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Jean-Paul Sartre’s
lecture Existentialism
Is a Humanism,
delivered in 1946,
remains one of the
most accessible yet
misunderstood works
in 20th-century
philosophy. Often
summarized quickly in
classrooms or found
under Existentialism
And Humanism
Sparknotes entries,

the text defends
existentialism against
criticisms that it is
nihilistic, overly
pessimistic, or morally
relativistic. Instead,
Sartre argues that
existentialism is the
only philosophy that
truly grants dignity and
responsibility to human
beings. This article
explores the core
arguments of Sartre’s
lecture, unpacks its
key concepts, and
examines why it
continues to resonate
in contemporary
discussions about
freedom, ethics, and
human purpose.


https://remodelicious.com/

CONTEXT: WHY
SARTRE
DELIVERED THIS
LECTURE

After World War 11,
existentialism faced
sharp backlash.
Critics—both Christian
and Marxist—accused
it of promoting despair,
individualism, and a
denial of objective
morality. Sartre wrote
Existentialism Is a
Humanism partly as a
rebuttal. He wanted to
show that
existentialism, far from
being a cynical
doctrine, places human
freedom and
responsibility at the
center of meaning-
making. Understanding
this defensive posture
helps readers see why
the text emphasizes
humanism so heavily.
It was not merely a

clarification aimed at a
general audience.

The
Charges
Against
Existentia
lism

¢ Nihilism: Critics
claimed that
without God or
innate values,
life becomes
meaningless.

e Quietism: Some
argued that
existentialism
leads to passive
resignation—if
everything is
absurd, why act?

e Subjectivism:
Others feared

philosophical treatise that radical
but a public freedom
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eliminates any
basis for judging
actions as right
or wrong.

Sartre addresses each
charge directly,
redefining humanism
in existentialist terms.

“EXISTENCE
PRECEDES
ESSENCE”: THE
FOUNDATIONAL
CLAIM

The most famous line
in Sartre’s lecture is
“existence precedes
essence.” This phrase
captures the core
difference between
existentialist
philosophy

traditional

metaphysical systems.
For Sartre, a paper-
knife has an
essence—a concept,
design, and
purpose—that exists in
the mind of its maker
before the object itself

and

is produced. Humans,
however, are not
created according to a
pre-defined blueprint.
We are born, we exist,
and only later do we
define ourselves
through our choices
and actions.

This idea has profound
implications. If there is
no preordained human
nature, then we are
radically free. We are
not bound by any
cosmic purpose or
divine plan. We must
create our own values,
project ourselves into
the future, and take
full responsibility for
who we become. In the
context of
Existentialism And
Humanism
Sparknotes
discussions, this is the
single most important
concept to grasp.
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Dignity
Rather than leading to
despair, Sartre argues
that this condition
elevates human
beings. We are not
puppets of fate or
biology. We are self-
making creatures.
Every choice we make
defines not only
ourselves but also an
image of humanity as a
whole. This is where
the humanist
dimension emerges: in
choosing, we implicitly
affirm the value of the
kind of person we are
becoming.

RESPONSIBILITY:

writes that in choosing
ourselves, we choose
for everyone. Because
our actions are not
private—they reflect a
broader vision of what
it means to be
human—we bear a
weighty responsibility.
This is not a
lighthearted freedom.
It is an anguished
freedom, meaning we
are acutely aware that
we can never fully
justify our choices by
appealing to external
authorities or fixed
moral rules.

Anquish,
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Abandon

ment,

and

Despair

Three emotional states
characterize the
authentic existentialist
condition:

1. Anguish: The
recognition that |
am entirely
responsible for
my choices and
for the image of
humanity |
project.

2. Abandonment:
The realization
that God does
not exist, and
there are no a
priori values to
guide me. I am
alone, without
excuses.

3. Despair: The

acknowledgment
that | cannot
control outcomes
beyond my own
will. | act without
certainty of

success.
Far from being
negative, these

experiences clear the
ground for genuine
ethical action. They
force us to act without
self-deception—what
Sartre calls bad faith
(mauvaise foi). Bad
faith occurs when we
pretend we are not
free, hiding behind
social roles,
deterministic excuses,
or religious doctrines.

EXISTENTIALISM
AS A HUMANISM:
RECLAIMING
OPTIMISM

The title of Sartre’s
lecture is deliberately
provocative. How can a
philosophy that




emphasizes anguish,
abandonment, and
despair be a
humanism? Sartre's
answer is that
humanism means
recognizing the human
being as the ultimate
source of value and
meaning. It is not a
naive optimism that
ignores suffering.
Rather, it is a
courageous

acceptance of our
condition and a
commitment to act
with integrity within it.

Two
Types of
Humanis
m

Sartre distinguishes his
existentialist

humanism from
traditional humanism.

Traditional humanism,
he argues, often
worships humanity as
an abstract ideal—it
turns “Man” into an
object of veneration.
Sartrean humanism, by
contrast, insists that
human beings are
never finished
products. We are
always in the process
of making ourselves.
The value of a human
life lies not in achieving
some static perfection
but in the dynamic
act of self-creation.

This distinction is
crucial for anyone
reading
Existentialism And
Humanism
Sparknotes
summaries. The goal is
not to admire humanity
but to live authentically
as a free, responsible
being.

CRITICISMS AND
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COUNTERARG EMiical

NTS

No serious treatment
of this text would be
complete without
acknowledging its
weaknesses. Many
philosophers have
pointed out problems
in Sartre’s argument:

e Overemphasis
on individual
choice: Critics
argue that Sartre
neglects social,
economic, and
historical
constraints that
shape our
options.

e Absolutism of
freedom: Even
within oppressive
systems, Sartre
insists we are
“condemned to
be free.” This
seems unrealistic
to those facing
severe structural
limitations.

vagueness:
While Sartre
argues that we
must choose “for
all,” he does not
provide criteria
for distinguishing
good choices
from bad ones

beyond
authenticity.
Despite these

objections, the lecture
remains a powerful call
to take responsibility
for our lives. It
challenges us to stop
making excuses and to
embrace the difficulty
of genuine freedom.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
FOR STUDENTS
AND READERS

If you are studying this
text through
Existentialism And
Humanism

Sparknotes or similar
resources, focus on



these major themes:

1. No fixed human
nature: We are
what we do,
nothing more.

2. Radical
responsibility:
Every choice
carries weight for
all of humanity.

3. Authenticity
vs. bad faith:
Honesty about
our freedom is
the only ethical
foundation.

4. Humanism
redefined: True
humanism
respects the
unfinished, self-
creating nature
of persons.

Practical
Applicatio

ns

Understanding Sartre’s
ideas can transform
how you approach
everyday decisions.
Instead of asking
“What should | do?” as
if seeking a rule, you
might ask “What kind
of person am |
choosing to become?”
This shift from passive
rule-following to active
self-definition is at the
heart of existentialist
ethics. It is why the
lecture remains
required reading in
philosophy courses and
why Existentialism
And Humanism
Sparknotes continues
to be one of the most
searched philosophical
topics online.

CONCLUSION

Existentialism Is a
Humanism is not a
perfect text, but it is an
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urgent one. Sartre
wrote it to defend the
dignity of human
freedom in a world still
reeling from war and
ideological conflict. He
wanted to show that
even without God,
without absolute
values, and without
guarantees, we can
still live meaningful
lives—provided we
have the courage to
face our freedom and
take responsibility for

it. For anyone
encountering these
ideas for the first time
through
Existentialism And
Humanism
Sparknotes, the most
important lesson is
simple: you are not
defined by your past,
your circumstances, or
what others expect of
you. You are defined
by what you do next.
And that, Sartre insists,
is the most hopeful
truth of all.



