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Existentialism and Human Emotions: The Jean �Paul Sartre Perspective

When we think of existentialism, images of bleak, absurd landscapes often come to mind. Yet, at its core, this

philosophical movement is a profound exploration of the human emotional experience. Jean �Paul Sartre, one of

existentialism’s most influential voices, delved deeply into how freedom, responsibility, and authenticity shape our

feelings. In this article we’ll unpack Sartre’s ideas about emotion, examine how he intertwines them with existential

themes, and look at his literary works that bring these concepts to life.

1. Sartre’s Existentialism in Brief

1.1 The Foundations of Sartrean Thought

Sartre’s philosophy is built on the premise that “existence precedes essence.” He argues that humans first exist—

without a predetermined nature—and only later define themselves through choices. This radical freedom places the

weight of meaning and morality squarely on the individual.

1.2 Freedom, Responsibility, and Authenticity

Freedom, for Sartre, is not a privilege but a burden. With no divine blueprint, each person must create their own

values. Responsibility follows: we are accountable for the consequences of our choices. Authenticity, then, is the

conscious recognition of this freedom and the deliberate act of living in accordance with one’s self �chosen values.

2. Human Emotions in Sartre’s Framework

2.1 Emotion as a Reflection of Freedom

Sartre sees emotions not as passive states but as active reflections of our freedom. When we feel joy, sorrow, or

anger, we are encountering the consequences of our own choices. Emotions become a mirror that reveals how we

have defined ourselves.

2.2 The Role of Subjectivity

Subjectivity is central to Sartre’s analysis of emotion. He argues that each individual interprets the world through a

personal lens shaped by past experiences, desires, and fears. This subjectivity means that emotions are inherently

personal and cannot be reduced to universal categories.

2.3 Emotions as a Source of Authenticity

Authentic living requires acknowledging our feelings rather than suppressing them. By confronting emotions, we

confront the truth of our freedom and the reality of our choices.

3. Bad Faith and Emotional Alienation

3.1 What Is Bad Faith?

Bad faith, or mauvaise foi, is Sartre’s term for self �deception. It occurs when an individual denies their freedom by

adopting roles or identities imposed by society.



3.2 The Emotional Consequences of Bad Faith

•  Isolation: When we live in bad faith, we disconnect from our authentic self, leading to feelings of emptiness.

•  Anxiety: Ignoring our freedom creates a tension that manifests as existential dread.

•  Alienation: We become strangers to our own emotions, treating them as external forces rather than 

expressions of our choices.

By living in bad faith, we deny the very emotions that would guide us toward authenticity.

4. Freedom, Responsibility, and Emotional Complexity

4.1 The Weight of Choice

When we accept that our actions define us, the emotional stakes rise. A single decision can shape our entire

trajectory, making emotions like regret or pride especially potent.

4.2 Responsibility as Emotional Engagement

Responsibility is not a burden but an invitation to engage fully with our emotions. By owning the outcomes of our

choices, we accept both the joy and the pain that accompany them.

4.3 The Paradox of Freedom and Anxiety

Freedom can be exhilarating, but it also brings uncertainty. Sartre acknowledges that the very possibility of endless

options can generate overwhelming anxiety—a core emotional experience in existentialist thought.

5. Existentialism’s View of Emotions

5.1 Emotions as “Being-for-Other”

Sartre’s concept of “being-for-others” suggests that our emotional lives are shaped by how we see ourselves in

relation to others. Our feelings are influenced by the expectations and judgments of those around us.

5.2 Authentic vs. Inauthentic Emotions

Authentic emotions arise from genuine self �reflection, while inauthentic emotions are shaped by external pressures

or self �deception. Distinguishing between the two is key to living a meaningful life.

5.3 The Emotive Dimension of Existential Angst

Existential angst, a term Sartre uses to describe the dread of absolute freedom, is a powerful emotional force. It

compels us to confront the absence of predetermined meaning.

6. Sartre’s Literary Works: A Case Study in Emotion

6.1 Being and Nothingness (1943)

While primarily philosophical, this text lays the groundwork for understanding Sartre’s emotional framework. He

discusses how consciousness is always a “being �for �itself,” an entity that constantly projects itself into possibilities.

6.2 Nausea (1938)

•  Plot Overview: The protagonist, Antoine Roquentin, experiences a profound sense of nausea that reflects his 

realization of the absurdity of existence.

•  Emotional Themes: Alienation, existential dread, and the yearning for meaning.

Through Roquentin’s emotional turmoil, Sartre illustrates how confronting the absurd can lead to personal growth.



6.3 No Exit (1944)

•  Plot Overview: Three characters are trapped together in a room for eternity, forcing them to confront each 

other’s flaws.

•  Emotional Themes: Guilt, shame, and the realization that others define us.

Here, Sartre dramatizes the emotional consequences of living in bad faith.

6.4 The Wall (1948)

Set during the German occupation of France, this play explores the emotional impact of war on individuals. The

characters’ choices under duress highlight the tension between freedom and responsibility.

7. Applying Sartre’s Insights to Everyday Life

7.1 Cultivating Emotional Awareness

Begin by noting your feelings in moments of decision. Ask yourself: “What choice am I making, and how does it

align with my values?”

7.2 Embracing Responsibility for Your Emotions

Instead of blaming circumstances, recognize that your emotional responses are products of your choices.

7.3 Overcoming Bad Faith in Emotional Life

1.  Identify External Pressures: Recognize when societal expectations dictate how you should feel.

2.  Reflect on Authentic Feelings: Ask yourself if your emotions truly reflect your self �chosen values.

3.  Act on Authenticity: Make choices that honor your genuine emotional state.

By following these steps, you can transform emotional alienation into authentic living.

8. The Legacy of Sartre’s Emotional Philosophy

8.1 Influence on Psychology

Sartre’s focus on freedom and authenticity has informed humanistic psychology, particularly in the works of Carl

Rogers and Abraham Maslow.

8.2 Impact on Contemporary Literature

Modern writers such as Margaret Atwood and Kazuo Ishiguro explore existential themes, often drawing on Sartre’s

insights into human emotion.

8.3 Relevance in the Digital Age

In an era of social media, Sartre’s warnings about bad faith resonate strongly. The pressure to curate an image can

lead to emotional dissonance.

Conclusion

Jean �Paul Sartre’s existentialism offers a powerful lens through which to examine human emotions. By

foregrounding freedom, responsibility, and authenticity, Sartre demonstrates that our feelings are not passive

reactions but active expressions of our self �defined existence. Whether through his philosophical treatises or his

evocative literary works, he invites us to confront the raw, often uncomfortable, emotional realities that accompany

the human condition. Embracing these insights can help us lead lives that are both emotionally authentic and richly

meaningful.
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