What Does Sartre Mean When He Contends that Humans are Condemned to be Free?
Introduction: 
                           In this essay I am going to explain what Sartre means by ‘Humans are condemned to be free’ and how he got to that claim. Also how that means that we are free to create our lives and how that freedom gives us great responsibility which can make us feel anguish and cause us to make bad choices in ‘Bad Faith’. And how it relates to ‘bad faith’ and ‘existence precedes essence’.
       There are two main forms of existentialism: first, there is Christian Existentialism, which goes back to the work of the Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard (1813 – 1855) who Sartre was very much influenced by in his earlier years, even though Sartre was an atheist existentialist which we shall come to shortly. Christian existentialists obviously believe that there is a God, whereas atheist existentialists hold that there is no God and that there is no moral code that exists in the world, for example, the Ten Commandments, and it is up to every individual to make up their own values in life which will be defined by the individuals choices they make through life. There are some major differences between Christian existentialism and atheist existentialism but the one thing they do share in common is the doctrine that ‘existence comes before essence.’[footnoteRef:1] This means to the Christian and to the atheist existentialist that humans are born without a pre-determined future, we are born free to take whatever actions we choose constantly throughout the whole of our lives. It also means that ‘we must begin from the subjective.’[footnoteRef:2] For Sartre’s existentialism we mean by the first doctrine that unlike a knife or a pen which have been given a purpose in the mind of the creator, before the knife or the pen has actually been crafted into the world, and therefore the knife has a predetermined future, and a definite purpose, just as the rest of inanimate objects do, and even the rest of nature. A human being, on the other hand, is ‘thrown’ into the world able to choose entirely what they will become constantly throughout their lives. And that what they will become is the sum of all the choices that have been made, or actions that have been performed in their entire life. To quote Sartre, ‘. . man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world-and defines himself afterwards.’[footnoteRef:3] And as Sartre believes we were thrown into the world without being given a choice, but here we are, and we are free to do almost whatever we choose.  Only almost because we are born into a world which has certain concrete facts already established about it which I suppose can limit our freedom, or, limit our choices. For example, someone who is born short, like Sartre, would never be able to become a great basketball player, but we still have possibilities which means what we will become is not pre-determined. Being born into a world which has certain established facts about it, another example could be that of the force of gravity, Sartre calls facticity. So we are born free, and, as Sartre believes, we did not have a choice, therefore, we are condemned to be free. [1:  Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism & Humanism, Translation and Introduction by Philip Mairet, (London: Butler and Tanner Ltd., 1948) p. 26]  [2:  Ibid. p. 26]  [3:  Ibid. p. 28] 

       By ‘we must begin from the subjective’[footnoteRef:4] we mean that to quote Sartre:  [4:  Ibid. p. 26] 

       ‘man primarily exists-that man is, before all else, something which propels itself towards a future and is aware that it is doing so. Man is, indeed, a project which possesses a subjective life, instead of being a kind of moss, or a fungus or a cauliflower.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Ibid. p. 28] 

       Most people believe that a cauliflower does not have a subjective life, it has no internal desires, passions, anxieties, etc., and therefore it does not try and propel itself into any kind of life, it is not free to be anything other than it is, and cannot do anything other than a cauliflower does. Humans, on the other hand, have the freedom to choose what to be in life, and what to project themselves towards whether it be a morally good life, or a composer, or an artist, and if a human chooses to be an artist, there are many different types of art that the human may practice, including being a good or a bad artist. So a human may still be born with certain limitations, but one alternate possibility, or one alternate choice, from what they currently are doing, is still one more choice than a cauliflower will ever have. This quality that humans possess, that of freedom of choice, is what Sartre believes makes us different from everything else, including all inanimate objects, and all of nature, and it all starts from the subjective. ‘If, however, it is true that existence is prior to essence, man is responsible for what he is’[footnoteRef:6] and so we are condemned to be free – we do not have a choice but to be constantly free and to constantly create our reality. All this responsibility can be too much for some people and can cause feelings of great anguish and anxiety, so they may decide to ignore it and pretend that their freedom of choice does not exist, that there is no alternate path to one’s current circumstances, which there always is, and so can go on living in what Sartre calls ‘bad faith.’ [6:  Ibid. p.28] 

       So Sartrean existentialism says that the human being does not have an essence, or a set of rules, before they come into the world that pre-determines their lives, such as a knife or a pen, but that we show what is valuable to others and to ourselves by the actions that we perform. We exist in the world before we create our essence. The choices we make are what create our values and what define our essence and we obviously exist before we can make any choice or take any action, and as the sum of our actions defines our essence, existence must precede essence. An analogy of Sartre’s is that a human being is like a work of art, we are all born a blank canvas, ‘we are all born existence with no essence,’ and just as on a canvas every stroke counts as to what the final picture will become, it is the same in a human life, for every choice we make, every action we perform, makes us who we are, or, gives us our essence. So to be a great composer, or a great artist, or even a morally good person, we must make that choice every day. It is no good just saying that ‘I could have been a great composer’ or even ‘I will be a great composer’, it must be acted upon otherwise it does not mean anything. And as both Christian and atheist existentialists hold, we are always free to make different choices, or to take different actions, than the ones we are currently doing, which will then create a different future from the one we currently have. So if someone is not living a morally good life then that is what they have chosen to be, a morally bad person, and there are no excuses and no one else to blame for what one has chosen as there will always be another alternate choice to the one that has been taken. An example that Sartre uses is that there is a waiter in a coffee house who does not like his job and wishes he could be someone else doing something else, but the waiter tells himself that he must be a waiter and makes excuses such as; he cannot quit because he has bills to pay, or that there are no other jobs available for him, or that he is just a waiter and has no other choice, when there are always other possibilities. Another possibility could be that the waiter just quits and claims welfare, or that he take up his passion to be an artist, or there is always the option to live on the woods, or even to commit suicide. Although some possibilities are more preferable than others, there are still always alternate possibilities that can be chosen at any time, which would then create a different life. So, saying that ‘oh, I am just a waiter and that is all I can be,’ is just being ignorant of one’s own freedom.                                                                           This would then be what, as I mentioned above, Sartre calls ‘bad faith’. 
       One reason why a human might act, or not act, on ‘bad faith’, again, an inanimate object, or an object of nature cannot ever be in ‘bad faith’ because they never have a choice but to be what they are being, and do what they are doing, is because of the anguish and anxiety that this feeling of freedom might bring. With this freedom comes responsibility which can be a very daunting realisation, so daunting for some that they will never in their lives acknowledge that it is there, or even exists at all in the world. It is a lot easier to say to oneself that all they are is a waiter, but we are not just waiters, contends Sartre, we are free to choose what we want to be, within our limits, and we do not have a choice about this freedom, whether we choose to acknowledge it or not, therefore we are ‘condemned to be free.’
       Conclusion: 
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