
EXISTENTIALISM

Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980)

Jean-Paul Sartre was a French philosopher, playwright, and novelist. He was born

in Paris in 1905 and was the son of a navel officer. His mother was the cousin of the

famous theologian and jungle doctor, Albert Schweitzer. Orphaned at a young age, Sartre

was raised by his grandfather. During World War II he joined the French Army, was cap-

tured by the Germans, and spent eight months in a prison camp. After the war, Sartre’s

plays (No Exit, 1944; The Flies, 1946; The Condemned of Altona, 1960)); novels (Nausea,

1938), and philosophical works (Being and Nothingness, 1943) set him apart as one of

Europe’s greatest philosophers. 

In our present essay, taken from Existentialism (1947), Sartre defines atheistic

existentialism and sets forth its basic principles. He says that human beings are con-

demned to be free; that since there is no God to give us our essence, we must create our

own essence (existence precedes essence); we are completely responsible for our actions;

human lives are characterized by anguish, forlornness and despair. Existentialism, accord-

ing to Sartre, is a celebration of optimism and is future oriented as we realize that we are

creators of our own values. 

Vocabulary:
Surrealism: modern movement in art and literature characterized

by an irrational, fantastic arrangement of material

Envisage: to imagine

Fascism: a system of government characterized by rigid one-
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party dictatorship, forcible suppression of opposition,

etc.

Bourgeois: capitalist a social class opposed to the proletariat or

working class

Dubious: doubtful

Essence: that which makes something what it is

Efficacy: the power to produce desired effects

Collaborationist: a person who cooperates with an enemy invader

Proletariat: working class opposed to the bourgeois or capitalists

Concepts:
Existentialism:

Existence precedes essence:

Subjectivity:

Anguish:

Forlornness:

Despair:

Questions:
1. Explain Sartre’s concept of existence preceding essence?
2. How does Sartre define subjectivity?
3. Explain Sartre’s concepts of anguish, forlornness and despair.
4. What is the point of the story of the boy faced with the choice of

fighting in the war or staying home with his mother?
5. Briefly explain existentialism.
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WHAT IS MEANT by the term

existentialism?

Most people who use the word

would be rather embarrassed if they had

to explain it, since, now that the word is

all the rage, even the work of a musician

or painter is being called existentialist…It

seems that for want of an ad vanguard

doctrine analogous to surrealism, the kind

of people who are eager for scandal and

flurry turn to this philosophy which in

other respects does not at all serve their

purposes in this sphere.

Actually, it is the least scandalous,

the most austere of doctrines. It is intend-

ed strictly for specialists and philoso-

phers. Yet it can be defined easily. What

complicates matters is that there are two

kinds of existentialists; first, those who

are Christian, among whom I would

include Jaspers and Gabriel Marcel, both

Catholic; and on the other hand, the athe-

istic existentialists, among whom I class

Heidegger, and then the French existen-

tialists and myself. What they have in

common is that they think that existence

precedes essence, or, if you prefer, that

subjectivity must be the starting point.

Just what does that mean? Let us

consider some object that is manufac-

tured, for example, a book or a paper-cut-

ter: here is an object which has been made

by an artisan whose inspiration came

from a concept. He referred to the concept

of what a paper-cutter is and likewise to a

known method of production, which is

part of the concept, something which is,

by and large, a routine. Thus, the paper-

cutter is at once an object produced in a

certain way and, on the other hand, one

having a specific use; and one cannot pos-

tulate a man who produces a paper-cutter

but does not know what it is used for.

Therefore, let us say that, for the paper-

cutter, essence — that is, the ensemble of

both the production routines and the prop-

erties which enable it to be both produced

and defined — precedes existence. Thus,

the presence of the paper-cutter or book in

front of me is determined. Therefore, we

have here a technical view of the world

whereby it can be said that production or

essence precedes existence.

When we conceive God as the

Creator, He is generally thought of as a

superior sort of artisan. Whatever doctrine

we may be considering, whether one like

that of Descartes or that of Leibnitz, we

always grant that will more or less fol-

lows understanding or, at the very least,

accompanies it, and that when God cre-

ates He knows exactly what He is creat-

ing. Thus, the concept of man in the mind

of God is comparable to the concept of

paper-cutter in the mind of the manufac-

turer, and, following certain techniques

Jean-Paul Sarte: Existentialism

335



and a conception, God produces man, just

as the artisan, following a definition and a

technique, makes a paper-cutter. Thus, the

individual man is the realization of a cer-

tain concept in the divine intelligence.

In the eighteenth century, the

atheism of the philosophes discarded the

idea of God, but not so much for the

notion that essence precedes existence. To

a certain extent, this idea is found every-

where; we find it in Diderot, in Voltaire,

and even in Kant. Man has a human

nature; this human nature, which is the

concept of the human, is found in all men,

which means that each man is a particular

example of a universal concept, man. In

Kant, the result of this universality is that

the wild-man, the natural man, as well as

the bourgeois, are circumscribed by the

same definition and have the same basic

qualities. Thus, here too the essence of

man precedes the historical existence that

we find in nature.

Atheistic existentialism, which I

represent, is more coherent. It states that

if God does not exist, there is at least one

being in whom existence precedes

essence, a being who exists before he can

be defined by any concept, and that this

being is man, or, as Heidegger says,

human reality. What is meant here by say-

ing that existence precedes essence? It

means that, first of all, man exists, turns

up, appears on the scene, and, only after-

wards, defines himself. If man, as the

existentialist conceives him, is indefin-

able, it is because at first he is nothing.

Only afterward will he be something, and

he himself will have made what he will

be. Thus, there is no human nature, since

there is no God to conceive it. Not only is

man what he conceives himself to be, but

he is also only what he wills himself to be

after this thrust toward existence.

Man is nothing else but what he

makes of himself. Such is the first princi-

ple of existentialism. It is also what is

called subjectivity, the name we are

labeled with when charges are brought

against us. But what do we mean by this,

if not that man has a greater dignity than

a stone or table? For we mean that man

first exists, that is, that man first of all is

the being in the future. Man is at the start

a plan which is aware of itself, rather than

a patch of moss, a piece of garbage, or a

cauliflower; nothing exists prior to this

plan; there is nothing in heaven; man will

be what he will have planned to be. Not

what he will want to be. Because by the

word “will” we generally mean a con-

scious decision, which is subsequent to

what we have already made of ourselves.

I may want to belong to a political party,

write a book, get married; but all that is

only a manifestation of an earlier, more
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spontaneous choice that is called “will.”

But if existence really does precede

essence, man, is responsible for what he

is. Thus, existentialism’s first move is to

make every man aware of what he is and

to make the full responsibility of his exis-

tence rest on him. And when we say that a

man is responsible for himself, we do not

only mean that he is responsible for his

own individuality, but that he is responsi-

ble for all men.

The word subjectivism has two

meanings, and our opponents play on the

two. Subjectivism means, on the one

hand, that an individual chooses and

makes himself; and, on the other, that it is

impossible for man to transcend human

subjectivity. The second of these is the

essential meaning of existentialism.

When we say that man chooses his own

self, we mean that every one of us does

likewise; but we also mean by that that in

making this choice he also chooses all

men. In fact, in creating the man that we

want to be, there is not a single one of our

acts which does not at the same time cre-

ate an image of man as we think he ought

to be. To choose to be this or that is to

affirm at the same time the value of what

we choose, because we can never choose

evil. We always choose the good, and

nothing can be good for us without being

good for all.

If, on the other hand, existence

precedes essence, and if we grant that we

exist and fashion our image at one and the

same time, the image is valid for every-

body and for our whole age. Thus, our

responsibility is much greater than we

might have supposed, because it involves

all mankind. If I am a workingman and

choose to join a Christian trade-union

rather than be a communist, and if by

being a member I want to show that the

best thing for man is resignation, that the

kingdom of man is not of this world, I am

not only involving my own case — I want

to be resigned for everyone. As a result,

my action has involved all humanity. To

take a more individual matter, if I want to

marry, to have children, even if this mar-

riage depends solely on my own circum-

stances or passion or wish, I am involving

all humanity in monogamy and not mere-

ly myself. Therefore, I am responsible for

myself and for everyone else. I am creat-

ing a certain image of man of my own

choosing. In choosing myself, I choose

man.

This helps us understand what the

actual content is of such rather grandilo-

quent words as anguish, forlornness,

despair. As you will see, it’s all quite sim-

ple.

First, what is meant by anguish?

The existentialists say at once that man is
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anguish. What that means is this: the man

who involves himself and who realizes

that he is not only the person he chooses

to be, but also a law-maker who is, at the

same time, choosing all mankind as well

as himself, cannot help escape the feeling

of his total and deep responsibility. Of

course, there are many people who are not

anxious; but we claim that they are hiding

their anxiety, that they are fleeing from it.

Certainly, many people believe that when

they do something, they themselves are

the only ones involved, and when some-

one says to them, “What if everyone acted

that way?” they shrug their shoulders and

answer, “Everyone doesn’t act that way.”

But really, one should always ask himself,

“What would happen if everybody looked

at things that way?” There is no escaping

this disturbing thought except by a kind of

double-dealing. A man who lies and

makes excuses for himself by saying “not

everybody does that,” is someone with an

uneasy conscience, because the act of

lying implies that a universal value is con-

ferred upon the lie.

Anguish is evident even when it

conceals itself. This is the anguish that

Kieregaard called the anguish of

Abraham. You know the story: an angel

has ordered Abraham to sacrifice his son;

if it really were an angel who has come

and said, “You are Abraham, you shall

sacrifice your son,” everything would be

all right. But everyone might first wonder,

“Is it really an angel, and am I really

Abraham? What proof do I have?”...

Now, I’m not being singled out as

an Abraham, and yet at every moment I’m

obliged to perform exemplary acts. For

every man, everything happens as if all

mankind had its eyes fixed on him and

were guiding itself by what he does. And

every man ought to say to himself, “Am I

really the kind of man who has the right to

act in such a way that humanity might

guide itself by my actions?” And if he

does not say that to himself, he is masking

his anguish.

There is no question here of the

kind of anguish which would lead to qui-

etism, to inaction. It is a mater of a simple

sort of anguish that anybody who has had

responsibilities is familiar with. For

example, when a military officer takes the

responsibility for an attack and sends a

certain number of men to death, he choos-

es to do so, and in the main he alone

makes the choice. Doubtless, orders come

from above, but they are too broad; he

interprets them, and on this interpretation

depend the lives of ten or fourteen or

twenty men. In making a decision he can-

not help having a certain anguish. All

leaders know this anguish. That doesn’t

keep them from acting; on the contrary, it
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is the very condition of their action. For it

implies that they envisage a number of

possibilities, and when they choose one,

they realize that it has value only because

it is chosen. We shall see that this kind of

anguish, which is the kind that existential-

ism describes, is explained, in addition,

by a direct responsibility to the other men

whom it involves. It is not a curtain sepa-

rating us from action, but is part of action

itself.

When we speak of forlornness, a

term Heidegger was fond of, we mean

only that God does to exist and that we

have to face all the consequences of this.

The existentialist is strongly opposed to a

certain kind of secular ethics which would

like to abolish God with the least possible

expense. About 1880, some French teach-

ers tried to set up a secular ethics which

went something like this: God is a useless

and costly hypothesis; we are discarding

it; but meanwhile, in order for there to be

an ethics, a society, a civilization, it is

essential that certain values be taken seri-

ously and that they be considered as hav-

ing an a priori existence. It must be oblig-

atory, a priori, to be honest, not to lie, not

to beat your wife, to have children, etc.,

etc. So we’re going to try a little device

which will make it possible to show that

values exist all the same, inscribed in a

heaven of ideas, though otherwise God

does not exist. In other words — and this,

I believe, is the tendency of everything

called reformism in France — nothing

will be changed if God does not exist. We

shall find ourselves with the same norms

of honesty, progress, and humanism, and

we shall have made of God an outdated

hypothesis which will peacefully die off

by itself.

The existentialist, on the contrary,

thinks it very distressing that God does

not exist, because all possibility of find-

ing values in a heaven of ideas disappears

along with Him; there can be no longer an

a priori good, since there is no infinite

and perfect consciousness to think it.

Nowhere is it written that the good exists,

that we must be honest, that we must not

lie; because the fact is we are on a plane

where there are only men. Dostoyevsky

said, “If God didn’t exist, everything

would be possible.” That is the very start-

ing point of existentialism. Indeed, every-

thing is permissible if God does not exist,

and as a result man is forlorn, because

neither within him nor without does he

find anything to cling to. He can’t start

making excuses for himself.

If existence really does precede

essence, there is no explaining things

away by reference to a fixed and given

human nature. In other words, there is no

determinism, man is free, man is freedom.
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On the other hand, if God does not exist,

we find no values or commands to turn to

which legitimize our conduct. So, in the

bright realm of values, we have no excuse

behind us, no justification before us. We

are alone, with no excuses.

That is the idea I shall try to con-

vey when I say that man is condemned to

be free. Condemned, because he did not

create himself, yet, in other respects 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.

The existentialist does not think

that man is going to help himself by find-

ing in the world some omen by which to

orient himself. Because he thinks that

man will interpret the omen to suit him-

self. Therefore, he thinks that man, with

no support and no aid, is condemned

every moment to invent man. Ponge, in a

very fine article, has said, “Man is the

future of man.” That’s exactly it. But if it

is taken to mean that this future is record-

ed in heaven, that God sees it, then it is

false, because it would really no longer be

a future. If it is taken to mean that, what-

ever a man may be, there is a future to be

forged, a virgin future before him, then

this remark is sound. But then we are for-

lorn.

To give you an example which

will enable you to understand forlornness

better, I shall cite the case of one of my

students who came to see me under the

following circumstances: his father was

on bad terms with his mother, and, more-

over, was inclined to be a collaborationist;

his older brother had been killed in the

German offensive of 1940, and the young

man, with somewhat immature but gener-

ous feelings, wanted to avenge him. His

mother lived alone with him, very much

upset by the half-treason of her husband

and the death of her older son; the boy

was her only consolation.

The boy was faced with the

choice of leaving for England and joining

the Free French Forces — that is, leaving

his mother behind — or remaining with

his mother and helping her to carry on. He

was fully aware that the woman lived

only for him and that his going-off — and

perhaps his death — would plunge her

into despair. He was also aware that every

act that he did for his mother’s sake was a

sure thing, in the sense that it was helping

her to carry on, whereas every effort he

made toward going off and fighting was

an uncertain move which might run

aground and prove completely useless;
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for example, on his way to England he

might, while passing through Spain, be

detained indefinitely in a Spanish camp;

he might reach England, or Algiers and be

stuck in an office at a desk job. As a

result, he was faced with two very differ-

ent kinds of action: one, concrete, imme-

diate, but concerning only one individual;

the other concerned an incomparably

vaster group, a national collectivity, but

for that very reason was dubious, and

might be interrupted en route. And, at the

same time, he was wavering between two

kinds of ethics. On the one hand, an ethics

of sympathy, of personal devotion; on the

other, a broader ethics, but one whose

efficacy was more dubious. He had to

choose between the two. 

Who could help him choose?

Christian doctrine? No. Christian doctrine

says, “Be charitable, love your neighbor,

take the more rugged path, etc., etc.” But

which is the more rugged path? Whom

should he love as a brother? The fighting

man or his mother? Which does the

greater good; The vague act of fighting in

a group, or the concrete one of helping a

particular human being to go on living?

Who can decide a priori? Nobody. No

book of ethics can tell him. The Kantian

ethics says, “Never treat any person as a

means, but as an end.” Very well, if I stay

with my mother, I’ll treat her as an end

and not as a means; but by virtue of this

very fact, I’m running the risk of treating

the people around me who are fighting, as

means; and conversely, if I go to join

those who are fighting, I’ll be treating

them as an end, and, by doing that, I run

the risk of treating my mother as a means.

If values are vague, and if they are

always too broad for the concrete and spe-

cific case that we are considering, the

only thing left for us is to trust our

instincts. That’s what this young man

tried to do; and when I saw him, he said,

“In the end, feeling is what counts. I

ought to choose whichever pushes me in

one direction. If I feel that I love my

mother enough to sacrifice everything

else for her — my desire for vengeance,

for action, for adventure — then I’ll stay

with her. If, on the contrary, I feel that my

love for my mother isn’t enough, I’ll

leave.”

But how is the value of a feeling

determined? What gives his feeling for

his mother value? Precisely the fact that

he remained with her. I may say that I like

so-and-so well enough to sacrifice a cer-

tain amount of money for him, but I may

say so only if I’ve done it. I may say, “I

love my mother well enough to remain

with her” if I have remained with her. The

only way to determine the value of this

affection is, precisely, to perform an act
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which confirms and defines it. But, since

I require this affection to justify my act, I

find myself caught in a vicious circle....

As for despair, the term has a very

simple meaning. It means that we shall

confine ourselves to reckoning only with

what depends upon our will, or on the

ensemble of probabilities which make our

action possible. When we want some-

thing, we always have to reckon with

probabilities. I may be counting on the

arrival of a friend. The friend is coming

by rail or streetcar; this supposes that the

train will arrive on schedule, or that the

streetcar will not jump the track. I am left

in the realm of possibility; but possibili-

ties are to be reckoned with only to the

point where my action comports with the

ensemble of these possibilities, and no

further. The moment the possibilities I am

considering are not rigorously involved

by my action, I ought to disengage myself

from them, because no God, no scheme,

can adapt the world and its possibilities to

my will. When Descartes said, “Conquer

yourself rather than the world,” he meant

essentially the same thing.

The Marxists to whom I have spo-

ken reply, “You can rely on the support of

others in your action, which obviously

has certain limits because you’re not

going to live forever. That means: rely on

both what others are doing elsewhere to

help you, in China, in Russia, and what

they will do later on, after your death, to

carry on the action and lead it to its ful-

fillment, which will be the revolution.

You even have to rely upon that, other-

wise you’re immortal.” I reply at once

that I will always rely on fellow fighters

insofar as these comrades are involved

with me in a common struggle, in the

unity of a party or a group in which I can

more or less make my weight felt; that is,

one whose ranks I am in as a fighter and

whose movements I am aware of at every

moment. In such a situation, relying on

the unity and will of the party is exactly

like counting on the fact that the train will

arrive on time or that the car won’t jump

the track. But, given that man is free and

that there is no human nature for me to

depend on, I cannot count on men whom

I do not know by relying on human good-

ness or man’s concern for the good of

society. I don’t know what will become of

the Russian revolution; I may make an

example of it to the extent that at the pres-

ent time it is apparent that the proletariat

plays a part in Russia that it plays in no

other nation. But I can’t swear that this

will inevitably lead to a triumph of the

proletariat. I’ve got to limit myself to

what I see.

Given that men are free, and that

tomorrow they will freely decide what
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man will be, I cannot be sure that, after

my death, fellow fighters will carry on my

work to bring it to its maximum perfec-

tion. Tomorrow, after my death, some

men may decide to set up Fascism, and

the others may be cowardly and muddled

enough to let them do it. Fascism will

then be the human reality, so much the

worse for us.

Actually, things will be as man

will have decided they are to be. Does that

mean that I should abandon myself to qui-

etism? No. First, I should involve myself;

then, act on the old saying, “Nothing ven-

tured, nothing gained.” Nor does it mean

that I shouldn’t belong to a party, but

rather that I shall have no illusions and

shall do what I can. For example, suppose

I ask myself, “Will socialization, as such,

ever come about?” I know nothing about

it. All I know is that I’m going to do

everything in my power to bring it about.

Beyond that, I can’t count on anything.

Quietism is the attitude of people who

say, “Let others do what I can’t do.” The

doctrine I am presenting is the very oppo-

site of quietism, since it declares, “There

is no reality except in action.” Moreover,

it goes further, since it adds, “Man is

nothing else than his plan; he exists only

to the extent that he fulfills himself; he is,

therefore, nothing else than the ensemble

of his acts, nothing else than his life.”

From Jean-Paul Sartre, Existentialism, trans. by

Bernard Frechtman, 1947.
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