What does Sartre mean when he contends that humans are condemned to be free? Further, critically assess his concept of freedom.

[bookmark: _Int_kq1XAs2s][bookmark: _Int_Zsa4GJaY]“Humans are condemned to be free.” This famous quote by French Philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre has caused much debate over the past century concerning the true freedom behind our existence. Perhaps more relevant now than ever, in a society where we are freer to discuss ideas and opinions than ever before, I believe it a hugely important concept. This freedom, as I aim to decipher, is seen by Sartre to come with positives as well as negatives, such as the condemning factor the burden to make the choices presented to us. In this essay, I will be evaluating the views of Sartre and his contemporaries on these issues, while also incorporating a critical assessment of the aforementioned ideas on freedom and our ‘condemnation’ to it. 

[bookmark: _Int_83ypD1O7][bookmark: _Int_dggUePoP][bookmark: _Int_MBvit2xW][bookmark: _Int_Zm1lBPmD]Firstly, I will provide an overview of Sartre’s thoughts on the topic of freedom and examine how those concepts tie in with the idea of humans being condemned to them. One of Sartre’s main concepts concerning human freedom can be understood using his example of the en-soi and pour-soi. The en-soi, otherwise known as a being in itself, is said by Sartre to have a predetermined purpose, an example being how an acorn exists only to develop into an oak tree. He applies this to all objects that can’t think freely and choose what they want to become. A pour-soi, however, also known as a being for itself, determines what it is through its choices and actions. This is applicable to humans as we don’t set out in life with a specific end goal – our ending is determined by the decisions we make along the way. For a pour-soi, Sartre states that “existence precedes essence” and that man must first exist in order to “afterward define himself.” [footnoteRef:23340]   [23340:  Jean-Paul Sartre, 1945, Existentialism is a humanism, Paris, Les Editions Nagel, page 22] 

Being a militant believer in atheistic existentialism, unlike his contemporary philosopher Soren Kierkegaard, Sartre believes that without a God we are free to our actions for better or for worse, stating that if existence in fact does precede essence, then “we can never explain our actions by reference to a given and immutable human nature.”[footnoteRef:12496] This line of thinking is a double-edged sword as, when one does great things in their life, they have no one to praise but themself, alas also being applicable to those who commit horrendous crimes having only themselves to blame. This is where the concept of condemnation arises in Sartre’s godless philosophy, with man being “condemned because he did not create himself, yet nonetheless free, because once cast into the world, he is responsible for everything he does.”[footnoteRef:3958] To some, this Sartrean concept is a heavy burden to bear, in the sense that one is solely responsible for their own success in the short time they have on this Earth can be an overwhelming thought. This, however, does not take away from the concept’s validity.  [12496:  Jean-Paul Sartre, 1945, Existentialism is a humanism, Paris, Les Editions Nagel, page 29]  [3958:  Jean-Paul Sartre, 1945, Existentialism is a humanism, Paris, Les Editions Nagel, page 29] 


[bookmark: _Int_BQpyzOZm][bookmark: _Int_WzyLMPf0][bookmark: _Int_wBdmtIBg][bookmark: _Int_CAeLYHGH][bookmark: _Int_NGMpbQO8][bookmark: _Int_5g4s0xl6][bookmark: _Int_cemxpwTt][bookmark: _Int_c3s0SxED][bookmark: _Int_MZwUzXfP][bookmark: _Int_9MJFslr2][bookmark: _Int_97rPXYyL]To reinforce his idea of the condemnation we feel in regard to freedom as a concept, Sartre presents us with his famous vertigo example. In this example, we look down off a cliff, imagining ourselves dead at the bottom. Tying into his ideas on the concept of nothingness, Sartre states that nothing is stopping us from jumping, while it is also true that nothing is stopping us from staying put. From this, Sartre concludes that “vertigo is anguish to the extent that I am not afraid of falling over the precipice, but of throwing myself over.”[footnoteRef:32383]  One of Sartre’s contemporaries, Soren Kierkegaard, seemingly supports this notion in ‘the concept of anxiety,’ stating that “anxiety is the dizziness of freedom.”[footnoteRef:14012] This aforementioned anxiety comes not from the fact that we are presented with such a monumental amount of freedom that we don’t know what to do with it. Sartre reinforces his view on this in ‘Being and Nothingness’ when he states that “anguish then is the reflective apprehension of freedom by itself.”[footnoteRef:25277] Again, this anguish we feel when reflecting on our freedom leads to the idea of condemnation Sartre presents us with. With this apprehension of our freedom in mind, we are hereby condemned and burdened with the knowledge that all of our future possibilities are implemented by our own hand. This burden of choice becomes completely unavoidable as, even when one chooses absolute passivity, that in itself is them using their freedom of choice to remain inactive. As Sarah Bakewell states in ‘At the Existentialist Cafe,’ “you can’t secure yourself so easily against the dangers that come with being free,”[footnoteRef:27599] further highlighting the dangers and risks that come along with the opportunity that freedom brings us. By accepting the freedom into our lives, something that Sartre views as something we can’t control, we also must come to terms with the danger this brings, as demonstrated in the Vertigo example – the possibility of jumping off the cliff is a danger presented to us by our own freedom and possibility of choice. [32383:  Jean-Paul Sartre, 1943, Being and Nothingness, Paris, Editions Gallimard, page 67 ]  [14012:  Søren Kierkegaard, 1844, The Concept of Anxiety, Denmark, page 61]  [25277:  Jean-Paul Sartre, 1943, Being and Nothingness, Paris, Editions Gallimard, page 74]  [27599:  Sarah Bakewell, 2016, At the Existentialist Cafe, London, Penguin Random House, page 28] 

[bookmark: _Int_sNdwHlqA]It is apparent that another of Sartre’s contemporary philosophers, Albert Camus, supports these judgements made by Sartre on the perils that come along with freedom. Camus states in his novel ‘the fall’ that “freedom is not a reward” but a “court sentence” that is “too heavy to bear.”[footnoteRef:17153] This line of thinking concerning the condemnation that true freedom brings us echoes that of Jean-Paul Sartre in the way that it represents freedom as a curse as opposed to a blessing. This curse, however, does not activate itself until one is able to understand his own freedom, as “it is in anguish that man gets the consciousness of his freedom.”[footnoteRef:7913] Only when one understands that it is, not God, but their own actions and choices that determine their fate, do they lie in the anguish that comes with this revelation.  [17153:  Albert Camus, 1956, The Fall, Paris, page 40]  [7913:  Jean-Paul Sartre, 1943, Being and Nothingness, Paris, Editions Gallimard, page 67] 


[bookmark: _Int_Zpt3vN6T][bookmark: _Int_1mzNEsrq][bookmark: _Int_wUX7cBfR][bookmark: _Int_Ummio0MJ][bookmark: _Int_28T3rVHM][bookmark: _Int_h2dk89YS]While this line of thinking was supported by many of his existentialist contemporaries, the occasional present-day philosopher has provided a harsher critique on Sartrean philosophical ideologies. David Detmer, for example, in ‘freedom as a value,’ while not disagreeing with the inherent significance and value of freedom as a concept, writes that “not every consciousness of one’s freedom is experienced in anguish.”[footnoteRef:21375] This is a valid line of argument as Sartre’s condemnation angle on freedom presents the consciousness behind it as inherently negative, whereas there are examples in which this consciousness of freedom can lead to feelings of immense pride and accomplishment in an individual who used their freedom to become successful. For example, a wealthy man who has the knowledge that his wealth was derived from the choices he made along the span of his life rather than given to him at random by an unknowable entity can lead to great joy rather than anguish, diminishing ,in part, this concept that we are only condemned to our freedom rather than the more positive view that we are accepting of it with open arms. Realistically, the unsuccessful man will always put more faith into otherworldly factors that made him so and less value in his own freedom and choices as a scapegoat for his own mistakes, blaming entities such as god, rather than acknowledging that he and he alone is solely responsible for his predicament, as Sartre would have it. While it is true that some external factors could lead one down a road of despair, the idea that one is always in full control of his or her choices can often be a blessing, mitigating the condemnation argument and giving rise to a more jovial atmosphere surrounding our freedom. This line of thought partially exposes the Sartrean concept that we are condemned to be free as a paradoxical and contradictory one as, in order for humans to be free, we are condemned and therefore damned to out fates of being free, two opposing ideas, as surely in true freedom the decision to sacrifice this freedom could be made. Alas, this line of thinking is cyclic as, as Sartre would have had it, this decision to sacrifice one’s own freedom is merely a highlight of freedom in itself, as we had to be free in order to make the choice. If we are, in a sense, shackled and chained to this freedom, however, how can we truly be free, as the freedom to be unfree still exists. For Sartre, freedom is merely the ability to make decisions. Even when shackled and enslaved, using Sartre’s view on freedom as a template, we are still theoretically free as we have the ability to make decisions to attempt to break free or to give in to our captors, giving us a technical mental liberation even if our body is being oppressed. This is the kind of radical freedom that forms the concrete Sartre’s whole belief about freedom is built upon.  [21375:  David Detmer, 1988, Freedom as a Value: A Critique of the Ethical Theory of Jean-Paul Sartre, Open Court, page 173] 

[bookmark: _Int_aFLvXiEZ][bookmark: _Int_Hg6m9u2z][bookmark: _Int_LbRNiMPM]It is the view of Sartre that we cannot, as free beings, take away the freedom of another pour-soi being, and that they will always be chained to their ability to make decisions, even if that decision is the absence of any action whatsoever. Another of Sartre’s contemporaries, Martin Heidegger, reinforces this concept of freedom in oneself being unbreakable, stating in ‘Being and Time’ that “freedom is only in the choice of the one, that is, in bearing the fact of not having chosen and not being able also to choose the others.”[footnoteRef:30331] While neither Sartre nor Heidegger deny outright that one human cannot restrict another human’s decision-making ability to some degree, they both understand that a human being will always have freedom in the ability to make a decision whatsoever, even if that decision is merely to give up or to keep going. [30331:  Martin Heidegger, 1927, Being and Time, Germany, SCM press, page 331] 


[bookmark: _Int_rvYWVXs7][bookmark: _Int_Vihz6pv6][bookmark: _Int_ZQ4mU2RG][bookmark: _Int_Nfcqv94o][bookmark: _Int_B2tNlVIw][bookmark: _Int_ljtfhHUp]The condemnation element that ties us to our freedom according to Sartre can also be seen to come in the form of a sense or morals and having a positive reinforced justification for one’s own actions. When making a decision, to act or not to act, we as humans will often feel a burden to do the right thing, for us and for others. While we know that Sartre himself doesn’t necessarily believe in concepts such as a fixed and set in stone human nature that binds us all to black and white concepts of good against evil, he does the supposed moral obligatory actions that can alter our decision making into account. While we are all free to do as we please, Sartre does not then believe that we should use our freedom to sit back and do nothing when faced with great perils, as Sartre is also human and not exempt from personal partialities and subjective views. This is evidenced by Sartre’s works after the end of the second World War, when France, having been hit extremely hard by the German armed forces, was in an immense and desperate state of immediate recovery. Sartre, being a French citizen, discusses this idea of resistance against dictatorship and the duty one has to stand up and fight, or to help rebuild their fallen home after the fact, in ‘The Aftermath of War (Situations 3),’ stating that “each of the citizens knew he had an obligation to all and that he had to rely on himself alone.”[footnoteRef:15652] This moral obligation discussed here by Sartre is something you will find lacking in some of his aforementioned earlier works as the war thrust Sartre further into the political spectrum than ever before. Nevertheless, Sartre’s personal situation does not invalidate these claims, in fact, giving them further weight, as it is true that, while one has and will always have their own freedom and right to make decisions, there can come a time when an obligation to act may arise. While one can choose to opt out of this obligatory duty, it can cause one great anguish by deciding against joining the cause. While the war was the period example for Sartre, a modern lens can be applied to this way of thinking too as we all feel a moral obligation to uphold things such as social justice and civil rights and fight for the less fortunate. While some prefer not to speak out against these issues, the negligence behind this action (or lack thereof) can fill one with anguish, as they are conscious of their freedom and this awareness brings light to the fact that they are using that freedom in order to not take a stand against issues in their communities. Here, the concept of condemnation to freedom comes into play as, knowing that it is single-handedly down to us to make a different and do the ’right’ thing can become a heavy burden to some. [15652:  Jean-Paul Sartre, 1949, The Aftermath of War (Situations 3), Paris, Gallimard, page 6] 

In conclusion, Sartre’s contention that, as humans, we are condemned to be free is a highly valid line of argument. As seen throughout this essay, this concept of condemnation is brought onto us by the consciousness that every choice we make is our own and that we are solely responsible for our actions. Of course, with the concept of ‘freedom’ not being entirely set in stone to one definition or another, we must apply the Sartrean concept of freedom to these ideas in order for them to work, this idea being that we are free if we have the ability to make choices, rather than the more physical and tangible idea of freedom that most people would associate with the word. By this definition, we are all, as humans, free, and the condemnation aspect comes into play only when we gain realisation of this fact. This is evidenced by Sartre in his vertigo example when he states that the fear and anguish from our freedom can be derived from the ability to use our freedom to make the wrong decisions. 
[bookmark: _Int_Hdj4fKP4][bookmark: _Int_LP5SloIV]While I agree with this principle for the most part, in a sense that we must hold ourselves and only ourselves responsible for our actions and choices, I find that there are some minor hypocrisies in Sartre’s works on this subject, such as in his claims that there is no one true essence of human nature, while later claiming that we have obligations to certain social issues such as joining the resistance against the Nazis. If there is no fixed ‘immutable human nature,’ as Sartre contends, then surely we should only be condemned to the idea of that our choices are our own, rather than the concept that there is a ‘right’ choice to make versus a ‘wrong’ choice. While I don’t necessarily disagree with the concept of right and wrong, our abilities to make our own choices and our condemnation to this concept, we should not be morally obligated to do anything as being obligated to an action removes this concept of freedom of choice entirely. The context of external factors should not hinder or restrict our freedoms, merely condemn us to make harder decisions than we may have had to do elsewise.
Another disagreement I have with the idea that consciousness of freedom results in our anguish is that, as referenced by David Detmer previously in the essay, this is not always the case. There are, some of which I have provided, many examples of when the concept of being free and that our choices led us to where we are rather than external factors, leading to feelings of accomplishment rather than anguish, interchanging this sense of condemnation with a sense of self-gratitude for making good decisions throughout our lives. 
Overall, however, Sartre’s view that humans are condemned to be free holds a lot of weight as, without external factors influencing our actions, this sense of freedom can become a burden when we must face tough choices and decisions throughout the course of our lives, condemning us to our own actions or lack thereof. 
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