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[bookmark: _Hlk65685480]What does Sartre mean when he contends that “humans are condemned to be free”?

Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) was a key figure in existentialist philosophy, and was the individual who decided to adopt the name as a self-description[footnoteRef:1]. His most notable existentialist works were Being And Nothingness (originally published in 1943) and Existentialism is a Humanism (originally published in 1945)., in which he discusses a few notable concepts, including the idea that existence precedes essence, contradicting the idea associated with Plato and Aristotle that essence precedes existence. He is widely considered to be the father of existentialist philosophy. He also discusses the extent of our freedom as Beings for itself.
Sartre believes that all Beings for itself are condemned to freedom. He believed that no choice would be truly right or wrong unless it was chosen authentically, meaning that Beings for itself must forge their own moral code. He also believes that freedom was something that carried great responsibility, so most Beings for itself try their best to ignore their freedom, as the weight of it would be too much for them to handle. The key to Sartre’s ideas about freedom are several concepts related to the state of existence of human beings. [1:  Steven Crowell, ‘Existentialism’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Summer 2020 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2020) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2020/entries/existentialism/> [accessed 15 January 2022].] 

Sartre’s view of consciousness is that in order to be conscious, we must be conscious of something. This can include simply being conscious of our own feelings, of experiences of things outside of ourselves. The two things outside of ourselves that we can be conscious of are objects, which are referred to as ‘Beings in itself’, and subjects, which are referred to as ‘Beings for itself’. Flynn writes “The in-itself is solid, self-identical, passive and inert. It simply ‘is’. The for-itself is fluid, nonself-identical, and dynamic. It is the internal negation or ‘nihilation’ of the in-itself, on which it depends. Viewed more concretely, this duality is cast as ‘facticity’ and ‘transcendence’.”[footnoteRef:2] He then goes on to develop this point, writing “The ‘givens’ of our situation such as our language, our environment, our previous choices and our very selves in their function as in-itself constitute our facticity. As conscious individuals, we transcend (surpass) this facticity in what constitutes our ‘situation’.”[footnoteRef:3] 
This means that Beings in itself are constantly “in situation,” but the combination of “transcendence and facticity”[footnoteRef:4] that forms situations would still be indefinable, at least while they are involved with it. Sartre concludes that Beings for itself will always be more than the situation that they are involved with, he believed that this is the ontological foundation of our freedom, he believed that as Beings for itself are “condemned” to be free. Sartre also mentions a third category of being, Beings for others, also known as pour-autrui, though there is less information on this category.
Beings in itself, also known as en-soi[footnoteRef:5], are defined as having a predetermined essence. An example of this could be a knife, as no matter what material a knife’s handle might be made from, it is still a knife providing that it fits certain requirements. What makes the knife a knife is its essence, which comes before its existence. In addition to this, Beings in itself also lack consciousness.
In contrast to this, Beings for itself, also known as pour-soi[footnoteRef:6], are defined as being conscious and having an existence that comes before their essence. The most notable example of a Being for itself would be humans. Sartre believes that for humans to have had an essence before we existed, there would have had to have been a maker who would have made us with our essence in mind. He believes that there is no god, therefore humans have no given purpose, we just exist. Sartre believes that humans determine their essence through their choices and actions. Some existentialists with religious beliefs can still have as strong belief in freedom as atheist existentialists do. The key to existentialism does not lie in atheism, it lies in our ideas of ourselves as free. A non-religious existentialist’s idea of God’s existence, or nonexistence, is not based on atheism or even lack of essence, but instead their own analysis of self-consciousness. Sartre writes “if God does not exist, are we provided with any values or commands that could legitimise our behaviour. Thus we have neither behind us, nor before us in a luminous realm of values, any means of justification or excuse. — We are left alone, without excuse. That is what I mean when I say that man is condemned to be free.”[footnoteRef:7] This explains his beliefs, as without a God to guide us, we are condemned to be free to make our own decisions. [2:  Thomas Flynn, ‘Jean-Paul Sartre’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Fall 2013 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2013) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2013/entries/sartre/> [accessed 15 January 2022].]  [3:  Flynn.]  [4:  Flynn.]  [5:  Christian J. Onof, ‘Sartre, Jean Paul: Existentialism | Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy’ <https://iep.utm.edu/sartre-ex/> [accessed 16 January 2022].]  [6:  Onof.]  [7:  Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism Is a Humanism (Yale University Press, 1996).] 

With the idea that existence precedes essence comes the concept that we must all choose our own path in life, and therefore our own moral code. This means that as Beings for itself, the only true right or wrong to any situation we may find ourselves in would be whichever solution we would choose authentically, without influence from others, as our own[footnoteRef:8]. However, Sartre also believed that by saying that we have made the right decision, we are accepting that if someone else was in the same position then that same choice would be the correct option. Sartre opposes Quietism, which states to “let others do what I cannot do”, Sartre’s existentialism preaches the opposite of this.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Crowell.]  [9:  Sartre.] 

Sartre thought that with the ability to forge our own essence, and therefore our own moral code, we should embrace our freedom to give our lives some kind of meaning. We are thrown into the world and must create meaning for our own actions. There are limits to this freedom; to say we have freedom is not to say that we have the power to do anything - we cannot do the impossible, as freedom is not omnipotence. In our freedom, the only thing we cannot do (aside from the impossible) is reject our freedom. Herein lies the sense of being condemned to freedom. We have freedom whether we like it or not. Due to this, critics may argue that we are not free at all, as the only way to truly be free is to be able to choose our freedom.
However, with such freedom comes great responsibility. Anguish is the fear of freedom that everyone experiences. Sartre believed that the extent of our freedom as Beings for itself would be incredibly difficult, and as humans we either do not want or cannot handle the responsibility of choosing everything for ourselves. Due to this, we ignore our anguish, and pretend that we do not have a choice. We fall into routine to avoid acknowledging that we are choosing what happens in our lives. When explaining this concept, Sartre gives the example of a young man with a sick mother during wartime. The young man in question wants to go to war and help to defend his country, but also feels that he should be caring for his sick mother. If he was to go to war, he would make a small contribution towards a big cause, whereas if he was to remain at home and care for his mother, he would be making a large contribution, but on a much smaller scale. There is also the issue that neither of these scenarios would have a certain outcome; no matter which choice he makes, he could still fail. Due to the nature of these choices, the young man may be unable to receive any advice, as both are good choices. Sartre believed that the weight of these choices would cause the young man great Anguish, he writes “When a man commits himself to anything, fully realising that he is not only choosing what he will be, but is thereby at the same time a
legislator deciding for the whole of mankind — in such a moment a man cannot escape
from the sense of complete and profound responsibility.”[footnoteRef:10]
Sartre also believes that humans try throughout their lives to escape this Anguish, instead trying to deny or evade it. One strategy for this is said to be ‘Bad faith’[footnoteRef:11].
Within his existentialist philosophy, Sartre comments on Camus’ concept of Absurdity. Sartre’s ideas of the Absurd was previously referred to as “Alienation from the world”[footnoteRef:12]. He thought that the word could be used to describe “the emotional sense or the experience of absurdity, and the concept or the abstract representation of absurdity”[footnoteRef:13]. Sartre defines absurdity as a separation, or inconsistency, and expands on this concept, stating that “our inability to conceive, using our concepts and our words, what goes on in the world.”[footnoteRef:14] He believes that once something has become Absurd, all that remains of it is the recognition that it exists. This is a prominent theme in Sartre’s 1938 novel, Nausea. [10:  Sartre.]  [11:  Crowell.]  [12:  Crowell.]  [13:  Thomas Dylan Daniel, ‘Sartre on Camus’ Concept Of The Absurd’, Serious Philosophy, 2020 <https://medium.com/serious-philosophy/sartre-on-camus-b7f093d0761e> [accessed 17 January 2022].]  [14:  Daniel.] 

To conclude, Sartre’s idea that we are all condemned to be free means that as Beings for itself our existence precedes our essence, leaving us to forge our own essence from our actions and choices. This means that we also forge our own moral code, and that we decide what is truly right or wrong, which gives us great freedom. The weight of this freedom would be too much for us as humans to take, and so rather than feel Anguished, we ignore our freedom in favour of an easier life.
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