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Emotion has proven resistant to the standard categorizations of psychological states. 
Indeed, even the term ‘state’, with its connotations of fixity and stability, appears to 
assume too much about the nature of emotional experience. Highlighting the active 
side of emotion, its engagement with those aspects of reality which give rise to affective 
experience, should be a welcome corrective to the traditional emphasis on emotional 
passivity. Sartre’s work has been pivotal in bringing the active side of emotions to the 
foreground. Instead of treating behaviour as an optional concomitant of emotion, 
Sartre appears to approach affectivity as a particular class of conduct.1 Emotion, for 
Sartre, is the conscious transformation, by means of one’s body, of a situation. What 
is transformed, though, is not reality itself, but how the world is experienced by the 
subject, and, consequently, how the subject responds to a thus transformed world.2 
Correspondingly, what drives the Sartrean analysis of affectivity is the desire to make 
proper sense of the signification of emotion in a twofold sense: what it signifies for the 
life of the agent who experiences the emotion, as well as which aspect of reality is mani-
fested when the agent is emotionally engaged with the world. Sartre’s ‘phenomenological’3 
approach to affectivity is outlined in the Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions (1939), yet 
it is not restricted to that essay. Remarks about the phenomenology of affectivity are 
included in Sartre’s seminal paper on ‘Intentionality’, written around 1934, and are 
 further developed in his long essay on the Transcendence of the Ego (1936).4

Here, however, I would like to explore the relation between the account given in the 
Sketch and the views expressed in a work published shortly afterwards, The Imaginary 
(1940). Each of the two books presents a bold analytical approach to affective phenom-
ena. Both of them bear testament to Sartre’s unique capacity to pose philosophical 
questions through an astute narration of human experience. What is not so clear, 
though, is whether those texts can be read as parts of a harmonious theory.

The question of consistency between the two texts bears upon an issue in the con-
temporary understanding of emotions. One the one hand, it has been claimed that 
emotions are closely akin, if not identical, to perceptual states through which the world 
is revealed to us. That approach underlines the epistemic dimension of affective con-
tent, either as a bare experiential datum, or as conceptually structured evidence on 
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which evaluative judgements can be grounded.5 On the other hand, it has been argued 
that emotions may be seen not as perceptual takes on the environment, but as func-
tional alterations of the whole organism whose strategic role is to secure for the agent a 
utility cost-reduction, or a socially mediated preference satisfaction. That approach 
highlights the behavioural aspects of affectivity, and its intimate relation to the way an 
agent responds emotionally to the world.6

Accordingly, emotion has been thought to function as a direct cause of behaviour, or 
as part of the agent’s motivational background, or simply as a contributing or hinder-
ing force.7 Sartre is often thought to occupy the extreme position of seeing emotion not 
merely as connected to a piece of behaviour but as, in a sense, identical to it. For some 
scholars, Sartre’s theory in the Sketch entails that ‘emotions are actions’.8 However, as 
I will argue in section 13.1, that entailment does not hold. Despite the apparent con-
notations of some phrases in the Sketch, Sartre sees emotion as very different from 
action. Does this difference imply that, for Sartre, emotion is better approached as a 
type of perceptual experience? The Imaginary lends itself to an analysis of affectivity 
as in many respects similar to perception. In contrast to the account offered in the 
Sketch, the focus of The Imaginary is set on emotional feelings, with the behavioural 
dimension of emotions receding in the background. Is this merely a change in emphasis, 
or an indication of a deeper tension between the claims made in the two books? And if 
the latter, does it imply that Sartre saw the error of his old ways, and decided to move on 
to a different philosophical path?

My answer to those questions will be that Sartre does indeed offer a different set of 
claims in the two works; the difference lies mainly in the perspective from which those 
claims are made. That difference, in my view, is quite substantial for raising worries 
about the consistency of the Sartrean theory of emotion. Hence, the success of that 
theory depends on the possibility of combining the views expressed in the two books 
into a coherent philosophical outlook. I will first outline the theory offered in the 
Sketch (Section 13.1). I shall then introduce the view developed in The Imaginary 
(Section 13.2) and, after articulating and assessing a possible response to Sartre’s 
 critique of subjectivist accounts of emotional feeling (Section 13.3), I will explore in 
detail the points of similarity and contrast between the views encountered in the two 
books (Sections 13.4 to 13.6).

13.1 Affectivity in the Sketch
In his Sketch for a Theory of the Emotions, Sartre presents emotion as the conscious 
transformation, by means of one’s body, of a situation: what changes is how the world is 
experienced by the subject and, consequently, how the subject responds to a thus trans-
formed world.9

The world is understood as a totality of phenomena linked in a network of mutual 
references. The way in which each phenomenon relates to others defines the type 
of world encountered by the subject. We should distinguish between at least two 
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worlds: the world of action and the world of emotion.10 In the former, we experience 
reality as a combination of demands and affordances; the link between demands and 
affordances is itself perceived as governed by deterministic processes between causes 
and effects. The instrumental world of action is captured in the pragmatic intuition of 
the situation that makes certain moves available for the subject, while denying her others.

The emotional apprehension of the world, on the other hand, hooks on to those 
qualities or aspects that carry affective meaning for the agent. The joyful, hateful, or 
bleak world, far from being identical to the word of action, is clearly distinguished 
from the instrumental world. What appears to bring forth the emotional stance 
towards the world, is that the situation presents the agent with demands that she is 
unable to meet—and her emotional response (be it joyous, angry, or sad) consists in a 
pattern of cognitive and physiological changes which reduce the urgency, lower the 
intensity, or neutralize the force of those demands.

That is, in rough outline, Sartre’s sketch for a theory of the emotions.11 The issue 
I would like to raise here is of a different character: it concerns Sartre’s claim that 
‘emotion is a certain way of apprehending the world’.12 In the Sketch, that claim is 
introduced in the course of Sartre’s analysis of affectivity as a distinct class of con-
duct. In  The Imaginary, the idea of affectivity as a mode of apprehension returns, 
though it is not quite evident how exactly it relates to the view outlined in the Sketch. 
Let us look closely at that issue.

13.2 Affectivity in ‘The Imaginary’
The accurate interpretation of how a philosopher understands a phenomenon is 
facilitated by a proper understanding of the expression with which the philosopher 
purports to capture that phenomenon. The expression ‘emotion as apprehension’, 
though, is not by itself easy to comprehend. A first obstacle to a correct understanding 
of the phrase comes from the fact that cognitive states, such as apprehension, and 
affective states, such as emotion, are traditionally conceived as sharply different. That 
difference may permit, at most, the consecutive occurrences of apprehension and 
emotion. The notion of ‘emotional apprehension’ might then be thought to denote two 
states rather than one, with the emotion component following upon the neutral appre-
hension of reality.

In The Imaginary Sartre will probe the validity of the division between the affective 
and the cognitive by inviting us to think of ‘feeling . . . as a species of knowledge’.13 
Let me call that view ‘cognitivist’, to be contrasted with the ‘non-cognitivist’ view of 
feeling to which Sartre’s view is strongly opposed.14

Non-cognitivism conceives of feeling as an affective state whose being is exhausted 
in an ineffable shiver experienced by a subject, in isolation from the surrounding 
world.15 The non-cognitivist view may of course be expanded so as to accommodate 
the connection between what one apprehends and how one feels. The links between 
feeling and what lies outside the subject are supposedly established through the 
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mechanics of psychological association. Those connections, though, are treated as 
optional concomitants of what is essentially a phenomenal state that is lived in pure 
interiority. The overall picture turns feelings into ‘an ensemble of capricious appear-
ances that are somehow fortuitously united with representations but which at bottom 
have no real relation with their objects’.16 This approach leads inescapably to what 
Sartre aptly calls ‘a sort of solipsism of affectivity’.17

The subjectivist may attempt to articulate a response to the Sartrean critique by 
drawing on the notion of representation. She may claim, for instance, that although 
there is nothing more to a feeling than what it is like for a subject to undergo that feel-
ing, it might be possible to draw some indirect links between emotion and the world, 
by means of the representational function of affective experience.18 If the representa-
tionalist manoeuvre is successful, we might have an account of the intentionality 
that sidesteps Sartre’s objections to subjectivism. It is worth considering, therefore, 
whether the subjectivist appeal to the representationalist model of intentionality can 
be  effective against Sartre’s argumentation. The issues here are quite technical, but for 
the purposes of our discussion we may focus only on the question that exercises Sartre 
himself, concerning the phenomenological credibility of the subjectivist account of 
emotional feeling. As I will argue, instead of connecting feeling with the world, the 
representationalist approach multiplies the problems for subjectivism, as it discon-
nects feeling from emotion.

13.3 A Critique of Subjectivism about 
Emotional Feeling

Subjectivists who rely on representationalist models of mental content may link feel-
ing with reality through the following route. Emotional episodes—as Sartre would be 
the first to insist—are not disembodied.19 They almost invariably come with changes in 
heart rate, skin temperature, body posture, tightening of muscles, and so on.20 
Information processed at a neural, sensory, perceptual, or epistemic level, on the one 
hand, and the goal directedness of volitional or desiderative states, on the other, may 
set in train autonomic responses preparatory for action (of strike in the case of anger, 
withdrawal in the case of sadness, reparation in the case of guilt, etc.). The feeling of 
fear, according to this view, is the intentional state of sensing changes in one’s body 
generated by the autonomic responses preparatory for fight-or-flight, caused by the 
broadly construed cognitive and conative states of the agent. The emotional feeling 
registers how one’s body stands as a whole in a particular situation. Representationalists 
may assert that the intentional content of a feeling is what it represents, and what 
an emotional feeling represents is a bodily gestalt, a patterned web of physiological 
changes.21

However, from a Sartrean perspective, this claim raises a dilemma about the relation 
between emotion and emotional feelings, neither horn of which is particularly attractive. 
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If emotions and emotional feelings have the same intentional object, then emotions are 
directed towards one’s bodily state: what I dread is not the murderer catching up with 
me, but my pulse rate and stomach muscles. This view sounds absurd at worst, and 
strongly revisionary at best: absurd, because it implies that we are amused, afraid, 
 joyous, or guilty about, say, our body temperature, rather than about the people, actions, 
or events that make up our social environment. At a minimum, this view demands that 
we understand ourselves and others as being capable of emotions with just one type of 
objects, namely the physiological changes that constitute our bodily gestalt. Though 
not logically incoherent, such a revision would require an immense effort of mental 
manoeuvring, as it runs counter to both social scientific and folk psychological 
thinking about emotions.

If, on the other hand, emotional feelings and emotions have different objects, then 
we are owed an explanation of why such feelings should bear the title of emotions at all. 
The representationalist might venture an explanation by showing what it is about 
 certain bodily feelings, which makes us identify them as emotional. The answer, per-
haps, may invoke a chain of representation: certain feelings represent bodily changes; 
bodily changes represent certain of the changes in the world that impinge on the body; 
therefore bodily feelings represent certain changes in the world. Some of those changes 
in the world relate to matters of concern to us, sources of frustration or satisfaction, 
actual or forthcoming threats, secured or withdrawn rewards. They are precisely the 
kind of events that constitute the object of human emotions. Some of our bodily feel-
ings are called emotional because they represent events in the world towards which 
emotions are directed.22

Despite its advantages over traditional forms of subjectivism about emotion, the 
representationalist line of reasoning encounters some important difficulties. Starting 
at a rather general level, the representationalist approach draws on the notion of a rep-
resentational chain that is made possible by the nature of representation as a relation of 
a state’s standing in for something else. However, this view contrasts sharply with the 
core feature of the Sartrean view of intentionality as a relation of directedness between 
a state and that towards which that state aims.23 Take the simpler case of my perceiving 
dark clouds gathering in the sky. Clouds are caused by various chemical processes on 
water surfaces of the earth, and, according to the theory under consideration, clouds 
thus represent such processes. However, the intentional content of my perception is 
that of clouds in the sky, not of chemical activities of water on earth. It is simply false to 
equate intentionality with representationality when the latter is understood as a caus-
ally determined relation of entities or events that could be interpreted (for all sorts of 
scientific or practical purposes) as conveying information about each other.

At an explanatory level, the representationalist approach presupposes that we 
 possess the rather unique ability of identifying for each occasion what the object of an 
emotion is independently of how we feel towards it. It is not sufficient to assert that 
certain feelings are emotional because they unfailingly happen to co-occur with one’s 
emotions. In order to test the explanatory power of the theory that claims that the 
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object of feeling and emotion coincide, even though they reach their object through 
totally different routes, we should be in a position to state whether something is for us 
frightening or amusing irrespective of how we feel about it. Otherwise it would be 
 simply vacuous to claim with representationalism that each time one experiences 
emotional feelings, both the feeling and the emotion are about the same thing.

It is worth noting finally, that separating the intentional object of feeling from that of 
emotion does not avoid the revisionist trap. According to the representationalist ver-
sion of subjectivism, to feel is to perceive changes in one’s body. This implies that any 
locution of the form ‘A feels x (an emotion) with/about/towards B’, should be under-
stood along the lines of ‘A perceives y (a bodily state) and he has also x (an emotion) 
with/about/towards B’. Although Pierre says that he feels angry with his neighbours, 
what he means is the conjunction of two contingently related things, the second of 
which is devoid of feeling: that he perceives his blood boil, and that he is angry with his 
neighbours. It might perhaps be possible for representationalism to map ordinary 
thought and talk onto a two-tier model of bodily reports and statements about one’s 
emotion, though how this is possible in practice remains to be seen.

All of the above problems are symptomatic of the conflict between the phenomenology 
of emotional experience and its purported representationalist explanation. Being 
emotionally engaged with something is experienced as a unitary state directed towards 
that thing. This is what makes possible the sense of seeing things as appealing or appalling, 
and the suggested parallel between emotional and perceptual states so apposite.

The main moral to be drawn from the preceding discussion is that subjectivism 
either in its naïve traditional version, or its sophisticated representationalist forms, 
appears to fail to account for the phenomenology of emotional feeling. The links 
devised by the subjectivist, ‘are established from the outside. It is not a living synthesis 
of representation and feeling: we remain in the mechanical domain of associations.’24

13.4 The Reflective Standpoint on 
Emotional Experience

For Sartre, the subjectivist approach results in a solipsism of affectivity. The culprit for 
that solipsism is the severing of the feeling from its signification, in two senses of that 
term: which is the worldly object signified in an affective episode, and what that epi-
sode signifies for the life of the agent who experiences the feeling.25 The question is how 
we may reconnect the affective to its signification; and Sartre’s answer in The Imaginary 
is that we should appeal to the deliverances of reflection.

Appealing to reflection sounds like an unobjectionable starting point, but, in my 
view, it is not. In fact, that methodological stricture brings to light some underlying 
assumptions of Sartre’s own conception of his project as phenomenological.26 
Phenomenology purports to be the unprejudiced study of phenomena to the extent 
that, and exactly as, they present themselves in our experience.27 Nevertheless, reflec-
tion is but one of the ways in which experience can be approached.
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Reflection privileges a first person perspective on affectivity, over an ‘impersonal’ or, 
at least, ‘third personal’ description of the phenomena. Given that affectivity is some-
thing that is ‘lived’—what German phenomenologists call an ‘Erlebnis’, and what 
Sartre’s French contemporaries refer to as ‘le vécu’.28 I believe that it is right of Sartre to 
adopt the reflective standpoint; but it is not philosophically neutral. In fact, the prob-
lems we shall encounter as we proceed in our reconstruction of his theory of affectivity 
may stem from the kinds of standpoint Sartre occupies in different works. Let us see 
what reflective exploration reveals, according to Sartre, before we assess its methodo-
logical significance.

The first datum offered by reflection is that phenomena like joy, hate, melancholy, or 
indignation are not states but consciousnesses.29 To appreciate the bearing of that dis-
tinction for Sartre’s view of affectivity, let me outline his view of mental life before 
reflection takes off.

Pre-reflective consciousness is the ordinary consciousness of objects in the 
world; reflective consciousness is the consciousness of being conscious of an object. 
Pre-reflective consciousness is a positional consciousness of a certain object, in the 
sense that consciousness posits, sets before itself, the object as a target of its intentional 
activity. However, when one is positionally conscious of a particular object, one is 
non-positionally conscious of being conscious of that object. Pre-reflective conscious-
ness is thus non-positionally aware of itself as being directed towards its objects. For 
Sartre, every positional consciousness of an object is at the same time a non-positional 
consciousness of itself.30

When we think and talk about our experience, the life of consciousness is 
 considered under certain headings, such as ‘qualities of character’, ‘physical acts’, and 
‘affective states’.31 Those headings impose some order into past conscious experience, 
transforming continuous instances of activity into isolable states. However, according 
to Sartre, this picture tends to present conscious experience the wrong way round. In 
reality, what comes first is the conscious activity directed at the world; the psychological 
state follows, as the outcome of grouping—by means of reflection—several activities 
under one heading. That grouping generates psychological categories which tran-
scend consciousness, in the sense that those states appear as fixed entities with set 
boundaries, which share nothing of the fluid and luminous character of conscious 
activity. Those transcendent psychological states are then erroneously conceived as 
pre-existing members of one psychological whole, which embraces and governs every 
aspect of our mental life.

Sartre asserts that affective states make their appearance when one reflects on one’s 
past mental or physical activities, on one’s actions, judgements, or feelings. Take for 
instance the relation between the feeling of lust and the state of love. Feeling lust at the 
sight of a particular person is an experience absorbed with the attractive qualities of 
that individual. Experienced as a direct engagement with the world, the upheaval of a 
particular feeling towards someone marks the intentional connection between my 
consciousness and that being. The feeling of lust is a conscious activity occurring 
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instantaneously or through a limited time span, and one that meets Sartre’s absolute 
principle of consciousness, i.e., to be an instant of lust and to feel as an instant of lust are 
one and the same thing: there is no gap within the ‘consciousness (of) lust’ between 
appearing and being.32

The genitive construction ‘consciousness (of) lust’ might give the impression that in 
the course of ordinary encounter with the world, there is a thing called ‘lust’ to which 
consciousness pays attention. That interpretation is misleading. Lust is not an object 
for consciousness; it is consciousness itself as it experiences its intentional object. 
The genitive participle ‘of ’ is put in brackets so as to signal that the grammatical con-
struction purports to characterize what a particular consciousness is (namely, lust), 
not what the consciousness is about (its intentional object, the particular person who 
has arrested my sexual attention). However, if we were to move from the plane of emo-
tional encounter with the world, to the higher level of reflection upon that type of 
encounter, our consciousness could take in its purview the emotion-consciousness. 
At that level, lust or other emotional experiences would themselves become an object 
of conscious examination and, thus, the locution ‘consciousness of lust’ (free of internal 
brackets) would denote the second-order activity of consciousness focusing upon its 
conscious activities. The confusion of the first-order level of the (lustful, despairing, or 
joyous) experience of the world, with the second-order level of the consideration of 
such an experience by the (reflective) subject is a major source of difficulties for the 
adequate analysis of affective phenomena.

13.5 Affectivity as a Distinctive Mode of Intentionality
In The Imaginary, Sartre contrasts states with consciousnesses and places the affective 
phenomena in the latter category. As we just saw, however, Sartre’s detailed discussion 
of that issue in previous works provides a different or, at least, more fine-grained 
mapping of the affective domain. To take one of his favourite examples: hate is not a 
consciousness but a state produced by one’s reflection on one’s past feelings of disgust 
or repulsion towards the person who was the intentional object of the ‘consciousness 
(of) repulsion’. Repulsion is not an object for pre-reflective consciousness; it is con-
sciousness itself as it experiences its intentional object (the particular detestable 
person). When consciousness turns its attention back unto itself, trying perhaps to 
make sense, narrate, or evaluate its past behaviour, consciousness may group certain 
activities under the heading of ‘hate’, attributing thus to itself a state out of which 
particular instances of repulsion supposedly emanate. Note, moreover, that such an 
attribution is not produced from a neutral description of isolated mental events; rather, 
it expresses a commitment as to how the agent is to stand towards the detestable 
person. To move from the claim ‘I am feeling a violent repulsion while looking at 
Pierre’ to the claim ‘I hate him’ is to perform ‘a passage to infinity’.33 To state that you hate 
someone is, in essence, to judge what your feelings towards him meant in the past and 
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to express a commitment as to how you are to stand, in feeling, thinking and action, 
towards that person in the future.

A feeling, according to this picture, forms the ground of affectivity: it is a distinct 
manner in which consciousness is directed at the world, while a state is the reflective 
product of consciousness’s taking purview of its past activities. To the activity of feel-
ings, we may contrast the passivity of states, and to the fluidity and lucidity of the for-
mer, we should counterpose the fixity and opacity of the latter. Affectivity is first and 
foremost a consciousness, and all consciousness is directed at an object. Sartre’s 
account of feeling is premised on those two claims. Before we see how his account of 
feeling concludes, it is worth inquiring about the relation between the two claims: are 
they independent of each other, and if not, which one forms the basis for the other?

The opening lines of the long paragraph from the section of The Imaginary that we 
examine at present, appear to favour the former option. Sartre states that ‘Reflection 
delivers us affective consciousnesses. . . . And we must apply to them the great law of 
consciousness: all consciousness is consciousness of something.’34 It seems therefore that 
the former phenomenological claim stands independently of the latter nomic state-
ment, which comes to validate an important step towards the cognitivist view Sartre 
wishes to uphold: ‘Feelings have special intentionalities’, they represent a way of 
consciousness transcending itself towards the world. ‘To hate Paul is to intend Paul 
as a transcendent objet of consciousness.’35 However, in earlier works Sartre presents 
the nomic statement as itself a product of phenomenological reflection: intentionality 
is revealed as the essence of consciousness, each time consciousness purports to make 
sense of itself.36

I think that the different statements on intentionality raise the following issue 
for Sartre: either he means that affectivity is intentional because it is given to the 
reflexive gaze as a type of conscious activity, or he maintains that it is a type of 
 conscious activity because it is shown, upon reflection, to be always intentional. The 
former horn of the dilemma is what appears to be chosen when the paragraph under 
examination opens. As the text unfolds, though, it is the latter horn for which Sartre 
opts—and that is all for the best, I think, for two reasons. First, it offers Sartre a sound 
basis on which to develop his account; instead of importing into his discussion an 
extraneous dogma about mental life in general, he attends to the special character of 
affective experience. Secondly, it sets for Sartre the task of providing an independent 
consideration in support of his claim that affectivity in general, and feeling in 
 particular, are intentional phenomena.

Sartre discharges that task with a masterful move against his subjectivist oppon-
ent. A standard contention of the subjectivist camp is that once you remove the 
 psychological manifestations of emotion, affectivity vanishes, and all you are left with 
is an intellectual grasp of the situation or an abstract judgement. Sartre turns the tables, 
by inviting his opponent to consider a thought experiment: ‘Try to bring about in your-
self the subjective phenomena of hate, of indignation without these phenomena being 
oriented on a hated person, on an unjust action, and you can tremble, hammer your 
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fist, blush, but your inner state will be devoid of indignation, of hate.’37 Affectivity for 
Sartre is a conscious ‘aiming at’ an object; remove the object, and the affective will vanish, as 
well. Affectivity in other words is necessarily a world-directed, intentional phenomenon.

The picture of affectivity Sartre draws in The Imaginary contains two further 
important elements concerning, on the one hand, the intentional activity and, on the 
other, its intentional object. First, affectivity is irreducible to other forms of intention-
ality. In particular, the fact that feelings are directed at something should not be taken 
as grounds for rendering affectivity a subspecies of whatever is taken as the standard 
form of intentionality. Attempts to assimilate the intentionality of feelings to some 
other form of directedness at the world include the analysis of emotion as similar to 
desire,38 or as identical to a kind of judgement,39 or as a variation on propositional atti-
tudes that do not involve acceptance of the relevant content as true, such as imaginings, 
thoughts, or construals.40 Sartre is sharply opposed to all those attempts: ‘We must not 
commit the intellectualist error . . . Feeling aims at an object but it aims in its own man-
ner, which is affective.’41

Secondly, my feeling towards the qualities of the object (say, the long, white fine 
hands of the loved person) is not an optional add-on, subsequent to the neutral repre-
sentation of those hands; rather, the feeling itself ‘is a certain way that finesse, white-
ness, vivacity have of appearing to me’.42 That statement is, in my view, the clearest and 
nearest Sartre ever gets in The Imaginary to illustrating the claim, made in the Sketch, 
that emotion is a certain way of apprehending the world.

13.6 A Problem of Consistency
Here is the problem which, to my knowledge, has gone unnoticed in the literature. 
In the Sketch, the claim about emotion as a mode of apprehension purports to capture 
Sartre’s novel approach to affectivity as a particular class of conduct. Yet nothing in the 
account of affectivity we encounter in The Imaginary involves any claim about human 
conduct. The discussion, in the section we have examined, proceeds without a refer-
ence to how affectivity relates to how one engages, stands towards, or behaves in a 
demanding situation. Moreover, no indication is given that the account articulated in 
that section is, in any important sense, incomplete. In The Imaginary, affectivity is 
approached from a first-person perspective, through an analysis of feelings as inten-
tional phenomena, in which certain qualities of an object are given to the subject, in a 
distinctive way, such that the subject acquires a non-intellectual knowledge of the 
world. By contrast, the Sketch purports to analyse affectivity in terms of the functions 
served by our emotive reactions to a situation. We should underline here two features 
of the functionalist account given in the Sketch, one concerning its content, the other 
the perspective from which it is articulated.

The situations that give rise to an affective response are characterized in the Sketch as 
difficult.43 Faced with a situation that makes strong or unbearable demands, the agent 
responds bodily and mentally not in order to effect changes in the world (that would be 
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a practical response), but with a view to alter the conceptual parameters of the 
 situation, so that the demands raised by the situation are diffused. We could be allowed 
to think that Sartre views affective phenomena as a repertoire of ‘defence mechanisms’, 
if that label were not reinterpreted along Freudian lines.44

Most importantly, though, we should note that, in the Sketch, the description of 
the relevant phenomena, the examples chosen, as well as the moral drawn from the 
proposed interpretation, are all in principle available to a third-person standpoint. 
The first person perspective from which the phenomenological account in The 
Imaginary is articulated is not prominent in the relevant part of the Sketch, except for 
the sections where Sartre attacks some classic theories of emotion for their failure to 
make sense of the relation between affectivity and the world.45

The difference of methodological standpoints marks one important distinction 
between the accounts of affectivity presented in the two works. Another significant 
difference is that the negative characterization of affectively relevant situations in the 
Sketch is absent in The Imaginary. That absence may not be attributed to an oversight, 
or to a desire not to go through again an issue already covered in previous works; rather, 
there is reason to believe that the absence is indicative of a deeper tension. On the one 
hand, there is no evident link between the intentionalist account of feelings offered in 
The Imaginary, and the evaluative claim that feelings may be directed only towards 
negative aspects of the world. On the other hand, the intentionalist view appears to 
entail for Sartre that a situation in which things fail to present affective qualities is a 
situation of reduced positive significance: the affective qualities of object in a situation 
‘… entirely permeate the object; when they disappear . . . perception remains intact, 
things are not touched, and yet the world is singularly impoverished’.46

13.7 Conclusion
I think there is a tension between the accounts of affectivity presented in the Sketch and 
The Imaginary. The tension could be reduced through a division of theoretical labour, 
with the earlier work offering us an account of emotion sketched from a third-person 
perspective, and the later work providing us with an account of feeling narrated from a 
first-person standpoint. However, unless those accounts are shown to be compatible, 
they can hardly be thought to stem from a consistent philosophical outlook.

Perhaps such a coherent and explanatory powerful outlook on affectivity requires 
the inclusion of the functionalist and intentionalist proposals, in a theory of the human 
way of being. That is the task that Sartre will eventually try to carry out, a few years later, 
in his elaborate analysis of l’homme en situation.47 Even though the facts that comprise 
a situation are not of one’s own making, the significance they carry for each agent is 
dependent on the ways she projects herself in the world. Accordingly, the emotions 
will figure as parts of the agent’s response to a situation whose affective qualities are 
correlated to the values that inform the agent’s project. Affectivity will thus find its 
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place in an ontology of what is ‘truly concrete’, that is neither the world in itself, not 
consciousness for itself, but ‘the man within the world’.48,49
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