What does Sartre mean when he contends that humans are condemned to be free?
Jean-Paul Satre was a French philosopher, active in the 20th century, he was an atheistic existentialist (atheist meaning lack of belief in god and existentialist meaning someone who believes they have freedom in this world and that the world has no inherent meaning). The claim that I will be discussing comes from Being and Nothingness as well as Existentialism is a Humanism, that we are ‘condemned to be free’. The basic argument here is that we have no predetermined essence, that we are radically free to make choices, and that this freedom is not only unavoidable but also burdensome. This essay’s thesis is that Satre means that we are free to make choices on both our actions and reactions, and from this freedom comes anxiety, stress and an inclination to self-deception. I will first be going through his existentialist framework, then moving to his meaning of ‘freedom’. From this I will then move onto why we are ‘condemned’, after this I will go onto discuss bad faith and its implications, then finishing with a brief critical evaluation.
To understand what Satre means by ‘condemned to be free’ I will first discuss the background and framework that Satre uses to make such a claim. The first part that we will look at is the idea that, for humans’ existence comes before essence; we are what he calls pour-soi. Whereas other beings, such as a knife or a tree, are en-soi with their essence preceding their existence (Satre, 1956, p. 35). What does he mean by this? For him, our life is shaped by our choices and experiences, we don’t have an ‘essence’ or fundamental nature until after we have existed and made the choices offered to us. This is in contrast to a knife, for example, whose essence has been already given by either the maker or its DNA (in the case of living objects). This means that we create our own meanings and essence resulting in a being that is separate from most others. The next part of Satre’s framework is his rejection of a god. He described himself as a ‘material’ atheist, this meant that he rejected god but was aware of it and felt the missing presence “for Sartre, God’s absence is to be felt everywhere. God is missing” (Gellman, 2009, p. 127). His refusal of god, and the missing presence that he identified being left behind, helps to form the previous framework of en-soi and pour-soi. For humans to be considered pour-soi we require that their essence is not pre-determined and that we would have to control it in some form. If a god were to exist, it would result in humans having a pre-existing essence from god, who would be the creator. The next framework is on how humans exist within the world. Satre takes Heidegger’s idea of thrownness (Being and Time, 1962) and applies it to his conception of humanity. Thrownness is a concept that describes how humans come about and interact with the world. We are ‘thrown’ into the world, we don’t choose where, when, how we are born nor do we choose the society that surrounds and shapes us. We are required, as before, to make our own meaning in the world, despite the restraints placed on to us.
Now let’s discuss freedom and what Satre means when he uses it. Freedom for Satre is our ability to choose our values, actions, essence, etc. He also goes further to say that we have absolute freedom, or as he calls it, radical freedom. This means that we have no restraints on our freedom, it is entwined with our humanity (Satre, 1946, p. 5). What this results in, is not only complete freedom but also a lack of objective morality. Once we’ve removed God from the picture, giving us our freedom, the backing for many moral claims (that rely on god) now become unsure, not necessarily resulting in their complete destruction but a reworking of sorts (1946, p. 5). Another interesting point Satre discusses about freedom is his answer for the question of constrained choices. For example: Person A is in prison, do they have unrestricted choice in what to do? One might argue that as this person is restricted in their choice, they can’t choose to leave, they can’t choose what to eat, etc. However, his response is that, even in this situation or a more extreme one like torture, we still have the capacity and freedom to choose how we respond to the circumstance. So, in the prison scenario, whilst we may not have the ability to physically change our situation through action, we can still decide how to act and respond, we could refuse food, act violently or peacefully, want to learn and repent or not; we are still free to make some choices (Akinbode, 2023). This relates to his belief on determinism. He rejects (for the most part) determinism relating to humans and our essence. He argues that whilst things such as biology, social status, emotions, may affect our choices and life, they do not determine us, nor truly restrict our choices. This all relates to his difference between freedom to obtain and freedom to choose (Landau, 2012). Because of the thrownness that Satre uses, there are limiting factors to us, even including the ones just mentioned. For example, our social status could prevent me from getting a gold-plated private jet, this is my freedom to obtain being restricted, but we can still choose how we think about it, if we want it, and the project to get us to the point where it’s possible. 
“True, one does not have absolute freedom to reach the mountain top. But one does have absolute freedom to choose the project that would render the mountain something to climb” (2012, p. 464)
This all links into the next part of this essay which discusses the second part of Satre’s claim, that we are ‘condemned’ to be free. 
I have already shown that under Satre’s interpretation, we have no choice but to be free, so why does he also say that we are condemned, rather than a more positivistic outlook? This freedom that we have, to decide how we act, react, view things, rather than being a gift Satre shows it as a burden instead. The first reason for this is our responsibility for our actions, character and humanity in general (he seemingly follows a form of ethics similar to that of Kant, in which one’s actions reflect that of how they want and believe society to act (Satre, 1946, p. 12)). Our responsibility for these things may seem overwhelming or even scary. If we weren’t responsible for our actions and character then we might be less worried about how our actions occur, how they come across to others. If there were a god, for example, there would be an absolute moral authority that we could follow and not question whether this action is right or wrong. Furthermore, we could push all responsibility for our actions (good or bad) onto that god, taking a large amount of weight off of our shoulders. Satre calls this abandonment, he quotes Dostoevsky saying “If God did not exist, everything would be permitted” (Satre, 1946, p. 5), he agrees with this, saying it’s the basis of existentialist thought. He also mentions (relating to the previous point) that without god we lose any excuses external to us for our actions (1946, p. 5). This links to his idea of anguish (or anxiety), our awareness of our responsibility as well as our lack of guidance from a higher being causes us ‘anguish’.
“When a man commits himself to anything, fully realising that he is not only choosing what he will be, but is thereby at the same time a legislator deciding for the whole of mankind” (1946, p. 4)
This pressure from the knowledge of our actions affecting not only ourselves but also the rest of humanity (Satre insists we must consider what it what be if everyone took the same actions as you (1946, p. 4)) again causes us anguish. The pressure of this knowledge and responsibility is enough to cause someone to mentally breakdown. 
Furthermore, this also can cause issues for moral dilemmas; Satre introduces a case in his lecture Existentialism is a Humanism of one of his previous students coming to him for advice. The advice that the student is looking for is regarding his choice on whether to stay with his ill mother in Nazi France or go to England to join the Free French forces; If he stays, he won’t be able to avenge his brother (who had been killed by the Nazis) nor help the resistance that he strongly supported; on the other hand if he goes, his mother might die (he’s the last person looking after her) or fall into despair at the loss of all of her family (1946, pp. 5-7). Without objective or clear moral rules, the choice is not an easy one to make. This, again, causes us anguish. Satre’s response to his student and advice to us is to invent our response, do what we feel is the correct action or attitude for us. So, from the anguish, abandonment and despair that we get from our freedom, he can make the claim that this freedom is a burden that we are ‘condemned’ to have rather than a gift.
Next, I will discuss the way in which Satre describes how we as humans, fruitlessly, try to avoid this idea of freedom and out condemnation of it, what he calls bad faith. Bad Faith is the denial of our freedom, in order to avoid our responsibility. Satre makes a distinction between normal lying and lying to oneself, which is bad faith (1956, p. 87). As humans, we often lie to ourselves in many ways, but for bad faith we are specifically lying to ourselves regarding our freedom. An example of this would be someone who has been kidnapped and ‘forced’ to commit a crime for the kidnappers. One might argue that in this situation the person had ‘no choice’, they may have been held at gunpoint or threatened with suffering/death, but for Satre this is not enough, they still have the option to not comply, to say that ‘I had no choice’ is in bad faith. Furthermore, this extends to everyday life 
“bad faith does not come from outside to human reality… one is not infected with it; it is not a state. But consciousness affects itself with bad faith” (Satre, 1956, p. 89)
We all have some form of bad faith inherent in us, not to say that we can’t escape it. Rather, it is present within us, we are both the liar and the lied to. Satre brings the example of a women who is being flirted with, and is unsure of how she feels or would like to react, eventually the suitor takes her hand, ensuring that she would make a decision, but she leaves her hand their unknowingly, still conflicted; in this she is portraying bad faith, she is lying to herself (unconsciously) that this body she is occupying is separate from her mind and body, she keeps this up by separating the meaning of her actions from her actions (holding the hand still) (1956, pp. 96-98). We often live in bad faith, but this can cause further harm to us, by denying our freedom and claiming no responsibility, we ignore the truth that freedom cannot be gotten rid of, and if we do then we cannot live an authentic life.
In this section, I will be briefly discussing the strengths and weaknesses of Satre’s claim that ‘humans are condemned to be free’. The first strength is that it accurately captures how humans experience choice and the anxiety that comes with it; when making a decision, one might usually refer back to their self and their lived experience in choosing an option, the personal responsibility of the consequences that we feel from these action (imagined or real) affect our being and happiness, possibly causing stress or anxiety. Another strength is that Satre allows for the importance of morality without god or religion; Satre reflects how we should act, if we act authentically and act as if we were responsible for not only ourselves, but also society as a whole, then morality can still exist, even if not objective. However, some may still have issue with this, how can we judge choices accurately with no objective morality? How can we ensure that others also act authentically? Another issue with Satre’s work is the constraints inherent in existence and being human: social, psychological, economic, etc. These are real world constraints that affect everyone, some people may not have the ability to react in certain ways, even if they could choose to. Satre might respond that these restraints are real, however they never fully determine us or our actions, they only affect it.
What does Satre mean when he contends that humans are condemned to be free? This essay has come to the conclusion that Satre meant that we are unable to escape the freedom that comes with existence as humans. The meaning of freedom is that we have a radical freedom, a freedom with no restraints whatsoever, however this does still take into account the issue of thrownness and some constraints that are unavoidable such as social and economic limitations. When he says condemned he means; firstly, that humans have no choice in this matter, we are born with the freedom, we get no choice, if we try to deny it we risk falling into a bad faith existence, that is inauthentic; secondly, he shows how this unavoidable freedom and the abandonment by god causes us anguish and despair, the knowledge of our ultimate responsibility can be a heavy burden, sometimes pushing us into bad faith once again.
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