) and connecting nodes without having a transcendent origin. The ego is thus a sort of
story-telling device which weaves the relations it has into a coherent ‘I’ that remembers. But

it still is always constructed and relational.

The first consequence of the relational subject, as said by Braidotti above, is that agency,
which before was only seen as a quality only reserved for humans, is not exclusive to
humans. Because there is a virtual power that resides in all matter, all matter has agency. This
agency gets actualized through relational bonds. The second consequence is that the subject is
not transcendental, as it cannot go beyond the limits of given facts or immediate experience,
but an immanence that is embodied, embedded and affective within the given. The third
consequence of the relational subject is that there is no self-Other dialectic, as subjectivity is
not adversarial, but affirmatively entangled with others. Originally in Hegel, but later also in
Sartre, there is the idea that a consciousness only becomes a subject by confronting an Other
and starting a struggle for recognition (Sartre, 1943/2018, 307-308). There is no battle of
egos demanding to be recognized in her worldview, instead there are only co-creating
networks which affirm and affect. This is one of the ontological problems against which
Braidotti argues fiercely (Braidotti, 1994, 111) (Braidotti, 2002, 14) (Braidotti, 2011, 154)
(van der Tuin, 2014, 9) (Henry et al., 2014, 151). The ontological struggle of the subject to be
recognized by the Other and the attempt to objectify other subjects is another attempt to
establish a form of hierarchy. This time it is the subject as the master versus others as lesser.
Braidotti argues that this line of thought must be abandoned because it establishes negativity
as the precondition for subject-formation and the emergence of the subject (Braidotti, 2011,
291). This is important, as negativity is exactly what Braidotti wants to reject. She does this
through the fact that in her view, there is no single ‘Other’ whose acknowledgement grants a
subject subjecthood. Instead, subjectivity emerges as a multiplicity of transversal connections
between nodes in the network. The subject does await recognition to become itself but

self-affirms by experimenting with new relational formations, continuously reinventing itself.
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As said before, consciousness in Braidotti is not given, rather, it is constructed. Braidotti
posits that the posthuman subject should strive to live in accordance with this by cultivating a
nomadic consciousness. This is a mode of subjectivity that refuses fixed identity in favor of a

more fluid way of being. This nomadic consciousness operates as a cartographical tool:

A cartography is a theoretically based and politically informed reading of the

process of power relations. It fulfills the function of providing both exegetical

tools and creative theoretical alternatives, so as to assess the impact of

material and discursive conditions upon our embodied and embedded

subjectivity. (Braidotti, 2011, 4)
What Braidotti means by this is that you can figuratively see yourself as the map-maker. This
map does not only consist of places, but also of powers, relations, ideas and affects. This
should be done from a theoretical basis, so the map is grounded in a clear set of conceptual
tools. It should be politically informed, as this mapping is not a neutral or purely descriptive
one. Instead, for Braidotti it should be shaped by conscious commitments to ethical
engagements. This map should provide a clear, but ever-shifting picture of how external
forces and affects shape who we as subjects become. The subject themselves should then
internalize this information and use their nomadic consciousness to navigate through these
‘geographies’ of power (Banerji, 2016, 2). Again, this is thus something the subject creates,
this consciousness is not given. A problem with this is that there should be something, such

as a grounded freedom, that makes it possible for the subject to create and use this nomadic

consciousness. This is something I will come back to in the synthesis.

All these ideas and conclusions culminate in a deeper insight for Braidotti. The posthuman
subject is not an individual, but a collective subject. This is still in line with the subject being
a haecceity, as the ‘thisness’ of the subject is not an individual substance, but instead can be a
collective or an assemblage. It is a unique, emergent ‘thisness’ of interwoven forces, rather
than a fixed individual essence. It is what she calls a
‘we-are-(all)-in-this-together-but-we-are-not-one-and-the-same’ kind of subject. It is a
subject in constant becoming-other-than-the anthropocentric subject of humanism. The
posthuman subject is in a constant “[...] process of becoming in its own immanence and not
in binary oppositional terms” (Braidotti, 2019, 58-59). Posthuman subjectivity is then also a
collective composed of zoe-logical, geological and technological beings. Relationality thus
extends through the multiple ‘worlds’ in which we live, like the ecological, technological,

societal, geological and so on. In Mefamorphoses she talks about subjectivity as a process
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that strings together potestas (reactive power) and potentia (active power) “[...] under the
fictional unity of a grammatical ‘I’ (Braidotti, 2002, 22). With this she means that there only
is a semblance of unity in the subject, which is only a fictional choreography of many
different choices, drives, powers and processes which form the socially operational self. Just

like Sartre, this means that humans have no God-given essence to govern them (Braidotti,

2002, 22).

3.3. The two ethics of Braidotti

Braidotti focuses mainly on two types of ethical groundworks in her work. These two
groundworks, posthuman ethics and affirmative ethics, are not mutually exclusive. Rather,
these work together to create an ethical framework focused on, what I call, the micro and the

macro.

Posthuman ethics has been developed from the trajectory of Spinoza’s ethics and Nietzsche’s
concept of will as liberative freedom from institutes of power. Post-structuralists have then
expanded on the notions of these philosophers and made it into a posthuman ethics. The
starting point from which posthuman ethics begins is the Spinozist idea that everything is
interconnected. The idea of individuality only exists as an entity which exerts force unto
other entities all the while that first entity is also being affected by forces of other entities. It
is also an ahuman project. This is because it does not subscribe to the idea of human privilege

above other forms of life (MacCormack, 2018, 345-346).

Posthuman ethics is what I call Braidotti’s ethics of the macro. It is focused on the relations
between different forms of life and the transversality of relations between zoe, while
affirmative ethics mostly focuses on individual relations between beings. Posthuman ethics
explores how a post-anthropocentric and posthuman subject can trace the transversality of
relations and understand the importance of this. This transversality, Braidotti says, can
produce zoe-centered egalitarianism as an ethics and method for posthuman subjectivity. This
ethics, which is focused primarily on relations and, importantly, on interdependence,
intrinsically values zoe (Braidotti, 2013, 95). Posthuman ethics moves beyond traditional
humanism by reconceptualizing the ethical subject. It recognizes that our identities and
responsibilities are not solely confined to humans, but are intrinsically related with
non-human animals, ecosystems, technology and more. This framework calls for a rethinking

of ethics in the context of global ecological, technological, and cultural transformations.
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Anthropocentrism is seen as outdated and immoral and posthuman ethics insists on a

relational and interconnected understanding of life.

Affirmative ethics is what I call Braidotti’s ethics of the micro. This is because posthuman
ethics is mostly a stance of one towards the world, while affirmative ethics is more of a
stance of one towards the Other. Affirmative ethics emphasizes the importance of life,
creativity and diversity on a more personal and communal level. It recognizes and nurtures
the positive power (potentia) of our relational ethical essence. It encourages the
we-are-(all)-in-this-together-but-we-are-not-one-and-the-same kind of subject to engage with
life positively. This does not mean that affirmative ethics says to deny negativity, as this
stance would fall back into the dialectical oppositions of humanism. Rather, it wants to
rework negativity outside of these oppositions (Braidotti, 2019, 183). Braidotti says that
negative powers such as narcissism, paranoia, and hatred not only hurts the victims, but also
the perpetrators’ capacity to open themselves ethically outwards. These negative affects can

be transformed, according to affirmative ethics.

The ethical subject is the one with the ability to grasp the freedom to
de-personalize the event and transform its negative charge. Affirmative ethics
is a clinical practice about detoxing from the poison of un-freedom, servitude
and betrayal of our inner nature as dynamic entities of desire. The ethical
good is accordingly equated with the radical relationality aiming at affirmative
empowerment. The ethical ideal is to increase one’s ability to enter into modes
of relation with multiple others and to create a community that actualizes this
ethical propensity. (Braidotti, 2019, 183)

With this freedom, she means a form of freedom for which you have to work. This is
radically different from Sartrean freedom, as for Sartre freedom is a given. This affective
freedom is one that comes into being through working your own affects and relations with
others. Depersonalization is one of the practices one should do, as she says here. This
depersonalization is not one of dissociation from reality or a form of numbness to the world.
Rather it is a way of stepping back from a situation and shifting your perception of that
situation to one you can work with. It is a shift from ‘I am this anger’ towards ‘I have the
feeling of anger’. This reframing of a situation opens a space in which the negative affect can
be reconstructed and transformed into something positive. This is one way to release yourself
from the ‘poison of un-freedom’. This un-freedom can be understood as the feelings of fear,
shame, guilt and other negative feelings. These can pop up in one’s affective life and paralyze

them (Baugh, 2022, 77). These negative affects are often not just one-off feelings which pass
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quickly. They can lodge themselves in our brains and turn our reactions towards a
self-protective and aggressive mode, rather than a generative, affirmative mode. This lodging
of negative affects and becoming un-free through this lodging is a betrayal of our very beings
for Braidotti. Every human being is an ever-becoming project of desires with creative drives
that want to connect and create. When one denies themselves this by becoming un-free
through these negative affects, one can see their own vitality as something dangerous or
wrong. This un-freedom as a poison is also a compelling analogy, as poison does not stay put;
it spreads. This un-freedom is contagious in social networks and can perpetuate and amplify
these negative affects. Affirmative ethics is about interrupting the spreading of that poison.
Freedom for Braidotti is thus a collective and dynamic achievement. One is not free because
they are born free, but one becomes freer as they understand and transform the forces that

shape them, doing so together with others. She argues in Posthuman Knowledge that:

The neo-Spinozist notion of freedom that underscores this project is slightly
different from, but not incompatible with, the classical liberal creed that
humans are inherently free and that liberty is the natural condition of Mankind
[...]. The affirmative drive to compose transversal assemblages assumes that
freedom comes down to the shared understanding of the conditions of our
bondage, and the collective efforts to act upon them. Conceptually, all living
entities are driven by conatus — that is to say the ontological freedom to
express the degree of power (potentia) that any entity has been able to actually
embody. The crux of the matter however is to activate the collective desire for
affirmative alternatives. (Braidotti, 2019, 57)

Conatus is a term coined by Spinoza, but modified by neo-Spinozist readings, meaning the
inherent striving of all things to persist in its own being. In humans, this means the drive to
realize our capacities. However, this is not what gives humans freedom, as humans are not
inherently free for Braidotti. Instead, real freedom does not exist in isolation, but in a
collective recognition of what constrains us, and our joint efforts to change those conditions.
This is why she ends with the notion that we need to activate a collective desire for

affirmative alternatives. Freedom for Braidotti is made through affirmative practices.

From this, she thus thinks that the ethical good is built from radical relationality aimed at
affirmative empowerment. The ethical ideal of affirmative ethics is then to increase the

subject’s ability to enter into relations with others and actualize communities with this ethical

1deal.

These two ethical stances build on each other. While posthuman ethics provides a broad

philosophical framework for reimagining our global ethical responsibilities, affirmative ethics
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gives us the means to enact these ideas on a more personal level. One could see posthuman
ethics as setting the agenda for rethinking our societal norms from a top-down perspective,
while affirmative ethics represents the lived commitment to these changes as a bottom-up
perspective. Braidotti herself does not explicitly label these ethics as micro and macro ethics,
however I think that framing them this way helps understanding the interconnectedness of
what Braidotti is trying to accomplish, namely a comprehensive model for ethical

transformation on both the individual and the systemic level.

Sartre thus focuses on individual responsibility because man is not free to not choose. So
when we choose for ourselves, we are also choosing for what we think a human should be.
Every choice has an ethical weight. Braidotti thinks this framework of individual choice and
responsibility is problematic as it over-privileges the autonomous subject and overlooks the
entanglement of humans with other humans, non-humans and other networks of relations.
Braidotti wants to emphasize that an ethics should recognize that freedom is exercised
through, and alongside, others, human and non-human. This way responsibility must be
shared and relational. Isolated individual choice is inadequate for understanding and
addressing the complex challenges people, societies and ecosystems face. Therefore she
focuses on how we can sustain and enhance relations rather than focus purely on individual
moral choices. Ethical questions are not about individual choices, but choosing for how we
can create sustainable patterns of relation between different forms of life. Sartre thus focuses
on politics focused on human freedom and responsibility, while Braidotti focuses on
transversal politics, this is politics based on creating alliances across different categories of
beings (human/animal/machine/etc.) based on shared conditions and struggles. Her ethical
theories shift the focus of morality from ‘I alone am responsible’ towards
‘we-are-in-this-together’. This way she embeds freedom within networks of mutual

dependency rather than isolating it in a solitary consciousness.
3.4. What Braidotti leaves unexplained

Although Braidotti’s posthuman framework succeeds in decentering the isolated ‘I’ in favour
of the more collective ‘We’ of relational subjectivity, two significant problems remain.
Firstly, too little of an ‘I’ remains in the ‘We’. By distributing agency across networks of
humans, non-humans, technologies and more, her model risks losing the importance of

individual responsibility. If every action results from a field of affective intensities, it
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becomes difficult to determine who or what should be held accountable when something goes
wrong, or, conversely, who or what should be credited when something goes right. In other
words, if the subject is nothing but a node in an incredibly dense and complex network, how

can it still be said to be a subject in any morally meaningful sense?

Secondly, a more pressing technical problem is that Braidotti’s ethical framework relies
heavily on the notion of freedom. The posthuman subject has the capacity to de-personalize,
to step back from a situation, shift their perception, reframe a situation in order to enter into
or transform more affirmative relations. Yet nowhere she adequately specifies the ontological
source of this freedom. In her hands, freedom appears uncaused. It simply emerges whenever
subjects choose to enact their freedom through, for example, stepping back from a situation
and depersonalizing. However, this approach bears a strong resemblance to the Sartrean
concept of nihilation, in which freedom arises through the act of negation. Yet where Sartre
grounds this freedom in nothingness, Braidotti’s framework presupposes freedom without
offering a foundation for this freedom. This results in freedom being presupposed by freedom

in her framework. It emerges without cause.
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4. The Synthesis

4.1. Sartre on Posthumanism

In order to lay the groundwork for the synthesis itself, I begin this chapter by reconstructing
how Sartre might have critiqued Braidotti’s posthuman framework. Although Sartre had
already died before the emergence of posthuman thought and has never been able to directly
address its claims, his writings on freedom and subjectivity allows us to infer his likely

responses.

In her book Posthuman Knowledge, Braidotti writes about posthuman subjectivity and life as

bios and zoe:

Posthuman subjectivity starts with the acknowledgement that what defines us
as an autonomous capacity is not rationality, nor our cerebral faculty alone,
but rather the autonomy of affect as a virtual force that gets actualized through
relational bonds [...]. A vital neo-materialist philosophy is helpful to sustain
this project. The capacity to affect and be affected is not to be confused with
individualized emotions, as meaningful expression of psychological states and
lived experiences. Affect needs to be de-psychologized, and to be de-linked
from individualism in order to match the complexity of our human and
non-human relational universe. This relational process supports a thick and
dynamic web of interconnections by removing the obstacles of individualism.
Life is not exclusively human: it encompasses both bios and zoe forces, as
well as geo- and techno- relations that defy our collective and singular powers
of perception and understanding. (Braidotti, 2019, 48)

I start by deconstructing what Braidotti says here. She starts the first sentence with the claim
that humans are autonomous because of the autonomy of affect as a virtual force that gets
actualized through relational bonds. She thus thinks that human beings are autonomous
because of affectivity. As I explained earlier, affectivity is an embodied capacity of human
and non-human entities to affect and be affected. This affectivity flows through our lives and
changes how we participate and perceive the world. It is not immaterial or spiritual, it is
instead a real, material activity of entities. The capability of a thing to do something which it
is not currently doing is called its virtual aspect. A virtual force, as said before, is a dynamic,
transformative force which operates through potentiality and affect. It is not a force of what
is, instead it is a realm of futures that opens up new possibilities. This affectivity then, is only
brought into this world through relational bonds. Affectivity is thus relational, and, as

Braidotti says in her quote, needs to be de-linked from individualism.
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Sartre would not have agreed with Braidotti on a lot of these points. The last sentence of the
quote shows that Braidotti sees life as not exclusively human. Although Sartre would have
agreed with this exact statement, in Existentialism is a Humanism he does say that “There is
no other universe except the human universe, the universe of human subjectivity” (Sartre,
1989, 14). He would have agreed with the notion that there is indeed other life next to human
life. The problem lies in the consequence Braidotti thinks emerges from this point. She thinks
that this relational web of life and other forces would eliminate individualism. However, I
think that Sartre would respond that this is a step too far. He would look at the individual as a
for-itself, forever doomed to be a free being, but separate from the Other. The line of thought
that life is not exclusively human, or that geo- and techno-relations can defy our collective
and singular powers of perception and understanding are only possible through making an
active choice of stopping to see yourself as an individual separate from the world. However, I
think that Sartre would argue that making this choice would be in bad faith. It would be
fleeing from the original problem that the for-itself is still a consciousness in the body of one
singular organism. This is something that we have to deal with, as this gives freedom to the
for-itself. The posthumanist perspective to see affectivity and relations as an enormous web
of interrelations can give way to individuals blaming their own choices on affective powers
which have influenced them, this way trying to escape their own freedom and individual
responsibility. Nothing in her account actually undermines Sartre’s core claim that the human
being, at its core, is a pure freedom. Whenever Braidotti invokes ‘freedom’ in her posthuman
subject, she actually presupposes precisely the same pure freedom as Sartre describes in his
theory. The posthuman subject may be entangled in a myriad of affects and communities, but
in essence, the for-itself alone can make the choices to be part of these affects and
communities. When Braidotti speaks of posthuman freedom, she relies on the notion of an
irreducible free subject that Sartre describes. Two problems thus arise. How would a
posthuman-existentialist subject combat bad faith, and how does the posthuman-existentialist

subject gain freedom?

4.2. The synthesis

In this chapter, I argue that it is possible to create a synthesis between Sartre’s
phenomenological ontology and Braidotti’s posthumanist thinking. The goal is to construct a
posthumanist, existential attitude towards the world in which the subject is a free being, while

always engaging in strong relationality towards human and non-human entities. I want to
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create a relation for humans towards the world while preserving the existential understanding
of themselves as individuals who are in and of the world, but do not lose themselves in it. I
achieve this through Sartre’s concept of the pre-reflective cogito, which, in my opinion, opens

far more space for human relationality toward the world than Sartre himself acknowledges.

Despite their insights, both Sartrean and Braidottian accounts of subjectivity leave critical
gaps that demand reconciliation. First, Sartre’s analysis of freedom clarifies where freedom
ontologically comes from, but in doing so positions the subject as distant from the world, a
transcendent consciousness that stands apart from its material surroundings. Conversely,
Braidotti’s distributed model of agency successfully delinks subjectivity from the solitary
transcendent ‘I’, but in scattering agency across networks she risks losing the subject in these
networks, which lead to a struggle to identify the actors to praise, blame, or bear
responsibility. In Sartre, there arises the problem of genesis and variability in multiple
pre-reflective cogitos. How is it possible that one pre-reflective cogito sees an object
differently than another pre-reflective cogito? Moreover, Braidotti actually depends on
Sartre’s theory of freedom. Her framework presupposes the radical freedom, that in Sartre’s
view is given through consciousness, in order to ground her ethics. Here arises a problem:
Braidotti criticizes Sartre’s notion of freedom as too negative and dialectical, yet her own
posthuman subject cannot emerge without that same freedom. Finally, Braidotti’s posthuman
subjectivity is one without negativity. This is in stark contrast to the Sartrean struggle for
recognition, which is a negative act. In the following synthesis, each of these problems will

be addressed.

The pre-reflective cogito is the act of the subject driving the car, as per my previous
examples. It is the act of a being in the world prior to the creation of the ego through the
consciousness. It is the primary consciousness and is the foundation for consciousness. It is
the for-itself in its most pure state, still undefiled by the reflective act that, like a veil, lays
over the for-itself through which it must reflect on the pre-reflective acts. It is the first, most
basic and clean way in which a for-itself experiences and engages with the world. Sartre
would have us believe that a consciousness is a solitary, individual consciousness
encountering the world. However, I am going to argue that this is not the full picture. Sartre
had already expanded on the ideas of Descartes and fleshed out our understanding of
consciousness, but he still firmly believes that consciousness is solitary. It is constantly filling

itself up with objects to make sense of them, nihilating these objects and then creating future
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possibilities on which it can act. It is pure freedom in this sense. This pure freedom already

operates fully in and with the world prior to the construction of a fixed, individual self.

In line with Braidotti’s views, I posit that the person driving the car in their pre-reflective
state is not just an individual consciousness encountering the world, but is instead a
consciousness that is extremely embedded in the world and is having intensive affective

relations with the world.

Sartre misses a substantial part of the human experience because he does not acknowledge
this. Our bodies are never objects in the world but instead objects of the world. Sartre’s sharp
separation of subject (for-itself) and object (in-itself) makes it difficult for him to see that
direct engagement. What Sartre misses, for example, is the intensive relations with the
environment a for-itself can have. Affective forces which play a role in our surroundings have
been left out. When someone is in a crowded bus, their mood, posture, thoughts, temperature
and much more, can all change based on their experience of the situation at that very
moment. These affective forces shape what a person notices and feels. Ignoring their
significant impact on the pre-reflective state oversimplifies the complex interactions between
people, environments, technology and more. Sartre also misses that when the pre-reflective
cogito is already cognitively, affectively and technologically entangled with other agents and
forces, then responsibility becomes networked, while still being grounded, but not
exclusively, in the individual. Returning to the example of the car: just like the subject, the

car does not build itself, something else does.

The act of driving the car does not seem to be an activity in which an isolated consciousness
is only confronting and filling itself up with certain objects, like the steering wheel, other cars
and the road. It rather seems as if the consciousness is already intertwined with the car itself.
Not only that, it also seems as if the consciousness is intertwined with the other cars, the
music system in their own car, the sounds around them, the way light shines through their
windshield, the passengers in the car, and so on. The pre-reflective cogito is extremely
engaged with the world and is firmly aware of affectivity. This becomes even clearer when
examining how the driver relates to the car they are driving. The driver isn’t only aware of
how their own body moves and acts, they are also intimately aware of how their own body
acts upon the machine they are piloting. To go even further, they are often also aware of the
car itself. When one pushes the brake pedal, they expect the car to behave a certain way.

When the car behaves differently, they know that something is wrong. Of course, this is not
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only on the level of awareness, but they also have the capacity to act upon one another. For
example, the braking capacity of the car. The driver’s foot puts pressure on the brake pedal,
which the car converts into hydraulic pressure, which results in frictional force in the wheels.
This is a very practical example, but there are more ways except purely physical affectivity.
When the driver is just driving for his own pleasure, with the windows open on a warm
summer evening, the driver can feel joy. Maybe the driver enters a flow state, or feels pride in
driving his car a certain way. Or when the driver is stuck in traffic, the car can become an
object of irritation. The driver can become frustrated with how the clutch behaves, or the
physical containment of the car makes the driver more prone to stress or anxiety. The car is
not a neutral and separate thing in the world, instead it influences and amplifies the driver’s
emotional and physical state. These feelings are consequences of the relationality and
affectivity of the subject. The driver and the car are, certainly in the pre-reflective state,
connected on a deep, embodied level. They are not just separate entities anymore, but through
intensive relations are transformed into a synthesis of man and machine, acting upon another

through affectivity.

This relationality doesn’t undermine the Sartrean notion of consciousness as pure freedom. I
would even argue that this relational way of understanding consciousness ontologically
expands Sartrean freedom. Because this way, instead of seeing freedom as an isolated,
individual consciousness making choices through nothingness, we could see freedom as the
capacity of consciousness to establish new relations and transformations at the pre-reflective
level. These transformations, like the synthesis of the driver and the car, are the most basic
ways of how consciousness operates in the world. This adds a crucial layer to the Sartrean
notion of freedom by showing that consciousness is not only free in the sense of being able to
nihilate the world and choose its own future, but also manifests its freedom through its
capacity to enter into and transform relations. The subject as a Sartrean project is, through the
pre-reflective cogito, always co-constituted through relations. Through this affectivity,
freedom is ontologically extended, not just internal. The subject is not choosing in a vacuum,
it is emerging from the pre-reflective state through affective engagements. Subjectivity is thus
not just a solitary existential project, instead it is a situated becoming, co-constituted through
the network of relations in which the subject is embedded. The posthuman-existential subject
is still a coherent (but dynamic) node, a haecceity. It is multiplicity without fragmentation.
The subject itself can still engage in their projects of becoming. The subject is still absolutely

free. Freedom is precisely in how you can take up and transform yourself and these relations.
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This is the opposite of a hard distinction between consciousness and the world, as many
enlightenment thinkers thought. I would like to illustrate this with another example. I am, at
this moment, working on this thesis on my laptop. I am engaging in this activity of
blind-typing these words pre-reflectively. It is just something that happens because I am
freely choosing to engage in this activity. This is part of my project of becoming, created by
the interplay of my consciousness, subject and ego. As I am typing these words, there is no
clear boundary between me and my laptop. The words that fill my mind are typed into this
document without my actively reflecting on the act. My consciousness is technologically
mediated. This does not mean that I am not free. It means that my consciousness has entered
into a relation and transformed itself, through the pre-reflective cogito, into a synthesis one

could describe as consciousness-and-laptop.

However, this also is not the full picture, as the description consciousness-and-laptop is a
simplification of the situation. My consciousness is obviously not only engaging with the
laptop in front of me. My consciousness is, for example, also engaging with the desk on
which the laptop stands, the stuffy air in my room, the small amount of pollen which is
causing me to pre-reflectively wipe my nose every so often, my breathing, and even the fact
that this is all happening in a temporal and spatial world. I am engaging in, using, and having
relations with all these things pre-reflectively. The moment I reflect on, for example, my
breathing, it becomes a conscious act, which it wasn’t before. My being and acting in the
world at this moment can then be summarized as a transformation of my consciousness in the

words consciousness-and-time-and-space-and-oxygen-and-laptop-and-desk and so on.

These examples function metaphorically to show relationality. However, one could argue that
these are only situational, temporary unions instead of evidence of an underlying ontological
posthuman subject. The relationality with objects might be better understood as instrumental

engagement rather than a fundamental dissolution of the subject-object dichotomy.

While these examples might only seem metaphorical, they reveal an ontological truth about
the pre-reflective consciousness. Namely that the subject is always embedded in a network of
relations. The relationships we form with technology, nature and other people are not
incidental or only temporary. These relations form the very structure of how our
consciousness operates. Instead of seeing these interactions as merely instrumental
engagement, one should see that these engagements are fundamental to the formation and the

continuance of one’s subjectivity.
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The moments of integration, like becoming consciousness-and-car-and-surroundings, also
aren’t just isolated instances, but part of a continuous process. Every action one takes in the
car involves a merging of themselves, the car, and the surroundings. This constant
engagement means that the subject is thus never completely independent or self-contained. It
is always in a state of flux, being shaped by its relation with the world and thus the
pre-reflective cogito. Subjectivity is shaped through these ongoing interactions and
engagements. There is no hard subject-object dichotomy because everything is in constant
change and in constant relation to each other. The driver-car synthesis illustrates that
consciousness is not just a detached observer that only encounters the world. No, it illustrates

that consciousness is fundamentally entwined with its surroundings from the very start.

This means that the pre-reflective cogito is already far more posthuman than initially thought.
The fact that the pre-reflective cogito works in this relational manner before we construct the
ego suggests that the reflective act taints our perception of the world. The humanist idea of
consciousness versus world, that hard distinction and separation, only enters into our
consciousness in the reflective act. This could suggest that the pre-reflective cogito is itself a
pure being-in-the-world which gets tainted by the arrogance of seemingly being a purely
individual and transcendental consciousness through reflection. In this line of thinking,
because we are pre-reflectively participating in relations that are transformable through
consciousness, our responsibility is linked with relationality. A person is still radically free
and has to choose not only for themselves, but for the whole of mankind with every choice
they make. But through the posthuman pre-reflective cogito, this responsibility becomes even
more pressing, as it expands from choosing for the whole of mankind to choosing for the
entire network of affectivity. Our freedom is relational, as it exists in the capacity to
transform our relations with the Other, technology and nature. Our responsibility as a
consciousness-in-the-world comes from exactly that freedom, and thus from the relations we
have as a consciousness-in-the-world, not because we are distinct from the world. The
authentic ideal that follows from being a freedom, then, would also mean that we should not
abandon the idea of ourselves as individuals in the world making choices based solely on us
as us, but rather embrace the relations we have while recognizing the freedom and

responsibility that arise through these relations.

The pre-reflective state also undermines the, for Braidotti, problematic notion of the

subject-object dichotomy. At the heart of Sartre’s ontology there is the notion of
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intentionality, the way of consciousness to relate to the world by filling itself up with objects.
However, because of the workings of the pre-reflective cogito, intentionality suddenly seems
less of a subject-object dichotomy and more of a continuous field of engagement in which the
self and the world are mutually constitutive. This approach sees that subjectivity is less about
establishing clear ontological boundaries and more about understanding the interplay between
the internal and the external. The internal and external I talk about here are thus not two

separate things, clearly apart from each other, but a co-constituted network.

This is how the posthuman-existential synthesis clears the need for the negative struggle for
recognition in Sartre. Subjectivity is not defined through opposition and the recognition of the
Other, rather it focuses on a process of mutual becoming. This way of looking at the subject
also explains how multiple pre-reflective cogitos can perceive the same object differently.
The pre-reflective cogitos inhabit different parts of the networks of relations they are
embedded in. They carry different affective powers and participate in different
power-structures. Their pre-reflective cogitos are naturally unlike, precisely because of how
they differ in their relations. They can overlap and relate to each other, but they are already
always entangled in history and networks. To give an example: two people walked and
played in the same forest in their childhoods. Person A had a great time, playing, making
treechouses and exploring. They associate the forest with happiness. Person B, on the other
hand, once got lost in the dark in that forest and remembers it as a space of fear and danger. If
both these people are walking through the same forest and walk without actually reflecting on
what they are experiencing, but are fully in their pre-reflective cogito, they may still perceive
this forest differently. The affective forces push and pull differently on them both. Embodied
history and affective dispositions can affect the pre-reflective experience. This is how the
concept of affectivity expands the concept of the pre-reflective cogito to account for
differences in multiple pre-reflective cogitos. This is thus not the same as how facticity can
influence a for-itself, as facticity may explain the constraining history of the for-itself (which
you only become aware of once you reflect), while these affective forces are constitutive of
the pre-reflective experience before any ego emerges. Thus, the problem of the genesis of the

pre-reflective cogito is also resolved.

But why would we need the introduction of the affective pre-reflective cogito? Why not
simply embrace Braidotti’s posthuman conception of the subject and move on? In this thesis I

have frequently reflected on the limitations of the Sartrean for-itself as a pure individual in
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the world, and on how this notion threatens to overestimate its own self-dependency.
However, I want to make doubly clear what the importance of the Sartrean for-itself is for the
affective pre-reflective cogito. While Braidotti’s framework brilliantly reveals how networks
of zoe, bios, technology, environments and more are intertwined through affectivity, it risks
falling into mere description. It needs a place from which a normative force arises and steers
the actors in these networks towards positive action. This is why I think that the structure of
the Sartrean for-itself is the perfect missing puzzle-piece in this creation of the subject. It has
the unique capacity to posit values, negate its given facticity without losing itself and bear
ultimate responsibility for its own actions. Because the pre-reflective cogito is also firmly
placed in a first-person standpoint it also safeguards this accountability. Actions which have
negative consequences cannot simply be dismissed as the outcome of impersonal systems or
processes, because there always is a person making decisions. The responsibility falls on
them. The for-itself operates as a coherent node within the dynamic networks of haecceities,
preventing actants to shift the blame of themselves onto the entire network. The nothingness
in the heart of the for-itself is also perfect as a way to inject novelty into networked systems.
Just as the small errors in the DNA of biological beings enable evolution and the
development of greater resilience, so too does nothingness introduce difference in these
networked systems, allowing each subject to transcend pre-existing patterns rather than being
fully determined by them. Yes, that can go wrong, just like an error in DNA can be lethal, but
the possibility of the subject to acknowledge this and do better next time by nihilating

differently is more than worth it.

There is one last part of the Sartrean phenomenological theory on which I have not touched
here yet, which is bad faith. What becomes of bad faith in this synthesis? I believe that there
are two ways of engaging in bad faith in this synthesis. One intuitively follows from my point
above about nothingness, but I will explain both more clearly. One way to engage in bad faith
would be that the for-itself leans so hard into the networks in which they are embedded that
they try to claim that there was no real choice. In this synthesis, bad faith occurs when the
for-itself ignores its own capacity to nihilate the world and instead attempts to offload all the
responsibility onto the network. The for-itself then tries to deny their own nothingness and
their power to transform and relate to all their relations. One other way to engage in bad faith
is to do the exact opposite. The for-itself asserts their radical autonomy so fiercely that they
behave as if their consciousness is a completely self-sufficient source of action, unbound

from all material, technological, affective or social influences. The for-itself tries to erase the
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pre-reflective relationality in which they are embedded. They deny the formative role of
networks, affects and other people. It is a form of self-deception to think that the ‘I’ could
ever act in a complete vacuum. The for-itself must recognize that freedom always unfolds
within networks of affectivity and capacities, not solely from the ‘I’ or solely the network.

These ways of thinking regress into bad faith.

The posthuman-existential synthesis addresses each of the problems identified at the start of
this chapter. First, Sartre locates where freedom comes from, and through the posthuman
pre-reflective cogito we preserve that freedom while situating it within networks. The subject
thus remains both free and remains thoroughly in and of the world. Secondly, Braidotti’s
distribution of agency across networks is still present, but introducing the Sartrean for-itself
as a distinct nodal point within Braidotti’s networks restores a clear agency. The
posthuman-existential subject is a recognizable actor in a web of relational forces, capable of
bearing praise, blame and responsibility without returning to being a transcendental
individual subject. Thirdly, Braidotti’s ungrounded freedom now comes through the
pre-reflective cogito, from the consciousness of the for-itself. In Sartre’s theory,
consciousness (and thus freedom) is given, so grounding Braidotti’s ethical freedom in this
pre-reflective openness removes the need for a groundless freedom. It now flows from the
basic structure of consciousness itself, instead of needing to be assumed. The problems of
variability and genesis of the pre-reflective cogito have also been addressed through the
introduction of affective forces. Finally, Braidotti’s idea of subjectivity without negativity
appears at odds with the fundamentally negative and dialectical process of Sartrean
subject-formation. This problem disintegrates when we recognize that the Sartrean struggle
for recognition presupposes a binary of self versus Other and a will to overcome a lack. In the
posthuman-existential framework, however, recognition is reconceived as a process of mutual
becoming, rather than the zero-sum game of the struggle for ontological validation. The
subject no longer needs to objectify the Other in order to assert itself as subject. Instead,
subjectivity arises through affirmation and co-constitution. This preserves Sartre’s emphasis

on freedom, while releasing it from the antagonistic struggle for recognition.

This way, Sartre’s existential subjectivity and Braidotti’s posthuman relationality work
together to create a richly entangled yet firmly accountable subject that knows what it means
to act and to be responsible in a world of which they are an intensive, affective part through

the pre-reflective cogito. The pre-reflective cogito is thus not isolated, but rather a way of
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being engaged and transformed by its relations with the world. Freedom is not about escaping
these relations, but about actively participating in and transforming these relations. This is the

idea of the posthuman pre-reflective cogito.
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5. Conclusion

The synthesis of Sartre’s existentialist philosophy and Braidotti’s posthumanist framework
has consequences for the way one should look at life. The posthuman-existential attitude
radically reconfigures one’s understanding of subjectivity, freedom and how to live ethically
with other things in the world. For one, a person can use the idea of Sartrean freedom to
transcend the idea of essences and lives authentically as a project through the lens of
Braidotti’s framework. This means that Sartrean freedom suddenly is not about absolute
individual autonomy, but instead becomes a continuous process of engaging with, relating to
and reshaping a network of human and non-human interactions through affectivity. The
subject remains free, but is embedded in relational networks that shape their understanding of
the world. Freedom is thus the capability of the subject to transform and relate itself and
others, through affectivity, in a network of relations. The subject is still absolutely free to
choose what they want, but the subject also recognizes their affective capabilities and what

kind of effect those can have on other beings and feels that responsibility.

If subjectivity is inherently radically relational, then ethical responsibility must extend
beyond the subject to include all entities with which we interact. One should consider not
only themselves and maybe other people, but rather the well-being of the networks in which
we are embedded. The posthuman-existential attitude therefore calls for a reimagining of
moral agency. A synthesis of Sartrean responsibility, affirmative ethics, and posthuman ethics
would manifest in an attitude characterized by three elements: first, the recognition that every
choice speaks for all; second, a positive attitude toward life, characterized by the ability to
transform negative affects; and third, an acknowledgement of distributed agency across
human and non-human networks while not regressing into bad faith. This expanded idea of
moral agency carries with it further implications: every act of self-creation, every act of a
subject-in-constant-becoming, and every project one tries to accomplish is simultaneously an
act of relational transformation with ethical consequences that flow through multiple modes
of existence. Responsibility is no longer only present for human to human interactions.
Instead, it is now a call to engage ethically with the entire spectrum of life, technology and
everything else. The fact that the subject is embodied becomes a much larger aspect of its
being. The subject focuses more on zoe than on bios. The posthuman-existential subject is
one that is still a project and in becoming, but not only through their own projects and

through their own separate cogito. The binary oppositional terms fall away through the
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relationality which extends through the multiple ‘worlds’ in which we live. This means that
there are also many practical consequences of this new attitude. On a broad scale, the
integration of a posthuman-existential attitude necessitates a reevaluation of our political and
economical systems. The traditional models, which work through individualism and
competition, are at odds with a relational understanding of subjectivity. Government policies
and institutions must be reimagined to support collaborative networks, more equal resource
distribution and better governmental systems based on affirmative, posthuman, and
existential ethics. The posthuman-existential stance offers a framework to think differently
about the socio-political structures that pervade through all our lives. On a smaller, more
personal scale, the posthuman-existential attitude serves as a support for people who have
existential questions and doubts. A person might still feel ‘trapped’ in their own brain,
bearing the weight of ultimate freedom, unable to get out. The recognition of oneself as a
relational subject offers a different perspective. Instead of experiencing this freedom as a
solitary confinement of a lone individual, one might see that their very being is intertwined
with the world around them. The freedom that the individual already had becomes less
cumbersome because of their participation in, and transformations of, their relations with the
world. This freedom might (and should) still have weight, as one still retains the
responsibility of their own choices. In spite of that burden, one must recognize that they are
not an isolated individual confronting the world alone. As Braidotti said, the subject is not an
individual, it is a ‘we-are-(all)-in-this-together-but-we-are-not-one-and-the-same’ kind of
subject. There are indeed differences between people, animals, technology and so on. But this
does not mean that a subject exists in ontologically isolation from everything around them.
Instead, the posthuman-existential subject is better understood as a haecceity, a singular event
of relations, capable of being held accountable and bearing responsibility. Not as a
transcendent chooser standing outside the world, but as a participant in a co-constructed
network of relations. Through the pre-reflective cogito, one can come to realize that they are
much, much more connected to the world around them. Embracing the posthuman-existential
attitude can free the subject beyond what Sartre envisioned, while simultaneously grounding

the subject as a nodal relationality even more deeply than Braidotti anticipated.
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