What does Sartre mean when he contends that humans are condemned to be free?
The statement that we are as humans are condemned to be free is something that has become tightly linked to Sartre’s name in the world of philosophy. The main point Sartre argues is that ‘there is no limit to our freedom except that we are not free to cease being free’ (Odesanmi, 2008). This line of argument is where the word ‘condemned’ becomes important as this freedom is not something we have chosen for ourselves and has made us responsible for every action we make, whether good or bad. There is no existence of external ethics system to follow or base our decisions on. Sartre and the existentialism movement does also not believe a God exists as although it is hard to define precisely what existentialism truly mean, Sartre’s main point seemed to line up with the idea to focus on the individual as the one true free agent who can decide their own fate. As such, we cannot base our decision on what such a God would want, as well as there is no one to give us directions, so as such, again, we are entirely free or condemned to take responsibility for all of our decisions.
The main of Sartre argument comes from his idea that humans’ existence precedes our essence. This point of view is based on the idea that we as humans live ‘for itself’ rather than ‘in itself’. Our essence comes from the way we interact and work in the world rather than some other cause. For example, a chair’s purpose and design were already created before it had been brought into existence; however, this is not the case for humans, so as such, we have to make our own purpose by interacting with the world we have been found ourselves in. When Sartre says things such as that humans were beings ‘for itself’ and that we ‘lack a pre-determined essence’ (SparkNotes, 2022), he means that we have the ability to change and be aware of ourselves. This awareness is because we have consciousness. In some ways, ‘freedom is rather to be understood as characteristic of the nature of consciousness’ (Onof, 2022), as this consciousness is the thing that sets human beings apart. This consciousness is what allows us to have and understand our free will and is not something an object that is only in itself is not capable of. For example, a chair is a chair. It cannot do anything other than be a chair or plant can not do anything but grow where the seed landed and was sown.
In contrast, humans have nothing of a pre-determined nature to hold us back, and it is this nothingness is that makes us a being for itself and what makes us human. It Is the way we act in the world, as we cannot simply exist in the world the way an object that only exists in itself can as everything we do has an effect. This freedom from a determined fate is what gives us the complete free will with which we live our lives as. If we did not have this, we would not be living for ourselves rather than in ourselves.
Sartre sees us as having complete free will and as it being limitless ‘. However, individuals are born into the world or into a ‘situation’ – this is what he calls ‘facticity” (Manzi, 2013). This facticity covers the world’s limitations, or the limitation of the human body as well as the state person is in. For example, if someone wished to fly and then jumped out of a plane without a parachute, the laws of gravity still exist, and the ability for humans to fly does not suddenly appear because someone wishes they could fly. However, Sartre argues that this is still completely free will because the person has chosen to try and fly the outcome does not have to be a success for it to be completely free will still. The person used his free will and made a choice like any other decisions and, as such as to deal with the consequences like everyone else does with the decisions they make.
This complete free will in every decision, whether it be a good decision or a bad one, is where the idea that we are ‘Condemned to be free’ comes into being important. Sartre’s idea was that ‘human beings live in constant anguish’ (Mittal, 2017). This anguish, according to Sartre, comes from our own free will as he has stated that there is no God or ethical system we are to abide by or make decisions, so as such, our entire essence and purpose is down to our own decisions. This lack of guidance is too much pressure for humanity to handle, and such creates this anguish for us. It is anguish because humanity does not like to think that we are entirely alone in the world and that everything is up to us. This avoidance of being alone is evident when looking at the religious rules or ethical rule books that have been created or when people pray to their God for answers. We also do not like to think that every single one of our decisions is entirely made by us as some outcomes is not what we wanted. We like to lay blame on anything but ourselves, so as such, being faced with such choices is such a burden for us that most of humanity pretends that they do not have free will at all. For example, suppose they do not want to go to work. In that case, they tell themselves they do not have a choice when in reality they could choose not to turn up they could choose to quit all together however they do not want to deal with the new set of repercussions and choices that would be created if they were to use their free will for what they really wished to use it for. Humanity also looks for ways to lighten the pressure of free will by asking for advice from each other. However, Sartre responds by saying ‘that in turning to people for advice, you are making the decision for yourself because you know what advice they are going to give’ (All Answers Ltd, 2021). When we turn to people, we have, in most cases, picked people to ask because we know what they are going to say, and it lines up with what we were already going to. This questioning is simply us trying to find reassurance in the depth of all the choices we have to make.
With regard to all previously stated when looking at what Sartre wanted us to take away when he states that humans are condemned to be free is two things. The first is that fact that he uses the word condemned tell us that Sartre does not think free will is an entirely good thing. We see this when he talks about the anguish It brings to humanity; however, he also wants us to understand that we have complete control over our lives and that every decision is entirely up to us. We have no pre-determined essence in what we should be or do. The only thing that is determined for us is that we have free will and have no choice but to make our own decisions. No genuine outside factors are pushing us to make a decision, nor is there any correct decision that we could get wrong. There is only our decision and then the outcomes from that, so when someone says they do not have a choice, that is lying to themselves as the only true limit to our free will is the fact that we can never not have free will. However, this means that it is stated that every outcome is our own responsibly, and as such, you cannot blame any adverse outcomes on anyone, but yourself and one should take responsibility for it.
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