What does Sartre mean when he contends that humans are condemned to be free? Further, critically assess his concept of freedom.
Are human beings condemned to be free? Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) was an existentialist philosopher whose initial philosophical career focused upon the establishment of an ideology of existence, known as existentialism (Onof, 2023). Existentialism is understood to be a philosophical movement that encompasses diverse doctrines and a range of varying perspectives, while exploring the central issue of individual existence (Merriam-Webster, 2024) through the focus of primary concepts like freedom, responsibility and choice (Onof, 2023). This movement became prevalent in France in the mid-twentieth century following the consequences of the atrocities of the Second World War (Aho, 2023). Consequently, resulting in extreme social change where human beings were imposed to confront the human condition and question the purpose and value of their individual existence (Aho, 2023). 
The aim of this essay is to explore the philosophical theory of Jean-Paul Sartre, particularly what he means when he contends that humans are condemned to be free. Jean-Paul Sartre adopted and adapted the approaches of phenomenology, through developing an ontological report of human beings (Onof, 2023). An important area of knowledge providing attention to Sartre’s theory positions within his personal masterpiece book, titled Being and Nothingness (1943). Being and Nothingness is largely considered to be Sartre’s most influential piece of philosophy and a respectable model of existentialism (Sartre, 1943, p. xi). This is because Sartre presents a number of claims for the necessity of freedom and autonomy for all human beings (Reynolds and Renaudie, 2022), grounded on the ontological differentiation between beings-in-themselves and beings-for-themselves (Reynolds and Renaudie, 2022). Therefore, three dominant themes evident throughout his book is freedom, subjectivity and Bad Faith (Warnock, 1967, p. 18). Although, in order to critically assess his concept of freedom, it is first necessary to provide significant reference to his book, titled Existentialism is a Humanism (1946). Nevertheless, Jean-Paul Sartre has come under significant criticism for his lack of clarity and precision on his concept of freedom. Therefore, this essay will also study arguments of critique concerning the social and physical limitations presented to human beings, Sigmund Freud’s philosophy, as well as some objections presented by American philosopher Alvin Plantinga, in his book titled An Existentialist’s Ethics (1958). 
First and foremost, as a means of being able to fully understand Jean-Paul Sartre’s existentialist philosophy, that humans are condemned to be free, and further critically assess his concept of freedom, it is important to outline some of the key arguments presented in Existentialism is a Humanism (1946). Jean-Paul Sartre defines existentialism as “a doctrine that makes human life possible and…affirms that every truth and every action imply an environment and a human subjectivity” (Sartre, 2007, p. 18). For Sartre, all existentialists have one common theory, that existence precedes essence (Sartre, 2007, p. 20). In order to demonstrate this claim, Sartre employs the example of a paper knife to argue that this particular object is required to be produced from a concept that has inspired the craftsperson (Sartre, 2007, p. 20) Thus, indicating that the paper knife is both a physical object that has been produced in a particular way and also serves a specific function (Sartre, 2007, p. 21). As the paper knife has been constructed, it would appear unreasonable to assume that it had been produced without the creator obtaining knowledge of its purpose (Sartre, 2007, p. 21). Therefore, the essence of the paper knife, meaning its properties that allow it to be assembled and defined, precedes its existence because the presence of the paper knife has already been determined before its existence (Sartre, 2007, p. 21). 
Moreover, as Jean-Paul Sartre is an atheist, he furthers this argument by incorporating Nietzsche’s declaration that “God is dead” (Min, 2022, p. 190), by arguing that because God does not exist, there must be a being in whom existence precedes essence (Sartre, 2007, p. 22). For Sartre, this being is a human being because a human being comes before its essence and exists formerly to any defined concepts (Sartre, 2007, p. 22). This is because a human being first exists before materialising into the world, and therefore, can only be defined once they have encountered and lived the physical world (Sartre, 2007, p. 22). For Sartre, a human being only conceives of themselves after being thrown into existence, a theory he adopted from Martin Heidegger’s philosophy (Sartre, 2007, p. 23). Consequently, suggesting that human beings are of no purpose until they have experienced the world (Sartre, 2007, p. 23). At this point, it appears reasonable to outline that Sartre makes an ontological distinction between beings-for-themselves (conscious beings) and beings-in-themselves (unconscious beings) (Asekhauno, 2017, p. 343). Beings-for-themselves are conscious beings or subjects, that are absent from a predetermined essence because it is their responsibility to create a self from nothingness (Asekhauno, 2017, p. 343). In contrast, a being-in-themselves are non-conscious beings or objects (Sartre, 1943, p. xii), that have a concrete essence and exist independently, though lack the ability to change themselves (Asekhauno, 2017, p. 343). For example, a tree is a non-conscious being because it is without the power and ability to create or change its being. On the other hand, a human being is a conscious being and therefore acquires the capability to be able to choose how to act within the world (Stumpf and Fieser, 2003, pp. 466-467).
Equally, Jean-Paul Sartre argues that there is a definite ‘facticity’ within a human beings existence that one cannot change (Cottingham, 2008, p. 312), such as sex, race, genetics, environment and so forth (Howells, 1998). According to Sartre, these factual elements of human beings’ existence place limitations on their freedom because human tasks include making observations of the world, reacting to personal feelings about the world and initiating change and possible intervention (Warnock, 1967, p. 22). However, even though this power of negation places limitations on freedom in general, this does not suggest that human beings are not free agents, and are therefore, not responsible for their actions (Owens, 2015, p. 2). For Sartre, a human being is not only responsible for themselves, but are equally responsible for all human beings (Sartre, 2007, p. 23). This is because every action, choosing to be a certain type of person means affirming the value of what one chooses and who one chooses to be (Sartre, 2007, p. 24). In life, it is always important to choose good and avoid evil because what is good for one is good for all human life, as every decision and choice affects all of humankind (Sartre, 2007, p. 24). Sartre presents the example of marriage and choosing to have children to demonstrate that not only does this commitment have an impact on one’s own life, it also has a major impact on the life of others (Sartre, 2007, p. 24). The reason being, while one’s choice and desire is to be married and have children, this particular action in life not only commits the person itself to the practice of monogamy, but also all of humanity too (Sartre, 2007, p. 24). Accordingly, establishing one’s responsibility not only for themselves but for all human life around them (Sartre, 2007, p. 25).  
However, Sartre’s position involving the belief that human beings are always free to choose has come under substantial criticism because there are many social and physical limitations imposed on every individual’s freedom of choice (Min, 2022, p. 190). As mentioned previously, Jean-Paul Sartre identifies certain factual elements of existence that cannot be changed, for example, sex, race, genetics and environment (Howells, 1998). While freedom of choice is a concept featured all over the world, it is important to acknowledge that the level of freedom people have varies from person to person and from nation to nation (Min, 2022, p. 190). That being said, socially speaking, when referring to a certain sex or race, automatically people are labelled, meaning one’s self-identity and their behaviour may already be established and influenced through society’s stereotypical views and beliefs (Min, 2022, p. 190). Likewise, Sartre’s theory of freedom does not allow for uncontrollable or unexpected circumstances that one may find themselves within, that could potentially affect their existence, such as an accident or illness (Min, 2022, p. 190). Therefore, it appears unreasonable and nonsensical to argue that human beings are granted unlimited freedom (Min, 2022, p. 190).
Additionally, in 1958, Alvin Plantinga, an American philosopher, wrote a book titled An Existentialist’s Ethics, where he highlighted a number of objections to Sartre’s philosophical theory of freedom (Akinbode, 2023, p. 17). Plantinga argued that Sartre’s existentialist theory of absolute freedom is challenging and thought-provoking because of the ideas that human beings have limitless freedom to choose their values and an ability to create a desirable world (Akinbode, 2023, p. 18). For Plantinga, the fact that Sartre argues for no objective morality, moral laws or a God that determines the essence of human beings, this emphasises his theory as being inconsistent with morality (Akinbode, 2023, p. 17). This is because Sartre’s philosophy of freedom is unable to distinguish between what is morally correct and incorrect, and therefore, excludes the likelihood of moral mistakes (Akinbode, 2023). Unfortunately, Jean-Paul Sartre is unsuccessful in providing significant “attention to the rightness or wrongness of human actions” and as an alternative aims to limit human activities with his notion of responsibility and authenticity (Akinbode, 2023, p. 17).
Nevertheless, while Sartre would agree with the idea that there are social and physical limitations that have an impact on one’s freedom of choice, he would still argue that these limitations are unable to propose, with certainty, that a human being is not free. For Sartre, a human being is condemned to be free, meaning they can neither reject nor escape from their freedom, and if they try to do so, they are living in a negative state of falsehood (Sartre, 1943, p. 72). To deny this freedom or pretend that they are not free is to act in ‘Bad Faith’ (Sartre, 1943, p. 70). In existentialism, bad faith is understood as the psychological phenomenon through which human beings act and behave in an inauthentic manner. Thus, by falling short to society’s external pressures to adopt false morals and values and reject their intrinsic value of freedom (Childers and Hentzi, 1995, p. 103). In his book Being and Nothingness, Sartre provides a phenomenological approach to bad faith in an example of a woman who has given her consent to go out with a certain type of man for the very first time (Sartre, 1943, p. 78). The position that the woman takes is an example of dishonesty because, while being aware of the man’s sexual interest within herself and the possible consequences that this may lead to, because of the woman’s mixed feelings and thoughts of uncertainty, she continues to pretend and imagine that this is not the case (Sartre, 1943, p. 78). The way in which the woman achieves this is through restricting her behaviour and simply taking said phrases by their exact meaning (Plessis, 2023, p. 8). However, that being said, the woman continues to behave in a certain way that retains these paradoxical desires (Sartre, 1943, p. 78). For Sartre, the woman refuses to accept the suggested sexual implications and only views the man’s actions as an elevated concern for herself (Plessis, 2023, p. 8). Therefore, demonstrating that the woman is able to appreciate the pleasance and excitement, whilst rejecting the sexual inferences and potential choices it may create (Sartre, 1943, p. 78). According to Sartre, this woman represents being in a state of bad faith (Sartre, 1943, p. 79) and its purpose is to underline how this conception of self-deception or dishonesty concerns inadequate and unsatisfactory representations of how a human being ought to act (Onof, 2023). 
Nonetheless, Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory of bad faith has been heavily criticised because contemporary developments in research studies and academic psychology appear to correspond better with Sigmund Freud’s theory of how hidden motivations an incentives can affect human beings’ behaviour, in comparison to Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory of radical freedom (Plessis, 2023, p. 7). Evidently, there appears to be a tremendous amount of information and evidence in support of Freud’s theory that “thoughts, feelings and motives can be part of unconscious processes” (Plessis, 2023, p. 7). On the contrary, Sartre’s theory of bad faith is constructed on the application that there is a necessity to have conscious access to one’s motives and beliefs at the very time that one appears to deny them (Plessis, 2023, p. 7). Sartre argues that in order to be capable of self-deception, one must consciously hold two contradictory thoughts (Plessis, 2023, p. 7). However, many would argue that this view is incorrect because much of human beings’ motivations and beliefs are able to transpire external to one’s awareness, meaning one is able to hold two incompatible and contradictory beliefs and incentives at the same time (Plessis, 2023, p. 8). 
This essay has evaluated Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory of freedom, while considering potential criticisms presented by American philosopher Alvin Plantinga, in his book An Existentialist’s Ethics. Correspondingly, this paper has assessed the social and physical limitations that have an impact on one’s freedom of choice, as well as providing significant reference to the views and beliefs that Sartre has developed, from Heidegger to Freud’s philosophy. Evidently, Jean-Paul Sartre has sought to demonstrate what he means when he contends that humans are condemned to be free. Nevertheless, while Sartre provides significant consideration to the belief that human beings have unconditional and unlimited freedom and that there is a definite ‘facticity’ within a human beings existence that one cannot change, this argument appears unsuccessful, and in a way, unreasonable. This is because of his inability to respectfully acknowledge and incorporate into his work, that while all humans beings are born free, the level of freedom human beings have varies from person to person and from nation to nation. Unfortunately, it is evident throughout human history that there is inequality within the world, therefore, the same thought process would apply to one’s level of freedom. However, that being said, Jean-Paul Sartre explanation that existence precedes essence is very compelling because it is only through lived experiences of the world that human beings are able to define themselves as beings-for-themselves that have responsibilities and are able to make free decision without hindrance. Unfortunately, much of the information presented in support of Jean-Paul Sartre’s theory can easily be doubted because of its lack of clarity and precision. Therefore, highlighting Sartre’s concept of freedom as lacking in solid foundations.  
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