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JEAN PAUL SARTRE EXISTENTIALISM AND HUMANISM
SPARKNOTES: A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO
UNDERSTANDING SARTRE'S CORE PHILOSOPHY

When delving into 20th-century philosophy,  few works are as
simultaneously  celebrated  and  misunderstood  as  Jean-Paul
Sartre's  1946  lecture,  later  published  as  a  short  book,
Existentialism Is  a  Humanism.  For  students  encountering  this
dense  but  exhilarating  text  for  the  first  time,  a  reliable  study
guide or,  more informally,  a  set  of  Sparknotes for  "Jean Paul
Sartre  Existentialism  and  Humanism"  can  be  an  invaluable
lifeline. This article serves as that guide—not merely a summary,
but  an  exploration  designed  to  help  you  grasp  the  radical
implications  of  Sartre's  argument.  We  will  dissect  the  key
concepts, from "existence precedes essence" to the burden of
radical  freedom,  clarifying  how  Sartre  defends  existentialism
against its critics and repositions it as a profound and optimistic
form of humanism. Whether you are a philosophy student or a
curious  reader,  this  analysis  will  equip  you  with  a  clear

understanding  of  one  of  the  most  influential  metaphysical  and
ethical  statements  of  the  modern  era.

Understanding the Context:
Why "Existentialism Is a
Humanism" Was Written
To appreciate the text, one must understand the historical and
intellectual  climate of  post-World War II  France. Existentialism
had become a popular cultural  phenomenon, often associated
with the Bohemian lifestyle of the Left Bank in Paris. However, it
also faced fierce criticism from two major intellectual camps: the
Catholic traditionalists, who saw it as denying God's moral law
and leading to nihilism, and the Marxists, who accused it of being
a petty-bourgeois philosophy focused on individual despair and
ignoring the collective struggle of history.
Sartre delivered his lecture at the Club Maintenant in Paris on
October 29, 1946, to directly counter these accusations. He was
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not  just  explaining  existentialism;  he  was  defending  it.  The
lecture is a public statement meant to clarify his philosophy and
demonstrate its ethical substance. This is the core reason why a
"Jean  Paul  Sartre  Existentialism  and  Humanism  Sparknotes"
approach  is  so  useful—it  helps  the  reader  separate  the
philosophical  arguments  from  the  controversial  cultural
reputation.

The First Principle:
Existence Precedes
Essence
Every meaningful analysis of this text must begin with Sartre's
foundational axiom: "Existence precedes essence." To unpack
this, it helps to contrast it with the traditional philosophical view
of objects and even human beings.
For  a  manufactured object,  like  a  paper-knife  or  a  chair,  the
essence  (the design,  the concept,  the purpose) exists in the
mind of the creator before the existence of the physical object.
The artisan knows what the knife is  for  before they make it.
Sartre argues that traditional philosophy applied this same logic
to God and humanity: God, the divine artisan, created humans
with a specific nature or essence in mind. Humans were born with
a pre-defined purpose, a "human nature" that was universal.
Sartre, being an atheist existentialist,  rejects this premise. He

argues that if God does not exist, then there is no pre-existing
idea of what a human being is supposed to be. We are born
first—we exist—and only then, through our actions, choices, and
lived  experiences,  do  we define our  own essence  or  nature.  We
are not born cowards or heroes; we become cowards or heroes
through  what  we  do.  This  is  the  starting  point  for  all  of
existentialist ethics.

The Three Pillars of the
Human Condition: Anguish,
Abandonment, and Despair
Once we accept that we are radically free to create ourselves,
Sartre  identifies  three  immediate  emotional  and  existential
consequences  that  define  the  human  condition.  Understanding
these  three  concepts  is  essential  to  any  "Jean  Paul  Sartre
Existentialism and Humanism Sparknotes" analysis.

1. ANGUISH (ANGOISSE)
Anguish  is  not  simple  anxiety  or  fear.  For  Sartre,  it  is  the
profound and vertiginous feeling of total responsibility. Because
there is no God, no pre-ordained moral order, and no "human
nature" to guide us, we are solely responsible for our choices. But
it  goes  deeper  than  that.  When  I  choose  for  myself,  I  am
simultaneously choosing for all  of  humanity.  For example,  if  I
choose to get married and be monogamous, I am positing that



Jean Paul Sartre Existentialism And Humanism Sparknotes 3

3

monogamy is a valuable way for humans to live. This immense
burden—that every act defines a moral path for everyone—is the
source  of  anguish.  It  is  a  clear  realization  that  we  are
"condemned to be free."

2. ABANDONMENT (DÉLAISSEMENT)
Abandonment  is  the realization that  God does not  exist,  and
therefore we are alone. There is no divine plan or guidance. This
is not a cause for nihilistic despair for Sartre, but rather a starting
point for honesty. It means there are no a priori values written in
the heavens. We cannot look for a sign from God to tell us what
to do. Abandonment forces us to confront the fact that we are the
only source of values. As Sartre famously states, we are "without
excuse."  We  cannot  blame our  genetics,  our  upbringing,  our
social class, or God for our actions. We are thrown into the world,
and we must make the best of it on our own terms.

3. DESPAIR (DÉSESPOIR)
Despair in Sartre's sense is not hopelessness. It  is a sobering
limitation of our power. Sartre argues that we should only act on
what is within our control.  We cannot rely on the goodwill  of
others or on future events that are uncertain.  Have you ever
heard the phrase "Hope for the best,  prepare for the worst"?
Sartre's despair is the "prepare for the worst" part. He argues
that  we  must  commit  ourselves  to  our  actions  without  the
comforting illusion that they will definitely succeed or that others
will help. We calculate only with what we can control. This leads
to  a  pragmatic  and  engaged  form  of  action,  not  a  passive

sadness.

Defending Against the
Critics: The Clarifications
Much  of  the  "Jean  Paul  Sartre  Existionalism  and  Humanism
Sparknotes" utility  comes from Sartre's  direct  rebuttals  to his
critics. He addresses three main accusations head-on:

The Charge of Quietism (Inaction): Critics said
existentialism was a passive, contemplative philosophy that
encouraged despair and inaction because life was
meaningless. Sartre counters by saying existentialism is
the exact opposite. It is a philosophy of action. Because
we are nothing but our deeds, we are defined by what we
do. There is no "potential" or "inner self" that matters; only
our actions count. "Man is nothing else but what he makes
of himself." This is a call to constant engagement.
The Charge of Unpredictability and Arbitrariness: If
there is no universal human nature, critics argued, then
any action is just as good as any other. Sartre counters this
with the concept of authenticity. While you can choose
any action, you must do so in full recognition of your
freedom and responsibility. The act of choosing itself is the
creation of value. He links this to the concept of "bad faith"
(mauvaise foi)—lying to oneself by pretending you are not
free. An authentic choice is one made with full awareness
of your radical freedom.
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The Charge of Ignoring Human Solidarity: Critics said
existentialism was purely individualistic and solipsistic.
Sartre addresses this by explaining the "inter-subjectivity"
of the human condition. While we create our own essence,
we do so in a world populated by other people. In choosing
for ourselves, we are also defining an image of humanity
for others. This creates a universal implication for our
subjective choices. We are, as Sartre says, "in a situation,"
and the world we build is a shared one.

The Inter-Subjectivity and
the "We"
A  key  section  of  the  lecture,  and  often  a  complex  one  for
students,  is  Sartre's  explanation  of  how existentialism is  not
solipsistic. He argues that the first condition of a human being is
to be thrown into a world full of others. My freedom is dependent
on the freedom of others. To will my own freedom, I must also will
the freedom of others. This is a crucial ethical pivot. If I act in a
way that oppresses others, I am acting in "bad faith" regarding
my  own  freedom,  because  I  cannot  define  my  freedom  without
recognizing that others are free subjects, not objects.
This leads directly to his definition of existentialist humanism. It is
not  the classical  humanism that  worships "Man" as a perfect
being or an end in itself. Instead, existentialist humanism is the
understanding that man is constantly transcending himself. He is
always projecting himself into the future, making himself.  The

value of a human being is not in some internal, static nature, but
in  our  capacity  for  self-creation  and  our  constant  movement
beyond our current state.

Key Concepts Broken
Down: A Quick Reference
For those using this article as a "Jean Paul Sartre Existentialism
and Humanism Sparknotes" reference, here is a glossary of the
core terms:

Existence Precedes Essence: We are born without a pre-1.
defined purpose. We define ourselves through actions.
Subjectivity: The individual is the starting point. Truth2.
begins with the individual's lived experience and choice.
Bad Faith (Mauvaise Foi): Lying to oneself by denying3.
one's radical freedom. Examples include blaming
circumstances or claiming "I had no choice."
Radical Freedom: The absolute, inescapable condition of4.
human existence. We are free to choose, but we are not
free to stop choosing.
Responsibility: The logical consequence of freedom. We5.
are responsible for ourselves and, in a sense, for all of
humanity.
Authenticity: The attitude of living in full awareness of our6.
freedom and responsibility, without resorting to excuses or
bad faith.
Facticity: The concrete facts of our situation (e.g., our7.
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birth place, our body, our historical moment). We are free
to respond to these facts, but we cannot change them
entirely.

Criticisms of the Lecture:
What the Text Gets Wrong
Even  the  most  helpful  "Jean  Paul  Sartre  Existentialism  and
Humanism  Sparknotes"  should  acknowledge  the  text's
limitations. Many philosophers, including Sartre himself later in
his career, were critical of this lecture. A common critique is that
it is too optimistic and oversimplifies the problem of evil. If we are
defined  solely  by  our  actions,  how  do  we  account  for  systemic
injustice that limits our ability to act? Critics like Albert Camus
and,  later,  the  post-structuralists  (like  Foucault  and  Derrida)
argued that freedom is more constrained by power structures
than Sartre admitted in this lecture.
Furthermore, the essay was written as a popular defense, not a
systematic treatise. It lacks the rigorous complexity of Sartre's
magnum opus,  Being  and  Nothingness.  Some argue  that  the
ethical conclusions he draws (that we must will the freedom of
others)  do  not  logically  follow  from  his  premises  of  radical
individualism. Despite these valid critiques, the lecture remains
the most accessible and passionate entry point into existentialist

thought.

The Legacy of the Text:
Why We Still Read It
Seventy-five  years  later,  why  does  "Existentialism  Is  a
Humanism" continue to  resonate? In  a  world  that  often feels
godless,  bureaucratic,  and  absurd,  Sartre's  call  to  radical
responsibility is incredibly bracing. He tells us that we have no
excuse for our failures and no external source for our values. This
is terrifying, but it is also liberating. It means we have the power
to create meaning in a meaningless universe.
The  text  also  remains  a  powerful  antidote  to  victimhood
mentality. It forces the reader to step out of passivity and into
engaged action. The message is clear: You are your life. Your
past  does  not  define  you;  your  current  project  does.  This  is  a
deeply empowering, if demanding, philosophy. It is no wonder
that  it  has  inspired  civil  rights  activists,  artists,  and
revolutionaries  around  the  world.

Conclusion: From
Sparknotes to Self


