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EAN-PAUL SARTRE

entialism

In this section of his essay Existentialism Is a Humanism, Sartre explains the fundamental ideas
in his version of this philosophy. Human beings must realize that there is no God who dictates
what is morally required of them. Instead, morality is a free creation that each individual must
fashion for himself or herself.

What is meant by the term existentialism? Can it be that what really scares [people] in the
doctrine 1 shall try to present here is that it leaves to man a possibility of choice? To answer
this question, we must reexamine it on a strictly philosophical plane.

Actually, itis the least scandalous, the most austere of doctrines. It is intended strictly
for specialists and philosophers. Yet it ¢an be easily defined. What complicates matters
is that there are two kinds of existentialist; first, those who are Christian, among whom
I would include Jaspers and Gabriel Marcel, both Catholic; and on the other hand the
atheistic 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 pre-
cedes essence, or, if you prefer, that subjectivity must be the starting point.

Just what does that mean? Let us consider some object that is manufactured, for
example, a book or a paper-cutter: here is an object which has been made by an arti-
san whose inspiration came from a concept. He referred to the concept of what 2
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paper-cutter is and likewise to a known method of production, which is part of the con-
cept, 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 can not postulate 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 properties 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 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 Leibniz, we always grant that will more or less follows under-
standing 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 com-
parable to the concept of paper-cutter in the mind of the manufacturer, and, fol-
lowing 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 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 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 bour-
geois, 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,.
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 existenc %
precedes essence? It means that, first of all, man exists, turns up, appear.s on
scene, and, only afterwards, defines himself. If man, as the existentialist conceives b I
is indefinable, it is because at first he is nothing. Only afterward will he be son
thing, and he himself will have made what he will be. Thus, there is no hu'man

since there is no God to conceive it. Not only is man what he conceives himselftg
but he is also what he wills himself to be after this thrust toward existc?nc.c-
Man is nothing else but what he makes of himself. Such is the first Pnnaple
tentialism. It is also what is called subjectivity, the name we are labeled with when
are brought against us. But what do we mean by this, if not that man has a grez :
nity than a stone or table? For we mean that man first exists, that is, thaf man S
is the being who hurls himself toward a future and who is conscious C?f a8
self as being in the future. Man is at the start a plan which is aware of 1t§clf.
a patch of moss, a piece of garbage, or a cauliflower; nothing exists prior 0
there is nothing in heaven; man will be what he will have planned to bees
will want to be. Because by the word “will” we generally mean a consck
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& hich is subsequent t what we have already made of ourselves. I may want to belong
E 02 politjcal party, write a book, get married; but all that is onlya manifestation of an
earlier, more SpoNtaneous choice that is called “will.” Butif 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 existence rest
on him. And when we say that 2 man is responsible for himself, we do not only mean
that he is responsiblé 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. Sub-
jectivism means, on the one hand, thatan individual chooses and makes himself; and,
on the other, thatitis 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 on€ 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 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, on the other hand, existence p:ggedgg 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 sup-
posed, 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 marriage depends solely on my cir-
cumstances or passion or wish, I am involving all humanity in monogamy and not
merely myself. Therefore, I am responsible for myself and for everyone else. I am cre-
ating 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 grandiloquent
words as anguish, forlornness, despair. As you will see, it’s all quite simple.

First, what is meant by anguish? The existentialists say at once that man is 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 lawmaker who is, at the same time, choos-
ing 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 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 conferred upon the lie.
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Anguish is evident even when it conceals itself. This is the anguish that Kierkegaard
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 Abra-
ham, 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?”

There was a madwoman who had hallucinations; someone used to speak to her on
the telephone and give her orders. Her doctor asked her, “Who is it who talks to you?”
She answered, “He says it's God.” What proof did she really have that it was God? If an
angel comes to me, what proof is there that it’s an angel? And if I hear voices, what proof
is there that they come from heaven and not from hell, or from the subconscious, or
a pathological condition? What proves that they are addressed to me? What proof is
there that I have been appointed to impose my choice and my conception of man on
humanity? I'll never find any proof or sign to convince me of that. If a voice addresses
me, it is always for me to decide that this is the angel’s voice; if I consider that such an
act is a good one, it is I who will choose to say that it is good rather than bad.

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 quietism, to
inaction. It is a matter of a simple sort of anguish that anybody who has had responsi-
bilities 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 of ten or four-
teen or twenty men. In making a decision he can not help having a certain angUiSl.L
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 Po%
sibilities, and when they choose one, they realize that it has value only becaus.e ft”
chosen. We shall see that this kind of anguish, which is the kind that existentialism
describes, is explained, in addition, by a direct responsibility to the other men whom
it involves. It is not a curtain separating us from action, but is part of action itself.

When we speak of forlornness, a term Heidegger was fond of, we mean only ¢
God does not exist and that we have to face all the consequences of this. The ex
tentialist is strongly opposed to a certain kind of secular ethics which would like to
ish God with the least possible expense. About 1880, some French teachers ti€
set up a secular ethics which went something like this: God is a useless and
hypothesis; we are discarding it; but, meanwhile, in order for there to be an €t
society, a civilization, it is essential that certain values be taken scr‘iousl)" af}d M %
be considered as having an a priori existence. It must be obligatory, & fm""{w
est, not to lie, not to beat your wife, to have children, etc., etc. So we’'re goin
little device which will make it possible to show that values exist all the same;
in a heaven of ideas, though otherwise God does not exist. In other words
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despair. He was also aware that every act that he did for his mother’s sake was 3
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; 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 different kinds of action: one, concrete, immedia[e,
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 inter-
rupted 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? Christian doctrine says, “Be char-
itable, 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, con-
versely, 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 specific
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 e
I love my mother enough to sacrifice everything else for her—my desire fo
vengeance, for action, for adventure—then I'll stay with her. If, on the contrary, I fe
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 moth
value? Precisely the fact that he remained with her. I may say that I like so-and
well enough to sacrifice a certain amount of money for him, but I may say 0 only
I've done it. I may say “I love my mother well enough to remain with her” if I h
remained with her. The only way to determine the value of this affection s, pre
to perform an act which confirms and defines it. But, since I require this affec
to justify my act, I find myself caught in a vicious circle. :

On the other hand, Gide has well said that a mock feeling and a true f.ee Ng
almost indistinguishable; to decide that I love my mother and will remain with s
to remain with her by putting on an act, amount somewhat to the same thm&
words, the feeling is formed by the acts one performs; so, I can not refer to it
to act upon it. Which means that I can neither seek within myself the s
which will impel me to act, nor apply to a system of ethics for concepts whi€
mit me to act. You will say, “At least, he did go to a teacher for advice. But
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