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Jean Paul Sartre Existentialism Is A
Humanism

UNDERSTANDING JEAN PAUL SARTRE:
EXISTENTIALISM IS A HUMANISM

In the landscape of 20th-century philosophy, few works have
sparked as much controversy, debate, and profound reflection as
Jean Paul Sartre’s legendary lecture, later published as
Existentialism Is A Humanism. Delivered in Paris in 1946, this text
serves not only as a defense of existentialist philosophy against
its critics but also as a passionate argument for a new kind of
humanism rooted in radical freedom, personal responsibility, and
authentic action. For anyone seeking to understand the core of
existentialist thought, grappling with the ideas presented in Jean
Paul Sartre Existentialism Is A Humanism remains an
essential starting point.

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT: WHY SARTRE DEFENDED
EXISTENTIALISM

To fully appreciate the power of this work, one must first
understand the climate in which it was written. Following the
horrors of World War IlI, Europe was grappling with profound
questions about meaning, morality, and the nature of humanity.

Traditional systems of belief—religious, political, and moral—had
been shattered. Critics of existentialism, from both Christian and
Marxist camps, accused it of being a pessimistic, nihilistic, and
irresponsible philosophy. They claimed that by denying God and
universal moral laws, existentialism left humanity adrift in a sea
of despair, encouraging quietism and arbitrary action. Sartre
wrote Existentialism Is A Humanism in direct response to these
attacks, aiming to show that existentialism was, in fact, the most
optimistic and empowering philosophy of all.

The Charge of Nihilism and
the Response

One of the primary accusations leveled against existentialism
was that it was a philosophy of despair. If life has no pre-ordained
meaning, critics argued, then all action is futile. Sartre countered
this directly in his lecture. He argued that the absence of a
predetermined essence does not lead to nihilism; rather, it
liberates human beings from the burden of being mere objects. In
the text of Jean Paul Sartre Existentialism Is A Humanism, he
famously asserts that this very lack of external justification is
what makes human dignity possible. Because we are not defined
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by a creator or a fixed human nature, we are free to create
ourselves through our choices.

THE CORE THESIS: EXISTENCE PRECEDES ESSENCE

At the heart of Sartre’s argument lies a single, revolutionary
principle: existence precedes essence. This phrase is the
cornerstone of atheistic existentialism. To understand it, consider
a manufactured object, like a paper-knife. The artisan has a
concept (an essence) of the knife in their mind before they create
it. They know its purpose, its material, and its design. The knife’s
essence—its defining nature—exists before its physical existence.

Sartre argues that for human beings, the situation is reversed.
Unlike the paper-knife, humans are not created with a predefined
purpose or nature. There is no divine plan, no innate "human
nature" that dictates what we should be. We are simply born—we
exist—and only then do we define ourselves through our actions,
choices, and projects. This is the radical claim of Jean Paul Sartre
Existentialism Is A Humanism. We are not born with a self; we
become a self. This idea places an immense weight on the
individual, but it also grants them total freedom.

Radical Freedom and the
Burden of Choice

If existence precedes essence, then we are radically free. Sartre
declares that "man is condemned to be free." This is not a
celebration of liberation but a statement of ontological fact. We

are condemned because we did not choose to be born, and we
are free because, once thrown into the world, we are responsible
for everything we do. There are no excuses. We cannot blame our
genetics, our upbringing, our social class, or even God for who we
become. We are nothing other than the sum of our actions.

* No excuses: Sartre eliminates the possibility of external
justification.

* Total responsibility: We are the sole authors of our
character.

¢ Continuous creation: The self is not a fixed entity but a
constant project.

This is a central theme in Jean Paul Sartre Existentialism Is A
Humanism. Our freedom is terrifying precisely because it is
inescapable. To turn away from it, to pretend that we have no
choice, is what Sartre calls "bad faith" (mauvaise foi).

ANGUISH, ABANDONMENT, AND DESPAIR: THE
EMOTIONAL LANDSCAPE

Sartre does not shy away from the difficult emotional
consequences of his philosophy. He explores three key states
that arise from the recognition of radical freedom: anguish,
abandonment, and despair.

Anguish

Anguish arises not from the fear of external consequences, but
from the deep awareness of our own freedom. When we make a
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choice, we are not just choosing for ourselves. Sartre argues that
in choosing, we are creating an image of humanity as we believe
it ought to be. If | choose to be courageous, | am saying courage
is a value for all people. This responsibility—that every individual
act is a proposal for all of humanity—is the source of profound
anguish. It is the fear of choosing wrongly when there is no pre-
defined right.

Abandonment

Sartre uses the term abandonment to describe the feeling of
being alone in the universe with no external guidance. Since God
does not exist, we cannot look to heaven for moral commands.
We cannot find values written in the fabric of reality. We are
abandoned to our own devices. This is a direct consequence of
the atheism underpinning Jean Paul Sartre Existentialism Is A
Humanism. We have no excuse, no moral compass given from
on high. We must invent our own values. This is not a source of
comfort, but of clarity.

Despair

Despair, for Sartre, is the realization that we can only control our
own actions and not the outcomes of those actions. We can act,
but the world is unpredictable. We must engage in action without
hope. This is not nihilistic resignation; it is a realist's humility. We
commit to a project and act with full force, knowing that the
result is never guaranteed. This is the quiet, steadfast courage at
the heart of the philosophy.

WHY EXISTENTIALISM IS A HUMANISM

So, after confronting us with freedom, responsibility, anguish, and
despair, how does Sartre conclude that his philosophy is a
humanism? The answer is found in the very structure of his
argument. Traditional humanism often posited a universal
"human nature" that we must fulfill. Sartre’s humanism is
different. It is a humanism that places the dignity and agency of
the individual at its absolute center. It argues that the only
universe we have is the human universe—the world shaped by
our subjective experiences and actions.

The Dignity of the
Individual

This humanism is not about worshiping humanity as an abstract
ideal. It is about recognizing that the value of a human being lies
in their capacity for transcendence. We are not defined by our
past or our circumstances (what Sartre calls our "facticity"). We
are defined by our ability to project ourselves into the future, to
go beyond what we are. This is the ultimate dignity of the human
condition: we are beings who can create meaning.

1. Transcendence: The ability to surpass our current
situation.

2. Subjectivity: The recognition that all meaning is rooted in
individual experience.

3. Action: The belief that a person is nothing other than their



deeds.

In Jean Paul Sartre Existentialism Is A Humanism, Sartre
argues that this philosophy is the only one that takes human
beings seriously. It refuses to treat people as objects or as means
to an end. It insists that every individual is a free agent capable
of creating their own values and their own life project.

CRITICISMS AND SARTRE’S REBUTTALS

Sartre’s essay is as much a rebuttal as it is a manifesto. He
directly addresses the most common criticisms, showing how
they are based on misunderstandings of his core tenets.

The "Quietism" Objection

Critics said that by focusing on the subjective, existentialism
leads to quietism—a withdrawal from the world into passive
contemplation. Sartre fires back that existentialism is, in fact, the
opposite. Existentialism Is A Humanism explicitly states that
"man is nothing other than his plan." There is no reality except in
action. The philosophy is a call to engagement, not retreat. A
man who sits in his room and dreams of writing a great novel is
not a novelist. Only the act of writing makes one a writer.

The "Arbitrary" Charge

If there are no universal values, critics argued, then all choices
are equally valid. Sartre refutes this by clarifying that while there
are no a priori values, our choices are not arbitrary. We are

responsible for inventing values, and we are judged by the
coherence and authenticity of our actions. A choice made in bad
faith, pretending not to be free, is a denial of our humanity.
Freedom is the foundation of all value, and any choice that
negates freedom (for oneself or others) is logically inconsistent.

THE LASTING RELEVANCE OF THE WORK

Why does Jean Paul Sartre Existentialism Is A Humanism
continue to resonate with readers nearly 80 years after it was
first delivered? In an age of anxiety, climate crisis, political
polarization, and technological disruption, the questions Sartre
raises are more urgent than ever. We are constantly bombarded
with messages telling us who we should be—defined by our jobs,
our social media profiles, our consumption habits. Sartre’s
existentialism offers a powerful counter-narrative.

It reminds us that we are not defined by these external labels.
We are free to reject them. We are free to choose. The message
of Jean Paul Sartre Existentialism Is A Humanism is that with
this terrifying freedom comes an equally immense
responsibility—not only to ourselves but to humanity as a whole.
Every choice we make is a vote for the kind of world we want to
live in.

CONCLUSION

Jean Paul Sartre’s Existentialism Is A Humanism is, at its core, a
passionate defense of human dignity and agency. It strips away
the comfort of external excuses and confronts us with the raw
truth of our condition: we are free, we are responsible, and we
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are what we do. It is a philosophy of action, engagement, and
hope—not a hope in a divine plan, but a hope in the power of the
individual to create meaning in a meaningless universe. By
arguing that existence precedes essence, Sartre gives us a

humanism that is not based on a fixed nature but on the
dynamic, creative, and terrifying freedom of the human subject.
It is a call to live authentically, to act with courage, and to accept
the full weight of our liberty.



