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18.3 Jean-Paul Sartre: Existentialism

Existentialism developed as an answer to the anxiety and uncertainty in Western culture that resulted
from the breakdown of traditional beliefs, technological innovations, and two world wars. The
movement attempted to find a new basis for ethical behavior in an ambiguous and irrational world.
Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), the most influential existentialist, was a French philosopher, writer,
and political actvist. Having fought in the French resistance until taken prisoner by the Germans
during World War II, Sartre tested his existential philosophy in his own courageous life. Source: Jean-
Paul Sartre, Existentialism, trans. Bernard Frechtman, (New York: Philosophical Library, 1947), pp. 15-23.

When we conceive God as the Creator, He 1s 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 follows understanding or, at the very
least, accompanies it, and that when God creates He knows exactly what He is creating.
Thus, the concept of man in the mind of God is comparable to the concept of paper-cutter
in the mind of the manufacturer, and, following certain techniques 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 certain concept in the divine
mtelligence.

In the eighteenth century, the atheism of the philosophes discarded the idea of God,
but not so much the notion that essence precedes existence. To a certain extent, this idea is
found everywhere; 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 1n nature.

Athetstic existentialism, which I represent, 1s 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 saying that existence precedes essence? It means
that, first of all, man exists, turns up, appears on the scene, and, only afterward, defines
himself. If man, as the existentialist conceives him, is indefinable, 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 1s no human nature, since there is no God to conceive it. Not only is man
what he conceives himself to be, but he 1s also only what he wills himself to be after this
thrust toward existence.

Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself. Such 1s the first principle of
existentalism. 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 1s, that man first of all 1s
the being who hurls himself toward a future and who is conscious of imagining himself as
being in the future. Man is at the start a plan which 1s 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; dun 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 conscious 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 spontaneous choice that 1s
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called “will.” But if existence really does precede essence, man 1s responsible for what he 1s.
Thus, existentialism’s first move is to make every man aware of what he is and to make the
full responsibility of his existence 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 responsible 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 1s not a single
one of our acts which does not at the same time create 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 [moreover] 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 everybody and for our whole age.
Thus, our responsibility is much greater than we might have supposed, because it involves all
mankind. If T 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 marriage
depends solely on my own circumstances or passion or wish, I am involving all humanity n
monogamy and not merely myself. Therefore, I am responsible for myself and for everyone
else. I am creating a certain image of man of my own choosing. In choosing myself, I choose
man.

This helps us understand what the actual content i1s of such rather grandiloquent
words as anguish, forlornness, despair. As you will see, it’s all quite simple.

First, what 1s meant by anguish? The existentialists say at once that man is angmsh
What that means 1s this: the man who involves himself and who realizes that he is not only
the person he chooses to be, but also a lawmaker who is, at the same time, choosing all
mankind as well as himself, can not 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 someone
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 1s 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 conferred upon the lie.

.. 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 [ 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 quietism,’ to
inaction. It is 2 matter of a simple sort of anguish that anybody who has had responsibilities
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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 chooses 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 often of 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 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 existentialism describes, 1s explained, in addition, by a direct
responsibility to the other men whom it involves. It 1s not a curtain separating us from
action, but is part of action itself.

When we speak of forlornness,... we mean only that God does not 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 teachers 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
seriously and that they be considered as having an a priorf' existence. It must be obligatory, a
ptiori, to be honest, not to lie, not to beat your wife, to have children, and so forth. 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,
progtess, 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 finding values in a heaven of ideas disappears along with Him; there
can no longer be 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. Dostoevsky said, “If
God didn’t exist, everything would be possible.” That is the very starting point of
existentialism. Indeed, everything 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. 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, nor justification before us. We are alone, with no excuses.

That is the idea I shall try to convey 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 wotld, 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 1s responsible for his passion. The existentialist does
not think that man is going to help himself by finding in the world some omen by which to
otrient himself. Because he thinks that man will interpret the omen to suit himself. Therefore,
he thinks that man, with no support and no aid, is condemned every moment to invent man.
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[A French writer and poet| has said, “Man 1s the future of man.” That’s exactly it. But 1f it 1s
taken to mean that this future is recorded 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, whatever a man may be,

there 1s a future to be forged, a virgin future before him, then this remark is sound. But then
we are forlorn.

! Rene Descartes (1596-1650) was a French philosopher and mathematcian. Gotttried Wilhelm von Leibnirz
(1646—1716) was a German philosopher, scientst, and mathematcian.

2 Denis Diderot (1713-1784), a French philosopher and author who was a co-editor of the monumental
Encyclopedia. Voltaire 1s the literary name of Francois Mane Arouet (1694—1778), French writer, historian, and
philosopher. Immanuel Kant (1724—1804) was a German critical and moral philosopher.

3 A kind of mysticism that demanded that a person surrender totally to God. The extinction of human will and
passion was considered a prerequisite for God’s entrance into the human vessel. Those who separated

themselves from this world and calmly and passively meditated on God and divine things received divine grace.
4 Preceding and independent.

1. List three things the author said that you think are important.

2. What evidence in the document helps you know why it was written? Quote from
the document.

3. Write a question to the author that is left unanswered by the document.

183




