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


Sartre was a 20th-century French philosopher who developed his theories during World War 2, a time that he reportedly said made him feel more free than ever (The Road to Freedom, 1999). He wrote several major works including Being and Nothingness, and Nausea. He was sickly much of his life and considered himself to be quite ugly. 
 
There are many debates surrounding freedom, about the limits of it, if it exists, and how we should live given the freedom we have. Existentialism is a large part of that debate, concerning itself with whether we have freedom, the meaning of our existence and the human condition (Aho, 2023).Sartre’s position is one of absolute freedom. He contends that we are so entirely and completely free, that there is no situation in which you can be considered to not be free, even under torture. There are many problems that come with having such an extreme view of freedom, many people have opposed Sartre, claiming various degrees of limitations on his absolute idea of freedom. Some argue for complete determinism, which is the idea that everything is already set in motion and that there is no free choice, and others argue that there are at least some limitations on a person’s freedom.

Sartre makes an argument for a freedom that is absolute in terms of how we must choose to respond and act within the facts of the world. Humans are condemned to be free because they are faced with unlimited freedom and the responsibility that comes with that. Humans must make choices and live with the consequences. The facticity within which a being-for-itself exists means that humans must take responsibility for their own responses and actions based on where and how they find themselves within the world. 

In this essay we explore how Sartre comes to his conclusion that we are condemned to be free, how he decides that we are free, and why we are not happy about that. Following that we explore whether there are any problems with Sartre’s depictions of freedom, looking at the arguments presented for limitations on the absolute freedom Sartre suggests.

Sartre’s existentialist philosophy is difficult to explain and comes in two halves. The first part is how our freedom work and why he thinks we are so free. The second is where he gets the idea that our freedom is something we are condemned to, why it is so bad. There are many important aspects that make up the theory, which makes it difficult to explain. One of the base ideas in Sartre’s theory is the distinction between being-in-itself and being-for-itself. A being-in-itself is something without consciousness, it cannot be anything other than what it is. Something that is a being-for-itself however is self-aware, can change. Humans are described as being-for-itself, they have no essence, unlike a being-in-itself which has a predetermined essence (Sartre, 1956, p. 94) (Mishra, 2021, p. 54). Sartre spoke of how human existence precedes its essence, that humans are born with a lack of essence. Essence to Sartre is similar to purpose, a candle’s essence is to burn and be a source of light, their essence gives them a purpose and a fullness to their being. The essence of a being-in-itself precedes its existence, whereas humans do not have that fulfilment, rather we are always searching for an essence to fill the nothingness within. Humans, as being-for-itself, are forced to find our own meaning, the search for which is part of the angst that our lives come with (Mishra, 2021, p. 54). Due to the lack of essence, we are completely free to do anything, Sartre describes our freedom as being absolute.
There are, however, some limitations to the unlimited freedom Sartre proposes. One such limitation comes from the facticity. Facticity is the facts of our existence that we are not able to choose such as race and ethnicity, the period in time that we are born in, the place we are born, etc (Wang, 2009, p. 25). These things are completely outside of our control, however almost everything else is up to our own choices. You do not have to give this essay a low mark, you are free to choose to give it a high score as much as you are free to give it 20/100. 
The second major limitation to our freedom comes from other people. When observed by another person, or feel like you are being perceived, then you become objectified by the other person, become constrained by societal expectations (Sartre, 1956, p. 222). This objectification interferes with our freedom and our ability to live authentically. Living authentically is when you live with full understanding of the freedom you have in a situation, taking full understanding and responsibility of the choices that are available (Weberman, 2011, p. 886). When a person observes you, you are forced into a simplified state of being, just as you see others as far simpler concepts than that which they are. For example, if you were to see me reading Being and Nothingness in the library then I would become objectified as a reader, and at the same time it is likely for me to be objectifying you as a passerby (Hyslop, 2000, p. 48). This objectification inhibits our freedom, it fixes us into a state of being, into a certain identity, for the time that we are being observed (Reynolds and Renaudie, 2022). 
The third limitation to our freedom is that we are free in every way except to not be free. We have no choice except to be free. This paradox of freedom leads us onto the second half of Sartre’s theory, as our inability to not be free becomes a bit condemning when it is not a choice, and it becomes a terrible burden when there are other negatives of having near unlimited freedom as we will discuss.

The main reason Sartre believes our freedom to be so bad is because of the burden of responsibility that comes with it (Sartre, 1956, p. 464). Every choice comes with the responsibility of the consequences, with great freedom comes great responsibility, and Sartre deemed us to have absolute freedom (Mishra, 2021, p. 54). This responsibility for our freedom is a great burden that creates anguish as the amount we are responsible for becomes too great to bear, and as we previously covered, there is no choice but to be free and therefore face this crushing responsibility.
To escape the burden of responsibility we often live in what Sartre calls bad faith (Sartre, 1956, p. 43). Living in bad faith is the opposite of living authentically. It is where we deny our freedom and attempt to become a certain role rather than simply playing at it, the famous example from Being and Nothingness is that of a waiter (Sartre, 1956, p. 59). The waiter has made themselves into a waiter, rather than a person that has the job of a waiter, they are attempting to take on the essence of a waiter (Phillips, 1981, p. 24). A being-for-itself does not have an essence, a person is not a waiter the same way an umbrella is an umbrella, yet by living in bad faith this is exactly what a person is trying to do. Our desire to escape our freedom and the responsibilities of it, coupled with our inability to truly do so, is what leads Sartre to the conclusion that our freedom is condemning.

There are two large ways that Sartre could be wrong in his theory: that we are not free, or that our freedom is not a bad thing. Since Sartre’s theory denotes that we are free and we are unhappy about it, either of these things not being true would undermine his conclusion.
Sartre claims that a human’s freedom, as a being-for-itself, is near unlimited. As we previously covered, there are some things that are completely out of our control and we are not free to choose, mostly surrounding the facticity surrounding the circumstances of birth. However, it does not feel as if we have the extent if freedom that Sartre argues we have. For example, if you were to extensively torture me for information, Sartre would say that it is entirely my freedom to give up the information you want, which goes against most peoples’ intuition for such a situation. Sartre argues against intuition, saying that “man cannot be sometimes slave and sometimes free; he is wholly and forever free or he is not free at all” (Sartre, 1956, p. 441). There is an understanding in Sartre’s work that sometimes our options are limited, or the facticity of life prevent things, but ultimately even when trapped or under torture you still have your own mind and so can choose how to react, how to feel. This works to explain our ability to continue to have freedom, even when in situations where you physically are not, but only in situations when the factor limiting our freedom is external.
If I am tired, having been up late working on this essay, then I may choose to drink coffee to wake me up. Consuming the caffeine is entirely by my choosing, however I do not choose how the caffeine affects me, the internal chemical reactions are completely outside of my control and choosing. There are many internal reactions that can deeply affects us that we cannot control or choose, for example nearly any hormone imbalance will have massive effects on a person’s behaviour and mood. This leads to there being a large amount of things that are not our choice: most emotions are at least partially controlled by hormones or ingested chemicals such as caffeine or ethanol. 
If we take this further, then our lack of choice in our internal chemistry can lead to a lack of choice on a much larger scale. Our emotions being subject to chemical reactions means that they are subject to the physics that controls the base forces in the universe. Most scientists believe in the idea of cause and effect, meaning that if you roll a ball into another ball then the second ball will move, the first ball being the cause of the second ball moving, one thing can cause another to happen. Of you arranged the balls and took the same shot again, then the balls would move the same way every time you make the shot, provided all the acting forces are the same. This means that if you were to ingest a lot of ethanol, it would cause chemical reactions that would lead to certain emotions and actions. The ability to say that the action of consuming ethanol caused a certain outcome means that you did not choose the actions you took and so were not free. Everything we do is controlled on some level by physics, the whole universe is. If the big bang happened again, in exactly the same way, then surely everything that followed would also occur in the same way, just as taking the same shot at a ball will always lead to the same movement. This would mean that everything is predetermined, meaning no one has a choice in anything since your actions were set in motion by a string of cause and effect starting at the beginning of everything. 




The determined nature of physics provides an issue for Sartre’s idea of us having freewill and choice. If everything is determined, then we have no freedom. However, there is a natural inclination towards the idea of us having freewill, we do generally function under the idea that we are free, it is difficult to imagine much in the world changing simply as a result of everything being predetermined. On top this, there have been many studies that prove there is a link between depression and determinism. People who believe everything is predetermined are often more depressed than someone who believes they have freewill and an ability to choose their own fate (Fu et al., 2021). Sartre’s idea of absolute freedom is psychologically going to make you happier to believe in than a deterministic theory, despite Sartre’s insistence that our freedom is too much, and we are condemned to it. Ultimately, we cannot do anything about whether we do or do not have freedom, but we do have at least an illusion of it, and no matter how condemning it can seem, it leads to a happier life to follow theories like Sartre’s that claim we have freedom in all capacities.
In conclusion, Sartre’s theory claims that we have absolute freedom because of a lack of predetermined essence, the lack of essence meaning we are free to do anything. There are very few limits on our freedom, according to Sartre, the facticity surrounding birth, and some perceived social restrictions being the only things truly restricting us. There are objections towards the idea of such complete freedom, but many of those quickly lead to a deterministic outlook which is strongly correlated with depression. So, even if Sartre is wrong about the nature of our freedom, it will lead to a far happier life to believe it, especially since humans already act as if we have the freedom Sartre believes us to be so condemned to.
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