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Title: Existentialism is a Humanism: Jean-Paul Sartre's Revolutionary Philosophy

Jean-Paul Sartre's seminal lecture and essay, "Existentialism is a Humanism," stands as a
pivotal work in understanding the core tenets of existentialist thought, particularly as
championed by Sartre himself. This foundational text directly confronts common criticisms
leveled against existentialism, reframing it not as a philosophy of despair, but as a radical
affirmation of human freedom, responsibility, and the profound meaning we create. By
dissecting the relationship between existence and essence, Sartre argues that for humans,
"existence precedes essence," a concept that underpins the entirety of his humanist
interpretation. This article delves into the depths of Sartre's "Existentialism is a
Humanism," exploring its key arguments, its critique of determinism, and its enduring
legacy in shaping our understanding of the human condition. We will examine how Sartre
connects existentialism to a profound sense of humanism, emphasizing our shared
responsibility in defining what it means to be human.

e Understanding "Existentialism is a Humanism": Sartre's Core Argument
e The Radical Proposition: Existence Precedes Essence

e Confronting Criticisms: Anguish, Forlornness, Despair, and Bad Faith

e Existentialism as a Humanism: Freedom and Responsibility

e The Impact and Legacy of Sartre's "Existentialism is a Humanism"

e Key Concepts and Takeaways from Sartre's Humanist Existentialism

Unpacking "Existentialism is a Humanism":
Sartre's Core Argument

Jean-Paul Sartre’s "Existentialism is a Humanism," delivered as a lecture in 1945 and later
published, serves as a definitive manifesto for his brand of existentialism, specifically
aiming to clarify and defend it against widespread misunderstandings. At its heart, Sartre
seeks to demonstrate that existentialism, far from being a bleak or nihilistic philosophy, is
in fact a profoundly humanistic one. He contends that the existentialist perspective, with
its emphasis on individual freedom and the absence of preordained purpose, places an
immense responsibility directly upon human shoulders, thereby elevating human agency
to its highest form. This crucial distinction separates Sartre's existentialism from other
philosophical systems that might rely on divine will or inherent human nature to define



meaning and value. The lecture is a direct response to critics who viewed existentialism as
promoting quietism or a kind of intellectual morbidity, and Sartre meticulously dismantles
these accusations, presenting existentialism as a call to action and authentic living.

The Purpose of "Existentialism is a Humanism"

Sartre's primary objective in "Existentialism is a Humanism" was to clarify his
philosophical position and to counter misinterpretations that had arisen, particularly in the
aftermath of World War II. He observed that existentialism was often being associated
with a pessimistic outlook, a focus on individual isolation, and a disregard for societal
values. By framing existentialism as a humanism, Sartre aimed to reclaim its ethical and
constructive dimensions. He wanted to show that the radical freedom he described was
not an invitation to anarchy but a profound call to self-creation and, by extension, to the
creation of human values for all of humanity. This effort was crucial in demonstrating the
active and responsible nature of the existentialist stance, directly challenging the notion
that it was a passive philosophy.

Sartre's Defense Against Common Criticisms

Throughout the text, Sartre directly addresses several key criticisms. He tackles the idea
that existentialism leads to despair by reframing the concepts of anguish, forlornness, and
despair as inherent consequences of radical freedom, not as reasons to succumb to them.
He argues that acknowledging our freedom and the absence of a pre-determined blueprint
for our lives is precisely what empowers us to make meaningful choices. The lecture
systematically refutes the notion that existentialism promotes moral relativism or an
absence of values by emphasizing that when we choose for ourselves, we are, in a sense,
choosing for all of humanity. This is a cornerstone of his humanist argument, highlighting
the interconnectedness of our individual choices with the broader human project.

The Radical Proposition: Existence Precedes
Essence

The most iconic and central tenet of Sartre's existentialism, as expounded in
"Existentialism is a Humanism," is the declaration that "existence precedes essence." This
philosophical dictum fundamentally reorients our understanding of what it means to be
human, distinguishing us from manufactured objects. Sartre uses the analogy of a
paperknife, an object created by a craftsman. For the paperknife, the idea or concept (its
essence) exists in the mind of the craftsman before the object itself (its existence) is
brought into being. The essence - its purpose, its design, its function - dictates its
creation. In stark contrast, Sartre argues that for human beings, this order is reversed.



Deconstructing the Concept of Essence

In traditional philosophy and theology, the concept of essence often implies a pre-
determined nature, a blueprint, or a fixed identity that precedes an individual's existence.
For instance, a religious perspective might posit that God created humans with a specific
essence, a divinely ordained purpose. Sartre vehemently rejects this notion for humanity.
He asserts that there is no pre-existing human nature, no divine plan, and no inherent
meaning that defines us from birth. We are, in his famous phrase, "nothing else but what
we make of ourselves." This means that we are born into the world as a blank slate,
without any predetermined characteristics or destiny. Our essence, therefore, is not
something we are born with, but something we forge through our choices and actions
throughout our lives.

The Implications of Existence Preceding Essence for
Human Freedom

The direct consequence of existence preceding essence is the radical affirmation of human
freedom. If there is no pre-defined essence, then we are not bound by any inherent
limitations or predetermined roles. We are entirely free to define ourselves, to choose our
values, and to create our own meaning in a world that, in itself, is devoid of inherent
purpose. This freedom is not a gift but a burden, a responsibility that is inescapable. Every
choice we make contributes to the ongoing project of defining who we are, not just as
individuals but as representatives of humanity. This freedom is absolute, and to deny it,
Sartre argues, is to live in "bad faith."

The Absence of God and its Philosophical Ramifications

Sartre's argument is intrinsically linked to his atheism. If God does not exist, then there is
no divine creator who could have conceived of a human essence or purpose. This absence
of God leaves a vacuum, a void that humans must fill with their own self-created meanings
and values. Without a divine architect, there is no ultimate authority or pre-ordained plan
to consult. This realization is what leads to what Sartre describes as forlornness, the
feeling of being alone in the universe without divine guidance or pre-established moral
codes. However, it is precisely this forlornness, Sartre argues, that liberates us to be truly
free and responsible.

Confronting Criticisms: Anguish, Forlornness,
Despair, and Bad Faith

A significant portion of "Existentialism is a Humanism" is dedicated to addressing and
reframing what many perceive as the negative or disquieting aspects of existentialist
philosophy: anguish, forlornness, and despair. Sartre doesn't shy away from these



concepts; instead, he integrates them into his understanding of human freedom and
responsibility, arguing that they are not causes for paralysis but rather inherent
consequences of our condition that we must embrace. He also meticulously details the
concept of "bad faith," a crucial mechanism by which individuals attempt to escape the
burden of their freedom.

Anguish: The Weight of Responsibility

Sartre defines anguish not as fear of an external threat, but as the profound awareness of
our freedom and the responsibility that accompanies it. When we choose, we are not
merely choosing for ourselves; we are, in a sense, choosing for all of humanity. This is
because our choices implicitly affirm a certain set of values. For example, when we choose
to act with courage, we are implicitly saying that courage is a valuable trait. This act of
universalizing our choices, even without conscious intent, imbues our decisions with a
weight that can be profoundly disquieting. Anguish, for Sartre, is the realization that we
are the sole authors of our values and that our every choice has far-reaching implications,
even if we cannot fully predict them.

Forlornness: The Absence of Divine Guidance

Forlornness stems directly from the absence of God. If God does not exist, then there are
no pre-existing moral commandments or objective values to guide our actions. We are, in
Sartre's words, "condemned to be free." This means we are left entirely to our own
devices, without any ultimate authority to appeal to or any pre-determined path to follow.
This can lead to a sense of abandonment or forlornness, as we realize that we alone must
forge our own moral compass and create our own meaning in a universe that is indifferent
to our existence. However, Sartre sees this as liberating; it means we are not bound by
any dogma or external dictate and are free to construct our own ethical framework.

Despair: Confronting the Limits of Our Control

Despair, in the existentialist sense, is not about giving up hope due to external
circumstances. Rather, it is the recognition that we can only act upon the possibilities that
are within our control, and that many outcomes are contingent on the actions of others or
on chance. Sartre clarifies that we should not despair over what we cannot control, but
rather focus on what we can influence through our choices and actions. We can act with
determination and commitment, but we must accept that the ultimate success or failure of
our endeavors is not solely dependent on our will. Despair, in this context, is a sober
acknowledgment of the limitations of individual action in the face of a complex and
unpredictable world.



Bad Faith: The Evasion of Freedom

Bad faith, or "mauvaise foi," is a central concept in Sartre's critique of how individuals
often attempt to escape the burden of their freedom. It is a form of self-deception where
we pretend we are not free, or that we are determined by external factors, social roles, or
our past. For instance, a waiter who performs his role with excessive, almost mechanical,
precision, as if he were merely a waiter and nothing more, is acting in bad faith. He is
denying his freedom to be something else, to question his role, or to define himself beyond
the social construct of "waiter." Similarly, someone might blame their actions on their
upbringing, their personality, or societal pressures, thereby abdicating their responsibility.
Sartre argues that recognizing and rejecting bad faith is essential for living an authentic
and free life.

Existentialism as a Humanism: Freedom and
Responsibility

Sartre's bold claim that "Existentialism is a Humanism" rests on the profound
interconnectedness of individual freedom with a broader sense of human responsibility. By
stripping away pre-determined essences and divine guidance, existentialism, in Sartre's
view, elevates humanity to a position of unparalleled importance. It asserts that the value
and meaning of human existence are not derived from an external source but are created
through our choices and actions. This radical empowerment, however, comes with an
equally radical burden of responsibility, not just for ourselves but for all of humanity.

The Human Condition as the Starting Point

For Sartre, the starting point of existentialism is the human condition itself - the reality of
our existence in the world. Unlike other philosophies that might begin with abstract
principles or divine truths, existentialism begins with the concrete reality of human beings
as conscious, free, and embodied entities. This focus on the lived experience of being
human is what grounds his humanist perspective. He emphasizes that we are thrown into
existence without our consent, and it is in confronting this situation that we begin to
understand our freedom and the need to create meaning. This is the foundation upon
which all humanism is built, a focus on human beings and their capacity for self-creation
and self-determination.

The Universal Implications of Individual Choice

One of the most crucial aspects of Sartre's humanism is the notion that individual choices
have universal implications. When we choose, we are not merely making a personal
decision; we are, in a sense, creating an image of humanity as we believe it ought to be.
By choosing to be courageous, for instance, we are implicitly endorsing courage as a value



that humanity should embrace. This is a profound ethical responsibility. It means that our
individual actions contribute to the collective definition of what it means to be human.
Therefore, a life lived authentically and responsibly is not just a personal achievement but
a contribution to the ongoing project of humanity's self-definition. This universalizing
aspect is what elevates existentialism from mere individualism to a profound form of
humanism.

The Role of Values in a Godless World

In a world without God and without pre-determined values, the question of how to
establish a system of ethics becomes paramount. Sartre argues that values are not
discovered; they are created. We create values through our choices and our commitments.
When we choose to act in a certain way, we are, in effect, declaring that this way of acting
is valuable. This places the burden of value creation squarely on the shoulders of
humanity. It is up to us to decide what is good, what is right, and what is meaningful. This
creative process is inherently human, and in this sense, existentialism is a humanism
because it places the ultimate responsibility for creating values within the human sphere.
It is a testament to our capacity for self-governance and self-creation.

Existentialism as a Call to Action

Far from being a philosophy of passive contemplation, existentialism, as presented by
Sartre in "Existentialism is a Humanism," is a potent call to action. The recognition of our
absolute freedom and the responsibility that accompanies it compels us to engage actively
with the world, to make choices, and to commit ourselves to projects that give our lives
meaning. It is a philosophy that demands engagement, not withdrawal. The emphasis on
"commitment" is key; we must commit ourselves to our chosen projects and values,
thereby affirming our freedom and shaping our existence. This active engagement with
life, this commitment to self-creation and value-building, is the essence of Sartre's
humanist existentialism.

The Impact and Legacy of Sartre's "Existentialism
is a Humanism"

Jean-Paul Sartre's "Existentialism is a Humanism" has had a profound and lasting impact
on philosophical discourse, literature, and popular culture. Its clear articulation of
existentialist tenets, particularly its reinterpretation of the philosophy as a form of
humanism, resonated deeply with audiences in post-war Europe and beyond. The lecture
provided a framework for understanding the human condition in a world grappling with
the aftermath of immense destruction and the questioning of traditional values. Its
influence can be seen in various fields, and it continues to provoke thought and discussion
about freedom, responsibility, and the search for meaning.



Influence on Philosophical Thought

Sartre's work significantly shaped 20th-century philosophy, particularly within the
existentialist movement. "Existentialism is a Humanism" helped to popularize existentialist
ideas, making them accessible to a wider audience. It provided a robust defense against
criticisms, cementing existentialism as a serious and influential philosophical tradition.
The emphasis on individual freedom, subjectivity, and the absence of pre-determined
essence has been a fertile ground for further philosophical inquiry, influencing subsequent
thinkers in phenomenology, post-structuralism, and ethics. The lecture's clarity and
persuasive power made it a cornerstone for understanding existentialist humanism.

Impact on Literature and the Arts

The existentialist themes explored in "Existentialism is a Humanism" found powerful
expression in literature and the arts. Sartre himself was a prolific novelist and playwright,
and his works, such as "Nausea" and "No Exit," vividly illustrate the concepts of freedom,
alienation, and the search for meaning. The emphasis on subjective experience, the
absurdity of existence, and the struggle for authentic selfhood became hallmarks of
existentialist literature. This influence extended to other writers and artists who grappled
with similar philosophical questions, contributing to a rich tapestry of creative output that
explored the human condition in the mid-20th century and beyond.

Enduring Relevance in Contemporary Society

In today's world, which often feels characterized by rapid change, uncertainty, and a
questioning of established norms, Sartre's "Existentialism is a Humanism" retains its
relevance. The core message about the power and responsibility of individual choice
continues to resonate. In an era where identity can feel fluid and meaning is often sought
outside traditional structures, the existentialist call to self-creation and authentic living
offers a compelling framework for navigating the complexities of modern life. The
emphasis on personal responsibility for our actions and for creating our own values
remains a vital and empowering, albeit challenging, perspective.

Key Concepts and Takeaways from Sartre's
Humanist Existentialism

To fully grasp the significance of "Existentialism is a Humanism," it is essential to distill its
core messages. Sartre's work offers a unique perspective on what it means to be human,
emphasizing our radical freedom, the responsibilities that accompany it, and our capacity
for self-creation. These takeaways are not merely academic curiosities but potent
frameworks for understanding and navigating our own lives.



¢ Existence Precedes Essence: We are born without a pre-determined nature or
purpose; we define ourselves through our choices and actions.

¢ Radical Freedom: Humans possess an absolute freedom to choose, unburdened by
external dictates or predetermined essences.

¢ Responsibility: With freedom comes immense responsibility, not only for ourselves
but also for the values we implicitly create for humanity.

¢ Anguish: The awareness of our freedom and its universal implications can lead to
anguish, a profound recognition of our responsibility.

e Forlornness: The absence of God means we are alone in creating our values and
meaning, leading to a sense of forlornness but also liberation.

e Despair: This refers to acknowledging the limits of our control over outcomes,
urging us to focus on actions within our purview.

e Bad Faith: The act of deceiving ourselves by denying our freedom and attributing
our actions to external factors.

e Humanism: Existentialism is a humanism because it places the creation of meaning
and values squarely within the human realm.

e Commitment: Authentic living requires commitment to chosen projects and values,
actively shaping our existence.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of
"Existentialism is a Humanism"

Jean-Paul Sartre's "Existentialism is a Humanism" remains a cornerstone text for
understanding existentialist thought and its profound implications for the human
condition. By masterfully dissecting the concept that "existence precedes essence," Sartre
liberates humanity from the shackles of predetermined destinies and divine mandates. He
argues that this radical freedom, while daunting, is the very source of our dignity and our
capacity for self-creation. The lecture eloquently reframes perceived weaknesses like
anguish, forlornness, and despair not as reasons for nihilism, but as inherent aspects of
our free existence that, when understood and embraced, lead to authentic living. Sartre's
assertion that existentialism is a humanism underscores our shared responsibility in
forging meaning and values in a world devoid of inherent purpose, making individual
choices significant not just for ourselves but for all of humanity. The enduring impact of
"Existentialism is a Humanism" lies in its empowering call to action, urging us to confront
our freedom, embrace our responsibility, and actively shape our own essences through our
commitments and choices.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core thesis of Jean-Paul Sartre's
'Existentialism is a Humanism'?

The core thesis is that 'existence precedes essence.' This means humans are born without
a predetermined purpose or nature (essence) and are free to create their own through
their choices and actions.

How does Sartre define 'condemned to be free'?

Sartre argues that because humans have no preordained essence, they are 'condemned to
be free.' This means they are entirely responsible for their choices and the meaning they
create in their lives, with no external justification or excuse.

What is the role of 'anguish' in Sartre's existentialism?

Anguish, for Sartre, is the feeling of profound responsibility that arises from recognizing
our absolute freedom. When we choose for ourselves, we are also choosing for all
humanity, as our actions create a vision of what humanity should be.

How does 'abandonment' relate to Sartre's existentialist
humanism?

Abandonment signifies the absence of God or any other external authority to provide
moral guidance. This absence reinforces human freedom and the burden of self-creation,
as there are no pre-written rules to follow.

What does Sartre mean by 'bad faith'?

Bad faith is when individuals deny their freedom and responsibility by pretending they are
determined by external forces, societal roles, or their past. It's an attempt to escape the
anguish of choice by pretending to be an object rather than a conscious subject.

Why does Sartre call his philosophy a '"humanism'?

Sartre labels his philosophy a humanism because, despite the lack of a divine creator,
humanity remains the central concern. It emphasizes human dignity, the potential for self-
realization through freedom and choice, and the importance of collective responsibility for
creating a better world.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Jean-Paul Sartre's "Existentialism is a Humanism," with
descriptions:



1. Being and Nothingness by Jean-Paul Sartre

This foundational work of existentialist philosophy delves deep into Sartre's concepts of
consciousness, freedom, and the nature of human existence. He explores the distinction
between "being-in-itself" (inanimate objects) and "being-for-itself" (conscious beings),
emphasizing the radical freedom and responsibility that define the human condition. The
book grapples with themes of anguish, bad faith, and the project of creating oneself
through choices.

2. The Second Sex by Simone de Beauvoir

While not solely by Sartre, this seminal work by his lifelong companion is deeply
intertwined with existentialist thought. Beauvoir applies existentialist principles to the
societal construction of womanhood, arguing that "one is not born, but rather becomes, a
woman." She analyzes how women have been historically defined as the "Other" by
patriarchal societies and the societal and psychological implications of this objectification.

3. Nausea by Jean-Paul Sartre

This philosophical novel, penned by Sartre himself, is a fictional exploration of
existentialist themes. The protagonist, Antoine Roquentin, experiences a profound sense of
disgust and alienation, a "nausea," as he confronts the sheer contingency and
meaninglessness of existence. The novel vividly portrays the anguish that arises from
recognizing one's absolute freedom and the lack of preordained purpose.

4. The Myth of Sisyphus by Albert Camus

This essay, though by a slightly different philosophical lineage, is a crucial companion
piece to existentialist thought, particularly Sartre's ideas on freedom and responsibility.
Camus explores the concept of the absurd - the conflict between humanity's search for
meaning and the universe's silent indifference. He famously uses the Greek myth of
Sisyphus, condemned to eternally roll a boulder uphill, as a metaphor for the human
condition.

5. Existentialism and Humanism by Jean-Paul Sartre

This is the very lecture that forms the basis of the discussion, offering a more accessible
introduction to Sartre's core ideas. Here, Sartre explicitly defends existentialism against
common criticisms, particularly its perceived pessimism, and frames it as a philosophy of
action and human potential. He emphasizes that for existentialists, existence precedes
essence, meaning individuals create their own values and meaning through their choices.

6. Man for Himself: An Ethics of Redness by Jean-Paul Sartre

This work can be seen as a more developed ethical corollary to his earlier existentialist
writings. Sartre explores the possibility of a moral framework within existentialism,
focusing on the authentic self and the challenges of living in accordance with one's
freedom. He examines concepts like responsibility, commitment, and the creation of
personal values in a world devoid of divine or external guidance.

7. The Human Condition by Hannah Arendt

Arendt, though distinct from Sartre, engages with similar themes concerning the nature of
human action, labor, and politics in the modern world. She analyzes the distinction
between "work" (creation) and "action" (political speech and deed), arguing that genuine
human flourishing requires active participation in the public sphere. Her work provides a
broader philosophical context for understanding human agency and its place in society.



8. Freedom and Existence by Jean-Paul Sartre

This collection of essays and interviews provides further insights into Sartre's evolving
thought on existentialism, freedom, and responsibility. It offers a more direct engagement
with his personal philosophical journey and his views on the challenges of living
authentically in a complex world. The pieces highlight Sartre's commitment to the idea
that human beings are "condemned to be free."

9. Existentialism: A Very Short Introduction by Thomas Flynn

This introductory text serves as an excellent starting point for understanding the core
tenets of existentialism, with a significant focus on Sartre's contributions. It breaks down
complex concepts like freedom, responsibility, anguish, and bad faith into accessible
language. The book provides historical context and clarifies the relationship between
existentialism and humanism, making Sartre's ideas more digestible for a wider audience.
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