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The Profound Interplay: Existentialism and
Human Emotions Through the Lens of Sartre

In the vast landscape of philosophical thought, few thinkers have delved as
deeply into the human condition as Jean-Paul Sartre. His philosophy of
existentialism, deeply intertwined with the exploration of human emotions,
offers a powerful framework for understanding our subjective experiences.
This article will navigate the intricate relationship between existentialism
and human emotions, specifically through Sartre's groundbreaking ideas. We
will explore concepts like anguish, forlornness, despair, freedom,
responsibility, and the search for meaning, examining how they shape and are
shaped by our emotional lives. Understanding Sartre's perspective on
existentialism and human emotions is crucial for anyone seeking to grasp the
essence of human existence and the feelings that accompany it.
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Understanding Existentialism and Its Core
Tenets

Existentialism, as a philosophical movement, places a profound emphasis on
individual existence, freedom, and choice. It posits that humans are born
into a world devoid of inherent meaning or purpose. Unlike objects, which are
created with a specific design and function (their essence), humans first
exist and then, through their choices and actions, define their own essence.
This fundamental principle forms the bedrock of existentialist thought and
has significant implications for our understanding of human emotions.

Key tenets of existentialism include the idea of radical freedom, the burden
of responsibility that comes with that freedom, and the inherent lack of
preordained meaning in life. These concepts are not abstract notions but are
deeply connected to the lived experience of individuals, influencing how we
feel and react to the world around us. The existentialist perspective
challenges traditional notions of morality, destiny, and divine guidance,
forcing individuals to confront the ultimate responsibility for their own
lives and the values they embrace.

Sartre's Foundation: Existence Precedes Essence

Jean-Paul Sartre's seminal contribution to existentialism is the declaration
that "existence precedes essence." This means that for humans, unlike
manufactured objects, there is no pre-existing blueprint or nature that
defines who they are. We are not born with a set purpose or a predetermined
character. Instead, we are thrown into existence, and it is through our
choices, actions, and engagements with the world that we create our own
essence. This idea is central to understanding how existentialism and human
emotions are intertwined, as our emotional responses are a direct consequence



of our ongoing process of self-definition.

Consider a paperknife, Sartre famously argued. Its essence (its purpose, its
design) is conceived before its existence. It is made to cut paper. But a
human being first exists, encounters themselves in the world, and only then
defines their essence. This means that we are constantly in the process of
becoming, with no fixed identity to fall back on. This inherent freedom,
while liberating, also carries a significant emotional weight, leading to
some of the core existential emotions.

Freedom and the Weight of Responsibility in
Sartre

For Sartre, freedom is not merely the absence of external constraints but a
fundamental condition of human existence. We are "condemned to be free." This
means that even the decision not to choose is a choice in itself. Every
moment presents us with a multitude of possibilities, and our selection of
one path over another inevitably shapes who we become. This radical freedom
is inextricably linked to an equally radical responsibility. Every choice we
make not only defines ourselves but also, in a sense, contributes to our
conception of humanity as a whole. We are accountable for our actions, not to
a divine judge or a cosmic order, but to ourselves and to the world that our
choices help to create.

This immense freedom and the accompanying responsibility can be a source of
profound emotional distress. The knowledge that there is no external
authority to guide or justify our choices, and that we are solely responsible
for the outcomes, can be overwhelming. This is where the characteristic
emotions of existentialism begin to surface, directly stemming from our
awareness of our absolute freedom.

The Emotional Landscape of Existentialism:
Anguish, Forlornness, and Despair

Sartre meticulously explored the emotional consequences of this radical
freedom and the absence of inherent meaning. He identified three primary
emotions that arise from this understanding of the human condition: anguish,
forlornness, and despair. These are not simply fleeting feelings but rather
profound existential states that reflect our confrontation with the reality
of our existence. Understanding these emotions is key to grasping the core of
existentialism and human emotions as articulated by Sartre.



Anguish: The Anxiety of Freedom

Anguish, in Sartre's philosophy, is not the same as everyday anxiety or fear.
It is the profound dizziness that arises from the awareness of our absolute
freedom and the immense responsibility that accompanies it. When we choose,
we are not just choosing for ourselves; we are, in a way, choosing for all of
humanity. Every decision we make implies a set of values and an image of what
a human being ought to be. This realization that our choices have such far-
reaching implications, and that we are the sole architects of these values,
can lead to a deep sense of unease and trepidation.

Sartre explains that when we choose, we are projecting ourselves into the
future, and in that projection, we are creating our own possibilities. This
act of creation, without any external guidelines, is the source of anguish.
It is the realization that there is no preordained path, no divine
instruction manual, only the overwhelming freedom to decide what matters and
how to act. This feeling can manifest as a sense of dread or a feeling of
being adrift in an ocean of possibilities.

Forlornness: The Absence of External Justification

Forlornness, as described by Sartre, stems from the absence of God and,
consequently, the lack of any pre-established moral code or external
justification for our actions. In a world without God, there are no objective
values, no commandments to follow, and no ultimate authority to validate our
choices. We are alone in the universe, without excuses or apologies. This
means that whatever we choose to do, we must do without any hope of finding
external validation or absolution.

The concept of forlornness highlights the radical solitude of human
existence. We cannot rely on divine providence or a universally accepted
moral framework to guide us. This creates a sense of abandonment, not in a
physical sense, but in an existential one. We are adrift, responsible for
creating our own moral compass and for living by the values we choose to
endorse. This can lead to feelings of isolation and a profound awareness of
our responsibility to ourselves.

Despair: Facing the Limits of Our Power

Despair, in Sartre's lexicon, is not about giving up hope entirely. Instead,
it is the recognition that we can only rely on what is within our own power
and that we cannot control the actions or reactions of others, nor can we
guarantee the outcome of our endeavors. We can make plans, exert effort, and
hold onto our intentions, but ultimately, the success or failure of our
projects depends on a multitude of external factors that are beyond our



influence.

This recognition of the limits of our control can lead to a form of despair.
It means that we should act without hope, meaning that we should not base our
actions on the expectation of a particular outcome or the guarantee of
success. Instead, we should act because it is what we choose to do, accepting
that the results are not entirely within our grasp. This is about recognizing
the contingent nature of reality and our place within it. The despair arises
from the understanding that our will alone is not sufficient to bend the
world to our desires.

Authenticity and Bad Faith in Relation to
Emotions

Sartre's exploration of existentialism and human emotions is deeply
intertwined with the concepts of authenticity and bad faith. These terms
describe how individuals engage with their freedom and the emotions that
arise from it. Our choices about how to confront or deny our existential
reality profoundly shape our emotional well-being and our sense of self.

Authenticity: Embracing Our Emotional Truth

Authenticity, for Sartre, means acknowledging and accepting our radical
freedom, responsibility, and the accompanying emotions of anguish,
forlornness, and despair. It involves confronting the fact that we are the
creators of our own values and that there is no inherent meaning in life. An
authentic individual embraces their choices, takes responsibility for their
actions, and lives in accordance with the values they have chosen, even in
the face of uncertainty and the lack of external validation.

An authentic person understands that their emotions are not external forces
dictating their behavior but rather are integral to their lived experience
and their ongoing process of self-creation. They do not shy away from the
discomfort of freedom but rather embrace it as the very condition of their
existence. This acceptance of one's emotional reality, without judgment or
denial, is a hallmark of an authentic life.

Bad Faith: Denying Freedom and Emotional Reality

Bad faith, or "mauvaise foi," is the opposite of authenticity. It is the act
of deceiving oneself by denying one's freedom and responsibility. This often
involves adopting pre-existing roles, conforming to societal expectations



without genuine assent, or blaming external factors for one's choices and
feelings. Individuals in bad faith try to escape the anguish of freedom by
pretending they have no choice, or by attributing their actions and emotions
to an unchangeable human nature or destiny.

For example, someone who says "I can't help it, that's just how I am" is
likely operating in bad faith. They are denying their freedom to choose their
responses and are attributing their emotional state to an inherent,
unalterable characteristic. This avoidance of emotional truth and the
responsibility for one's feelings is a core element of bad faith, preventing
individuals from truly engaging with the existentialist understanding of
human emotions.

The Role of Others in Shaping Our Emotional
Experience

While existentialism, particularly Sartre's version, emphasizes individual
freedom and responsibility, it does not suggest that we exist in isolation.
Our emotional lives are profoundly shaped by our interactions with others.
The presence and perception of other people are crucial elements in the
existentialist understanding of human emotions.

The "Look" of the Other

Sartre's concept of "the Look" is central to understanding how others
influence our self-perception and emotions. When we are the object of
another's gaze, we become aware of ourselves as an object in their world.
This external perspective can lead to feelings of shame, pride, or even
alienation. The "Look" can strip us of our subjective experience and reduce
us to a set of attributes or appearances in the eyes of another.

For instance, imagine walking down the street. You are primarily concerned
with your own thoughts and actions. However, when someone looks at you, you
might suddenly become self-conscious. You might wonder what they are
thinking, what they see in you. This awareness of being seen, of being
categorized by another, can trigger a range of emotions and alter your
perception of yourself, directly impacting your emotional state through the
lens of existentialism and human emotions.

Interpersonal Relationships and Existential Emotions

Interpersonal relationships are fertile ground for the manifestation of



existential emotions. In our interactions with others, we confront our
freedom, our responsibility, and the limitations of our control. Love, hate,
jealousy, and admiration can all be understood through an existentialist
framework as expressions of our engagement with the freedom and subjectivity
of others, and their impact on our own.

For example, love, in a Sartrean sense, can be seen as an attempt to possess
the freedom of another, to make them an object for one's own satisfaction.
This can lead to conflict and a struggle for dominance. Conversely,
recognizing the other as a free subject in their own right, with their own
projects and desires, requires acknowledging their separateness and the
limits of our ability to control them. This dynamic interplay of freedom and
desire in relationships is a constant source of emotional engagement within
an existentialist context.

Finding Meaning and Value in a Meaningless
World

One of the most significant challenges posed by existentialism and human
emotions, as interpreted by Sartre, is how to find meaning and value in a
universe that is inherently devoid of them. If there is no preordained
purpose, and our existence is a product of chance, then we are tasked with
the monumental responsibility of creating our own. This process is deeply
emotional and requires a courageous confrontation with the void.

Subjectivity and the Creation of Personal Values

Sartre argued that value is not something discovered but something created.
In the absence of objective values, we are free to invent our own. This means
that what is valuable to one person may not be valuable to another, and there
is no universal arbiter of truth or worth. Our personal values are forged
through our choices and commitments, and they form the core of our individual
projects and our sense of purpose.

The act of choosing what is valuable is intrinsically linked to our emotional
landscape. The passion we invest in certain pursuits, the commitments we
make, and the principles we uphold are all expressions of our chosen values.
These values, born from our subjective experience and our engagement with the
world, provide a framework for navigating life and experiencing emotions that
are meaningful to us, even within an existentialist worldview.



The Ongoing Process of Self-Creation

Existentialism, and particularly Sartre's perspective on existentialism and
human emotions, highlights that life is not a destination but a continuous
journey of self-creation. There is no final form to achieve, no ultimate
state of being to attain. We are perpetually in the process of becoming,
making choices, and defining ourselves through our actions and our responses
to the world. This ongoing creation is inherently an emotional process,
marked by moments of triumph, doubt, and the constant re-evaluation of our
values and commitments.

The emotional texture of this ongoing creation is rich and varied. It
involves the anticipation of future possibilities, the regret over past
choices, the satisfaction of fulfilling commitments, and the frustration of
facing obstacles. By embracing this dynamic process, rather than seeking a
static sense of self, we can find a profound sense of engagement and meaning
in our lives, even in the face of existential uncertainty.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of
Sartre's Philosophy on Existentialism and Human
Emotions

Jean-Paul Sartre's profound examination of existentialism and human emotions
provides a powerful lens through which to understand the complexities of the
human condition. His assertion that existence precedes essence, coupled with
the radical freedom and responsibility it entails, lays bare the emotional
landscape of our lives. The core existential emotions of anguish,
forlornness, and despair are not to be feared or avoided but understood as
fundamental aspects of our conscious existence. By embracing authenticity and
eschewing bad faith, individuals can navigate the inherent lack of
preordained meaning and actively create their own values and purposes.

The interplay with others, particularly through the concept of "the Look,"
further shapes our emotional realities, highlighting the social dimension of
our existential journey. Ultimately, Sartre's philosophy compels us to
recognize that meaning and value are not found but actively constructed
through our choices, commitments, and ongoing self-creation. The enduring
significance of Sartre's insights into existentialism and human emotions lies
in their empowering call to embrace our freedom, confront our
responsibilities, and live authentically in a world that demands we author
our own existence and define our own emotional truths.



Frequently Asked Questions

How does Sartre's concept of 'bad faith' relate to
experiencing negative emotions like anxiety or
despair?
Sartre argues that 'bad faith' is a form of self-deception where we deny our
radical freedom and responsibility. Experiencing negative emotions like
anxiety and despair can be a consequence of confronting this freedom, as we
realize we are solely responsible for creating our own meaning and values.
Conversely, succumbing to bad faith might involve suppressing these emotions
by blaming external factors or adopting pre-determined roles, which
ultimately leads to a more profound sense of inauthenticity.

Sartre famously stated, 'existence precedes
essence.' How does this philosophical tenet impact
the way humans understand and process their
emotions?
For Sartre, we are born into existence without a predetermined purpose or
nature (essence). Our essence is created through our choices and actions.
This means our emotions are not fixed or inherent but are instead developed
and shaped by our lived experiences and the meanings we assign to them. We
are not born to feel joy or sadness in a particular way; we learn and define
these emotional responses through our engagement with the world and our
freedom to choose how we react.

What is Sartre's view on the role of 'the Other' in
shaping our emotional landscape?
Sartre believed that our sense of self, and consequently our emotions, are
significantly influenced by the gaze of 'the Other.' When we are aware of
being observed, we tend to objectify ourselves, seeing ourselves as others
see us. This can lead to feelings of shame, pride, or even a desire to escape
from this objectification, all of which are powerful emotional experiences.
Our emotions are thus partly constructed through our interactions and the way
we perceive ourselves in relation to others.

Can existential dread, a common theme in
existentialism, be seen as a natural and even
necessary emotional response according to Sartre?
Yes, existential dread, or 'angoisse,' is a fundamental emotion for Sartre,
arising from the recognition of our absolute freedom and the lack of
preordained meaning. It's the dizziness of infinite possibilities and the



weight of choosing our own path without any external guidance. For Sartre,
acknowledging and confronting this dread, rather than escaping it through bad
faith, is crucial for living an authentic life.

How does Sartre's philosophy encourage embracing
difficult emotions rather than avoiding them?
Sartre's emphasis on radical freedom and responsibility necessitates that we
confront the full spectrum of human experience, including difficult emotions.
Avoiding them through 'bad faith' is seen as a betrayal of our freedom. By
engaging with emotions like anguish, boredom, or despair, we can better
understand our choices, reaffirm our freedom, and create our own authentic
meaning, even in the face of absurdity.

What is Sartre's perspective on the origin of
passions and how they are managed in relation to our
freedom?
Sartre views passions, like love or hatred, not as uncontrollable forces but
as choices we make. While we might experience physiological reactions, our
interpretation and the meaning we attach to these reactions, and how we act
upon them, are ultimately a matter of our freedom. We can choose to cultivate
or suppress passions, and how we do so reflects our commitment to our
projects and our engagement with the world. It's about being responsible for
how our passions manifest in our lives.

Does Sartre offer a way to find 'happiness' or
positive emotions within his framework of freedom
and responsibility?
Sartre doesn't offer a simplistic path to happiness in the conventional
sense, as his focus is on authenticity. However, a sense of profound
fulfillment or satisfaction can arise from living authentically, embracing
one's freedom, and taking responsibility for one's choices. This is not a
passive state of bliss but an active engagement with life, acknowledging its
inherent meaninglessness and creating meaning through one's actions and
commitments. This can be seen as a form of existential joy or contentment.

How does Sartre's concept of 'nausea' reflect the
existential confrontation with the sheer facticity
of existence?
In 'Nausea,' Sartre describes the feeling of 'nausea' as an overwhelming
awareness of the gratuitousness and contingency of existence. It's the
visceral realization that things simply 'are' without inherent reason or
purpose. This confrontation with the raw, unadorned reality of existence,
stripped of comforting illusions, can evoke a profound sense of unease and



alienation, which is a powerful emotional response to the existential
condition.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to existentialism and human emotions, with a
focus on Sartre:

1. _Being and Nothingness_
This seminal work by Jean-Paul Sartre explores the fundamental nature of
consciousness and its relationship to the world. He delves into concepts like
"being-in-itself" (objects) and "being-for-itself" (consciousness), and how
our freedom to choose and our awareness of our own nothingness shape our
existence. The book deeply examines themes of anxiety, dread, and
responsibility that arise from this freedom.

2. _Existentialism is a Humanism_
In this collection of lectures, Sartre clarifies and defends the core tenets
of existentialism. He argues that existence precedes essence, meaning
individuals are born without a predetermined purpose and must create their
own meaning through their choices and actions. This work emphasizes radical
freedom, responsibility, and the human condition as a source of both anguish
and liberation.

3. _The Transcendence of the Ego_
This early philosophical work by Sartre examines the nature of the self and
consciousness. He critiques traditional views of the ego, proposing that
consciousness is not a fixed entity but rather a spontaneous, transcendent
activity. This concept is crucial for understanding Sartre's later ideas
about freedom and the absence of a pre-established human nature.

4. _Nausea_
Sartre's novel explores the protagonist Antoine Roquentin's growing sense of
alienation and revulsion towards existence itself. Through his experience of
"nausea," Roquentin confronts the sheer contingency and meaninglessness of
the world, leading him to question his own identity and purpose. The novel
vividly portrays the existential dread that can arise from recognizing one's
radical freedom.

5. _The Emotions: Outline of a Theory_
While not exclusively focused on existentialism, Sartre's philosophical
treatise offers a unique perspective on emotions. He argues that emotions are
not simply physiological reactions but rather intentional acts of
consciousness that represent ways of engaging with the world. This theory
influences how we understand our subjective experiences and the choices we
make in response to them.

6. _Black Orpheus_
This essay by Sartre provides a critical analysis of the poetry and
philosophy of Léopold Sédar Senghor, a key figure in the Négritude movement.



Sartre engages with themes of alienation, identity, and the struggle against
oppression, offering an existentialist interpretation of the Black
experience. It highlights how individuals forge meaning and affirm their
humanity in the face of historical injustices.

7. _War Diaries_
These posthumously published journals offer a personal and philosophical
account of Sartre's experiences as a soldier during World War II. They reveal
his early grappling with existential themes of responsibility, freedom, and
the absurdity of war. The diaries provide a raw and intimate look at how
historical events can profoundly shape one's understanding of the human
condition.

8. _The Psychology of Imagination_
In this work, Sartre delves into the nature of imagination and its role in
our perception of reality and our creation of meaning. He explores how our
imaginative capacity allows us to transcend our immediate circumstances and
project possibilities for ourselves. This book connects the abstract
philosophical concepts of existentialism to our everyday mental lives and
emotional states.

9. _No Exit_
This famous play by Sartre depicts three characters trapped together in a
room in hell, which they discover is simply the perpetual company of each
other. The play famously posits "Hell is other people," illustrating how our
interactions and reliance on others' perceptions can define and constrain our
sense of self and freedom. It powerfully conveys the existential burden of
being constantly judged and defined by others.
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