
What does Sartre mean when he contends that humans are condemned to be free?.


“man is condemned to be free. Condemned, because he did not create himself, in other respect is free; because, once thrown into the world, he is responsible for everything he does. The Existentialist does not believe in the power of passion. He will never agree that a sweeping passion is a ravaging torrent which fatally leads a man to certain acts and is therefore an excuse. He thinks that man is responsible for his passion.” (Sartre,1984,p.186).


In this essay I shall be taking a deeper look into what my understanding is, when Sartre stated that we are “condemned to be free ( Sartre,1984,p.186), “ a deliberate oxymoron bringing out what he believes to be a great height of responsibility accompanying human freedom”(Warburton,1996,p.5) and to critically access his theory. How are we condemned and what is freedom. We are the one responsible for our destiny, thus our life is what we make of it. It is worth noting that Sartre’s early view on freedom has been of concern to many scholars, including Gabriel Marcel, Merleau-Ponty and Albert Camus (Santoni,2008,p.785). 
“In 1945 Sartre proclaimed that existentialism was humanism - a brave , new Godless world” (Kirkpatrick,2017,p.2).We know that Sartre was an atheist, which could be because of the awful atrocities that he witnessed for himself, whilst serving with the French army during World War Two. This experience lead him to dismiss the existence of a God completely. Sartre did however previously describe in Being and Nothingness, that he had had a “mystic crisis” in his teens ( Kirkpatrick,2017,p.3). Sartre however refers to a view of an absence of God as opposed to a view of God’s non existence(Kirkpatrick,2017,p.3). Again later in Being and Nothingness Sartre would also go on to "refer to God as an ‘old flame’ and to atheism as a ‘cruel, long term business’  (Kirkpatrick,2017,p.3).  Of course there are many who wholly believe in God, which then gives some people an excuse for the actions they may take, but in turn this would also take away their freedom. People would have had to decide in the first instance if they were going to follow God and his “rules and ways’, but this in turn would still make them responsible for this initial decision, to follow God. Sartre says that surly it is far better to be “ condemned to be free”, than to “condemned to be Gods puppet”. ( Sartre,1984,p.186). Sartre also echoed the view of Nietzsche’s  that “God is dead”. This of course did not mean that Nietzsche ever believed that there was a living God, but more that, at that time, in the late nineteenth century God was no longer justifiable belief. To have faith in God , Sartre felt was a way that human beings, avoided responsibility and freedom. “Faith in God is bad faith”(Kirkpatrick, 2017,p.4).


For Sartre along with other existentialist we know that freedom is very much a central concept. We see Sartre state and argue that humans have “ radical freedom”. The American philosopher,  Skinner in his book Beyond Freedom, stated that “Freedom is simply an illusion” and “if we were free we would not be subject to the laws of science nor would our actions be determined by these laws”(Hartenberg,1972,p.353 ).Skinner goes on to argue “that our traditional concepts of freedom and dignity must be sharply revised”(Hartenberg,1972,p.353). Most existentialists emphasise the importance of freedom ,as a prerequisite for living and Sartre himself fully appreciated this importance, if a human was to lead an authentic life. This radical freedom allows us to make choices, which in turn will go on to shape our own existence. Therefore there is no use in us using the phrases “ I can’t “ or “ I must”, if ,as Sartre says we and us alone are totally responsible for our actions. I therefore understand from this, that Sartre means that we are not determined by a pre-defined essence and or indeed by any external factors. He is using the main Existentialist view of “existence preceded essence” and that there is no pre-existing concept of man. Therefore if existence actually does come before essence, then there will be no determinism and therefore man is really free. Of course this theory of “existence before essence”, is only applicable, if the individual does not believe in God ( again this fits in with the fact that existentialist do not believe in God), if however one does believe in God, then they would believe that God created humans and their essence would have been determined along with everything else in the whole of the universe, perhaps God just wants us to believe that we are free, therefore we make choices solely based on our experiences and interpretations. We find though that when we are forced to face a responsibility, then religion is an answer that we often turn to and perhaps an answer that we can portion some blame to.
Sartre believes that from the moment we enter the world , we are and must be completely responsible for all our actions. Can we really say that a newborn child has complete responsibility, I feel that we are not able to say this. A newborn child, in a way,I feel , is less able to make a choice, than say some animals are. If we refer to the Utilitarian Philosopher Peter Singer, he stated that “There are humans who quite clearly are below the level of awareness, self consciousness, intelligence, and sentience, of many non-humans. I am thinking of humans with severe and irreparable brain damage, and also human infants”,( Singer,1977,p.160). This I agree with, so would argue against Sartre’s theory that from being born into the world, we and only us are completely responsible for our actions. A newborn needs complete care , so therefore someone or others are making those decisions and choices.The choices and decisions continues until the child is able to communicate and further. Sartre did acknowledge that we had no choice who are parents were when we were born and the fact that we will one day die,” but Sartre believes that we are totally responsible for the emotions we choose and how we feel and to deny this would in his option be bad faith (Warburton,1996,p.5). Sartre continues in Being and Nothingness and says “not only am I responsible for everything that I am , but also when choosing any particular action I not only commit myself to it but am choosing as a legislator deciding the whole of mankind” ( Sartre,1969,p.30). Therefore any choice that he was to make was then committing the whole of mankind to that choice. When we look at Immanuel Kant’s concept of universalisability, in which he thought that if something was morally correct for one, then it was morally correct for all, we can see a connection with Sartre’s views and beliefs.Also, ultimately many of us will often think of others when we look to make choices for ourself, we consider the effect our actions will have on others around us and further afield.



Sartre does however go on to state, that the freedom we have also comes with a burden. Sartre refers to this burden as “condemnation”, meaning that we are totally responsible for our own actions which create our own meanings and values. This burden can weigh heavy on us and cause us to be anxious, not only taking responsibility, but also any consequences that will come from our decisions and actions. Therefore we are “condemned” to make our own essence through the choices we make. These choices act a challenge to ourselves and how we understand our existence and what future choices we go onto make. Sartre says that when we turn to others for help and advice, we are making a decision for ourself, due to the fact that we would already know what advice they would give and therefore that is why we have chosen that particular being. This is I feel has many correct elements in it, we often know the manner of advice certain friends would give. The responsibility of asking for help and advice is a difficult one, the responsibility of self determination is difficult to accept , as many of us will look to blame others in some part , if not fully for a certain situation or event occurring. We are forced to investigate ourselves and only make choices that are from our “life” experiences and interpretations. Sartre goes on to “define the act of blame and non- responsibility as bad faith or self deception, and is just betrayal of one’s self”. ( Sartre,1984,p.187). Sartre claims that we as individuals always have a choice, but if we choice not to make a choice, then are we still responsible , for what is, our lack of choice. “ Thus we are condemned to be free insofar as no matter what actions we choose to perform or not perform, we are free to do so”(Kleist, 2013,p.342).
Sartre states that even a  “slave in chains is as free as his master”(Sartre, 1984,p.703). How can this be true, the name slave itself, shows that they are owned by another individual and are not free in the very basic term. Yet when we look further in Being and Nothingness,Sartre says that “ there is no privileged situation….in which the given would crush beneath its weight the freedom which constitutes it is such —and that conversely there is no situation in which for-itself would be more free  than in others”(Kleist,2013,p.343).  So even though Sartre is acknowledging that facticity puts pressures on an individual , he feels that that pressure is never too much that it could or would take away the possibility that someone can transcend to a given situation. Sartre believes that the slave can therefore be as free as the master, “insofar as the slave (like the master)is able to put forth many meanings on his situation(Kleist,2013,p.343). I would still question Sartre’s understanding of “Freedom”, compared to many of us. Sartre says that “ Freedom is the human being putting his past out of play by secreting his own nothingness, and I am not determined by my past free choices, actions, characteristics, psychological sates, habits and so on” (Santoni,2008,p.787), however does our past not define us in many areas and ways of how we live our lives.








We are the one responsible for our destiny, thus our life is what we make of it, but who are we to be able to decide what is immoral or moral. To be conscious of something is to relate to it in the real world rather to some representation in your head.
Sartre says that we never asked for this life or this freedom, but we are still held accountable for our choices and these choices end up shaping what we become in life. We are however not free in the choice of actually having choices. Our lives do not come with a pre planned script or user manual.We may not have a  predetermined character which makes us be who we are, who you are comes from what we do, but I do feel that genetics play a major part of who we are and to some extend who we are destined to be. The argument of genetics and their importance in humanity, is I feel an extremely valid one. Genetics not only determine all our physical aspects of us , but also our behavioural aspects. So are we actually “free to choose”, I feel that there are aspects of our lives that are pre determined for us, we do not choose our eye, skin or true hair colour and in turn these aspects take away some of our responsibilities , as these actions are already determined for us even before we enter the world.
Traditionally we all understand freedom as “good, great, wonderful”, but Sartre is describing freedom instead as a burden.Do we need alternatively to understand that Sartre is in fact seeing this freedom, as instead a curse, a negative as opposed to a positive. We are forced to make decisions and some decisions can cause excess anguish and despair, but perhaps the “freedom”, is that we are able to have some, but not all the input to how we live our lives and the behaviour that we show to others.We can not blame others for our actions and what we become. We all have a choices of some degree, with some of us able to make more choices for ourselves than others. Ultimately the choices we have available to ourselves very much depend on the world we are born into and the surroundings that we find ourselves in. We should strive and encourage all to always reach our highest possible achievements.
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