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What Does Sartre Mean When He Contends That Humans Are Condemned To Be Free?

Freedom is undoubtedly essential to the work of Jean-Paul Sartre and is very central to all of his work across his life. This was particularly pertinent within his lifetime in the context of the war and the occupation of France in the 1940s and so the changing culture of Paris in this time meant that Sartre’s new moral and existential framework could not have come at a better time. His ideas surrounding freedom, personal responsibility, choice and subjective accountability were popular, and remain popular amongst existential philosophers and writers today. 
[bookmark: _Hlk158034566]For Sartre, freedom took on many potential meanings and he is quite vague about what those might be, which left his work up to interpretation and evaluation by both his contemporaries and more modern thinkers (Whitford, 1982, pp. 56-57). In his work, Sartre describes man as “condemned to be free”, an idea which is reused repeatedly throughout his books and the works of secondary scholars (Sartre, 2008, p. 323). He is, I thought shockingly rather clear about what this means in Being and Nothingness as he states that:
“[M]an being condemned to be free carries the weight of the whole world on his shoulders; he is responsible for the world and for himself as a way of being.” (Sartre, 2003 [1943], p. 553).
Here he states the importance of responsibility in the foundations of human freedom, which is, it seems, is the condemnation to inescapable responsibility due to our inability to reject it (Bautista, 2015, pp. 24-25) (Sartre, 2008, p. 553).
Firstly, Sartre writes about his concept of existence preceding essence in human beings. Whilst a ‘Being In Itself has a purpose or essence predetermined, a ‘Being For Itself’ or ‘l’etre pour-soi’ is one with both inward and outward consciousness (Sartre, 2003 [1943], p. 59). Their existence comes before their essence and so they do not have a predetermined consciousness. For Sartre, a human being makes themselves as a result of their choices, we write our own purposes in our lives by our situations. Meanwhile, a ‘Being In Itself’ or ‘l’etre en-soi’ does not have this consciousness – an inkwell serves no purpose other than to be an inkwell; it is not aware of this fact and it was made to complete this purpose (Sartre, 2003 [1943], p. 59). Whereas a human being as a ‘Being For Itself’ was not created for any purpose in Sartre’s view. He uses the example of the café waiter in Being and Nothingness: “the waiter in the café can not be […] a café waiter in the sense that an inkwell is an inkwell”. Sartre describes how the waiter “plays” at being a waiter, so as to “transcend” his freedom in attempt to emphasise his facticity at its expense, and to escape the various alternative choices he could have made (Sartre, 2003 [1943], p. 83). Sartre explains how “the waiter in the café plays with his condition in order to realize it”; he escapes his freedom in playing as the waiter, and therefore the identity as waiter engulfs him, as he attempts to escape his freedom and lives in bad faith (Sartre, 2003 [1943], p. 59). He attempts to fix himself in his waiter-ness, but as a ‘Being For Itself’ he can only be fixed in the perception of another (Sartre, 2003 [1943], p. 63). This is all part of consciousness for Sartre, our choices create our lives and our purposes. As a result of this lack of purpose, we must conclude that there is no God. We were not created for a reason or a purpose; we have no predetermined essence. This creates a feeling of responsibility, a sense of abandonment as Sartre’s philosophy is Godless in that we must have total freedom in our choices, even when our actions lead to negative consequences (Bautista, 2015, p. 24). 

A human, therefore, creates themselves by constantly propelling themselves into the future through the decisions they make and by the act of choosing, they assign value to the chosen (Bautista, 2015, p. 23). Ryan Oliver D. Bautista concludes in his paper ‘Jean-Paul Sartre’s Vision of Man’s Condemnation to Responsible Freedom’ that “man is not a finished and determined product but a free and dynamic process” for which nothingness is a necessity as man needs to be free to write his own life and “to be faithful to the call to be authentically existing” (Bautista, 2015, pp. 21-22). This means that resistance and obstacles only have meaning and value through the choices we make surrounding them (Bautista, 2015, p. 23). 
As a result, we need to create our own purpose through our choices within our individual situations which in turn makes us responsible for all of our choices and actions in the world. Bautista explains that our freedom as ‘Beings For’ ourselves, is somewhat limited by our facticity which is the term Sartre use to refer to our “concrete situation” or the factors which limit our individual freedom which we cannot change such as the place and time we were born, our environment and the inevitability of mortality (Bautista, 2015, p. 23). Bautista explains that for Sartre, facticity is not external or observed, as an “inward, existential awareness” which we must accept (Bautista, 2015, p. 23). Sartre does recognise this but also argues that our choices set up our next situations and therefore our next limitations (Bautista, 2015, p. 23). This is referred to as “transcendence” in Being and Nothingness as we transcend our facticity by making choices which affect our future situations (Sartre, 2003 [1943], pp. 554-555) (Bautista, 2015, p. 23).
This freedom to which we are “condemned” and the responsibility we carry as ‘Beings For’ ourselves leads to anguish and anxiety, as Sartre suggests that humans feel a sense of abandonment because there is no universal moral guide, or God to help us make moral choices (Sartre, 1948 [1946], p. 31). He writes in Existentialism and Humanism that we are not “provided with any values or commands that could legitimise our behaviour” as in his view God does not exist (Sartre, 1948 [1946], p. 34). Our free moral choices are universalised – by making a moral choice, we take responsibility for those who make the same choice as us: “I am thus responsible for myself and for all men” (Sartre, 1948 [1946], p. 30). As a result, we attempt to deceive ourselves into believing that we are not free, that we cannot make choices ourselves, as though our ability to make choices is actually affected by our nature, body or other’s expectations (Sartre, 1948 [1946], pp. 30-34). We may make excuses to relieve ourselves of this guilt and despair for our situations. For Sartre, this is an example of a person who lives in Bad Faith and instead, authenticity requires us to make choices in full conscious knowledge of ourselves and our commitment and responsibility to the world (Sartre, 2003 [1943], p. 57).
One objection to Sartre's view regarding freedom is that he underplays the role of facticity in our lives. We are rather unfairly thrown into the world as we know it, wherever we are born and whatever time we find ourselves in is something we have no control over, as I have previously noted. This is, Sartre seems to suggest, one of the only aspects of the world which we have no control over. We are free in almost every respect, except to reject our own freedom (Sartre, 1948 [1946]). This is one of the largest issues with Sartre’s freedom as although he recognises this paradox, he doesn’t seem to think it a problem. He argues that we create our own situations to an extent, due to the choices we have made in the past. Therefore, facticity cannot dictate every situation we find ourselves in and we must have chosen at least in part to be wherever we are (Whitford, 1982, p. 72) (Bautista, 2015, p. 23). According to Whitford, Merleau-Ponty would suggest that history is a string of actions and choices, each leading to the next situation (Whitford, 1982, p. 76). For example, I chose to get a job and therefore that choice is creating my current situation in choosing whether or not to call in sick to said job. Further, he suggests that those who accept this freedom and feel all of the responsibility and anxiety that comes with it are those who live authentically (Sartre, 1948 [1946]). He does not explicitly create a morality around this idea of authenticity but given the context of his own life and how he conducted himself, we can assume that he wanted people to live authentically and as freely as they could, as he referred to the inauthentic life as Bad Faith (Human All Too Human: Jean-Paul Sartre, 1999). 
In our condemnation to freedom, it seems that responsibility and our inability to shirk it is the central meaning. Sartre says it himself in both Being and Nothingness and Existentialism and Humanism as well as many secondary scholars coming to this conclusion. Man’s responsibility for his own actions, choices and situations as well as those of others leaves us “haunted by value” as Bautista suggests (Bautista, 2015, p. 23). This guilt, anguish, despair and sense of abandonment is central to the human condition as properly free ‘Beings For’ ourselves. However, Merleau-Ponty disagrees as he sees responsibility as just one aspect of freedom which alone “tend vers la violence” that is, ‘tends toward violence’ (Whitford, 1982, p. 61). In this respect, he suggests that Sartre’s theory of freedom is incomplete in Being and Nothingness as he deals only with the freedom of man, not with the world in which it is exercised (Whitford, 1982, pp. 60-61). Merleau-Ponty argues that the world restricts our freedom in our actions which “mitigates our responsibility” (Whitford, 1982, pp. 61-62). Sartre focuses on the freedom of the individual, whilst Merleau-Ponty focuses on our freedom to “structure our experience” in the world, rather than the effect it has on us (Whitford, 1982, p. 62). Merleau-Ponty’s ideas of responsibility in Sartre’s work are laid out to some extent in his book Adventures of The Dialectic, where he writes that “when Sartre says we are condemned to be free, this is a way of saying that we are not innocent, that we are responsible for ourselves and our lives” (Whitford, 1982, p. 61) This clearly states the importance of the notion of responsibility in our condemnation to freedom as we are entirely responsible for our own lives and ourselves as beings capable of conscious thought but beings who cannot reject this responsibility. 
 Whitford states that this notion that we are not free to reject our own freedom is not actually a contradiction at all, and many scholars read it as such “because of the confusion Sartre creates by being insufficiently careful in his use of the term freedom” (Whitford, 1982, p. 57). She argues that Sartre uses the word freedom in two different ways, and that Sartre recognises that we cannot have total freedom as a result of facticity (Whitford, 1982, p. 58). These two ways are: ontological freedom – that our consciousness is capable of making choices, and we are ‘Beings For’ ourselves and secondly, freedom in a situation - that situations provide conditions for our freedom, free to choose between options offered by a situation but not to change the situation (Whitford, 1982, pp. 56-57). This inability to reject our freedom (in a situation) is, therefore, not a restriction to our ontological freedom, just a specific set of conditions which alter our wish to interact with that situation (Whitford, 1982, p. 57). Sartre did admit that although he believed in ontological freedom, absolute actual freedom was not possible due to facticity (Whitford, 1982, p. 72). Bautista suggests that Sartre argues these consequences are still our responsibility as a situation is “a confrontation between a person’s consciousness and external facts” meaning that “not to choose is in fact to choose not to choose” (Bautista, 2015, pp. 23-24).
For example, I could choose not to hand this essay in and it would be to no one’s detriment but my own. Therefore, I will hand this in due to my own wish to create my next situation in which I might receive a good mark, be allowed to continue my studies, and ultimately achieve my aim of getting a degree. My choice in this situation is that I could hand something in, or I could not hand something in. Those are all of my options, there is no secret third option in which I can choose to do both or neither (“not to choose is in fact to choose not to choose” (Bautista, 2015, p. 24)). Therefore, the situation does not limit my freedom, but provides me with options within a situation, one of which I must choose (Whitford, 1982, pp. 59-60). I chose to come to university and that choice dictates my current situation in which I must write an essay, thus my previous choices lead directly to my current choices.
Further, Whitford seems to suggest that it is our consciousness, our ‘Being For’ ourselves which holds our freedom – the power to choose and to assign value as we make our choices that “frees [us] from the chain of causal determinism and allows [us] to choose [our] ends” (Whitford, 1982, p. 58). She thus places great importance on ontological freedom to give us freedom in situations as she argues that Sartre conceded that freedom in all situations was not possible, despite our being responsible for them even if we did not make the choices which directly led to such situations (Whitford, 1982, pp. 58-60). She did note that he changed his opinions on freedom in situations over time, especially as he became politically aligned with communism and Marxism, but overall suggested that his insistence on freedom is flawed and leads to responsibility and our inability to cast off its shackles (Whitford, 1982, pp. 75-77).
In conclusion, it is responsibility which we cannot reject, and this is what Sartre means when he writes that we are “condemned to be free” (Sartre, 1948 [1946], p. 24). In his transcribed lecture Existentialism and Humanism, Sartre writes:
 “We are left alone, without excuse. That is what I mean when I say that man is condemned to be free” (Sartre, 1948 [1946], p. 34). 
This shows that Sartre himself believed that what he meant by “man is condemned to be free” was that we are entirely responsible and unable to reject this responsibility. In Being and Nothingness, he reiterates this idea which I mentioned early in this essay: 
“[M]an being condemned to be free carries the weight of the whole world on his shoulders; he is responsible for the world and for himself as a way of being.” (Sartre, 2003 [1943], p. 553).
Therefore, it is the condemnation to inescapable responsibility due to our inability to reject freedom which Sartre means by his contention that “man is condemned to be free” (Sartre, 1948 [1946], p. 34).
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