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Sartre’s Existentialism and God

Sartre introduces “Existentialism is a Humanism” as a rational refutation of the charges levied against existentialism. However, one of Sartre’s main defenses of existentialism is his claim that existence comes before essence. “God does not exist, and that it is necessary to draw the consequences of his absence right to the end.” He also states at the end, “Existentialism is not atheist in the sense that it would exhaust itself in demonstrations of the non-existence of God. It declares, rather, that even if God existed that would make no difference from its point of view.” In this statement he seems to contradict himself. If God does not exist, he says, then everything is permitted.

Sartre says the natural conception of God is that of a supernatural artisan, who knowing the essential nature of what he forms, can create a being he calls man and define it by its characteristics and not necessarily its form. What Sartre is saying is still valid, regardless of the existence of a God or not. The central tenet of existentialism is that existence always precedes essence for man, with or without God.

It is resolved that existence always precedes essence whether God exists or not. Man’s essence is never fully defined, whether God exists or not. If man’s essence is never fully defined, he must define his own essence. If a man must define his own essence, then existence must precede essence.

Man is never forced to follow any individual laws besides those he imposes upon himself. The laws of nature are external and outside his realm of probability in choosing existence. In choosing his own actions, man has free will. Man, as Sartre says, “first of all exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself afterwards.” Man’s essence is never fully defined because he can will to change his essence, by his actions. This is what Sartre means by man’s abandonment as well. He is free to act, with or without the knowledge of a creator. He is given the ability to choose for himself, but no guidelines by which to choose besides those he defines for himself. In this way, man is continually without a fully defined essence.

If man is not compelled to follow any laws, man must define his own essence. Generally, he will act in regards to probability and to his ends, but he is free not to. In acting according to his own free will, man is continually defining his essence of what he is by action. There is no one action that is the essence of man. Man is compelled to define his own essence. Even in attempting to be nothing by inaction he would fail – and then inaction would be that man’s essence. He must act according to his own will, and he is never given the opportunity to do otherwise.
If man must define his own essence, then it follows that he is born without any essence. Man exists first, without essence, and must define it for himself individually thereafter. We cannot assume the past as an indicator of man’s future essence, because he has the free will to change his actions at any time. Man must define his own essence without predetermination of what that is. His passions and feelings are irrelevant in that they are transitory and have no bearing on the way he has the ability to choose in acting. All his preconceptions are irrelevant at the moment at which man chooses to act. The very saying that one can act “inhuman” or “out-of-character” is an example in which man is without a preceding essence and continually defines it for himself.

Be it that God exists or not, man, being defined by his own essence, which he created for himself, means that the true creator of mankind is man himself. The existence or nonexistence of a supernatural being that has no previous essence is irrelevant because man is given all the powers of a creator to define his creation. Existence comes before essence still, and man as the universal legislator for mankind is wholly responsible for what he is. 

Man’s essence, one could say, is defined if God exists. The unknown of future action is not an indicator of true free will and mankind is predetermined. However, the existence of free will is all-or-nothing. If man does possess free will, then he is not predefined. If he is predefined, he is wholly determined and lacks a consciousness by which to make decisions. He is both completely free and undefined, or completely predetermined and lacks free will. If he were predetermined, he would cease to be conscious of his choices. 

To say that man is not fully defined also leaves room for God’s existence. If God does exist, then he could create mankind as undefined, or defined by some concept that is beyond our knowledge. It is a given that if God does exist, his existence also precedes essence. We cannot ascribe, then, any particular qualities to this God – he does not have essential qualities other than being in existence before his own essence. Man and God are granted similar powers to define themselves. Similarly, we must assume a conscious creator, consciously defining itself. God need not be omnipotent to create, nor all-seeing or any attribute other than existence before essence. God must require man to exist for itself to exist – we are God’s “other”. What is God, then, but an extension of man himself? Man can create men, define himself, and declares himself to another to validate his existence.

One might say that essential human nature is that of self-interest. “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you” is a formulation of universal law, where the quality of your actions is judged by the effect of your actions upon yourself. This is not a reliable means for measuring true human nature, as people can and frequently do act rationally but not in self-interest. Firefighters, police officers, and “heroes” of our society even define themselves by acting in what is not self-interest.

The entire concept of pregnancy and birth is an anathema to Sartre’s views. What of babies in the womb? They exist, but having no chance at action, can it be said that they do not have an essence? What is the essence of a fetus, which has no self-interest that can be known? A fetus cannot act and cannot choose with his free will, nor find any value to exist within them. Their only essence is to live, and perhaps die, upon this earth. This could be the essential human nature or purpose that a deity would instill. This essence in a way comes into being before existence. However, if there was no existence, we could not attribute this essence to anything. We can only attribute what we’d like to believe to be the essence of mankind, or what we ourselves define the fetus as. God is irrelevant in this argument once again. The concept of God can give us no values by which to judge the humanity of a being; we can only decide for ourselves how to consider a being.

If God exists, it can be said that the nature of a being that is not human, and without free will, is predetermined. This is based on the idea that there are laws by which non-rational beings are bound. What of the concept of environmental evolution, then, by which animals can adapt and change what might be essential to their beings before they come into existence? We can define animals by their behavior and actions, but we give them definition based upon the laws of animal nature, as we understand it. If animals can change their actions, but lack free will, can we be correct in assuming human beings even possess free will? This is important, because we cannot know if animals possess a consciousness similar to ours, which we value so highly as the indicator of man’s ability to make himself what he is. We could say that animals also do not have a fully-defined essence. However, animals do not have the ability to act as a universal legislator for other animals in their actions. All animals of a species are not considered capable of changing the definition of how that species is defined through action. They do not act on principles or values that they have defined for themselves. In this way, they are bound to their essence before existence. 

Sartre does not say conclusively that God does or does not exist. He only asserts that the existence of God does not matter in deciding how to act. Human beings are not fully defined by either the existence or absence of God, and must define themselves. In this way, existence always precedes essence for man.
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