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			Jean-Paul Sartre

			French philosopher & writer

			
					Born in Paris in 1905

					Died there in 1980

					Notable works:	Nausea (1938), a novel

	No Exit (1944), a play

	Existentialism is a Humanism (1946), a philosophical essay




			

			Jean Paul Sartre is a French writer and philosopher who was born in 1905 in Paris and died in 1980. Both incensed and dismissed for his existentialist philosophy, he wrote several essays such as Being and Nothingness (1943) or Existentialism is a Humanism (1946). He also wrote numerous literary texts in which he strongly illustrates his philosophy and his definition of literature: Nausea, a novel published in 1943, The Flies, a play published in 1943, or No Exit, published in 1944. In 1964, he declined the Nobel Prize for literature and publishes The Words, an autobiographical retelling of his youth. Known also for being the companion of Simone de Beauvoir (French writer, 1908-1986), Sartre is remembered as much for his activity as a writer as for his extreme left political engagement.

		


		
			Existentialism is a Humanism

			Understanding Sartre’s existentialism

			
					Genre: essay

					Reference edition: Sartre, J.-P. (2016) Existentialism is a Humanism. [Online]. Trans. Kaufman, W. [Accessed 7 January 2016]. Available from: <http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/cross_fac/complexity/people/students/dtc/students2011/maitland/philosophy/sartre-eih.pdf>

					First edition: 1946

					Themes: philosophy, freedom, responsibility, engagement, atheism

			

			Existentialism is a Humanism (1946) is the slightly edited transcription of a lecture which Sartre gave in 1945 for the Maintenant Club, which was created during the Liberation. This lecture achieved an immense success, proof of Sartre’s fame – which did not prevent the philosopher from being often misunderstood, hence his desire to express himself.

			Sartre explains his philosophy in a clear way, answers the criticism that his philosophical doctrine sparked, represents mankind in its total freedom and responsibility, and demonstrates that, far from being pessimistic, existentialism favors action and commitment.

		


		
			Summary

			Existence precedes essence

			Sartre exposes the main criticisms associated with existentialism:

			
					According to the communists, it is a bourgeois philosophy of the impossible action;

					According to the Catholics, it a form of pessimism which denies the importance of human efforts by suppressing divine values.

			

			All reproach existentialism for lacking in human solidarity by suggesting a subjectivism which isolates the individual. As a whole, people think existentialism to be sad and ugly, even though their “wisdom of the people” (p. 1) seems equally depressing to Sartre.

			For atheist existentialism, existence precedes essence. Until then, philosophers promoted the idea that man was determined by human nature, just like a manufactured object whose existence predates its essence (its usefulness, its method of production and everything that allows to define it predates and conditions its fabrication). However, for Sartre, “man first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself (p. 3): Therefore, there is no such thing as a human nature, as Man becomes what he does, or what he wants.

			Man is seen as a project. He is responsible for himself, which existentialism aims to make him aware of. This philosophy is based on the idea of a double subjectivity, both individual and human: by choosing and acting individually in order to become what one wants to be, one turns oneself into a project which one deems valid for everybody else, because what one considers as the right choice for oneself reflects the image of Man as one thinks it should be. The awareness of such a responsibility towards oneself and towards others provokes anxiety when man has to make a choice yet does not know which values to use as a reference.

			The imperative of choice

			Confronted by the non-existence of God, Man is in a position of “abandonment” (an existentialist notion that goes hand in hand with anguish). This has consequences: that which is good is written nowhere, nor can it be discovered a priori. Man is therefore left on his own and “condemned to be free” (p. 5): he is entirely responsible, both for his passions and his interpretation of the world. Placed before a choice as drastic as that of the student torn between his wish to stay at his mother’s side and his desire to leave her to her grief to join the resistance in order to avenge his brother and help his country, one has to decide between two kinds of morality:

			
					The immediate and individual help;

					Action on a larger scale, which is more ambiguous (the role he might play could be either insignificant or important in terms of impact).

			

			No fixed doctrine can solve that dilemma. Choosing according to one’s feelings is also illusory, because deciding that one finally gives more value to the mother than to the country can only be verified by the actual fact of remaining by her side, and not by considering doing so. Sartre explains that “I can only estimate the strength of this affection if I have performed an action by which it is defined and ratified. But if I then appeal to this affection to justify my action, I find myself drawn into a vicious circle” (p. 6). Similarly, choosing someone to ask for advice is already deciding the answer one wishes to hear.

			To act, man must restrict himself to taking into account the probabilities that directly concern his action and make it possible. For example, choosing to join the Marxist fight implies betting, among other things, on the fact that the party will remain thoroughly unified and that the comrades will be ready to stay committed until the end. Yet this could not be the case, because they are free. However, the probability that an international party will stay united or not should not be taken into account when making the choice, because it does not depend on the will of the person who joins it. 

			Consequently, one needs to act without hope, to not entertain illusions, yet not renounce either, and do everything one can: existentialism is a philosophy of commitment. The criticisms made by quietism (a trend that favors contemplation over action) are therefore unjustified: on the contrary, existentialism considers that man can only exist through his actions, that he is nothing apart from them. To justify one’s lost dreams by thinking that one had the potential to accomplish them but that the circumstances were not favorable is therefore refused. The protagonists of Sartre’s novels are horrible not only because they are depicted as being cowardly and mean, but mainly because they are guilty of being that way through their actions and the choices they made. People prefer the deterministic thought, according to which one is born or made a hero or a coward, because it removes their responsibility.

			Although there is no such thing as a human nature, Man nevertheless possesses a universality (being in the world, being mortal, being free, etc.) that is called his condition, and that defines him both objectively - because it is universal – and subjectively – because this universality is nothing unless Man determines himself in relation to it. Man also determines himself in relation to the universality of the human condition in situations, i.e. in a specific sociohistorical context. He does so though a multitude of projects that are individual, but never entirely foreign, because they are always based on the same universal characteristics of Man, including freedom (which enables one to define oneself through choices). Choosing is an absolute, an element of the human condition, and each choice will therefore be understandable to anybody at any given time period, yet without losing its relativity due to the actual situation in which the choice has been made.

			The criticism made to existentialism concerning its supposed subjectivism, by which is meant the fact that existentialists seem to say that they can do anything, is disproved because choosing is an inescapable absolute: in any situation, choosing not to choose is not a possibility but an illusion. Besides, despite the absence of a framework of values acting as a reference, choosing is not a gratuitous act or a caprice, in that it is done in a situation and commits the whole of humanity.

			The other as the condition of our existence

			Existentialism makes Descartes’ (French philosopher, mathematician and physicist, 1596-1650) cogito (“I think, therefore I am”) the only absolute truth: consciousness attains itself and discovers it exists through the act of thinking. However, with existentialism, one does not only discover oneself through cogito, one also discovers the other: “We are just as certain of the other as we are of ourselves” (p. 9). Moreover, the other is the condition of our existence in that one can only be defined (for example, as being mean, smart, etc.) only in relation to the way he perceives us. By recognizing the other as “a freedom which confronts mine, and which cannot think or will without doing so either for or against me” (p. 10), we discover intersubjectivity, a world in which men define each other.

			One of the criticisms of existentialism is: “You cannot judge others” (p. 10); if Man choses his project lucidly and sincerely, there is indeed nothing to say about it. Yet it can be said that some choices are based on truth and coherence, while others are rooted in hypocrisies such as the denial of freedom, the intent to hide behind the excuse of determinism. Moreover, freedom is the ultimate meaning of acts of good faith, and this freedom, as a goal (and not as a characteristic of human condition), depends on everybody’s freedom; by choosing freedom as a goal, I necessarily choose the freedom of everybody as a goal. I can therefore judge those who refuse this freedom on the basis of strict authenticity. Sartre calls those who make up deterministic excuses cowards and those who state that human existence is necessary (i.e. who consider that it is a right and not the product of chance, and therefore see their positions and privileges as final) scum.

			Another criticism is that the values invented are not serious “since you choose them yourselves” (p. 13). Sartre answers that since he suppressed God, there was no other solution. Life is a priori meaningless: it is Man who gives it meaning by living. A human community is therefore possible, which leads Sartre to discuss two forms of humanism: classical humanism, which he criticized in his essays and which glorifies humanity as an end and the superior value; and existentialist humanism, which dispenses Man from judging himself, and does not consider Man as an end because he is still constantly building himself. He sees Man as making himself exist by pursuing transcending goals, by pursuing that which he is not but could become, while still remaining in a human universe, namely that of his own subjectivity. 

		


		
			Context

			A way to counter a stormy fame

			When Sartre gave his lecture titled Existentialism is a Humanism, he was already well-known for his literary works, such as Nausea (1938) and the first two volumes of The Roads to Freedom (The Age of Reason and The Reprieve, 1945-1949), which had just been published. An easier way to access his thoughts, his literary works are a parallel development to the philosophy he elaborated from the 1930s and which culminated in Being and Nothingness (1943). This complex philosophical text contributed to assert Sartre’s fame, but at the cost of a bad understanding of his work.

			People had an approximate knowledge of existentialism and saw it as something ugly and cynical, at the image of the literary characters created by Sartre, lowly and frighteningly clear-sighted. The press quoted Sartre’s most shocking formulas out of context. The intellectuals, blinded by their prejudice of an antihumanist immorality, condemned this philosophy of freedom as a philosophy of despair:

			
					Marxists accused it of quietism and of a subjectivism unable to get past itself to think of the world;

					Christians accused it of suppressing, in the name of freedom, the everlasting moral values, and to defy through its dangerous relativism all human enterprises.

			

			Thus, Sartre was a scandalous author, even though opinions were mixed. Indeed, his work had its defenders and was praised for its literary value; moreover, the youth, which Sartre was accused of corrupting, reacted to it with enthusiasm.

			Therefore, it seems only natural that Sartre, in answering these critics, tried to put things right. In doing so, he justified existentialism and asserted its place in the intellectual landscape of the time. This lecture was not the first stage of this justification process: he had already explained himself in the communist weekly paper Action in December 1944, and

			The philosophy of existence

			
			
					Sartre drew on the works by the Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) for his analysis of existential anguish, and in Existentialism is a Humanism, he ties him to Christian existentialism;

					Sartrian existentialism has an important phenomenological foundation (phenomenology being the study of phenomena, of that which appears to our consciousness, created by the German philosopher Edmund Husserl in the early 20th century). Inspired by the Husserlian idea of the intentionality of consciousness, namely that consciousness is necessarily the consciousness of something (it is nothing without its object), Sartre proposes that the being of the consciousness – necessarily different from the being of everything else that is, i.e. of the being of the other beings, because it is the only being that needs an object in order to be (as opposed to a tree, for example, who needs only itself to be) – be defined as freedom, because although it is in the world, the world does not settle consciousness as a thing; consciousness is in the world but not of the world, it is in a perpetual state of becoming;

					Sartre also drew his inspiration from the ontology (philosophical study of the being as being) of Martin Heidegger, Husserl’s disciple, whose work Being and Time (Sein und Zeit, 1927) influenced Being and Nothingness. In Heidegger’s opinion, Man is the Dasein, the only being able to question his being. Therefore, he does not entirely correspond to his being but can be related to it; the fundamental ability defines existence, which names the being of the Dasein. Sartre uses this definition and, by opposing it to the fixed and final essence, associates it with freedom.

			

			The problem of popularization
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