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Freedom Compromised 
Habituation and Magical Sociality as Constitutive 

Variants in Non-Fundamental Trust1 
 
  
ABSTRACT: After some introductory and partly critical considerations about 
fundamental trust – as it is conceived by the Danish phenomenologist K. E. 
Løgstrup in his ‘Analysis of trust’ in the first section of his work The Ethical 
Demand – this paper explores two ways of constituting what I call non-
fundamental trust. For this purpose I work with two examples. The first one 
concerns a rather passive constitution of non-fundamental trust bound up 
with perception, the other one concerns a rather active constitution of non-
fundamental trust bound up with imaginative intentionality. Both examples 
have their source of inspiration in phenomenological philosophers, namely 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty and Jean-Paul Sartre. As an intermezzo I reflect upon 
the experience of a compromised personal freedom, which I consider in 
relation to the examples that I give and to our conference theme, ‘trusting the 
new’, as well. 
 
 

I. Fundamental and Non-Fundamental Trust 
 
The assumption of a fundamental fact of trust that we find in the 
first section of K. E. Løgstrup’s Ethical Demand (Den etiske 
fordring) involves, as far as I can see, that trust should be 
considered as an ontological phenomenon, i.e. as a world-
interwoven, existential attitude that is a spontaneous occurrence 

                                                   
1 This conference paper is an entry into a few issues that I am currently working with in my 

ongoing research project – supported by Carlsbergfondet – on Magical Sociality. The paper was 
presented on the 25th of September 2009 at the international conference ‘Trusting the New’ at 
Aarhus University. It has been re-written, and some changes have been made, for the purpose of 
this on-line publication. But I still consider it to be a work in progress and it should be borne in 
mind that it was originally produced for a verbal presentation. This means that there are quite a 
few reiterations and there may also be several points that require further exploration or 
argumentation. Many thanks to Stuart Pethick for proofreading this paper.  
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of openness towards others in practice before being a reflected 
object or theme of experience. Distrust, then, would appear only 
by way of reflection, for, as Løgstrup states, it “belongs to our 
human life that we normally meet with a natural trust in one 
another” (my translation, SL).2 A little later in The Ethical Demand 
he writes: “Trust is not up to us. It is given. […]. Trust is 
fundamental – and distrust occurs as a lack of trust. Trust, 
therefore, does not have to be substantiated and justified as does 
distrust. To employ a modern expression, distrust is the deficient 
mode of trust” (my translation, SL).3 

I have left out a passage in this quotation, but I will get back to 
the point it delivers. Sufficient for now is the claim that trust is 
fundamental only when we consider, as Løgstrup further claims, 
that trust is fundamental in the form of a “created fact” 
(Løgstrup 1969, 31). But in what way is trust a created fact? 
 From one perspective, the assumption that trust is a created 
fact that is not up to us supports my interpretation of 
fundamental trust as a spontaneous occurrence of openness in 
practice – spontaneity, indeed, is out of our hands. And as trust 
would then be the spontaneous creation of a fact without any 
need for justification – whereas distrust requires accounting for – 
trust in Løgstrup must have a sui generis ontological status, 
whereas distrust is an epistemological, mediated or reflective 
phenomenon. This could also be formulated by stating that we 
embody a tacit attitude of trustfulness before, and as the 
condition of, the possibility of decisions made clear through 
propositional attitudes like, for instance, ‘I trust that he will not 
harm me’. When a decision is needed a doubt must at least be 

                                                   
2 Løgstrup 1969, 17: “Det hører vort menneskeliv til, at vi normalt mødes med en naturlig tillid 

til hinanden.” 
3 Løgstrup 1969, 27-28: ”Tilliden står ikke til os. Den er givet. […]. Tilliden er det fundamentale 

– og mistilliden opstår af mangel på tillid. Tilliden skal derfor heller ikke begrundes og 
retfærdiggøres, som mistilliden skal det. For at bruge et moderne udtryk, mistilliden er tillidens 
deficiente modus.” 
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possible – a doubt that would open with the alternative: should I 
mistrust this person?  
 But, presumably, Løgstrup would not accept this distinction, 
because it “is not in effect of a decision that we show trust and 
give ourselves away, but we always-already live as given away” 
(my translation, SL).4    
 Furthermore – and most importantly – Løgstrup conceives 
trust as a fact that entails a demand, or as he states: “The crucial 
task here is to point out the intimate connection between the fact 
and the demand, which shows that the demand in a highly 
immediate way is given from the fact” (my translation, SL).5 

Trust is this fact – which is a created fact – and with it the 
ethical demand is given (cf. Løgstrup 1969, 31). What Løgstrup 
means is that the fact of trust entails a normative dimension 
which is the demand of taking care of the life of the other. 
Further, Løgstrup holds that trust is not up to us but is given as 
created ‘above our heads’: “It simply is so that one's life, above 
our heads, is created so that it cannot be lived in any other way, 
than when faced with displayed or desired trust, one gives 
oneself away and puts more or less of one's life into the hands of 
the other” (my translation, SL).6  

Again, this is the fact – the created fact of trust – which entails 
the (ethical) demand of not being indifferent to the question of 
whether life should be encouraged or destroyed (cf. Løgstrup 
1969, 29). Now this passage points to another interpretive 
perspective into which we could put trust as a created fact 
entailing the ethical demand. This perspective consists in 
stressing the Christian context in which Løgstrup orientates 
                                                   
 4 Løgstrup 1969, 67: ”Det er ikke i kraft af en beslutning, at vi viser tillid og udleverer os, men 
vi lever altid på forhånd udleverede.”  

5 Løgstrup 1969, 29: “Hvad det her er om at gøre er alene at pege på den intime sammenhæng, 
der er mellem kendsgerningen og fordringen, at fordringen på en højst umiddelbar måde giver 
sig af kendsgerningen.” 
 6 Løgstrup 1969, 28: “ Vort liv er nu engang hen over hovedet på os skabt sådan, at det ikke 
kan leves på anden måde end ved at det ene menneske i vist eller begæret tillid udleverer sig og 
giver mer eller mindre af sit liv i det andet menneskes hånd.” 
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himself. Hence, the world as created by God, or perhaps better, 
the love-structure of Agape – God’s unconditioned love and 
creation of value in man (cf. Nygren 1965, 173) – would be the 
fundamentum in re of trust as a fact ‘created above our heads’ 
with the ethical demand that it entails. But actually, according to 
Løgstrup himself, in order to understand this demand we do not 
need to consider it as a theological revelation (cf. Løgstrup 1969, 
27). 
 Now, Løgstrup also talks of the immediate trustfulness of the 
child as opposed to the reserved trust of the adult (Løgstrup 
1969, 25). But I would argue that the child in the course of time 
only preserves a feeling of having something like a fundamentum 
in re of trust in having a family that functions in a suitable way 
for this, and which supports the child in the danger zone of 
socialisation in school and elsewhere. At this level, the 
fundamentum in re of trust is not given as a matter of course but 
turns out to be contingent, i.e. without guarantees beyond the 
purely human. With his emphasis on trust as a fundamental fact 
‘created above our heads’, Løgstrup seems to neglect some 
complications in the fact that it is human beings that trust.  
 Although it seems obvious that the everyday functions of our 
society would break down if we did not generally – and without 
further notice (i.e. ‘naturally’) – rely on the trustworthiness of 
other persons (cf. Løgstrup 1969, 17), one could still ask: why 
should the fact that we always in advance ‘live as given away’ 
fundamentally be interpreted as trust? Why not, say, as shame?  
 To give a quick and simple example: if I slip on the ice in the 
middle of a pedestrian crossing I may well trust that someone 
will call an ambulance if necessary or just set me on my feet 
again; but most likely I would – which I know from experience – 
spontaneously blush with shame and only be eager to get out of 
sight of all the people staring at me from their cars. This is so 
precisely because I am given away in the situation. And 
beforehand I already have an obscure pre-comprehension of 
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being given away, i.e. a pre-comprehension of being a creature 
of possible mortification.  

Nevertheless, I go along with Løgstrup in that trust plays a 
crucial, functional role in our social life and that, as he also 
remarks, misuse of our trust, and the strong reaction that it 
provokes, is an indication of the fact that we live as given away 
(cf. Løgstrup 1969, 18). However, in the present paper I do not 
assume trust as a fundamental fact created ‘above our heads’, 
but rather as a created – and questioned – fact at the level of 
human interplay with the world. This does not mean that trust 
cannot be conceived as something which is primarily 
‘happening’ to us, but at the level of my description it is the 
contingent – hence non-fundamental – kinds of trust that are of 
interest and which I now intend to explore. 

 
 

II. Habituation. 
Perceptual Constitution of Non-Fundamental Trust: 

Getting Used to the New 
 

Given that the body is ‘our general means for having a world’, as 
Merleau-Ponty has stated,7 it should be possible to draw a point 
or two about trust from the perspective of our embodiment. 
Below, I accordingly consider trust as a confidence that evolves 
through bodily habituation and which might very well influence 
our personal psychology. Thus, to begin with, the mere 
psychological scheme of the interplay between habituation and 
trust could be expressed through an experience described by 
Marcel Proust in À la recherche du temps perdu. It is quite a 
common experience, I think, and it can be re-described like this:  
 Confronted with uncertainty or unfamiliarity, such as 
travelling to an unknown place, entering an unknown room, 
talking to an unknown audience – maybe in a foreign language – 

                                                   
7 Cf. quotation from Merleau-Ponty 2003, 171 later in this section. 
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etc., it is because of the expectation of an upcoming break with 
what we are used to – i.e. what occurs more or less automatically 
due to our habits – that we do not feel well about the new to 
begin with.  

But on the other hand, it is by means of the same force – i.e., 
through a process of habituation – that we adapt to our new 
circumstances and learn to live with them. We may even get to 
like our new situation. Thus, in the light of the old habit the 
process of habituation slowly models a new habit in the 
acquisition of our new situation.  

What we have here is a kind of dialectical mediation between 
‘trusting the old’ and ‘trusting the new’, whereby ‘trusting the 
new’ seems to be in the form of ‘getting used to the new’.  

To get closer to what I am aiming at here more generally, I will 
briefly point to an experience that most people might be familiar 
with, namely the habituation process of driving a car. At the 
beginning there would, most likely, be the dialectical situation 
that I just re-described from Proust and in which the activity of 
learning something new, in this case learning how to drive, and 
the uncertainty involved in this, is not the same experience vis-à-
vis the new as when you later just drive and adapt to yet another 
car. Also, the experience of getting your first car is not the same 
as just getting yet another (maybe new) car.  

I could mention other examples. What they would have in 
common would be that in the effortless adaptation to ‘the new’ by 
habit the new never appears as being radically new. We can therefore 
differentiate between, on the one hand, first impressions of 
something new, which we might have to work actively to cope 
with because we have no ‘knowledge in the hands’, i.e., 
embodied knowledge that  passively serves us as if being 
‘designed’, so to speak, for handling the situation; and on the 
other hand, a kind of perceptual retention and remodelling of 
our first impressions having become part of our personal history 
in the form of acquired know-how that in a passive manner 
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ensures a great deal of effortlessness in our coping with new, but 
similar situations. 

The description of habit as a ‘knowledge incorporated in the 
hands’ comes from Merleau-Ponty – as is well known. This 
knowledge, which is said to be in the hands, only shows itself in 
bodily activities and cannot be translated into an objective 
designation.8 Implied in this is that the body – which is the ‘lieu 
de passage’ of perception – is intentional before having objects of 
reflection, for instance in the form of judgements. The 
knowledge in the hands is a tacit, but nevertheless intentional 
know-how. It does not primarily show itself in the form of 
propositional attitude reports.  

In his Phénoménologie de la perception (Phenomenology of 
Perception), Merleau-Ponty gives us the famous example of the 
organ-player, who – as I imagine – gives concerts in various 
churches and plays on different organs. Now, what happens in 
the interplay with each different organ that the organ-player 
uses, is that he somehow ‘moves into the instrument’ – he draws 
a little in the organ pipes, moves a little on the chair, plays a 
little, etc. The fact that the adaptation to a new (another) organ 
happens so quickly is due to a certain habitualness – i.e. a habitual 
body or a bodily disposition – which in a passive manner is 
constitutive for the actual and freely moving body of the trained 
organ player (my car driving example above is obviously a 
variant of this). In concluding this point, Merleau-Ponty 
remarks: “The body is our general means for having a world. [...] 
At all levels it performs the same function which is to take from 
the instantiated movements of spontaneity “a little of renewable 
action and of independent existence” [quote from Valery – note 
in the text, SL]. Habit is nothing but a mode of this fundamental 
ability. We say that the body has understood and the habit is 
acquired when it has let itself penetrate from a new signification, 

                                                   
 8 Cf. Merleau-Ponty 2003, 168: “Il s’agit d’un savoir qui est dans les mains, qui ne se livre qu’à 
l’effort corporel et ne peut se traduire par une désignation objective.” 
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when it has assimilated a new significant core” (my translation, 
SL).9 

We can note here that habits have a certain dynamic and must, 
at least from the perspective of their coming into existence, be 
conceived as a creation through interplay with something new. 
But might it even be reasonable to claim that some people have a 
kind of habitual body of trusting the new more generally?  
 Some people, at least, tend to be immediately trusting of new 
technologies, but this does not necessarily mean that they intend 
to in the sense that the fact that they ‘trust the new’ forms an 
explicit part of their self-knowledge. They simply have new 
technologies ‘ready-to-hand’ – to use an expression from 
Heidegger – as a confident know-how vis-à-vis the new. Others 
seem to be very quick in adapting to new tendencies more 
broadly speaking, all of which could lead to an elaboration of the 
notion of inauthenticity. But this is not the place for such a 
discussion. 

Now, I do not think that we, by definition and without 
contradiction, could conceive a habitual body of trusting the 
radically new. How could I trust the becoming of a shock that 
indeed shocks me radically? It is therefore more likely that even 
a habitual body of trusting the new involves some limitations. 
One can have revolutionary aspirations in politics and at the 
same time be very conservative regarding one’s private life. Of 
course, one can also be totally naïve, or for some reason, be very 
self-confident vis-à-vis almost any new challenge. The pure 
scope of the habituation scheme, though, only admits an 
occurrence of spontaneous trust in practice vis-à-vis new variants 
of the old.  

                                                   
9 Merleau-Ponty 2003, 171: ”Le corps est notre moyen général d’avoir un monde. [...] A tous 

les niveaux, il exerce la même fonction qui est de prêter aux mouvement instantanés de la 
spontanéité « un peu d’action renouvelable et d’existence indépendante » [...]. L’habitude n’est 
qu’un mode de ce pouvoir fondamental. On dit que le corps a compris et l’habitude est acquise 
lorsqu’il s’est laissé pénétrer par une signification nouvelle, lorsqu’il s’est assimilé un nouveau 
noyau significatif.” 
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 Thus, given that the adaptation to new variants of the old 
would owe its effortlessness to an acquired habit which we do 
not – as soon as the habit is established – have to reconsider 
actively, it is due to a habitual constitution of our bodily activity 
that we have a certain freedom vis-à-vis the (not radically) new 
at the reflected level of our actions; or, as Shaun Gallagher has 
argued in another context, “precisely to the degree that we are 
not required to consciously deliberate about bodily movement or 
such things as autonomic processes, our deliberation can be 
more easily directed at the more meaningful level of intentional 
action” (Gallagher 2004, 12). 

So, to apply this passage to the present context, we have a level 
of spontaneity that – insofar as it serves to actualise a habitual 
body of dispositions – has a constitutional function as regards 
the effortlessness (experienced freedom) of our projects at the 
level of our intentional actions; intentional actions like, for 
instance, playing an(other) organ or driving an(other) car. The 
trust in the new that we find here is simply a lived experience of 
the created fact that a bodily achieved habitualness serves us in 
the shifting situations. This does not imply a trust in the radically 
new. It is just a kind of confidence realised through habituation. 
In this sense it is created, not by me in isolation, but through the 
interplay between me and the world.  
 Accordingly and as a commentary to Løgstrup’s notion of 
fundamental trust, although trust in the case of habituation is 
primarily constituted passively and sort of ‘happens to me 
without further notice’ – and in this way it is also not intended 
qua trust – it is nonetheless a non-fundamental, contingently 
created fact. Due to a preceding ‘learning by doing’ I am simply 
confident in these situations, whereas in others I am not. As to 
the question of the possibility of having a habitual body of 
trusting the new more generally, I can expand a little on this by 
giving a brief anecdotal example with reference to Sartre.  
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When Sartre was about 70 years old he had almost, when not 
totally, lost his sense of sight. Thus, an interviewer found it 
appropriate to ask Sartre if it was not hard for him to have lost 
his vision when thinking of his theory of the gaze of the other and 
the essential conflict involved in this. Did it not make him 
somewhat pessimistic about the future?  

Sartre’s answer was: - Well, I have always been optimistic and 
now I just have the habit of being so. 

Of course, this could be irony, but at any rate this obstinate, 
when not habitual, ‘trust in the new’ seems contingently 
interwoven with Sartre’s personality. Another person might well 
have picked pessimism instead. Furthermore, an extreme 
alternative to a person having a habitual body of trusting the 
new would – at the existential level – be a person who had an 
anxiety-related habitual mistrust of the new, and who had 
experiences of contingent, unpleasant events (i.e. ‘the old’) that 
have become fixations for the anticipation of a certain future 
necessity (i.e. ‘the new’ as a variant of the old). Indeed, we could 
talk of a compromise of this person’s freedom.  
 
 

III. Freedom Compromised and Trusting the New 
 
A question that regards our experience of being free vis-à-vis the 
new would be the question of whether or not it is possible for us 
to reorient or reorganise our being-in-the-world in a given 
situation. This is, as I conceive it, the scheme of the possibility of 
a compromise of a person’s freedom, which in addition implies a 
hermeneutics of freedom (cf. Liisberg 2008 and section IV 
below). In the example of habituation the question would be 
whether or not our habitual body supports us in the given 
circumstances. If it does not, then we experience a compromise 
of our freedom in that situation. In order to explore this notion 
of a compromised freedom further, consider the following 
passage from Merleau-Ponty’s Structure of Behaviour (La structure 
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du comportement): “What defines man is not the capacity to create 
a second nature – economic, social or cultural – beyond 
biological nature; it is rather the capacity of going beyond 
created structures in order to create others. And this movement 
is already visible in each of the particular products of human 
work” (Merleau-Ponty 1963, 175/1942, 189).10 

Now, Merleau-Ponty does not mention the word freedom in 
this quotation; what he mentions is the idea of a second nature, 
and he rejects this idea as a definition of man. In order to avoid a 
radicalised dualism between nature and culture he instead 
suggests something that the German philosopher Bernhard 
Waldenfels has pointed to in stating that “we meet the difference 
between nature and culture in culture. […] There is no original 
dualism; rather nature and culture […] make a difference […] 
within the world” (my translation, SL).11    

This viewpoint stresses the fact of our embodiment and 
embeddedness, which also has an influence on the notion of 
freedom that we find in Merleau-Ponty, and which delivers the 
scheme of the possibility of a compromised personal freedom as 
described above. According to Merleau-Ponty, concrete human 
freedom lies in a general ability to place ourselves in situations (cf. 
Merleau-Ponty 2003, 158). Every situation is structured in having 
some contextual coherence of meaning, and the factor of 
freedom here lies in being able to restructure and remodel this 
context, as well as in our ability to dissociate ourselves from the 
situation (cf. Waldenfels 2000, 197 ff.). 

Consider a man sitting in a restaurant asking the waitress what 
she would recommend from the menu. She then suggests that he 

                                                   
 10 “[…] if a monkey picks a branch in order to reach a goal, it is because it is able to confer a 
functional value on an object of nature. But monkeys scarcely succeed at all in constructing 
instruments which would serve only for preparing others.” (Ibid.). 
 11 Waldenfels 2000, 189: Dagegen setze ich eine integrative Sichtweise, die besagt, daß “die 
Unterscheidung zwischen Natur und Kultur in der Kultur getroffen wird. […] es gibt keinen 
originären Dualismus, sondern Natur und Kultur bilden […] eine Differenz […] innerhalb der 
Welt.“ 
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picks today’s speciality, which is the calf’s tongue. For some 
reason the man is not interested in that, and instead he sees a 
possibility to be funny and so he starts a dialogue with the 
waitress: 

 
- I don’t want the calf’s tongue.  
- No…? 
- No! You see, I do not eat what others have had in their 

mouth before me. 
- Oh I see… Would you like an egg then? 

 
A friend of mine, who actually worked in a restaurant, once told 
me this joke. What I want to demonstrate with it is a very simple 
example of a compromise of the freedom of this visitor in the 
restaurant. He walks into the restaurant and places himself in the 
situation of which we have just heard. But the other person 
involved – the waitress – promptly remodels the situation by 
reorganising the power-balance, so to speak.  The dialogue could 
very well end here. If it continues, a new structuring of the 
situation would have to take place. They might, for example, 
both start laughing. 
 Let me sum up a little in the light of this. As in most inter-
human situations, the possibility of a compromise of somebody’s 
sense of being free is at stake in the story with the calf’s tongue. 
This possibility is actualised with the reply from the waitress. 
But before that happens, we could say that her function as being 
the serving organ that recommends the speciality of the day to 
her visitors is somehow compromised with the rejection from 
the guest: ‘I don’t want the calf’s tongue… You see…’ (i.e., ‘you 
just hear how funny I am instead’). This is the placement of the 
situation upon which the waitress acts, and as a comeback she 
replies: ‘Would you like an egg then?’ (i.e., ‘I am not just a 
serving organ’). This is an effective rearrangement of the 
situation that forces the visitor to reorientate himself – i.e. to 
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restructure his being in-the-world in this specific situation that he 
has freely placed himself (and the waitress) in.  

I might make a lot of existential fuss about a little joke. But the 
general question is: are we capable of it – are we capable of 
remodelling or restructuring our situation? Further, that which, 
especially in relation to habituation, would be a compromise of 
our freedom, would be the cases in which our habitual body – in 
situations that we have placed ourselves in, or perhaps others 
have placed us in – does not serve us, such as those in which we 
are unable to dissociate ourselves in order to restructure or 
remodel them into something different or something new. A 
general example of such a situation is when people seriously 
suffer from stress, whereby we arrive at the essence of this 
paper: in order to trust the new there must be a chance for me to 
restructure and remodel my situation. If there is no such chance, 
a severe compromise of my freedom is at stake. This can lead to 
stress at the personal level. It may even indicate the existence of 
a stressful societal structure – at least this is what my last 
example of the constitution of non-fundamental trust will 
suggest. The example is taken from Sartre’s late work, L’Idiot de 
la famille (The Family Idiot) on Gustave Flaubert and his time.   
 
 

IV. Magical Sociality. 
Imaginative Constitution of Non-Fundamental Trust: 

Le Garçon 
 
Sartre uses the term magic seriously in a philosophical context. 
With ‘magic’ and the so-called ‘magical transference’, Sartre 
designates human ways of coping with the world in situations 
where we experience failure or defeat, i.e. when we experience a 
compromise of our freedom (cf. Liisberg 2008, 165 ff.). Hence, in 
Sartre’s vocabulary, magic is consciousness trying to preserve (a 
sense of) freedom. The magical attitude can occur by way of 
imaginatively posing an anti-world and/or by way of an 
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emotional reinterpretation of a problem in the factual world. 
Furthermore, magic is a social category (cf. Liisberg, ibid.). 

Now, in the French school that Gustave Flaubert attended, all 
pupils were, in principle, competitors and rivals. The school 
system was based on competition so Flaubert and his friends 
had a hard time in getting along together – they simply had 
trouble building up anything like a common interest that was 
not permeated with competitive motives. But in the desire to 
find alternative ways of relating to one another, Flaubert and a 
group of fellow pupils invented an imaginary figure who they 
called ‘Le Garçon’ (cf. Sartre 1988, 1219 ff.). 

This ‘Garçon’ was a combatant at a new level. In principle, 
there were no limits to what he could come up with as long as it 
broke with the ordinary bourgeois-rules; as Sartre notes, ‘Le 
Garçon’ was – in an abstract manner – laughter as a way to view 
the world (cf. Sartre 1988, 1225). But as he further remarks, the 
individuation of the viewpoint of laughter could only take place 
in the form of an event that would be the unification of a 
community that laughs (Sartre, ibid.). Hence, the viewpoint of 
laughter could – in actuality – be said to have been the emotional 
reinterpretative component of magical sociality, whose uniting 
force was the common reference to the quasi-objectivity of the 
imaginary ‘Garçon’. We could say that when one of the group 
members was incarnating ‘Le Garçon’ he was presenting to the 
others an analogue of an anti-world of freedom that emotionally 
involved a lived experience of being part of a community that 
laughs. 

It was not just one person in this group of schoolboys who 
incarnated ‘Le Garçon’. Every person in the group – suddenly 
and spontaneously – transformed into this figure and acted out all 
manner of crazy things before the rest of the group gave their 
applause depending on how far they found it to be a striking 
picture of their common, imaginary hero. The rules of 



Trusting the New 
International Conference at Aarhus University  

Sept.  24-25, 2009 
 

 
© Sune Liisberg 2009 

 
 

15 

composition of ‘Le Garçon’ were thereby constituted ad hoc by 
the applause of the members of the group. 

Thus, the schoolboys created a magical sociality around this 
imaginary figure by means of whom they – in spite of all 
constraining competition – were able to ‘love one another’, as 
Sartre remarks. This was the actual value of ‘Le Garçon’ (cf. 
Sartre 1988, 1456). And precisely this value – the love or care for 
one another that the members of the group were experiencing – 
we could conceive as a non-fundamental form of trust that the 
schoolboys realised and constituted in making the activity of 
their imaginative intentionality visible, so to speak.  

What I obviously want to demonstrate with the example of the 
schoolboys inventing ‘Le Garçon’ is that this creation was a 
response to an experience of a compromised personal freedom. 
As a retort, the schoolboys brought about ’Le Garçon’ as a 
product of their imagination whereby they constituted a magical 
sociality involving the emotional component of collective 
laughter. Further, through ‘Le Garçon’ the schoolboys were 
embedded in a hermeneutics of freedom in that they gathered 
around acts of reinterpretation of which the purpose was to lighten 
the burden of the circumstances that were compromising their 
freedom, circumstances which were very hard for the individual 
person to restructure and remodel. The temporary salvation of 
the schoolboys was reflected in the value of ‘Le Garçon’ – the 
care of the group-members for one another – which again was 
due to their dissociation of themselves from these circumstances 
by means of the self-same ‘Garçon’.  

I understand the value of ‘Le Garçon’ as a created fact of non-
fundamental trust. This creation was a way for the schoolboys to 
cope with the old, and as such it was an attempt to restructure 
and remodel a situation which was, in its own sense, rather 
hopeless and stress-provoking. In this sense, ‘Le Garçon’ was a 
figure of transcendence. And as concerns our conference theme, 
‘trusting the new’, we may at least say that the schoolboys, if 
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only negatively, were posing an inventive attitude up against the 
old. But the creation of ‘Le Garçon’ must, as such, have remained 
a substitute for the new. 
 
 

V. Concluding Remarks: 
Trust as Hope – Trusting the New 

 
The assumption of a fundamental, created fact of trust seems 
inadequate when we explore an attitude like ‘trusting the new’. 
When I trust the new, and if this is not just in the form of getting 
used to the new or creating a substitute for it, I actually hope – if 
my intentions are not too vague – for a required ‘something’ to 
come into existence. 
 Trusting the new, then, would be an attitude that is structured 
as a desire for this required ‘something’ that is not yet actualised. 
In this sense, the structure of my striving is bound up with 
transcendence in the form of temporality. Also implied in this is 
the assumption that personal freedom and hope are essential to 
human agency. The attitude of trust regarding the future seems 
to me hard to distinguish from hope. And in a late interview 
from 1980 entitled L’espoir maintenant (Hope Now), Sartre stresses 
the intimate connection between hope and action, i.e. concrete 
freedom. The main idea of his chief work, Being and Nothingness 
(1943), was – as he states – the idea that human life is doomed to 
end in ‘defeat’ or ‘failure’. But looking back at this idea in 1980, 
he considers it to involve an absolute pessimism: “On the one 
hand I maintain the idea that a man’s life manifests itself in 
failure. What he has been trying to do does not succeed. He does 
not even succeed in thinking what he wants to think or feeling 
what he wants to feel. In sum, this ends in an absolute 
pessimism. I did not have this in mind in Being and Nothingness, 
but I am obliged to state it today. But on the other hand, since 
1945, I have more and more been thinking – and for the moment 
I am totally certain about it – that one essential characterisation 
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of action […] is hope. And hope means that I cannot initiate an 
action without counting on that I will be realising it. […] it lies in 
the very nature of action. And this means that the action, being 
at the same time hope, cannot in principle be doomed to an 
absolute and certain failure” (my translation, SL).12  

Sartre’s remark about hope in action means that in order for us 
to trust the new, it cannot be the case that the initiation of an 
action is hopeless from the outset. If the latter is the case, we will 
need to explore the notion of despair instead. And we may thus 
say – as a variant of the statement which we know from 
Løgstrup – that hope is fundamental, whereas despair occurs as 
a deficient mode of hope. At this level of description, a 
compromised personal freedom would be a consequence of an 
experience of a lack of hope, i.e. a compromise of the nature and 
motivation of action in its essence.  
 Thus, insofar as the attitude of ‘trusting the new’ – as opposed 
to, say, the despair of a depressive person – would be an 
encouragement to certain actions, trust is more or less equivalent 
with hope. And the required ‘something’ that I hope for or trust 
to come cannot be ontologically given in the sense that Løgstrup 
– by way of committing the naturalistic fallacy – argues that the 
fact of trust entails the ethical demand. The only “thing” given is 
the mere structure of transcendence, i.e. the project towards a 
future value being the normative clue for my actions. Remember 
also that Løgstrup actually uses the expression of ‘desired trust’, 
thereby arguably confusing his own idea of the fundamental 
nature of trust in indicating an alternative ‘deficient mode of 

                                                   
12 Sartre, J-P. & B. Lévy 1991, 25 : ”D’une part, je garde l’idée que la vie d’un homme se 

manifeste comme un échec ; ce qu’il a tenté, il ne le réussit pas. Il ne réussit même pas à penser ce 
qu’il veut penser ou à sentir ce qu’il veut sentir. Cela aboutit en somme à un pessimisme absolu. 
Ce que je ne prétendais pas dans L’Être et le Néant, mais que je suis bien obligé de constater 
aujourd’hui. Et puis de l’autre côté, depuis 1945, j’ai pensé de plus en plus – et actuellement je le 
pense tout à fait – qu’une caractéristique essentielle de l’action […] c’est l’espoir. Et l’espoir, ça 
signifie que je ne peux entreprendre une action sans compter que je vais la réaliser. […] il est dans 
la nature même de l’action. C’est-à-dire que l’action, étant en même temps espérance ne peut pas 
être dans son principe vouée à l’échec absolu et sûr.” 
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trust’, which was the description that he had actually reserved 
for distrust (cf. section I of this paper). Being in a state in which 
we desire trust means being in a state in which we do not have it 
as something given – the only fact is that of our desire, or, as we 
may say, our hope for gaining trust. In this case we should thus 
work with the love-structure of Eros – the deficient God of 
Plato’s Symposium – rather than with the love-structure of Agape 
as the Christian God’s unconditioned love and creation of value 
in man (cf. Nygren 1965, 173 and section I above). We can, of 
course, hope for the latter, but why should we if it is a given and 
doubtless fact?    
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