Existentialism and Phenomenology
Dr Rebekah Humphreys
20/02/2026
Lia Tachigami

Essay Question: What does Sartre mean when he contends that humans are condemned to be free?

Freedom as Condemnation
An Analysis of Sartre’s Existentialism

1. Introduction
	Do you think you are free? Do you wish to be free? When we think about freedom, it tends to be the positive aspects of it. However, Sartre insists that humans are serving a sentence of freedom. According to Britannica (2026), Jean-Paul Sartre was a 20th-century French existentialist philosopher. His major works include Being and Nothingness and Nausea. Although he thinks that humans are truly free beings, it is not a blessing but rather a condemnation. That is because humans cannot escape making choices and have responsibility for their choices. In this essay, I would like to reveal what this paradoxical expression means using his writing “Existentialism is a Humanism” as a primary resource. “Existentialism is a Humanism” was written by Sartre in 1945. In this resource, he defends against criticism of existentialism. Opponents such as communists and Catholics accused his idea of quietism, pessimism, and relativism. However, he did not ignore these criticisms. Instead, he listened carefully and confronted his own theories. In the following paragraphs, I will delve into his thoughts to clarify what it means for humans to be subjected to the punishment of freedom. The first paragraph focuses on the evidence for why humans are free. Next, I will discuss the connection between freedom and punishment and how it leads to human responsibility. For the last paragraph, I would like to focus on the criticisms that were covered in class, including my opinions.

2. Why humans are free
	The first point of issue is how we can say that humans are free. Sartre is known for the famous statement. That is, ‘existence precedes essence.’ (Sartre, 1945, p.22) According to “Existentialism is a Humanism”, Sartre said, “if God does not exist, there is at least one being in whom existence precedes essence.” (Sartre, 1945, p.22) It is common knowledge that ideas vary from person to person. However, in Sartre's case, since he presented atheistic existentialism, it presupposes that God does not exist. What do you mean by existence precedes essence? Sartre insisted that humans exist first and define themselves after appearing in the world (Sartre, 1945, p.22). The reason we cannot define ‘what a human being is’ is that they are nothing fundamentally. Humans shape themselves through their own choices and experiences. Therefore, there is no such thing as a fixed human essence. It is easier to understand by using examples. In the book, he used a manufactured object, especially a paper knife, as an example. A paper knife has a specific function, such as opening envelopes. That is to say, it has a reason for existing. Moreover, manufacturers certainly produce paper knives knowing their purpose. Therefore, a paper knife possesses its reason for existing before it is even made. From this, we can see that, unlike that of a human being, the essence of an object precedes its existence. Also, as we learned in class, things that have essence before existence are called en-soi (a being-in-itself), and that existence comes before essence, like humans are called pour-soi (a being-for-itself) in French. En-soi indicates not only manufactured objects but also any unconscious things. Therefore, plants are also included. Since they are affected only by their biological features, not by their choices. On the other hand, pour-soi shows conscious things like humans. In addition, nonhuman animals, which can act by themselves but do not think like humans, are difficult to distinguish. Sartre did not clearly state it since he is not interested in non-human animals. Even though non-human animals are conscious beings, they do not have the awareness to see themselves as a problem. Therefore, we can say non-human animals exist between en-soi and pour-soi. Getting back to human freedom, we can conclude that humans are free since humans have no fixed essence. In other words, they must walk their own path in life through their own choices and shape themselves. However, although humans are generally free, there are some conditions that they cannot change. According to Sartre, it is a universal human condition. In the book, he said, “What never varies is the necessity for him to be in the world, to work in it, to live out his life in it among others, and, eventually, to die in it” (Sartre, 1945, p.42). Humans are all in an inescapable fate. They are born into this world, live their lives, and die. Moreover, as we discussed in class, there is facticity, meaning the things humans cannot change. Even though humans are free, they cannot choose the country in which they were born, their families, or their past. In addition, humans are not completely free since they cannot reject freedom. They are free to choose, but they must remember that their choices are limited. The following paragraph will be a clarification of Sartre’s idea that humans are condemned to be free. I would like to focus on the reason why being free is a punishment.

3. Freedom and condemnation
	What does it mean that humans are condemned to be free? Sartre explains that “what I mean when I say that man is condemned to be free: condemned, because he did not create himself, yet nonetheless free, because once cast into the world, he is responsible for everything he does” (Sartre, 1945, p.29). From this statement, we can understand that humans did not choose their birth, but have to choose their life as long as they exist. Being free may be preferable to being oppressed. But freedom is not something they can conveniently choose. For they are not free enough to refuse it, as I said before. To briefly rephrase, humans were ‘thrown’ into the world without choosing to do so, and have to create their own essence. In addition, from Sartre’s view, there are no universal goods or evils. He said that “if I regard a certain course of action as good, it is I who will choose to say that it is good, rather than bad.” (Sartre, 1945, p.26) Therefore, the standard by which things are evaluated is also left to the individual. In other words, as Dostoyevsky thinks, if there is no God, humans can do whatever they want and be forgiven (Sartre, 1945, p.28). As it is written in the book as well, the absence of determinism means that while one is free, there are no firm values or order to justify one's actions. In other words, it means there can be no excuses (Sartre, 1945, p.29). For example, the thought “I couldn't speak up because I'm introverted” implies that there exists a self who chose to behave introvertedly. This is because personality is not a fixed essence, but rather an accumulation of choices. The same can be said to some extent about the factuality that I mentioned above. The statement “I couldn't challenge myself because my parents were strict” represents a self who chose not to act under those demanding circumstances. While various other excuses might be conceivable, they all ultimately depend on one's own choices. In other words, humans cannot get away with blaming others or their environment.　In a world where God does not exist, humans possess no essence. Therefore, there is no ultimate basis for judgment. Humans must not make excuses for their choices. This directly connects to abandonment, which is one of the three consequences Sartre envisions. To explain abandonment, Sartre cites the example of a young man who hesitates over whether to leave his mother behind to join the Resistance. The young man faces a dilemma. Whether he stays by his sick mother's side to support her, or fights for his homeland under Nazi occupation (Sartre, 1945, p.30). To put it simply, he is torn between two equally valid moral paths: family love and loyalty to his country. As stated above, since God does not exist, there is no universal good or evil. Therefore, moral theories are not definitive either. The young man is free to choose. Yet, at the same time, he must bear responsibility for that choice. Abandonment is the state of human isolation in the absence of God. Moreover, this abandonment leads to anguish, which is the second one of the three consequences. They feel anxious about having to make all decisions themselves. Yet few people live their lives constantly overwhelmed by anxiety. Why is that? It is because they try not to look at the fact that they are free. The next paragraph will focus on the relationship between freedom and responsibility, delving deeper into the concept of anguish.

4. Freedom and Responsibility
As I mentioned above, choosing things comes with responsibility. As we can also understand from Sartre’s statement, “When we say that man chooses himself, not only do we mean that each of us must choose himself, but also that in choosing himself, he is choosing for all men” (Sartre, 1945, p.24). This does not mean that one's actions affect all of humanity. Certainly, it is important to take responsibility for one's actions for the sake of the environment and society. However, what Sartre is saying here is that because humans have no predetermined essence, one's choices shape what it means to be human. For example, as illustrated in the example, getting married is not merely a change in one's private life. It amounts to declaring that marriage is a good thing for human beings. In other words, it presents a value judgment to the world. For, as Sartre states, when a human being chooses something, they cannot choose it while thinking it is bad. Therefore, it can be concluded that the choice contains at least the judgment that doing this is right for human beings. (Sartre, 1945, p.24) This is the relationship between freedom and responsibility. Humans are free. However, they must also bear responsibility for their choices. By reading this, wouldn't you start to doubt whether your choice was the right one? This is anguish. And you probably didn't give your choice much thought until you read this passage. As I said in the previous paragraph, this is because you've been pretending not to see the fact that you are free.
Moreover, each choice is an act of will representing humanity, and furthermore, no one can guarantee its outcome. This leads to despair, which is the final of the three consequences Sartre envisions. Consider the example of the son torn between staying with his mother or joining the resistance, as mentioned in the previous paragraph. In this case, there is no guarantee the resistance will succeed, and even if he stays to support his mother, the world might not change. Despite not knowing the outcome, he must make a choice. However, despair is not an emotional downturn as the word itself might suggest. Sartre explained despair, “It means that we must limit ourselves to reckoning only with those things that depend on our will, or on the set of probabilities that enable action” (Sartre, 1945, p.34). This means humans need to act only based on what they can control. Humans cannot entrust their choices to others, nor can they guarantee outcomes. Therefore, they must abandon the attitude that “something will help us.” Despair is often thought of as pessimism toward the world, but in reality, it refers to a realistic attitude. Ultimately, humans choose things based on their own values, and since those choices shape what it means to be human, they must take responsibility.

5. Criticism
Thus far, we have explored Sartre's idea that “man is condemned to be free.” Finally, I will present the critiques of Sartre discussed in class, possible responses Sartre might offer, based on what I learned in the class, and my own thoughts. There are four criticisms of his idea: quietism, pessimism, phenomenological, and relativism. Some critics view Sartre's ideas as quietism because they argue that if there is no God and no objective values, humans will conclude that everything is meaningless. The criticism is that this ultimately justifies an attitude of doing nothing. However, Sartre would likely respond that it is precisely because there is no God and no correct answers that active choice and action emerge. In addition, there are people who call his idea pessimism, since he mainly focuses on the bad part of the world. In this case, Sartre would likely argue that precisely because neither this can be excused, nor can it be blamed on God, humans become beings who bear full responsibility. This is a philosophy that upholds human dignity, and it is perhaps for this reason that he considers existentialism to be humanism. Moreover, we can also say that his idea is too phenomenological. In other words, he is focusing solely on the inner workings of subjectivity while underestimating the objective world and social structures. Furthermore, the last criticism is that his theory is relativistic. It claims that if there is no absolute value, then anything could be considered right. In my opinion, I believe especially the last two objections are valid. As long as humans live in society, they must follow laws and common sense. But if there is no absolute good or evil, how should we build our society? Sartre would likely respond that since humans are thrown into the world, they are free to act as they choose. And since the choices each individual makes become the value for humanity as a whole, relative values do not exist. Sartre's ideas likely had a profound impact on postwar society. The notion that one must act responsibly based on one's own choices may serve as the driving force behind humans' ability to create their own futures. However, I believe we must not forget that this idea can also become a burden for people at times, and carries a dangerous aspect that could lead to the justification of anything.

6. Conclusion 
In conclusion, I focused on clarifying Sartre’s idea that humans are condemned to be free. Even though there are some limitations, humans are generally free because he was an atheist and believed that humans have the right to make their own choices. However, freedom is not something blessed but rather a punishment. Humans must make choices without knowing the ultimate basis or outcome. Furthermore, they must bear the responsibility for those choices. That is the very reason why freedom is a condemnation, leading to the three consequences: anguish, abandonment, and despair. Finally, I also wrote about the four different critiques of Sartre we learned in class. Sartor's theory has its limitations, and I find myself wondering if society couldn't function without absolute values. Especially considering the recent instability in world affairs, I find it difficult to support his lack of clear standards for good and evil.
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