James Cassels 1602332:
Essay; 2500 words – existentialism and phenomenology level-6: Question: 1.
Sartre – What does Sartre mean when he contends that humans are condemned to be free?  Further, critically assess his concept of freedom. 

[bookmark: _Hlk159165715][bookmark: _Hlk159076523][bookmark: _Hlk159078252]Jean-Paul Sartre’s 1946 publication – Existentialism is Humanism – based on a 1945 lecture; presents an apparently paradoxical thesis summed-up in the proposal - ‘we are condemned to be free’.[footnoteRef:1] The terms condemnation and freedom are clearly contrasting, spurring the question of Sartre’s meaning and justification for this contrary terminology? In answering and critically assessing the essay question; “What does Sartre mean when he contends that humans are condemned to be free? This essay sets out to explicate the depth of Sartre’s earlier freedom hypothesis, whilst incorporating into the analysis, the contrast of his later - loosened adamance, for ontological retention of absolute and inextinguishable freedom. Sartre’s earlier thesis connotes an absolute and fundamental, stoic free-will, even in the face of environmentally determined circumstances. However, he sometime later came to conclude that there exist situations in which one cannot be free.[footnoteRef:2] In addition to utilising Existentialism is Humanism (2007) in presenting Sartre’s thesis, I refer to his publications - The Imaginary (2007) and Being and Nothingness (1943 & 2003). Additionally, in support of early Sartrean freedom, I draw from Auschwitz survivor -Viktor Frankl’s publication – On the Theory and Therapy of Mental Disorders: An Introduction to Logotherapy and Existential Analysis (2004)[footnoteRef:3]. In contrast to Sartre’s thesis, I utilise contentions held and relayed by Simone de Beauvoir, referring to an article titled: Beauvoir and Sartre's Disagreement about Freedom, compiled by Kate Kirkpatrick; fellow in philosophy at Regent's Park College, University of Oxford.[footnoteRef:4] I orient this critique from a neutral perspective. That is not to say passively neutral. Rather, I atone to neither ontological free-will nor determinism here and intend to analyse the essence of Sartre’s apparently paradoxical proposal, as neither being wholly free-will nor determinist. Instead, proposing freedom as a relative interplay between these two positions. The reason for choosing this stance is that I suspect it to be the essence of Sartre’s motivation, ultimately showing his contrasting terminology as being purposeful in-itself in establishing the metaphysics of freedom. [1:  Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism Is a Humanism, trans. by Carol Macomber (USA: Yale University Press, 2007).]  [2:  Kate Kirkpatrick, ‘Beauvoir and Sartre’s “Disagreement” about Freedom’, Philosophy Compass, 18.11 (2023), e12942 <https://doi.org/10.1111/phc3.12942>.]  [3:  Viktor Frankl, On the Theory and Therapy of Mental Disorders: An Introduction to Logotherapy and Existential Analysis (UK: Brunner-Routledge, 2004).]  [4:  Kirkpatrick.] 




Post-war Paris’ academia saw the congregation of a philosophical movement primarily concerned with ontology, existentialism and phenomenology. Prior to the 1940 invasion of France by national socialist Germany, and remarkably continuing during his eleven-month incarceration in a nazi POW camp, Sartre composed existential theses leading to the publications of The Imaginary (1940) and Being and Nothingness (1943). It is predominantly within these publications, that Sartre’s metaphysics of ontological freedom is outlaid. Coinciding the rise of totalitarian fascism in Europe throughout the 1930’s, and the culmination of political extremes imposed over nationals under nazi, and later, soviet occupations. Requisite surfaced for renewed orientation of relative concepts such as free-will and determinism, hence: freedom and condemnation. Freedom as an innate existential condition relative to being in the world, is an historically arguable proposal. Particularly so from the position of incarcerated subjects, or peoples suffering invasive tyrannical military and political occupations for example. On the face of it, one may argue that under such circumstances, freedom is diminished in varying degrees towards culmination in totality. Sartre’s relative (earlier) ontology on the other hand, sets out to elucidate a deeper sense of freedom as an inescapable factor innate to being in the world: ultimately condemned to freedom as though freedom itself were an undesirable modality: an ontological law to which we are irrevocably subjected. However, if freedom is subjected – imposed upon us without choice, it apparently self-negates as freedom necessarily encompass’ choice. Therefore, in Sartre, in addition to the ontological condition of freedom, it is the generic terminological usage and subsequent understanding of freedom, which is also in question, i.e. what we perceive the word freedom to mean?  As a matter of course, and not necessarily of philosophical relevance, the Oxford-English dictionary defines freedom as - The state or fact of being free from servitude, constraint, inhibition, etc; liberty.[footnoteRef:5] If we are condemned to be free, and freedom is thrust upon us, then we have no choice but to be free, subscribing freedom then, as a state of imposition. Therefore, if freedom is imposed by an inescapable facticity, at an essential level, it is a condemnation. Furthermore, as a condemnation, freedom - as it is generically perceived, then constitutes restrictions upon its own innate quality. This self-annihilation of freedoms quality - exhibits that in Sartre, freedom exists otherwise to how it is generically projected and conceived: i.e. free-from “things” and free to act as one chooses within unobstructed relative means and utility. Rather, freedom; equates solely to responsibility. If the relative means and utilities freely available to one in the scope of one’s position to choose are restricted by an invasive occupation force for example, Sartre argues that ‘whatever one's circumstances, one has inalienable metaphysical freedom to choose one's attitude in reaction to those circumstances.’[footnoteRef:6] Therefore; we are condemned to choose ways in which to respond. This freedom may-well be more apparent in such imposed circumstances. However, in Sartre, it is relative to ontology overall, that we inescapably exist bound to the condition requisite of ontological choice making, hence: ontological freedom: as in every situation for Sartre, one is free to choose one’s attitude. However, spurring furthermore contrary terminology: I note that if one is bound to this freedom; the essence of that bind constitutes a restriction on the essence of freedom; that is to say - being unbounded.  [5:  ‘Freedom, in. Meanings, Etymology and More | Oxford English Dictionary’ <https://www.oed.com/dictionary/freedom_n?tl=true> [accessed 18 February 2024].]  [6:  Kirkpatrick. Part-3.] 

Sartre’s ideology proposes; irrespective of restrictions, one unavoidably continues to make choices within the scope of available means and utilities, albeit such choices may be whether to revolt or adhere unquestionably to impositions or otherwise, there remains the quality and condition for making subjective choice: hence, freedom: and subsequently, subjective responsibility for the effects of such choices. Sartre’s freedom then, is not a fixed condition, rather it is relative and graduated. Nevertheless, early Sartre ascribes the retention of some level of freedom as an existential universal. Sartre’s freedom however - that phenomenon of existential beingness - transpires as constitutive of a complexity beyond the practical ideation of freedom: rather it is an abstract freedom of existential consciousness, inner-world and imagination. In Sartre, it could be said - that ultimately, existential consciousness is innately freedom in itself, ever- preserved in the ability to retract from the facticity of being in the world as it is. Sartre exhibits this in his 1940 publication- The Imaginary, enquiring: ‘What must consciousness be in order that it can imagine?’ Responding; It is that consciousness must be free, able to escape the world, stand back from it and entertain worlds in which the realities of the given are imagined otherwise.’[footnoteRef:7] This suggests Sartre is attempting to portray a freedom of beingness existent beyond the confines of any outer circumstance. A transcendental freedom as an untouchable ontological factor which necessarily retains the freedom of choice to withdraw inwardly. However, this ideation constitutes a freedom which in-itself seems a very last vestige, arguably in-constitutive of freedom in the broader sense of being free-from “things”, if “things” are oppressive to such an extent as to force one to take refuge in de-realised states. This presents a weak argument, as such; oppression cannot constitute free-will and freedom to choose. Furthermore, opposers to Sartrean freedom could argue that even this last vestige of freedom is subject to the contingencies of circumstances arresting such thus far, and with the potentiality of totality.  [7:  Jean-Paul Sartre and Arlette Eelkaim-Sartre, The Imaginary: A Phenomenological Psychology of the Imagination, p.179, trans. by Jonathon Webber (UK: Routledge, 2004).] 

Sartre appears to be concerned with an illusively subtle freedom which he ultimately fails to fully corroborate. The hypothesis is somehow incomplete, and its cracks are then concretised in his later adaptions to these earlier theses, therein concluding the existence of situations wherein one cannot be free.  It appears Sartre glimpsed and almost held the grasp of some level of freedom innate to subjective being - a deep intrinsic freedom, absolute and unperturbable, yet so subtle, hence; illusive to pin down, that it remains predominantly undiscovered. Sartre’s early freedom then, is innately ontological rather than circumstantial. In Being and nothingness Sartre attempts to relay this idea. For example: proposing: ‘there is no difference between the being of man and his being-free[footnoteRef:8]’ His thesis suggests an ethos of there being an innate freedom in existentiality itself – and that with existence, comes the responsibility of freedom. Whether graduated or otherwise, this responsibility remains an ontological condition. It is this absolute - in every situation affirmation, which raises considerable contention. Objections to Sartre generally argue from circumstantial determination. In dialogues between Sartre and Beauvoir referred to in Beauvoir's memoir; The Prime of Life[footnoteRef:9],  wherein she lays the basis for her objections to Sartre’s controversial freedom, arguing on the principle that Sartre’s freedom cannot be universally infallible. Quoting Beauvoir’s - The Prime of Life; ‘I held that from the view of Sartre’s definition of freedom – “an active transcendence of the given”; that not every situation is equivalent: for example, is transcendence remotely viable for a woman incarcerated in a harem’? To which, somewhat elucidating his perspective; Sartre argues: ‘even this confinement could be lived in several different ways’[footnoteRef:10]. Beauvoir argues from a particular view of freedom, one which I propose is not ideally the ontological freedom which Sartre attempts to present. That is, Beauvoir’s idea of freedom which she adopts in counter proposition against her misconception of annihilation in Sartre’s thesis. Rather Beauvoir’s freedom is a freedom from “things” or liberties - oppression, subjugation, enslavement etc. Whereas, Sartre is apparently hypothesizing the existence of deeper choices, hence: deeper freedoms at play in situations irrespectively; and that ultimately, modalities of our being: attitudes, and will for example, remain within the remit of subjective responsibility, even in the face of the direst and potentially deadly circumstances.[footnoteRef:11] [8:  Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, p.463, trans. by Hazel E Barnes, 2nd edn (UK: Routledge, 2003).]  [9:  Simone de Beauvoir, The Prime of Life: The Autobiography of Simone de Beauvoir, trans. by Peter Green, First Paragon edition (New York: Paragon House, 1992).]  [10:  Kirkpatrick. IBID]  [11:  Kirkpatrick. IBID] 


Simone de Beauvoir’s counter thesis is that of a close contemporary and confidant to Sartre. It was she who primed the discourse culminating sometime later in Sartre’s re-evaluation of his earlier thesis, and concluding finally on freedom’s limitations and contingents[footnoteRef:12]. Referring to Kirkpatrick’s article; Beauvoir and Sartre's Disagreement about Freedom: Beauvoir adopted ethical stances amongst others, in convincing Sartre otherwise[footnoteRef:13]. I feel Sartre inevitably folded under the weight of practical feminine ethics, being a particularly difficult position to navigate a strong defence against. However, I feel Sartre began with less a practical freedom, and more an abstract one, which struggled to stand in the face of more practical accounts.  [12:  Kirkpatrick. IBID.]  [13:  Kirkpatrick. IBID.] 

Contrasting Sartre’s proposition, allows better understanding of its controversial extremity and abstract meaning. As such, considering that if the choices one makes are in the face of choices one is forced to make, although one remains ultimately free to choose within the overarchingly imposed constricted circumstances in variably contingent degrees, we therefore ascertain that freedom is diminishable. This apparently elucidates the existence of levels of freedom; from fundamental to absolute. When liberty is removed to any extent, then the remaining causes of freedom: hence - means, utility and ability, are at the potential mercy of increasing restriction relative to the particular circumstances. Circumstances which contingently encompass the potential for absolute extinguishment of even the most fundamental freedoms. It is this absolute diminishment, which Sartre here argues against: Within ontological means, Sartre’s freedom innately encompasses transcendability.   
We generally exist in relative freedom. As such, we can positively imagine that we are relatively free to choose ontological modalities such as the attitudes and will which we adopt in the face of circumstances, whether adverse or otherwise. Ascertaining whether the same stands in the face of extreme adversity on the other hand, is empirically speaking, not so direct to imagine. In corroboration of Sartre’s thesis, I refer to Viktor Frankl's publication; On the Theory and Therapy of Mental Disorders: An Introduction to Logotherapy and Existential Analysis[footnoteRef:14], which relays a first-hand ontological account of incarceration within nazi German concentration camps. On incarceration and enforced dehumanisation, Frankl recognised that there remained within his being, the subjective autonomy to make choices.[footnoteRef:15] Having priorly been a therapist, he actively chose to continue this endeavour whilst incarcerated. Within his account Frankl notes the variable choices which others made in the face even of such stark limitations. Frankl observed that the last of human freedoms, irrevocable even then, were the freedom to choose one's attitude and one's way, whatever the situation.[footnoteRef:16] This grievous account adds weight to Sartre’s thesis in the respect that Frankl’s freedom alike Sartre’s, is ultimately inextinguishable. However, bearing in mind Sartre himself retracted his earlier conclusion to allow for circumstantial variables and contingents, the question remains, as to whether there exist limitations to even these “last of human freedoms”?[footnoteRef:17] [14:  Frankl, On the Theory and Therapy of Mental Disorders: An Introduction to Logotherapy and Existential Analysis.]  [15:  Viktor Frankl, Mans Search for Meaning: An Introduction to Logotherapy, trans. by I Lasch, 4th edn (Beaco Presss, 1992).]  [16:  Frankl, On the Theory and Therapy of Mental Disorders: An Introduction to Logotherapy and Existential Analysis. P.75]  [17:  Frankl, On the Theory and Therapy of Mental Disorders: An Introduction to Logotherapy and Existential Analysis.] 

From Frankl’s account, I propose that there remains a factor of subjectivity in one’s past as well as present circumstances, which ultimately govern the means and utilities available to one in the capacity of free-will and choice. That is to say; such a position is variably pre-disposed, hence; it is determined. Determined ontology needn’t be absolute. Environmental; socio, psycho and physiological factors all go toward determining that one makes choices to which one is relatively pre-disposed. Considering; by making one choice in free-will, consequences follow to which we are bound; modus cause and effect. Furthermore, relative choices then, orient from a position to which one is bound consequentially by one’s last choice made in relative free-will. Therefore, even freedom of choice is bound by factors determined by past choices, in addition to variable circumstances past and present. Could this be the essence of Sartre’s original freedom? One which cannot metaphysically exist in the light of its own negative qualities? Furthermore, an attitude or will, is ever-subject to the potential of being broken, giving rise to the existence of potential for absolute oppression. Therefore, in a world of possibilities inclusive of absolute oppression, absolute freedom cannot also exist. In free-will, there comes a point wherein freedom is annihilated. However, considering determinism from the perspective of Sartre’s freedom, there exists the potential in absolute determinism, for an ontological freedom in-itself. As such, one is ontologically free, because no matter which choice one apparently makes, it cannot fail to be ontologically correct. As such, will may exist as determined, i.e. determined-will as-opposed to free-will. Determinism and free-will in Sartre are apparently liberally synonymous, in that: ultimately, if one has free-will, one is ontologically condemned to it, meanwhile for determinism; one is ontologically free to it.  
To conclude. Sartre’s ontological freedom is problematic, not least due to its paradoxical essence. It is a freedom of being even in the face of determined circumstances. However, it disregards psychological and environmental dis-position as potential hindrance to freedom-of-choice. Sartre’s retraction of this earlier thesis undermines its integrity. However, I sense that Sartre was onto-something, and was swayed by difficult to defend moral arguments pioneered from close quarters in Simone de Beauvoir. Sartre thesis after all, alike Frankl’s, was orientated from a first-hand position, in that both suffered nazi incarceration. As such, both arrived at a radical free-will, which holds to ontological responsibility over deterministic factors. However, both Sartre and Frankl lack accountability for pre-disposed, hence, pre-determined factors. Determinism and free-will in Sartre appear to be synonymous: Ultimately if one has free-will, one is ontologically condemned to it. Whereas with absolute determinism; one is ontologically free to it and cannot fail to act accordingly. Sartre’s thesis spurs a wealth of metaphysical food for abstract thought, worthy of deeper analysis. 
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