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INTRODUCTION: THE EMOTIONAL LANDSCAPE OF
EXISTENTIAL FREEDOM

When we think of  existentialism,  we often conjure images of
anguished  intellectuals  in  Parisian  cafes,  grappling  with  the
weight  of  absolute freedom and the responsibility  of  creating
meaning  in  a  meaningless  universe.  At  the  heart  of  this
philosophical movement stands Jean-Paul Sartre, whose profound
insights into human existence continue to resonate with modern
readers. Less discussed, but equally powerful, is Sartre's unique
and revolutionary account of human emotions. The intersection
of Sartre existentialism and human emotions offers a deeply
practical  and transformative  framework  for  understanding our
feelings not as passive experiences that happen to us, but as
active choices that shape the very fabric of our lives. This article
explores  Sartre's  theory  of  emotions,  situating  it  within  his
broader  existentialist  philosophy,  and  demonstrates  how  his
ideas can empower us to live more authentic, responsible lives.

SARTRE'S CORE PHILOSOPHY: EXISTENCE PRECEDES

ESSENCE

To understand Sartre's view of emotions, we must first grasp his
fundamental  existentialist  premise.  For  Sartre,  unlike  a
paperknife  whose  purpose  (essence)  is  designed  before  it  is
made (existence), human beings have no preordained nature. We
are thrown into the world without a blueprint. As Sartre famously
declared,  "existence  precedes  essence."  This  means  we  first
exist, then through our choices and actions, we define ourselves.
We are radically free, and with that freedom comes the crushing
burden of total responsibility. This is the foundation upon which
everything else, including the emotional life, is built.
This radical freedom is not a comfortable gift. Sartre describes
the  anxiety  that  accompanies  the  realization  that  we  are
"condemned to be free." We cannot blame our genes, upbringing,
social conditioning, or even our emotions for who we become.
Every choice is ours, and we are fully accountable. Within this
framework, emotions are not simply biological or psychological
reactions;  they  are  modes  of  being  in  the  world.  They  are
intentional acts of consciousness that transform our relationship
with reality. Understanding Sartre existentialism and human
emotions  requires us to see feelings as strategic choices we
make to navigate the unbearable weight of freedom.
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THE SARTREAN THEORY OF EMOTIONS: MAGICAL
TRANSFORMATIONS OF THE WORLD

Sartre's  seminal  work,  Sketch  for  a  Theory  of  the  Emotions,
presents a phenomenological account of emotion. He argues that
emotion is a specific form of consciousness that apprehends the
world  in  a  particular  way.  When  a  rational,  problem-solving
approach  fails,  we  often  resort  to  emotional  behavior.  The
emotional attitude, for Sartre, is a "magical" transformation of
the  world.  It  is  a  way  of  changing  our  perception  of  a  difficult
situation  when we cannot  change the  situation  itself  through
practical action. This is the key insight of the connection between
Sartre existentialism and human emotions:  emotions are
purposeful acts, not passive states.

Emotion as a Choice of
Consciousness
Imagine  you  have  a  difficult  examination  to  pass.  You  have
studied, but you feel you cannot possibly succeed. The rational,
practical path—studying harder, seeking help—appears blocked
or  too  demanding.  So,  magically,  you  "choose"  to  feel
overwhelming terror. Terror, in Sartre's view, is not something
that overcomes you from the outside. It is a behavior you adopt.
By  being  terrified,  the  exam  becomes  an  insurmountable,
monstrous obstacle. Your terror renders the whole situation into a
magical world where rational effort is meaningless. You may even

faint, a bodily behavior that effectively "annihilates" the object of
fear—at least for a moment. Sartre insists that the emotion is the
very act of  consciousness that degrades the world,  making it
unmanageable so that you no longer have to try.
This is not to say that emotions are fake. On the contrary, for
Sartre, the emotion is lived as real; the object becomes actually
terrifying. The belief is genuine, but it is a belief that we adopt in
order to cope. The emotion, once chosen, irrevocably shapes our
reality.  This  understanding  of  Sartre  existentialism  and
human emotions forces us to examine our emotional lives with
brutal honesty. When we feel anger, sadness, or joy, we are not
simply "reacting." We are actively projecting a meaning onto the
world.

Active vs. Passive
Emotions: The Role of
Intentionality
Sartre  draws  a  crucial  distinction  between  "active"  practical
attitudes  and  "passive"  emotional  attitudes,  though  even  the
passive is a form of activity of consciousness. In the practical
attitude,  we  engage  with  the  world  using  tools  and  rational
strategies to overcome obstacles. In the emotional attitude, we
give up on the practical world and enter a magical world where
we  can  transform  obstacles  by  changing  our  perception.  An
emotion is a spontaneous degradation of consciousness in the
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face  of  the  world  that  is  too  difficult.  The  world  resists  our
practical  efforts,  so we choose to see it  differently.  This  magical
world is not a hallucination; it is a lived reality. For example, a
man who is about to give a public speech might suddenly feel an
overwhelming sadness  that  makes  him unable  to  speak.  The
sadness  is  a  chosen  behavior  that  magically  removes  the
dangerous situation of speaking. It is a "flight" from the practical
difficulty.  Understanding  this  dynamic  is  essential  to  grasping
Sartre  existentialism  and  human  emotions  in  full.

BAD FAITH AND EMOTIONAL SELF-DECEPTION

No  discussion  of  Sartre's  philosophy  is  complete  without
addressing "bad faith" (mauvaise foi). Bad faith is the act of lying
to oneself. It is a denial of our radical freedom, an attempt to
escape the anxiety of choice by pretending to be determined by
external forces or by our past. Emotions are a prime vehicle for
bad faith. When we say, "I was overcome with jealousy; I couldn't
help it," we are acting in bad faith. We are denying that we chose
the jealous behavior to magically transform our partner into a
threatening, unfaithful figure. By pretending that the emotion is a
passive,  uncontrollable  force,  we  absolve  ourselves  of
responsibility  for  our  choices.
Sartre's analysis of bad faith demonstrates the profound ethical
dimension of Sartre existentialism and human emotions. To
live authentically, we must accept full ownership of our emotional
lives. We must recognize that our anger, our fear, our joy, and
our despair are not things that happen to us; they are things we
do. This is a challenging and liberating insight. It means that we

are not victims of our feelings. We can, through rigorous self-
reflection,  choose  to  adopt  a  different  emotional  stance  toward
the world. This is not easy, and Sartre never promised it would
be. But the potential  for emotional freedom is inherent in his
philosophy.

AUTHENTICITY: LIVING WITH FULL EMOTIONAL
RESPONSIBILITY

How,  then,  do  we  move  from bad  faith  to  authenticity  with
respect to our emotions? Authenticity, for Sartre, means living in
full awareness of our freedom and taking responsibility for our
choices.  When  applied  to  emotions,  authenticity  involves
acknowledging that we are the authors of our feelings. It means
resisting the temptation to blame other people, circumstances, or
our own "nature" for our emotional states. Instead, we must ask
ourselves: "What am I trying to achieve with this emotion? What
magical transformation of the world am I performing by feeling
this way?"
Consider  a  person  who  feels  persistent  resentment  toward  a
colleague. In bad faith, they might think, "He is an unfair person,
and his behavior makes me resentful." In Sartre's view, this is a
lie. The truth is that the person has chosen resentment as a way
of  dealing  with  a  situation  that  feels  impossible  to  change.
Resentment  maintains  a  magical  world  where  the  resented
person is a villain, and the resentful person is a wronged victim.
The  emotion  freezes  the  situation,  preventing  any  practical
action.  An  authentic  approach  would  involve  recognizing  the
freedom to either take concrete action to address the situation or
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to  release  the  resentment  and  choose  a  different  emotional
response. This is the heart of the Sartre existentialism and
human emotions nexus: the realization that emotional change
is possible when we reclaim our agency.

The Project of Self-Creation
Through Emotions
Sartre's  existentialism  emphasizes  that  we  are  constantly
creating ourselves through our projects. Emotions are a crucial
part  of  this  project.  They are  not  merely  reactions;  they are
expressions  of  our  fundamental  value  system.  If  we  value
security above all, we may habitually choose fear. If we value
control, we may choose anger. By understanding our emotional
patterns, we gain insight into the fundamental projects we have
chosen for ourselves. And because we are free, we can choose
new projects.  We can commit  to a project  of  courage,  which
would involve actively choosing emotional responses that support
brave,  practical  engagement  with  the  world.  This  proactive
shaping of our emotional landscape is the ultimate expression of
Sartre existentialism and human emotions in daily life.

CRITICISMS AND RELEVANCE: A LASTING
FRAMEWORK

Sartre's theory of emotions is not without its critics. Some argue
that it overemphasizes conscious choice and underestimates the
physiological  and unconscious dimensions of emotion. Can we

truly choose to stop being afraid in a life-threatening situation?
Sartre would likely respond that even in extreme cases, the fear
is  an  adopted  behavior  that  we  could,  in  theory,  choose
differently—though  the  habit  and  the  body  may  make  it
extremely  difficult.  Others  contend  that  Sartre's  account  is  too
individualistic, ignoring how social and cultural forces shape what
emotions  are  possible  or  acceptable.  Yet,  even  with  these
critiques, the core insight of Sartre existentialism and human
emotions remains powerful: we are not passive victims of our
feelings. We co-create them.
In an age dominated by therapeutic  culture that  often treats
emotions  as  forces  to  be  managed  or  released,  Sartre  offers  a
radically  different  perspective:  emotions  are  responses  to  be
owned and chosen. His work invites us to stop seeing ourselves
as spectators of our inner emotional theater and to become the
playwrights. This perspective is especially relevant today, when
many people feel overwhelmed by anxiety, anger, and despair in
the face of global challenges. Sartre's existentialism challenges
us to ask: "What world am I constructing with my emotions? Am I
using emotions to escape responsibility or to embrace it?"

CONCLUSION: EMBRACING THE WEIGHT OF
EMOTIONAL FREEDOM

The  intersection  of  Sartre  existentialism  and  human
emotions  provides  a  bracing,  no-excuses  framework  for
understanding our inner lives. Sartre teaches us that emotions
are not mysterious eruptions from a dark unconscious; they are
meaningful acts of consciousness that transform the world. We
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are all free—and therefore responsible—for the emotions we live.
This is a heavy burden, but it is also an invitation to profound
personal agency. To live authentically is to accept that every tear
of sadness, every flash of anger, every thrill of joy is a choice we
are making. And because we are free, we can always choose

differently.  The  path  to  emotional  authenticity  is  not  about
suppressing feelings; it is about acknowledging them as our own
projects. In embracing this responsibility, we embrace the very
core of existential freedom itself.


