Existentialism Is a Humanism

My purpose here is to defend existentialism against some
harges that have been brought against it.

I'irst, it has been blamed for encouraging people to re-
ninin in a state of quietism and despair. For if all solutions are
Lired, we have to regard any action in this world as futile,
il o at last we arrive at a contemplative philosophy. And
imuch as contemplation is a luxury, we are only espousing
yot another kind of bourgeois philosophy. These are the
(i reproaches made by the Communists.

Others have condemned us for emphasizing what is despica-
Il ahout humanity, for exposing all that is sordid, suspicious,

o bse, while ignoring beauty and the brighter side of human
Wit For example, according to Miss Mercier, a Catholic
S wee have forgotten the innocence of a child’s smile.

L yroup after another censures us for overlooking hu-
Wiy s solidarity, and for considering man as an isolated
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being. This, contend the Communists, is primarily because
we base our doctrine on pure subjectivity — that is, on the
Cartesian I think —on the very moment in which man fully
comprehends his isolation, rendering us incapable of re-
establishing solidarity with those who exist outside of the
self, and who are inaccessible to us through the cogito.

Christians, on the other hand, reproach us for denying the

reality and validity of human enterprise, for inasmuch as we
choose to ignore God’s commandments and all values thought
to be eternal, all that remainsis the strictly gratuitous; everyone
can dowhatever he pleases and is incapable, from his own small
vantage point, of finding fault with the points of view or actions
of others.

It is these various charges that I want to address today,
which is why I have entitled this brief discourse “Existential-
ism Is a Humanism.” Many will be surprised by what1 have t‘o
say here about humanism. We shall attempt to discover. in
what sense we understand it. In any case, let us begin by saying

R\ that what we mean by “existentialism” is a doctrine that
akes human life possible and also affirms that every truth
- and every action imply an environment and a human subjec-
tivity. It is public knowledge that the fundamental reproach
brought againstus is that we stress the dark side of human life.
Recently someone told me about a lady who, whenever she
inadvertently utters some vulgar expression in a moment of
anper, excuses herself by saying: “I think 'm becoming aln
existentialist.” So it would appear that existentialism is associ-
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ated with something ugly, which is why some people call us
naturalists. If we are, it is strange that we should frighten or
shock people far more than naturalism per se frightens or
offends them. Those who easily stomach a Zola novel like 7he
Earth are sickened when they open an existentialist novel.
Those who find solace in the wisdom of the people — which is
asad, depressing thing — find us even sadder. Yet, what could
be more disillusioning than such sayings as “Charity begins at
home,” or even “Appoint a rogue and he’ll do you damage,
knock him down and he’ll do you homage.” We all know
countless such popular sayings, all of which always point to
the same thing: one should not try to fight against the estab-
lishment; one should not be more royalist than the king, or
meddle in matters that exceed one’s station in life; any action
not in keeping with tradition is mere romanticism; any effort
not based on proven experience is doomed; since experience
shows that men are invariably inclined to do evil, there must

be strict rules to restrain them, otherwise anarchy ensues.

However, since it is the very same people who are forever
spouting these dreary old proverbs — the ones who say “It is

so human!” whenever some repugnant act is pointed out to
them, the ones who are always harping on realistic litanies —
who also accuse existentialism of being too gloomy, it makes ;
me wonder if what they are really annoyed about 1:5 not its
pessimism, but rather its optimism. For when all is said and |
done, could it be that what fri ghtens them about the doctrine

that I'shall try to present to you here is that it offers ‘man the
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| possibility of individual choice? To verify this, we need to
reconsider the whole issue on a strictly philosophical plane.
What, then, is “existentialism”?

Most people who use this word would be at a loss to ex-
plain what it means. For now that it has become fashionable,
people like to call this musician or that painter an “existen-
tialist.” A columnist in Clartés goes by the pen name “The
Existentialist.” Indeed, the word is being so loosely applied
to so many things that it has come to mean nothing at all. It
would appear that, for lack of an avant-garde doctrine analo-
gous to surrealism, those who thrive on the latest scandal or
fad have seized upon a philosophy that hardly suits their
purpose. The truth is that of all doctrines, this is the least
scandalous and the most austere: it is strictly intended for
specialists and philosophers. Yet it can be easily defined.
What complicates the matter is that there are two kinds of

existentialists: on one hand, the Christians, among whom I
would include Karl Jaspers and Gabriel Marcel, both pro-
fessed Catholics; and, on the other, the atheistic existential-
ists, among whom we should place Heidegger, as well as the
French existentialists and myself.! What they have in com-

mon is simply their belief that existence precedes essence; or,
if you prefer, that subjectivity must be our point of departure.
What e.xactly do we mean by that? If we consider a manufac-
tured object, such as a book or a paper knife, we note that this
object was produced by a craftsman who drew his inspiration
from a concept: he referred both to the concept of what a
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paper knife is, and to a known production technique that is a
part of that concept and is, by and large, a formula. The
paper knife is thus both an object produced in a certain wa

and one that, on the other hand, serves a definite purpit:usey
We cannot suppose that a man would produce a paper kniﬁ;
without knowing what purpose it would serve. Let us say,
therefore, that the essence of the paper knife— that is, the’

sum of formulae and properties that enable it to be produced.

and defined — precedes its existence. Thus the presence be-
fore my eyes of that paper knife or book is determined. Here
then, we are viewing the world from a technical standpoint’
whereby we can say “production precedes essence.” ;
’When we think of God the Creatf;r, we usually conceive
of him as a superlative artisan, Whatever doctrine we may be
considering, say Descartes’s or Leibniz%, we always aé;ee
that the will more or less follows understanding, or at the
very least accompanies it, so that when God creates he knows
exactly what he is creating. Thus the concept of man, in the
.mind of God, is comparable to the concept of the pape:r knife
fn the mind of the manufacturer: God produces man follow-
Ing certain techniques and a conception, just as the crafts-
man, following a definition and a technique, produces a pa-
per knife. Thus each individual man is the realization of a

certai ithi ivine intelli
m concept within the divine intelligence. Eighteenth-

lcenu.l_r__v,_r_ atheisti_c__phj_losophers suppressed the idea of God,
out not, for all that, the idea that essence precedes existence
We encounter this idea nearly everywhere: in the works of
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ses a human
Diderot, Voltaire, and even Kant. Man posses i
nature; this “human nature,’ » which is the concept of that
»
which is human, is found in all men, which means that each
man is a particular example of 2 universal concept —man. In
is uni i encompass
Kant's works, this universality extends so far as to bp
forest dwellers—man in a state of nature —and the bour-
geois, meaning that they all possess the same basic qualities.
historicall
Here again, the essence of man precedes his y
primitive existence in nature.
Atheistic existentialism, which I represent, is more consis-

tent. It states that if God does not exist, there is at least one

; i !
| being in whom existence precedes essence —a being whos

existence comes before its essence, a being who exists before
| ' he can be defined by any concept of it. That being is man, or,

as Heidegger putit, the human reality. What do we mean here
by “existence precedes essence”® We mean that man first
exists: he materializes in the world, encounters himself, and
~only afterward defines himself. If man as existentialists con-
| ceive of him cannot be defined, itis because to begin with heis
‘nothing. He will not be anything until later, and then he will
'be what he makes of himself. Thus, there is no human nature
since there is no God to conceive of it. Man is not only that
‘which he conceives himself to be, but that which he wills
h1mself to be, and since he conceives of himself only after he
exists, just as he wills himself to be after being thrown into
existence, man is  nothing other than what he makes of him-

self. This is the first principle of existentialism.

22

EXISTENTIALISM IS A HUMANISM

Itis also what s referred to as “subjectivity,” the very word
used as a reproach against us. But what do we mean by that, if
not that man has more dignity than a stone or a table? What [
we mean to say is that man first exists; that is, that man ||
primarily exists — that man is, before all else, something that |
pro;ects itself into a future, and is conscious of doing so. Man'
is indeed a project that has a subjective existence, rather un-
like that of a patch of moss, a spreading fungus, or a cau-
liflower. Prior to that projection of the self, nothing exists,
not even in divine intelligence, and man shall attain existence
only when he is what he projects himself to be —not what he
would like to be. What we usually understand by “will” is a
conscious decision that most of us take after we have made
ourselves what we are. I may want to join a party, write a

book, or get married —but all of that is only a manifestation
of an earlier and more spontaneous choice than what is
known as “will.” If, howeirer, existence truly does precede
essence, man is responsible for what he is. Thus, the first
effect of existentialism is to make every man conscious of
what he is, and to make him solely responsible for his own
existence. And when we say that man is responsible for him- |
self, we do not mean that he is responsible only for his own |
individuality, but that he is responsible for all men.

The word “subjectivism” has two possible interpretations,
and our opponents play with both of them, at our expense.
Subjectivism means, on the one hand, the freedom of the
individual subject to choose what he will be, and, on the
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other, man’s inability to transcend human subjectivity. The
fundamental meaning of existentialism resides in the latter.
When we say that man chooses himself, not only do we mean
that each of us must choose himself, but also that in_é_ﬁ_goging
h[rnself,heis {_:hoosmg for all men. In fact, in creatiné the

man each of us wills ourselves to be, there is not a single one
of our actions that does not at the same time create an image
of man as we think he ought to be. Choosing 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
I!; good, and nothing can be good for any of us unless it is good
'for all. If, moreover, existence precedes essence and we will
to exist at the same time as we fashion our image, that image
is valid for all and for our whole era. Our responsibility is
' thus much greater than we might have supposed, because it
concerns all mankind. If T am a worker and I choose to join a
" Christian trade union rather than to become a Communist,
~and if, by that membership, I choose to signify that resigna-
tion is, after all, the most suitable solution for man, and that
the kingdom of man is not on this earth, [ am not committing
myself alone—I am choosing to be resigned on behalf of
all — consequently my action commits all mankind. Or, to
use a more personal example, if I decide to marry and have
children — granted such a marriage proceeds solely from my
| own circumstances, my passion, or my desire —I am none-
|| (heless committing not only myself, but all of humanity, to

|the practice of monogamy. I am therefore responsible for
|
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fnyself and for everyone else, and I am fashioning a certain
image of man as I choose him to be. In choosing myself, T
choose man. TR T
This allows us to understand the meaning behind some
rather lofty-sounding words such as “anguish,” “abandon-
Ir‘lent,” and “despair.” As you are about to se, it is all quite
s.1rnple. First, what do we mean by anguish? Existentialists
like to say that man is in anguish. This is what .they mean: a
man who commits himself, and who realizes that he is not
only the individual that he chooses to be, but also a legislator
choosing at the same time what humanity as a whole should
be, cannot help but be aware of his own full and profound
responsibility. True, many people do not appear especially
anguished, but we maintain that they are merely hiding their
anguish or trying not to face it. Certainly, many believe that
their actions involve no one but themselves, and were we to
ask them, “But what if everyone acted that way?” they would
shrug their shoulders and reply, “But everyone does not act
‘t‘hat way.” In truth, however, one should always ask oneself;
What would happen if everyone did what I am doing?” Th(;
only way to evade that disturbing thought is through some

kind of bad faith. Someone who lies to himself and excuses

hifnself by saying “Everyone does not act that way” is strug-
gl‘mg with a bad conscience, for the act of lying implies at-
tributing a universal value to lies.

A.t?guish can be seen even when concealed. This is the
anguish Kierkegaard called the anguish of Abraham. You
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know the story: an angel orders Abraham to sacrifice his son.
This would be okay provided it is really an angel who appear:
to him and says, “Thou, Abraham, shalt sacriﬁce.thy son.
But any sane person may wonder first whether it is truly an
angel, and second, whether T am really Abraham. %at proof
do I have? There was once a mad woman suffering from
hallucinations who claimed that people were phoning her
and giving her orders. The doctor asked her, .“But w,l’lo ex-
actly speaks to you?” She replied, “He says it is God.” How
did she actually know for certain that it was God? If an ansel
appears to me, what proof do I have that itis an angel? Or if I
hear voices, what proof is there that they come from heaven
and not from hell, or from my own subconscious, or some
pathological condition? What proof is there that they are
intended for me? What proof is there that I am the proper
person to impose my conception of man on humanity?. [will
never find any proof at all, nor any convincing sign of it. If a
voice speaks to me, it is always I who must decide whether or
not this is the voice of an angel; if I regard a certain course of
action as good, it is I who will choose to say that it is good
rather than bad There is nothmg to show that T am Abra-
ham and yet [ am constantly compelled to perform exem-
plary deeds. Everything happens to every man as if the entire

| | human race were staring at him and measuring ltself by what

he does. So every man ought to be asking himself “Am I
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tire human race should be measuring itself by my actions?”

And if he does not ask himself that, he masks his anguish. /
 The angmsh ‘we are concerned 3 with is not the kind that
could lead to quietism or inaction. Tt is anguish pure and
simple, of the kind experienced by all who have borne re-
sponsibilities. For example, when a military leader takes it
upon himself to launch an attack and sends a number of men
to their deaths, he chooses to do so, and, ultimately, makes
that choice alone. Some orders may come from his superiors,
but their scope is so broad that he is obliged to interpret
them, and it is on his interpretation that the lives of ten,
fourteen, or twenty men depend. In making such a decision,

he is bound to feel some anguish. All leaders have experi-
enced that anguish, but it does not prevent them from acting.

To the contrary, it is the very condition of their action, for

they first contemplate several options, and, in choosing one

of them, realize that its only value lies in the fact that it was
chosen. Itis this kind of anguish that existentialism describes,
and as we shall see it can be made explicit through a sense of
direct responsibility toward the other men who will be af-
fected by it. It 1s not a screen that separates us from action,
And when we speak of ¢ abandonment” —one of Heideg-
ger’s favorlte expressions — we ‘merely mean to say that God
does not exist, and that we must bear the full ¢ consequences of

that assertion. Emstent!allsts are stmngly opposed to a cer-

-------- ) 4
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painlessly as possible. Around 1880, when some French pro-
fessors attempted to formulate 2 secular morality, they ex-
pressed it more or less in these words: God is a useless and
costly hypothesis, so we will do without it. However, if we are
to have a morality, a civil society, and a law-abiding world, it
s essential that certain values be taken seriously; they must

have an a priori existence ascribed to them. It must be consid-

tain type of secular morality that seeks to eliminate fa0d 5

ered mandatory a priori for people to be honest, not to lie,
not to beat their wives, to raise children, and so forth. We
therefore will need to do a little more thinking on this subject
in order to show that such values exist all the same, and that
they are inscribed in an intelligible heaven, even though God
does not exist. In other words — and T think this is the gist of
everything that we in France call “radicalism” — nothiné_will
have changed if God does not exist; we will encounter the
same standards of honesty, progress, and humanism, and we
will have turned God into an obsolete hypothesis that will die
out quietly on its own.

Existentialists, on the other hand, find it extremely dis-
turbing that God no longer exists, for along with his disap-
pearance goes the possibility of finding values in an intelligi-
ble heaven. There could no longer be any # priori good, since
there would be no infinite and perfect consciousness to con-
ceive of it. Nowhere is it written that good exists, that we

must be honest or must not lie, since weare ona plane shared

only by men. Dostoyevsky once wrote: “If God does not.
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existentialism. Indeed, everything is permissible if God does

not exist; and man is consequently sbandoged. for he cannor

find anyt_hmg to _;_‘_g;l__y on — neither within nor without. First
st 3

he finds there are no excuses. For if it is true that existence

exist, everything is permissible.” This is the starting point of

precedes essence, we can never explain our actions by ref-

|

I A
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erence to a given and immutable human nature. In other -

words, there is no determinism —man is free, man is free-
dom. If, however, God does not exist, we WJIIencounter no
values or orders that can legitimize our conduct. Thus, we
have neither behind us, nor before us, in the luminous rt:alm

of values, any means of justification or excuse. We are left

did not create himself, yet nonctheless free, because once |
F:aspi_r_xto the world, he is I_;‘gspopéiblg_ for everytﬁi.ﬁg _hé doés.
|, Existentialists do not believe in the power of passion -. They
" will never regard a great passion as a devastatiﬁg t;)f.rent that
inevitably compels man to commit certain acts and which
therefore, is an excuse. They think that man is responsibk:
for his own passion. Neither do existentialists behcve that
man can find refuge in some given sign that will guide him on
earth; they think that man interprets the sign as he pleases
and that man is therefore without any support or help, con-
demned at all times to invent man. In an excellent article,

Franci “ i
cis Ponge once wrote: “Man is the future of man.”? This

is absolutely true. However, if we were to interpret this to
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mean that such a future is inscribed in heaven, and that God
knows what it is, that would be false, for then it would no
longer even be a future. If, on the other hand, it mea.n.s that
whatever man may appear to be, there is a future waiting to
be created —a virgin future — then the saying is true. But for
now, we are abandoned.

To give you an example that will help you to better under-
stand what we mean by abandonment, I'will mention the case
of one of my students, who sought me out under the follow-
ing circumstances: his father had broken off with his t'nother
and, moreover, was inclined to be a “collaborator.” His older
brother had been killed in the German offensive of 1940, and
this young man, with primitive but noble feelings, wanted to
avenge him. His mother, living alone with him and dett:p]y
hurt by the partial betrayal of his father and the deat.h of her
oldest son, found her only comfort in him. At the time, the
young man had the choice of going to England to join th.c
Free French Forces—which would mean abandoning his
mother — or remaining by her side to help her go on with her
Jife. He realized that his mother lived only for him and that
his absence —perhaps his death—would plunge her into

utter despair. He also realized that, ultimately, any action he
might take on her behalf would provide the concrete benefit
of helping her to live, while any action he might take‘to leave
and fight would be of uncertain outcome and coul‘d disappear
pointlessly like water in sand. For instance, in trym‘g toreach
England, he might pass through Spain and be detained there
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indefinitely in a camp; or after arriving in England or Algiers,
he might be assigned to an office to do paperwork. He was
therefore confronted by two totally different modes of ac-
tion: one concrete and immediate, but directed toward only
one individual; the other involving an infinitely vaster group
—a national corps —yet more ambiguous for that very rea-
son and which could be interrupted before being carried out.
And, at the same time, he was vacillating between two kinds
of morality: a morality motivated by sympathy and individual
devotion, and another morality with a broader scope, but less
likely to be fruitful. He had to choose between the two.
What could help him make that choice? The Christian
doctrine? No. The Christian doctrine tells us we must be
charitable, love our neighbor, sacrifice ourselves for others,
choose the “narrow way,” et cetera. But what is the narrow
way? Whom should we love like a brother — the soldier or
the mother? Which is the more useful aim — the vague one
of fighting as part of a group, or the more concrete one of
helping one particular person keep on living? Who can de-
cide that # priori? No one. No code of ethics on record an-
swers that question. Kantian morality instructs us to never
treat another as a means, but always as an end. Very well;
therefore, if I stay with my mother, I will treat her as an end,
notasameans. But by the same token, I will be treating those
who are fighting on my behalf as a means. Conversely, if I
join those who are fighting, I will treat them as an end, and,

in so doing, risk treating my mother as a means.
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If values are vague and if they are always too broad in
scope to apply to the specific and concrete case nnc-ler consid-
eration, we have no choice but to rely on our instincts. That
is what this young man tried to do, and when I last saw him,
he was saying: “All things considered, it is feelings that mat-
ter; I should choose what truly compels me to follow a cer-
tain path. If I feel that I love my mother enough to sacriﬁ-ce
everything else for her —my desire for vengeance, my desire
for action, my desire for adventure— then I should stay by
her side. If, to the contrary, I feel that my love for my mother
is not strong enough, I should go.” But how can we measure
the strength of a feeling? What gave any value to the young
rnm’sfeelmgs for his mother? Precisely the fact that he chose
to stay with her. I may say that Ilovea friend well enough .to

sacrifice a certain sum of money for his sake, but I can claim
that only if I have done so. I can say that I love my 1.110ther
enough to stay by her side only if I actually sta}‘/ed w1tk‘1 hef‘.
The only way I can measure the strength of this affection I
precisely by performing an action that confirms and defines
it. However, since I am depending on this affection to justify

‘my action, find myself caught in a vicious circle.

Moreover, as Gide once pointed out, it is almost impossi-
ble to distinguish between playacting and true feelings. To
decide that I love my mother and will stay with her, or to stay
with her by putting on a charade, amount to the same thing.
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This means that I shouldn’t seek within myself some authen-
tic state that will compel me to act, any more than I can
expect any morality to provide the concepts that will enable
me to act. You may say, “Well, he went to see a professor for
advice.” But if you consult a priest, for instance, it’s you who
has chosen to consult him, and you already know in your
heart, more or less, what advice he is likely to give. In other

words, to choose one’s adviser is only another way to commit

cgl;Efz_lrf: This is demonstrated by the fact that, if you are
Christian, you will say “consult a priest.” But there are col-
laborating priests, temporizing priests, and priests connected
to the Resistance: which do you choose? Had this young man
chosen to consult a priest connected to the Resistance, or a
collaborating priest, he would have decided beforehand what
kind of advice he was to receive. Therefore, in seeking me
out, he knew what my al}g}yg:ll"__)f\igy_!d_ bc, and there was only
one answer I couldgwe him: “You arg_”f;g_g',l_go c_l._lbosé;_”in
oth.él.'.Wc.).rdsl, mventNo:general code of ethics can tell yo
what you ought to do; there are no signs in this world.”
Catholics will reply: “But there are signs!” Be that as it
may, it is I who chooses what those signs mean. When I was
in a German prison camp, I met a rather remarkable man,
who happened to be a Jesuit. This is how he came to join the
order: he had experienced several frustrating setbacks in his
life. His father died while he was still a child, leaving him in
poverty, but he was awarded a scholarship to a religious in-
stitution where he was constantly reminded that he had been
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accepted only out of charity. He was subsequently denied a assume that the train will arrive on time, or that the trolley
number of distinctions and honors that would have pleased ' will not derail. I operate within a realm of possibilities. But
any child. Then, when he was about eighteen years old, he we credit .5.“‘.31}_9055ibi-1-iﬁé5 only tOthe §t¥i§§,§¥t§9.§..¥ll.@£_;1; | %
had an unfortunate love affair that broke his heart. Finally, at action encompasses them. From the moment that the possi- !
the age of twenty-two, what should have been a trifle was blilities_ I am comrdermgceasetoberlgomus]y cngaged by
actually the last straw: he flunked out of military training my action, I must no longer take interestin the;:n, for no God
school. This young man had every right to believe he was a or greater design can bend the world and .i.té'ﬁ;).:.-.;sibilities to ,I'II
total failure. It was a sign — but a sign of what? He could have my will. In the final analysis, when Descartes said “Conquer !I
sought refuge in bitterness or despair. Instead —and it was 8 yourself rather than the world,” he actually meant the same
very clever of him—he chose to take it as a sign that he was . thing: we should act without hope. Marxists, with whom I |
not destined for secular success, and that his achievements have discussed this, reply: “Obviously, your action will be l
would be attained only in the realms of religion, sanctity, and | limited by your death; but you can rely on the help of others. l‘-
faith. He saw in all of this a message from God, and so he ' You can count both on what others are doing elsewhere, in
joined the order. Who can doubt that the meaning of the China, in Russia, to help you, and on what they will do later, }

; sign was determined by him, and by him alone? We might * . 8| ; that is, after your death, to carry on your work and bring it to
have concluded something quite different from this set of .f fruition, which will be the revolution. What is more, you
reversals— for example, that he might have been better off : must rely on it; not to do so would be immoral.” 1
training to be a carpenter oOr a revolutionary. He therefore My initial response to this is that I will always depend on
bears the full responsibility for his interpretation of the sign. my comrades-in-arms in the struggle, inasmuch as they are

| This is what “?,lb"l_.l’ld.m‘lmc-“t” implies:‘ip iggf_ﬂ{ﬁi\re_&_ \}ThO committed, as [ am, to a definite common cause, in the soli-
bfecide \’1’,,1_19,1"'{ ¢ are to be. Such abandonment er:ﬁ_t_a‘ﬂ_s ﬁa_.n_gEiSh- darity of a party or a group that I can more or less control —

" Xe for “despair,” it has a very simple meaning. It means ] that is to say, that I joined the group as a militant and so its
that we must limit ourselves to reckoning only with those i every move is familiar to me. In that context, counting on the
things that depend on our will, or on the set of probabilities I solidarity and will of this party is exactly like counting on the
that enable action. Whenever we desire something, there are fact that the train will arrive on time, or that the trolley will
always elements of probability. If I am counting on a Vvisit not derail. But I cannot count on men whom I do not know
from a friend who is traveling by train or trolley, then I . based on faith in the goodness of humanity or in man’s inter-
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est in society’s welfare, given that man is free and there is no
human nature in which I can place my trust. I do not know
where the Russian Revolution might lead. I can admire it and
hold it up as an example to the extent that it is clear, to date,
that the proletariat plays a part in Russia that it has attained
in no other nation. But I cannot assert that this Revolution
will necessarily lead to the triumph of the proletariat; I must
confine myself to what I can see. Nor can I be certain that
comrades-in-arms will carry on my work after my death and
bring it to completion, seeing that those men are free ’af'ld
will freely choose, tomorrow, what man is to become. To-
morrow, after my death, men may choose to impose fascism,
while others may be cowardly or distraught enough to let
them get away with it. Fascism will then become humaltlity’s
truth, and so much the worse for us. In l:egh_ty, Me
what men have chosen them to be. Does that mean that I

must resort to qui"e't'i.srn?"”No. First, I must commit myself,

. S L& . oo
and then act according to the old adage: “No hope is neces

sary to _pggl_ert_a_lgg anything.” This does not mean that T can-
not gé]ong to a party, just that I should have no illusions and
do whatever I can. For instance, if I were to ask myself: “Will
collectivization ever be a reality?” I have no idea. All T know
is that I will do everything in my power to make it happen.
Beyond that, I cannot count on anything.

Quietism is the attitude of people who say: “Others can do
what I cannot do.” The doctrine that I am presenting to you
is precisely the opposite of quietism, since it declares that
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reality exists only in action. It ventures even further than

thiit,_ since it adds: “Man is nothing other than hi

therefore he is nothing more than the sum of his actions,

nothing more Itha“n his life.” In view of this, we can ﬁ:lealrly
understand "311}" our doctrine horrifies many people. For
they often have no other way of putting up with their misery
than to think: “Circumstances have been against me, I de-
serve a much better life than the one I have. Admittedly, I
have never experienced a great love or extraordinary friend-
ship, but that is because I never met a man or woman worthy
of it; if T have written no great books, it is because I never had
the leisure to do so; if I have had no children to whom I could
devote myself, it is because I did not find a man with whom I
could share my life. So I have within me a host of untried but
perfectly viable abilities, inclinations, and possibilities that
endow me with worthiness not evident from any examina-
tion of my past actions.” In reality, however, for existential-
ists there is no love other than the deeds of love; no potental |
for love other than that which is manifested in loving. There
is no genius other than that which is expressed in works of
art; the genius of Proust resides in the totality of his works;
the genius of Racine is found in the series of his tragedies,
outside of which there is nothing. Why should we attribute
to Racine the ability to write yet another tragedy when that is
precisely what he did not do? In life, a man commits himself o
and draws his own portrait, outside of which there is nothing. | |
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No doubt this thought may seem harsh to someone who has
not made a success of his life. Buton the other hand, it helps
people to understand that reality alone counts, and that
dreams, expectations, and hopes only serve to define a man as
a broken dream, aborted hopes, and futile expectations; in
other words, they define him negatively, not positively.
Nonetheless, saying “You are nothing but your life” does not
imply that the artist will be judged solely by his works of art,
for a thousand other things also help to define him. What we
mean to say is that a man is nothing but a series of enter-

| prises, and that he is the sum, organization, and aggregate of

the relations t]‘li'l\E constitute __s_;ug_l}: th;e_rpyist;s.

111 ..... I 1g]§£ of all this, what people reproach us for is not
eaqentlall); omj éesstmmm, but the 5temnees of our optimism.
If peoplé criticize our works of ficti oh, in :u}hich we describe
characters who are spineless, weak, cowardly, and sometimes
even frankly evil, it is not just because these characters are
spineless, weak, cowardly, or evil. For if, like Zola, we were to
blame their behavior on their heredity, or environmental in-
fluences, their society, or factors of an organic or psychologi-
cal nature, people would be reassured and would say, “Thatis
the way we are. No one can do anything about it.” But when
an existentialist describes a coward, he says that the coward is
responsible for his own cowardice. He is not the way he is
because he has a cowardly heart, lung, or brain. He is not like

that as the result of his physiological makeup; he is like that

because he has made himself a coward t through his actions.
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There is no such thing as a cowardly temperament; there are
nervous temperaments, or “poor blood,” as ordinary folks
call it, or “rich temperaments,” but just because a man has
‘poor blood does not make him a coward, for what produces
cowardice is the act of giving up, or giving in. A tempera-
ment is not an action; a coward is defined by the action he has
taken. What people are obscurely feeling, and what horrifies
them, is that the coward, as we present him, is guilty of his
cowardice. People would prefer to be born a coward or be
born a hero. One of the most frequent criticisms of Roads to
Freedom may be expressed as follows: “Frankly, how can you
make heroes out of people as spineless as this?” This objec-
tion is really quite comical, for it implies that people are born
heroes. Essentially, that is what people would like to think. If
you are born a coward, you need not let it concern you, for
you will be a coward your whole life, regardless of what you
do, through no fault of your own. If you are born a hero, you
need not let it concern you either, for you will be a hero your
whole life, and eat and drink like one. What the existentialist
says is that the coward makes himself cowardly and the hero |

makes himself heroic; there is always the possibility that one |
day the coward may no longer be cowardly and the hero may |
cease to be a hero. What matters is the total commitment, Iﬂ

but there is no one particular situation or action that fully I[

COT.IT.litS you, one way or the other.
We have now, I think, dispensed with a number of charges

brought against existentialism. You have seen that it cannot
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be considered a philosophy of quietism, since it defines man
by his actions, nor can it be called a pessimistic description of
man, for no doctrine is more optimistic, since it df:clar‘es that
man’s destiny lies within himself. Nor is existentialism an
attempt to discourage man from taking action, since it tells
him that the only hope resides in his actions and that the only
' dealing with a morality of action and commitment. Never-
the_less, on the basis of a few wrongheaded notions, we are ?150
charged with imprisoning man within his individual subjec-
tivity. In this regard, too, we are exceedingly mlsundersmo‘d.
For strictly philosophical reasons, our point of departure is,
indeed, the subjectivity of the individual — not because we are
bourgeois, but because we seek to base our doctrine on truth,
not on comforting theories full of hope but without any real
foundation. As our point of departure there can be no other
truth than this: I think therefore Lam. This is the absolute truth
ofconec10usn_gsscqn_fronl;lng itself. Any theory that considers

man outside of this moment of self-awareness is, at the outset,
a theory that suppresses the truth, for outside of this (?arte-
sian cogito, all objects are merely probable, and .a doctrmfe of
probabilities not rooted in any truth crumbles into nc‘)thmg.
In order to define the probable, one must possess what is true.
Therefore, in order for any truth to exist, there must first be
an absolute truth. The latter is simple, easy to attain, and

within everyone’ reach: one need only seize it directly.
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In the second place, this is the only theory that endows
man with any dignity, and the only one that does not turn
him into an object. The effect of any form of materialism is
to treat all men —including oneself— as objects, which is to
say as a set of predetermined reactions indistinguishable
from the properties and phenomena that constitute, say, a
table, a chair, or a stone. Our aim is exactly to establish the
human kingdom as a set of values distinct from the material

_world. But the subjectivity that we thereby attain a5 a stan.
dard of truth is not strictly individual in nature, for we have
demonstrated that it is not only oneself that one discovers in

the cogito, but also the existence of others, Contrary to the

are just as Cel'talnofthe étﬁér as we are of ourselves, There-
fore, the man who becomes aware of himself directly in the,
cogito also perceives all others, and he does so as the condition
of his own existence. He realizes that he cannot be anything
(in the sense in which we say someone is spiritual, or cruel, or
jealous) unless others acknowledge him as such. I cannot
discover any truth whatsoever about myself except through
the mediation of another. "The other is essential to my exis- |
tence, as well as to the knowledge I have of myself. Under
thése conditions, my intimate discovery of myself is at the |
same ine a revelaton of he ther 1 1 rcedom e co. |
fronts my own and that cannot think or will without doing so
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for or against me. We are thus immediately thrust into a
world that we }11517 call “intersubjectivity.” It is in this world

S

that man decides what he is and w_hat others are.

Furthermore, although it is impossible to find in every
man a universal essence that could be said to comprise hu-
man nature, there is nonetheless a universal human condition.

It is no accident that today’s thinkers are more likely to speak

: i ;
of the condition of man rather than of his nature. By “condi-
tion” they refer, more or less clearly, to all limitations that #
priori define man’s fundamental situation in the universe.
1 ituati 5 in a
Historical situations vary: a man may be born a slave .
pagan society or a feudal lord or a member of the proletariat.

What never varies is the necessity for him to be in the world,

to work in it, to live out his life in it among othezsi,__and,

é;fé;;fuaﬂy, to die in it. These limitations are neither subjec-

 tive nor objective; rather they have an objective as well as a

subjéctjve dimension: objective, because they affect everyone

| and are evident everywhere; subjective because they are expe-

i i i them
| rienced and are meaningless if man does not experience them

— that is to say, if man does not freely determine }Elmselfand

_ oo cicinn
i i i 2 an’s
his existence in relation to them. And, as diverse as m

projects may be, at least none of them seem wholly foreign to
me since each presents itself as an attempt to surpass such
limitations, to postpone, deny, or to come to terms with
them. Consequently, every project, however individual, has a
universal value. Every project—even one belonging to a
Chinese, an Indian, or an African — can be understood by a
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European. To say it can be understood means that the Furo-
pean of 1945, though his situation is different, must deal with
his own limitations in the same way, and so can reinvent
within himself the project undertaken by the Chinese, In-
dian, or black African. There is universality in every project,
inasmuch as any man is capable of understandin g any human
project. This should not be taken to mean that a certain
project defines man forever, but that it can be reinvented
again and again. Given sufficient information, one can al-
ways find a way to understand an idiot, a child, a person from
a so-called primitive culture, or a foreigner.

In this sense, we can claim that human universality exists,
butitis not a given; it is in perpetual construction. In choos-
ing myself, I construct {iﬁiﬁéfé-é_li;;}; T construct it by under-
standing every other man’s project, regardless of the era in
which he lives. This absolute freedom of choice does not
alter the relativity of each era. The fundamental aim of exis-
tentialism is to reveal the link between the absolute character |
of the free commitment, by which every man realizes himself ;_
in realizing a type of humanity —a commitment that is al- |
ways understandable, by anyone in any era—and the rela- |
tivity of the cultural ensemble that may result from such a '
choice. We must also note the relativity of Cartesianism and
the absolute nature of the Cartesian commitment. In this
sense, we can say, if you prefer, that every one of us creates
the absolute by the act of breathing, eating, sleeping, or by
behaving in any fashion at all. There is no difference between
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free being — being as a project, being as existence choosing
its essence — and absolute being. Nor is there any difference
between being as an absolute temporarily localized — that is,
localized in history —and universally intelligible being.
This does not entirely refute the charge of subjectivism; in
fact, that criticism is still being made in several ways. The
most common instance is when people tell us, “So you can do
whatever you like.” This is expressed in various ways. First,
they tax us with anarchy; then they say, “You cannot judge
others, for there is no reason to prefer one project to an-
other.” Finally, they say, “Since all of your choices are arbi-
trary, you receive into one hand what you grant with the
other.” These three objections should not be taken too se-
riously. The first objection, that you can choose whatever
you like, is simply incorrect. In one sense, choice is poss.lble,
whatis impossible is not to choose_ I’ém always choose, butl
must also realize that, if 1 deerde not to choose, that still
constitutes a choice. This may seem 2 purely technical differ-
ence, butitis very important since it limits whim and caprice.
Although it is true that in confronting any real situation, for
example that I am capable of having sexual intercourse witha
member of the opposite sex and of having children, I am
obliged to choose an attitude toward the situation, and in any
case I bear the responsibility of a choice that, in committing
myself also commits humanity asa whole. Even if no @ priori
value can influence my choice, the latter has nothing to do
with caprice; and, if anyone thinks this is just another exam-
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ple of Gide’s theory of the gratuitous act, he has failed to
grasp the vast difference between our theory and Gide’s.
Gide does not know what a situation is; he acts merely by
caprice. Our view, on the other hand, is that man finds him-
self in a complex social situation in which he himself is com-
mitted, and by his choices commits all mankind, and he can-
_ not avoid choosing. He will choose to abstain from sex, or
marry without having children, or marry and have children.
Whatever he does, he cannot avoid bearing full respon-
sibility for his situation. He must choose without reference
to any preestabhbhed values, butit would be unfalr to tax hlm
with mprlcmusness Rather, let us say that moral chou:e is |
like constructing a work of art.

At this point, we need to digress a moment to make it clear
that we are not 0t espousing an aesthetic morality, for our ad-
versaries have shown such bad faith that they even reproach
us for that. I invoke the example of artistic endeavor solely as

a
means of comparison. Havmg - said that, has anyone ever

blamed an artist for not following rules of painting estab-
lished & priori? Has anyone ever told an artist what sort of
picture he should paint? It is obvious that there is no pre-
defined picture to be made, and that the artist commits him-
self in painting his own picture, and that the picture that
ought to be painted is precisely the one that he will have

but there are values that w111 subsequently be reflected in the

coherenee of the pamung, in the relatlonshrp between the
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will to create and the finished work. NO_?PCF?E_SMW
R p«unung will look like; we cannot judge a paint-
ing until it is finished. What does that .have to do with morai;
ity? We are in the same creative situation. We m.-zver speak of
the gratuitousness of a work of art. Vth-n ?ve dlscu.ss one o
Picasso’s paintings, we never say that it is graru'ltc.)us; \.Jve
know full well that his composition became what it is while
he was painting it, and that the body of his work is part and
parcel of his life. l
The same applies to the moral plane. What art and moral-
ity have in common is creation a_nd__mw_enrim_n. We cannot
decide 4 priori what ought to be done. I believe I made that
agal_'cno_ugh when discussing the case of | the student who
came to see me: regardless of whatever ethical system he
might attempt to follow, whether Kantian or a.ny other., none
would offer any guidance. He was obliged to invent his own
laws. Certainly we cannot claim that this young .m.an —who
chose to remain with his mother, taking as his guiding moral
principles his feelings, individual action, and. concrete cha;-
ity (or who could have chosen sacrifice by .gomg to England)
—made a gratuitous choice. Man makes himself; he does not
come into the world fully made, he makes himself by choos-
ing his own morality, and his circumstance.s are such that he
has no option other than to choose a morahty.. We can define
man only in relation to his commitments. It is theref.ore lu-
dicrous to blame us for the gratuitousness of our choices. In

the second place, people tell us: “You cannot judge others.”
U ——
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that whenever man choos

In one sense_tbis is true, in 3_1_19_@;;{_90t. Itis true in the sense
hat when es his g:omr.ﬁhi"tment and his project
in a totally sincere and [ucid way, it is impos_si__ble for him to
}-)hrﬂgcer another. It i rue i

s also true in the sense that we do not
believe in the idea of progress. Progress implies improve-
ment, but man is always the same, confronting a situation

that' is forever changing,

while choice always remains a
choice in any situation. The moral dilemm

from the days of the American Civil War,
forced to choose between taking sides for

a has not changed
when many were

or against slavery,
to our own time, when one is faced with the choice between
the Popular Republican Movement [a Christian democratic
party founded in 1944] and the Communists.

Nevertheless we can

_____ ass_judgment, for as T said, we
choose in the presence of others, and we choose ourselves in

the presence of others. First, we may judge (and this may be a
logical rather than a value }udg’ment) that certain choices are
based on error and others on truth. We may also judg .

when we assert%h?athe;s agtmgm ‘bad faith. I
man’s situation as one of free choice,

udge a man
f we define
in which he has no
fecourse to excuses or outside aid, then any man who takes
refuge behind his passions, any man whc;?::l;nc;te:ssome
d_g_rgfzm_l_ip_isti_c theory,lsoperatmg in bad faith. One.might
object by saying: “But Whyshouldn’thechoose bad faith?”
My answer is that I ESHS?{;EEO%T}GHEIHEQ against him,
but I call his bad faith an error. Here, we cannot avoid mak-

ing a judgment of truth, Bad faith is obvious

ly alie _b_e_gallu_s‘e it
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is a dissimulation of man’s full freedom o of commitment. On others at the same time as T'will my own. I cannot set my own I
tht_a;ame__grou;lds, I woi.ﬁ"c_l_;e;zﬂl;hat T am also acting in bad freedom as a goal without also setting tl the freedom of O&Ers ’|
faith if T declare that I am bound to uphold certain values, as a"‘gdf)‘al Con'iequently, when operating on the level of com- "[
because it is a contradiction to embrace these values while at plEEe azlthehfleity, I have _ge}ﬁ_nowledged thrn? émgence;m_ i ;I '!
the same time affirming that I am bound by them. If some- cedes essence, and that man is a free bemg who uhder any | g | ||
one were to ask me: “What if I want to be in bad faith?” I mrcumstances, can only ever w1ll hlS treedom I have at the ™
would reply, “There is no reason why you should not be, but same tlllle aelmowledged that I must will the freeclom of [
I declare that you are, and that a strictly consistent attitude : others. Therefore, in the name of this will to freedom im- L

| bringa moral judgment to bear. When I affirm that freedom, to conceal from themselves the complete arbitrariness of
5\ under any concrete circumstance, can have no other aim their existence, and their total freedom. Those who conceal ;

| than itself, and once a man realizes, in his state of abandon- from themselves this total freedom, under the guise of solem-

| ment, that it is he who imposes values, he can will but one nity, or by making determinist excuses, I will call cowards.
‘ thing: freedom as the foundation of all values. - Others, who try to prove their existence is necessary, when
That does not mean that he wills it in the abstract; it simply & man’s appearance on earth is merely contingent, I will call
means that the ultlmate 51gn1ﬁcance of the actions of men of bastards. But whether cowards or bastards, they can be Judged

good faith is the quest of freedom in itself. A man who joins a iny on the grounds of strict authenticity. Thus, although the

communist or revolutionary group wills certain concrete | contentofmorahtymayvary,acertam form ofthatmorahtyls

must always be exercised in a concrete manner. ‘We will free- _ dom of others. Agreed Buthe believes that the formal and the

1
aims that imply an abstract will to freedom, yet that freedom universal. Kant states th‘z_t_t"_freedom wills 1t5.el[' ahd_thefree- i S
Re
|
|
i

dom for freedom’s sake through our individual circum- universal are adequate to constitute a morality. We, to the

_ 'And : thLIb w1llm g freedom, we dlSLOVE:I‘ that it contrary, believe that prmuple:, that are too_ abstraet fful to

7 o depends entlrely on the freedom of others, and that the free- define action. Consider again the case of the student: in the
dom of others depends on our own. Of course, freedom as the name of what — whatinviolable moral maxim — could he pos-

deﬁnluon of man does not depend on others, but as soon as ¢ sibly have decided, with perfect peace of mind, whether he

|
|

alone demonstrates good faith.” What is more, Iamableto | plied by freedom itself, I can pass judgment on those who seek l
there is commitment, I am obliged to will the freedom of should abandon or remain with his mother? There is no way
|
|
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of judging. The content is always specific; inventiveness is
always part of the process. The only thing that counts is
i e
whether or not invention is made in the name qf_f_reedom
Conslder, for example, the following two cases and you
will see to what extent they are similar, despite their obvious
differences. Take George Eliot’s novel The Mill on the Floss.
In that story, we encounter a young woman, Maggie Tulliver,
who is the very incarnation of passion and is aware of the fact.
She falls in love with a young man, Stephen, who is already
engaged to a very ordinary young girl. Instead of recklessly
pursuing her own happiness, Maggie chooses, in the name of
human solidarity, self-sacrifice, giving up the man she loves.
On the other hand, in Stendhal’s The Charterhouse of Parma,
La Sanseverina, who believes that passion is the measure of
man, would say that a great love justifies any sacrifice, and
must be preferred to the banality of a conjugal love like the
one that would bind Stephen to his silly goose of a fiancée. It
is the latter she would have chosen to sacrifice for her own
happiness and, as Stendhal shows, she is even willing to make
the ultimate sacrifice for passion’s sake if life demands it.
Here, we confront two diametrically opposed moralities, yet
[ maintain they are equivalent, inasmuch as the ultimate aim
in both cases is freedom. Let us now imagine two different
attitudes with strikingly similar effects: one girl, out of resig-
nation, prefers to give up her lover, while the other, to fulfill
her sexual desires, prefers to overlook the previous engage-
ment of the man she loves. On the surface both cases seem to
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mirror those we have just described. However, they are com-
pletely different. La Sanseverina’s attitude has more in com-
mon with Maggie Tulliver’s than it does with careless greed.

So, you can see that this second objection is both true and
false. One can choose anything, so long as it involves free
commitment.

The third objection, which we said can be stated as “You
receive into one hand what you grant with the other,” means,
at bottom, our values need not be taken very seriously, since
we choose them ourselves. In response, I can say that I very
much regret it should be so, but if I have eliminated God the
Father, there has to be someone to invent values. Things must
be accepted as they are. What is more, to say that we invent
values means neither more nor Iess than this: l]fe ha‘; no
meaning a priori. Life itself is nothmg until it is lived, it is we -
who give it meaning, and value is nothlng more than the
meaning that we give it. You can see, then, thatitis pos%lble to
create a human community. Some have blamed me for pos-
tulating that existentialism is a form of humanism.? People
have said to me, “But in Nausea you wrote that humanists are
wrong; you even ridiculed a certain type of humanism, so why
are you reversing your opinion now?” Actually, the word

“humanism” has two very different meani By “
anings. By “human-

ism” we might mean a r_heory that takes man as an end and as
the supreme value. For cxamplc in his storyA'rozmd the World
in 80 Hours, Cocteau gives expression to this idea when one of

his characters, flying over some mountains in a plane, pro-
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claims: “Man is amazing!” This means: even though I myself
may never have built a plane, I nevertheless still benefit from
the plane’s invention and, as a man, I should consider myself
responsible for, and honored by, what certain other men have
achieved. This presupposes that we can assign a value to man
based on the most admirable deeds of certain men. But that
kind of humanism is absurd, for only a dog or a horse would be
in a position to form an overall judgment about man and
declare that he is amazing, which animals scarcely seem likely
to do —atleast, as far asI know. Norisitacceptable thata man
should pronounce judgment on mankind. Existentialism dis-

penses with any judgment of this sort: existentialism will

never con51der man as an end because man is constantly mn

———

is Somethlng we could worshlp, in the manner of Auguste

Comte. The cult of humanity leads ulumag&:}y to an insular
Comtelan humamsm and — this needs to be said —to Fas-
cism. We do mot want that type of humanism.

But there is another meaning to the word “humanism.” It

p———— [ERER———

is basu:ally this: man is always outside of himself, and it is in

pm]ectmg and losmg hlmself’b Iyond himself that man is

real1zed nd ont the other hand itisin pursmng transcendent

and grasps ob]ects only in relatlon to such transcendence, he
is himself the core and focus of this transcendence. The only
universe that exlsts isthe human one — the universe of human

sub]ectlth Thls link between transcendence as constitutive
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of man (not in the sense that God is transcendent, but in the
sense that man passes beyond himself) and subjectivity (in the
sense that man is notan island unto himself but always present

ism.” This is humanism because we remind man that there is
ﬁ.oﬂiggtlslator other than himself and that he must, in his
abandoned state, make his own choices, and also because we
show that it is not by turning inward, but by constantly seek-
ing a goal outside of himself in the form of liberation, or of
some special achievement, that man will realize himself as
truly human.

From these few comments, it is evident that nothing is
more unjust than the objections people have brought against
us. Existentialism is merely an attempt to draw all of the
conclusions inferred by a consistently atheistic point of view.
Its purpose is not at all to plunge mankind into despair. Butif
we label any attitude of unbelief “despair,” as Christians do,
then our notion of despair is vastly different from its original
meaning.

Existentialism is not so much an atheism in the sense that
it would exhaust itself attempting to demonstrate the nonex-
istence of Godj rather, it affirms that even if God were to
exist, it would make no difference — that is our point of view. n
Itis not that we believe that God exists, but we think that the
real problern is not one of his existence; what man needs is to

‘him | from hlmself not even valid proof of the existence of
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God. In this sense, existentialism is optimistic. Itis a doctrine
of action, and it is only in bad faith —in confusing their own
despair with ours — that Christians are able to assert that we

are “without hope.”

POST-LECTURE DISCUSSION

This discussion took place during the question-and-answer exchange

Sfollowing Sartre’s lecture on existentialism. The first series of ques-
tions came from an unidentified member of the audience. Pierre
Nawille was a French surrealist author and leftist.

QuesTion: [don’tknow if this currenteffort to explain
existentialism will make you better or less well understood,
but I think that the clarification in Action makes your position
somewhat harder to understand.* “Despair” and “abandon-
ment” have an even greater resonance in an existentialist text
than they usually do. And it seems to me that your under-
standing of “despair” or “anguish” is something more funda-
mental than a simple choice made by a man who realizes that
he is alone and so must make his own choices. It is an aware-
ness of the human condition that does not occur all the time.
That we must choose ourselves at all times is evident, but
anguish and despair are hardly common emotions.

SarTRE: Obviously, I do not mean that when I choose
between a cream pastry and a chocolate éclair, I am choosing
in anguish. The anguish is constant in the sense that my
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initial choice is a constant thing. Indeed, in my opinion, an-
guish is the total absence of justification accompanied, at the
same time, by responsibility toward all.

QuesTron: I was speaking about the clarification of-
fered in Action, and it seems to me that your viewpoint, as it
was expressed there, was slightly weakened.

SarTrE: Inall sincerity, it is possible that the article in
Action did somewhat dilute my arguments. Many of the peo-
ple who interview me are not qualified to do so. This leaves
me with two alternatives: refuse to answer their questions, or
agree to allow discussion to take place on a simplified level. I
chose the second because, when all is said and done, when-
ever we present our theories in the classroom, we agree to
dilute our thinking in order to make it understood, and that
doesn’t seem like such a bad thing. If we have a theory of
commitment, we must be committed to the very end. If exis-
tentialist philosophy is, first and foremost, a philosophy that
says “existence precedes essence,” it must be experienced if it
is to be sincere. To live as an existentialist means to accept
the consequences of this doctrine and not merely to impose
iton others in books. If you truly want this philosophy to be a
commitment, you have an obligation to make it comprehen-
sible to those who are discussing it on a political or moral
plane.

I'am reproached for using the word “humanism.” That is
because the problem poses itself as follows: either we must
convey the doctrine on a strictly philosophical plane and
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then leave it to luck as to whether or not it will have any
impact, or —since people are asking something else from it,
and since it is intended to be a commitment —we must agree
to popularize it on the condition that we don’t deform it.

QuesTionN: Those who want to understand will do so,
and those who don’t want to understand won’t.

SarTrE: You seem to conceive the role of philosophy
in the polity in an outmoded way. In the past, philosophers
were attacked only by other philosophers. The general pub-
lic did not understand philosophy at all, nor did they care.
These days, philosophy is shot down in the public square.
Marx himself never stopped trying to popularize his thought;
the Communist Manifesto represents the popularization of his
thinking.

QuesTron: Marx’s initial choice was a revolutionary
one.

SARTRE: Anyone who could say whether Marx first
chose to be a revolutionary and then a philosopher — or first
chose philosophy and then became a revolutionary —would
be clever, indeed. He is a philosopher and a revolutionary:
the two things are inseparable. He first chose to be a revolu-
tionary — what can that possibly mean?

QuesTron: Idonotconsider the Communist Manifesto
a popularization, but a combat weapon. I cannot imagine
that writing it was not an act of commitment.

Once Marx the philosopher concluded that revolution
was necessary, his first action was to write his Communist
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Manifesto, which was a political act. The Communist Man-
ifesto is the link between Marx’s philosophy and Commu-
nism. Whatever your morality may be, it isn’t likely to have
the kind of close, logical connection to your philosophy as
the one that exists between the Comwmunist Manifesto and
Marx’s philosophy.

SarTrE: Weare dealing with a freedom-based philoso-
phy. If there is no contradiction between our morality and
our philosophy, we cannot wish for anything more. The
types of commitment differ in accordance with the times. In
an era when an act of commitment was perceived as revolu-
tionary, writing the Manifesto was a necessity. In an era such
as ours, when various parties are each-calling for revolution,
making a commitment does not mean joining one of them,
but trying to clarify concepts in order to both identify re-
spective positions and attempt to influence the various revo-
lutionary parties.

Prerre Navivre: The question that we ought to be
asking ourselves, based on the viewpoints that you have just
expressed, is whether or not your doctrine is not going to be
perceived (in the period to come) as a revival of radical social-
ism. That may seem strange, but it is the way in which this
question should be asked. As a matter of fact, you are takin ga
position open to all sorts of perspectives. But if we were to
look for a point of convergence between these various view-
points and all these facets of existentialist ideas, I suspect that
we would discover it was some kind of revival of liberalism.
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Your philosophy attempts to revive — under very special con-
ditions, that is to say, our current historical conditions — what
once constituted the essential tenets of radical socialism and
humanist liberalism. What makes the current situation dif-
ferent is the fact that the world’s social crisis no longer permits
the old liberalism; it demands a tormented and anguished
form of liberalism. I think that we can probably isolate a
number of rather profound explanations for this belief, evenif
we limit ourselves to your own terms. Your presentation
makes clear that existentialism should be seen as a humanism
and a freedom-based philosophy that is essentially a precom-
mitment, a project that cannot be defined. Like many other
people, you stress the dignity of mankind and the eminent
dignity of the individual —themes which, by and large, are
not so distant from old liberal themes. To justify them, you
distinguish between the two meanings of humanism, between
the two meanings of humanity, between the two meanings of
the “human condition,” and between the two meanings of a
number of outdated terms that also have a significant history,
and whose ambiguous nature is not coincidental. To justify
them, you endow them with a new meaning. I will not be
discussing all the special questions dealing with philosophical
technique — despite their interest and importance — and will
focus instead on the terms that T have heard. T will stress a
fundamental point which shows that, despite the fact you
distinguish two meanings of “humanism,” you basically cling

to the original one.
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Man is defined as the choices he must make. Very well.
Above all else, he exists in the present moment, and beyond
natural determinism; he does not define himself prior to his
existence, but does so according to his individual present.
There is no human nature superior to his, but he is endowed
with a specific existence at a particular moment. I wonder
whether existence, understood in these terms, is not yet an-
other form of the concept of human nature that has taken on
a new expression for historical reasons, and whether it is not
very similar —more so than it may seem at first glance — to
human nature as it was defined in the eighteenth century, and
whose concept you say you reject because traces of it can be
found, to a large extent, behind the expression “the human
condition,” employed by existentialists. Your conception of
the human condition is a substitute for human nature, just as
you substitute real-life experience for common or scientific
experience.

If we consider human conditions as those defined by “X,”
in which “X” is the subject, rather than by their natural con-
text, or by their affirmative determination, we are confront-
ing another form of human nature —a “nature-condition,” if
you will, meaning that it is not simply defined as an abstract
type of nature, but manifests itself through something much
more difficult to formulate, for what I consider historical
reasons. Today, human nature is defined in social contexts
characterized by a general breakdown of the social system,

by classes, by conflicts that the latter experience, and by an
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intermixing of races and nations, as a result of which the very
idea of a uniform and schematic human nature can no longer
be perceived as having the same general character, or the
same type of universality as it did in the eighteenth century
—in an era that seemed to express itself in terms of contin-
uous progress. In our own time, we confront an expression of
human nature that thinkers, or those who speak naively
about this issue, call “the human condition.” They express
this chaotically, vaguely, and most frequently in some dra-
matic fashion, if you will, dictated by the circumstances. And,
to the extent that people prefer not to exchange the broad
term for this condition for the determinist assessment of
what conditions really are, they retain the type and outline of
an abstract expression analogous to that of human nature.
Thus, existentialism clings to the idea of a human nature,
but in this case it is not a self-congratulatory nature, but
rather a fearful, uncertain, and forlorn condition. Indeed,
when existentialism speaks of the human condition, it means
a condition that is not yet truly committed to what existen-
tialism calls “projects,” and which is therefore a precondi-
tion. This calls for a precommitment, not a commitment or a
true condition. Consequently, it is also no accident that this
condition is predominantly defined by its overall humanistic
nature. Moreover, in the past, when people spoke of human
nature, they were referring to something narrower in scope
than a general condition. After all, nature is already some-

thing else — to some extent it is more than a condition.
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Human nature is not a modality in the same sense as the
human condition is a modality. This is why I feel it is prefer-
able to speak of “naturalism” rather than of “humanism.”
“Naturalism” implies broader realities than humanism —at
least in the sense that people in your circles use the term
“humanism.” What we are concerned with is a reality. In
fact, we should expand this discussion on human nature, for
we also need to bring into play the historical perspective.
The primary reality is natural reality, of which human reality
is but a function. But in order to do that, we must first accept
the truth of history, and existentialism does not generally
accept the truth of history any more than it does human
history or natural history as a rule. Yet it is history that shapes
individuals; it is their own history, from the moment of con-
ception, that accounts for the fact that individuals are not
born into, and do not appear in, a world that provides them
with an abstract condition, but they appear in a world they
have always been a part of, which conditions them, and
which they in turn condition, just as the mother conditions
her child, and her child also conditions her, from the mo-
ment she becomes pregnant. Only from this perspective are
we entitled to speak of the human condition as a primary
reality. It would be more accurate to say that the primary
reality is a natural condition, and not a human condition. In
this, I'm only repeating common and ordinary opinions, but
ones that I consider in no way refuted by existentialist theory.
In short, if it is true that there is no such thing as an abstract
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human nature —an essence separate from, or preceding, his
existence — it is also certain that there is no such thing as a
human condition in general, even if, by “condition,” you
mean a number of real-life circumstances or situations be-
cause, in your opinion, they have not been articulated. In any
event, Marxism has a different conception of this matter —
that of nature in man and of man in nature — that is not
necessarily defined from an individual viewpoint.

This means that there are laws that operate for man just as
there are for any other object of scientific inquiry. These laws
constitute, in the deepest sense of the term, his nature — true,
a multifaceted nature, and one very unlike a phenomenology,
that is to say very unlike a proven, empirical, and experienced
perception as defined by the common sense, or so-called
common sense, of philosophers. In this sense, an eighteenth-
century conception of human nature is probably much closer
to Marx’s than to its existentialist substitute, the human con-
dition — a purely situational phenomenology.

Today, unfortunately, the term humanism is used to desig-
nate philosophical schools of thought, not only according to
two meanings, but according to three, four, five, or six. Now-
adays, everybody is a humanist. Even certain Marxists, who
pride themselves on being classical rationalists, are human-
ists in a diluted sort of way, stripped of the liberal ideas of the
previous century —embracing instead a liberalism refracted
throughout the current crisis. If Marxists can claim to be

humanists, then followers of the various religions — Chris-
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tians, Hindus, and many others—can also claim to be hu-
manists, as do existentialists and in general all philosophers.
At present, many political movements also claim to be based
on humanism. All of this converges into some sort of attempt
to reinstate a philosophy that, despite its pretension, ul-
timately refuses to commit itself —not only from a political
and social point of view, but also in a profoundly philosophi-
cal sense. When Christianity claims to be primarily human-
ist, it is because it refuses to commit itself, it cannot commit
itself; in other words, it cannot participate in the struggle of
progressive forces because, as far as this revolution is con-
cerned, it refuses to budge from its reactionary positions.
When pseudo-Marxists or liberals uphold the supremacy of
the individual, it is because they are intimidated by the de-
mands of today’s world. Similarly, existentialists, as liberals,
uphold the supremacy of man in general because they are
incapable of formulating the commitment that these events
require, and the only progressive position of which we are
aware is that of Marxism. It is Marxism that poses the real
problems of our era.

It is not true that man has freedom of choice in the sense
that such choice allows him to endow his actions with a
meaning that they would not have had without it. It is not
enough to say that men can fight for freedom without know-
ing they are doing so; or then, if we were to attribute to such
recognition its full meaning, that would mean that men can

commit themselves to, and fight for, a cause that dominates

63




Sy Oge i - Ta—

EXISTENTIALISM IS A HUMANISM

them, which is to say to act within a context that is beyond
them, and not only in their own terms. For in the end, if a
man fights for freedom without knowing or expressly formu-
Jating for himself in what way, and for what purpose, he is
fighting, that means his actions will bring about a series of
consequences that would insinuate themselves into a causal
web, all the facets of which he would not totally grasp, but
which would nonetheless delimit his actions and give them a
meaning in terms of other people’s actions —not only those
of other men, but of the natural environment in which such
men act.

But from your point of view, “choice” is a “pre-choice” —
and I keep coming back to this prefix, because I think there is
always a reluctance that intervenes in this sort of pre-choice
in which we are dealing with a freedom of pre-indifference.
But your conception of condition and freedom is linked with
a particular definition of objects that we need to discuss.
Indeed, it is even from this idea of the world of objects, of
instrumentality, that you derive all the rest. Justas you portray
the discontinuous existences of beings, you draw a picture of a
discontinuous world of objects devoid of any causality, other
than this strange variety of causal relationship which is that
of instrumentality: passive, incomprehensible, and con-
temptible. The existentialist stumbles around in a universe of
instruments and filthy obstacles that he’s piled one on top of
another out of a bizarre need to have some of them serve

others, yet marked by the stigmata — horrifying in the eyes of
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idealists — of “pure exteriority.” This world of utensil deter-
minism is, however, acausal. But where does such a world
begin and end, when its definition is completely arbitrary
and in no way consistent with modern scientific data? For us,
it neither begins nor ends anywhere, because the segregation
that existentialists want to subject it to in terms of nature —
or rather the human condition —is unreal. In our opinion
there is one world and one world only, and this world as a
whole, both men and things — if you insist on this distinction
— can be affected, under certain variable conditions, by the
mark of objectivity. What about the instrumentality of the
stars, anger, flowers? But I will not pursue that. I maintain,
however, that your freedom, your idealism, is based on an
arbitrary contempt for things. Yet these things are very dif-
ferent from your description of them. You admit that they
exist in themselves, and that is already an achievement. Butit
is a purely privative existence, a permanent hostility. The
physical and biological universe is, in your eyes, never a con-
dition, or a source of conditioning, since this word in its
fullest and practical sense has no more reality for you than
does “cause.” That is why the objective universe, for existen-
tialists, is nothing but a source of disappointments, ungrasp-
able, essentially indifferent, a perpetual “maybe” —which is
to say completely the opposite of what it represents for
Marxist materialism.

It is for all these reasons, and a few others, that you con-
sider philosophical commitment to be nothing but an arbi-
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trary decision that you refer to as freedom. You are distorting
Marx’s very history when you indicate that he defined a phi-
losophy by making it political. No, commitment— or rather
social and political activity —was, to the contrary, what
shaped his broader ideas. His doctrines were formed by a
multiplicity of experiences. It is obvious to me that Marx’s
philosophical thought evolved in a conscious conjunction
with his political and social development. In fact, that was
also more or less true for the philosophers who preceded
him. If Kant was a systematic philosopher known for avoid-
ing all political activities, that does not mean that his philoso-
phy played no political role. (Heine, by the way, liked to call
Kant the German Robespierre.) Insofar as one could admit,
for example, that the development of Cartesian philosophy
played no political role in Descartess own day — which is
erroneous, by the way — it has become impossible to imagine
something similar in our own century. Taking a position to-
day prior to Marxism, in any form whatsoever, is what I
would call a return to radical socialism.

Tnasmuch as it can inspire revolutionary ambitions, exis-
tentialism must therefore first make a commitment to a self-
examination process. I doubt thatit would do so willingly, but
it must. Existentialism needs to weather a crisis in terms of
those who defend it—a dialectical crisis, meaning that in
some sense it will retain positions not devoid of value among
certain of its partisans. And that seems to me all the more

necessary now that I have had an opportunity to observe the
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highly disturbing and clearly reactionary social inferences
that some have drawn from existentialism. In concluding an
analysis, one partisan wrote that phenomenology can be used
very precisely today, on the social and revolutionary plane, by
endowing the lower-middle class with a philosophy that
would allow it to be —and become — the avant-garde of the
international revolutionary movement. Through the agency
of intentionality of conscience, we could endow the lower-
middle class with a philosophy commensurate with its own
experience — one which would enable it to become the avant-
garde of the international revolutionary movement. I cite this
one example, though I could well cite others. There are a
number of people attached to existentialism who are very
politically committed, and they can sometimes articulate po-
litical theories that, in the final analysis (and here I return to
what I said in the beginning), are theories tinged with neo-
liberalism or neoradical socialism. This is a clear danger.
What most interests us is not to seck a dialectical consistency
among all areas influenced by existentialism, but to under-
stand the orientation of those themes that, little by little,
reluctantly perhaps — on the basis of some research, theory,
or attitude that you consider highly defined —may lead to
something that is not quietism. Because to talk of quietism in
our day is, of course, a way to give oneself the upper hand,
which is certainly an impossible thing — but one that resem-
bles a waiting game. That may not be a contradiction to

certain individual commitments, but it s a contradiction to
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any commitment that seeks to takes on a collective value —
especially a prescriptive one. Why shouldn’t existentialism
provide some guidelines? In the name of freedom? But, if it is
a philosophy oriented in the direction Sartre indicated, it
must provide guidelines. In 1945, it must state whether it is
necessary to join the UDSR [the Democratic and Socialist
Union of the Resistance, a centrist party founded in 1945],
the Socialist Party, the Communist Party, or any other party;
it must state whether it supports the labor party or the lower-
middle-class party.

SArTRE: It is rather difficult to answer you fully, be-
cause you have said so many things. I will attempt to answer
some of the points that I have jotted down. First, I think you
have taken a dogmatic position. You said that we were re-
adopting a pre-Marxist position, and that we were reaction-
ary. I believe it needs to be proven that we are not trying to
take a posterior position. I do not wish to argue about this,
but how could you possibly have arrived at such a conception
of the truth? You think there are some things that are abso-
lutely true because you have made certain criticisms in the
name of a certitude. But if all men are objects, as you say, on
what is your certitude founded? You have said that it is in the
name of human dignity that man refuses to treat man as an
object. That is false. It is for a philosophical and logical rea-
son: if you postulate a universe composed of objects, truth is
eliminated. The world of the object is the world of the prob-
able. You owe it to yourself to acknowledge that any theory,
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whether scientific or philosophic, is probable. The proof of
that lies in the fact that scientific and historic theses differ
and always appear in the form of hypotheses. If we acknowl-
edge that the world of the object—the world of the
probable —is unique, we will end up with nothing but a
world of probabilities, and therefore, since a probability de-
pends on a certain number of accepted truths, what is the
basis of your certitude? Our subjectivism permits certitudes
such that we can agree with you on the level of the probable,

and justify the dogmatism that you have demonstrated dur-

ing your presentation, but that does not make sense in view
of the position that you are taking. If you do not define truth,

how can you conceive Marx’s theory other than as a doctrine

that appears, disappears, and changes, and whose only value

is theoretical? How can one propose a dialectic of history if
one does not begin by laying down a number of rules? We

find them in the Cartesian cogito; we can find them only by

situating our discussion on a plane of subjectivity. We have

never discussed the fact that men constantly treat man as an

object, but, reciprocally, in order to fully understand the

object as such, we need a subject that can be realized as a
subject.

Next, you speak to me of a human condition that you
sometimes call a “precondition” and you speak of a “pre-
determination.” What you have missed here is that we be-
lieve in many of Marxism’s views. You cannot criticize me in

the same way as you would eighteenth-century people who
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would be totally ignorant of this issue. We have been aware
for a long time of what you said about determination. For us,
the real problem is to define under what conditions univer-
sality exists. Since human nature does not exist, how does
one retain—in a constantly changing history —sufficient
universal principles to interpret, for example, the Spartacus
phenomenon, which requires one to have at least some un-
derstanding of that era? We agree on this point: human na-
ture does not exist; in other words, every era evolves accord-
ing to its own dialectical laws, and men are defined by their
era, not by human nature.

NavirLe: When you seek to interpret, you say: “It is
because we are referring to a certain situation.” We, on the
other hand, refer to analogies or to differences between the
social life of a given era and ours. If, to the contrary, we were
to try to analyze this analogy in terms of an abstract type, we
would not be able to do it. For example, suppose that two
thousand years from now, all anyone had in order to analyze
the current situation were theses on the human condition in
general. What would we do to work out a retrospective anal-
ysis? We could not do it.

SarTrE: Wenever thought it was not necessary to ana-
lyze human conditions or individual intentions. What we call
“situation” is precisely the combination of very physical and
psychoanalytical conditions which, in a given era, accurately
define a set.

NaviciLe: Ido notbelieve that your definition is com-
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patible with your texts. Nonetheless, one may conclude from
them that your conception of “situation” is not— even
vaguely —comparable to a Marxist conception, because it
denies causation. Your definition is not precise; it vacillates
conveniently back and forth from one position to another
without defining them in a sufficiently exact manner. In our
view, a “situation” is a constructed set revealed through a
whole series of causal-type determinations, including a sta-
tistical type of causality.

SarTRE: Youare talking to me about a statistical causal-
ity. That is meaningless. Can you please clearly specify what
you mean by “causality”? The day when a Marxist will finally
explain that to me, I will believe in Marxist causality. When
we speak to you about freedom, you respond by saying:
“Sorry, that has to do with causality.” You are unable to
explain this secret causality that makes no sense other than
in Hegel’s writings. You have some dream about Marxist
causality.

Navirre: Do you admit that there is such a thing as a
scientific truth? There may be fields that do not comprise
even an ounce of truth. But the world of objects —you will
admit this at least, T hope —is the world that science deals
with. For you, though, it is a world that has only probability,
and which cannot arrive at truth. Therefore the world of
objects, which is that of science, cannot acceptabsolute truth.
Yet it does arrive at a relative truth. Can you acknowledge,

however, that science makes use of the notion of causality?
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SarTRE: Absolutely not. Science is abstract; it also
studies the variations of abstract factors, not actual causality.
This concerns universal factors on a level in which relation-
ships can always be studied. Marxism, on the other hand, has
to do with the study of a unique set in which we seek a
causality. It is not at all the same thing as scientific causality.

NavirLrLe: You used the example of a young man who
came to see you, which you elaborated at length.

SarTrE: Wasn’t thatin connection with freedom?

Navivre: You had to answer him. I would have in-
quired about his capabilities, his age, and his financial re-
sources. | would have examined his relationship with his
mother. It’s possible I might have offered an opinion, but I
most certainly would have tried to settle on a precise point of
view, which might have proven false when put into action,
but I certainly would have encouraged him to do something.

SarTrE: If he comes to you asking for advice, he has
already chosen a course of action. In practical terms, I could
very well have given him advice. But since his goal was free-
dom, I wanted him to be free to decide. In any case, I knew

what he was going to do, and that is what he did.
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A Commentary on The Stranger

Camus’ The Stranger had scarcely been in print before it
attracted a great deal of attention.! People kept saying that it
was “the best book since the end of the war.” Among the
literary productions of its time, the novel was itselfa stranger.
It came to us from the other side of the horizon, the other side
of the sea; in that bitter spring without coal, it spoke to us of
the sun, not as some exotic wonder but in a tone of weary
familiarity used by people who have indulged in it too much.
It did notset out to rebury the old regime on its own say-so, or
to fill us with feelings of our own unworthiness. While read-
ing this book, we recalled that there had once been works that
did not attempt to prove anything, content just to stand on
their own merits. But this novel’s gratuitousness was also
accompanied by a certain ambiguity. What were we to make
of this character who, on the day after his mother’s death,
“went swimming, began a pointless affair, went to the movies
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