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ABSTRACT
Existentialism dealt with the essence of human existence and established its priority over others where freedom of 

act for a conscious mind was the prime factor. Jean-Paul Sartre emphasized on such individual freedom with imposition 
of some liabilities over it for humanity. Sartre and other philosophers furnished different causes for such restrictions. 
However, the general concept of natural and evolutionary science is also competent and capable to explain this reserva-
tion of freedom. Present article will discuss the background of why such an interruption was required in Sartre’s con-
cept of complete freedom. At the same time the article will analyse whether and how far Sartre’s concept of complete 
freedom of a conscious mind was relevant from the historical, social and evolutionary biological perspective with an 
analysis of consciousness from scientific perspective. Examining Sartre’s dilemma on freedom and its relevance with a 
naturalistic angle, authors tried to answer whether negotiation for freedom was a humanitarian attribute or an obvious 
natural compulsion for the sustainability of the naturally evolving human association and community. Finally, impor-
tance of Sartre in the context of the socio-political scenario of that time has been clarified to justify his views. Simulta-
neously, the act of a conscious mind in a natural community of human association has been explained to show why it is 
actually compelling to make a trade-off for freedom in a society.
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1. Introduction

With the inception of 19th Century, a new school be-
gan to develop in the arena of human thinking. The world 
of philosophy found a new terminology ‘existentialism’ 
which flourished in the next century and gained popular-
ity through Jean-Paul Sartre’s writings. Though Søren 
Kierkegaard, the Danish philosopher of 19th Century has 
been widely regarded as the proponent of existentialist 
philosophy, such thinking may arise even earlier, but defi-
nitely gained maturity through the writings of Fredrick 
Nietzsche, Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus. In this 
development, the principal question was about the mean-
ing and significance of existence of human. This does not 
mean only for the physical existence, but have tried to find 
meaning of our thoughtful existence and consciousness in 
this world and deduce the exact nature and act of it. 

2. Sartre and ‘Freedom’ Centric Ex-
istentialism

In the issue of defining ‘existence’, almost all ex-
istentialist philosophers principally agree with the fun-
damental notion proposed by Kierkegaard. Rationalist 
philosopher Rene Descartes told ‘I think, therefore I am’. 
But existentialists opposed the idea and they proposed for 
the opposite. Kierkegaard supposed that life is not a mere 
combination or compilation of reasoning, it is much wider 
where experience plays a key role, and driven by that, hu-
man action takes its shape for life. Human existence is 
nothing but a manifestation of his combined works and 
actions in life derived from his decisions taken throughout 
the journey of life. “The goal of an existing individual is to 
arrive at a decision and renew it......” [1] . Sartre explained 
existence in the term of freedom, which was a refined pro-
jection of that earlier thought. According to him the spirit 
of ‘existence’ can only be sensed with the realization of 
freedom. Sartre described existence as the exploration of 
potential of a human being to its fullest extent independent 
of any external interference. Existing within this material 
world, a human being must have to realize that his essence 
is unmatched with any other. Thus, individual essence of 
uniqueness actually lies in the freedom of taking decisions 
with his own will. 

Existentialist philosophers fundamentally admit the 

proposition that ‘existence precedes essence’ coined by 
Sartre in mid-twentieth century which reversed the more 
commonly accepted and age-old view of importance of 
essence or nature of any existing objects [2]. The atheist 
and rationalist philosophical views accept that God pro-
vides the essence at the beginning of life which manifest 
throughout our life and determine the shape and nature of 
our existence. Accepting the notion that ‘essence precedes 
existence’ we are basically surrendering our freedom. In 
that case human being will be driven by some external en-
ergy or agency like any other material objects. “If essence 
preceded existence in the case of man this would mean that 
man was not free, that his existence was predetermined.” [3].  
But we experience that human are free living creature who 
can build up his own life and existentialist philosophy is 
firmly rooted in this believe. So, this is a paradigm shift 
from traditional rationalist concept of ‘Essence preceded 
Existence’ to the ‘Existence preceded Essence’, and in this 
evolving thinking Jean-Paul Sartre emerged as one of the 
most prominent and influential flag-bearer of recent times. 

Sartre believed that freedom is our fundamental right 
which we fail to utilize in our life or deny it to escape 
from its liabilities. Rather we always allow the external 
forces, agencies or systems to mould our life into different 
prototypes. Sartre’s personal life, his troubled childhood, 
physical limitations including short height and poor eye-
sight, upbringing, education and cultural environment 
influenced his thought process. His psychological analysis 
about the facts of life, which were the basis of expansion 
of his philosophical thoughts, emerged from such back-
ground. In explaining his theory Sartre put an example of 
a waiter in a restaurant in ‘Being and Nothingness’ who 
always followed some specific gesture or behavioural pat-
tern to serve his customers [4]. He described these patterns 
and stated how such behaviours had become generalized 
for all waiters. Sartre put such instance to explain how 
we are typifying our role and surrender to the fixity of a 
particular pattern for some specific job. He picked such 
example from his real-life experience in the café in Paris 
during his leisure time of argumentive discussions with his 
colleagues. Sartre’s waiter become a universal example of 
how we are losing our individual freedom to the systems 
and processes. 

Existentialists argued that human existence is con-
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fined either of the two forms. In one of its form they have 
to lead their life fitted within a system, or in other way, 
have to perform some work where they can never feel their 
individual existence and freedom. Kierkegaard proposed 
the other form of work which is integrated to someone’s 
own existence and individuality. When someone faces a 
crisis and is bound to take any decision of his own, he can 
feel the spirit of this next type. In such a real crisis situa-
tion, the person may confront some serious dilemma and 
know that the decision may produce uncertainty in his 
life. Despite all these risks when someone takes his own 
decision, at that moment he feels that he exists and his 
existence manifests through his free action towards life 
and surroundings. Basically, existentialist thoughts work 
on human psychology. It is someone’s thinking about his 
surroundings including his individual entity and society, 
and it is about doing action with freedom. Sartre wrote on 
that ‘freedom’, which is principally freedom of thought, 
freedom of taking decision and in its execution. We can 
compare it with Nietzsche’s ‘free will’ or ‘will force’. He 
never prioritizes any surroundings against the will force 
of his conceptual superman who possesses the ability to 
master over the conventional social values and structures. 
In his “Genealogy of Morals”, Nietzsche tried to inspire 
man to convert from ‘slave’ morality to ‘master’ morality 
using such strong will-force denying others [5]. This denial 
generates an empty outlook and emphasizes on the base-
lessness of conventional social and religious structure as 
depicted in ‘Thus Spake Zarathustra’, the magnum opus of 
Nietzsche published in the latter half of 19th Century [6]. 
Such essential denial to the existing structure reached to 
its height and gained popularity in a different literary form 
through the classic work of Sartre in ‘Being and Nothing-
ness’ where through phenomenological ontology he ex-
plained the nature of human consciousness [4]. These works 
developed a crisis of emptiness and valueless perception 
towards the existing socio-religious structures and believe 
to implement self-freedom in life. For such mode of renun-
ciation of pre-existing thoughts, some of the critics desig-
nated existentialism as anti-historical and cynical. Some of 
the socialist thinkers accused such thoughts as fatal to the 
human existence and social development. 

Sartre completely negated such allegation and af-
firmed that ‘existentialism’ is such a philosophy which 

makes human life possible with its humanity. This provides 
human the freedom as well as responsibility to decide and 
select, thus closing the means to avoid the consequences of 
his own decision. Such freedom with responsibility actual-
ly enhances anxiety and apprehension which incrementally 
rolled on to generate a feel of anguish or worry replacing 
the feeling of happiness. Therefore, the critics are fright-
ened to accept the existentialism. To get rid of such anxiety 
and stress, we try to project that human is not a conscious 
independent entity. But Sartre believed that man can con-
struct his life and future through his acts. Each one is free, 
but when they try to escape from that truth and bypass the 
option of taking decision admitting any external situation 
or agent to get into the path of that decision, they have fall-
en into ‘bad faith’ [4]. The ‘bad faith’ may exist in the form 
of god, religion and rituals, protocols or systems, or even 
as believe or ideology or anything fixing or limiting the 
decisions and actions of a ‘free’ human being. Therefore, 
to Sartre, even death is limiting the human ‘freedom’. Not 
only we try to use bad faith to find escape routes from our 
responsibilities, but we are also the victim of such faith in 
every aspects of our societal life. Sartre’s waiter is such an 
example of bad faith who always believed that his gesture 
and behavioural pattern in that specific framework would 
only be acceptable for his clients or customers, and there-
fore, he always maintained that postures, movements and 
attitude for days, months and years. Sartre comprehended 
that our material society and system is working in such 
a fashion which disregards our individual freedom and 
entity, and framed our individual psyche, choice and acts 
so that we are becoming a mere outcome of the systems. 
Therefore, proving the emptiness in this framework and 
establishing the prominence of our freedom and to exert it 
in our life were the primary goal of the existentialist like 
Sartre. 

Consciousness, abandonment and freedom are the 
propositions which are inseparable of Sartre’s philosophy. 
In his phenomenal work ‘Being and Nothingness’ Sartre 
showed that the human consciousness always structured 
a man through internal contradictions. Thus, the progress 
of a man is propelled by such inner conflicts resulted from 
the thoughts of a free conscious mind. Sartre believed 
that consciousness has an inherent unrest which proceeds 
through continuously destructing the existing stand. The 
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vacuum created in such an action bolster the feeling of 
abandonment, hence drags the state of mind into a new 
mental state. So, the feeling of nothingness can act as the 
progressive force, which is only possible when there exists 
the freedom of mind. As Sartre believed that freedom is in-
separable from man, and he also possesses some emptiness 
in mind so man can think negative. Freedom is that milieu 
which use negativity to dissociate the past and make the 
life possible from present to future. Sartre explained anxi-
ety as the experience through which this freedom has been 
expressed. Man cannot hide that worry and to get rid of it 
he clings on ‘bad faith’ as an escape route from anxiety of 
being responsible. Therefore, he pretends to be something 
else which he is not actually. “Man does not exist first in 
order to be free subsequently; there is no difference the 
being of man and his being free” [4]. So being free and ex-
ecuting that freedom of consciousness is ‘existentialism’ 
where abandonment comes as the driving force. 

3. Freedom and Social Dilemma

We are taking another famous example of Sartre to 
understand the nature of freedom for our individual life. 
Sartre described the crisis of one of his students. That stu-
dent loved his mother too much. His mother was ill and 
completely dependent on him. At the same time his nation 
was going through a crisis and socio-political turmoil. 
In this crisis phase of nation, the students of the country 
were taking the leading role in the protest against ruling 
doctrine, and he was actively involved in that students’ 
movement. Now the movement intensified and students 
required to participate in the agitating protest rallies where 
even they might have to sacrifice their lives. So, the mo-
ment of taking decision arrived for the student. If he joined 
the movement his dependent mother would fall alone and 
might not be able to survive in his absence. On the other 
hand, when the whole nation requiring such sacrifice and 
other comrades were moving for the same, how could he 
withdraw himself from the situation. So his consciousness 
was in a serious dilemma and at that moment the student 
came to Sartre to seek his suggestion. Sartre knew that the 
student was independent for his ‘freedom’, but from con-
ventional practice the student thought that in such crisis 
situation he required advice from someone who he be-
lieved was more experienced than himself. In this case, the 

student got victimised in ‘bad faith’ in his teacher or advi-
sor and failed to implement his ‘freedom’, hence avoiding 
to feel the essence of his own ‘existence’. Sartre advised 
him that as he is free to take decision, so he has to decide 
his own choice. Sartre emphasized that, by doing so, the 
student would feel the real existence of his consciousness [2]. 
Such a situation is common in our socio-political life. Any 
conscious and sensitive mind may face such crisis in any 
progressive people’s movement irrespective of geographic 
boundary of historic timescale.     

Therefore, ‘existentialism’ always establishes that 
man is free. He can build his life through his own acts. “To 
say that existence precedes essence then is to affirm that 
there is no prior definition of man. Man defines himself by 
his acts.” [3]. Man will decide which act to play and which 
not. And in doing so he will be ‘abundant’, he will feel a 
void in front of him, which again reminds us about ‘noth-
ingness’. When there is no God, no master, no agent or 
system, and no event to make an excuse for any indecision, 
the man feels anguish, abandonment and despair. Thus, 
in Sartre’s words “we are left alone, without excuse……
man is condemned to be free” [4]. He explained that, ‘con-
demned’ because he has none for legitimization of his ac-
tion and he is now responsible for everything he does in 
his life, with himself and with others. Sartre also expressed 
that essence of existence and responsibility with the phrase 
“You are what you live” [4]. So, such enormity of freedom 
makes people alone.. However, the anguish experienced 
by a solitary individual does not necessarily imply inertia 
or quiescence. Instead, it is through the very act of bearing 
such profound distress that an individual with the fortitude 
to assume responsibility and establish their existence by 
making their decisive choices. 

Now such a philosophy reached to the society as an 
unconventional, person-cantered and to some extent anti-
establishment way of thinking. That was the time of post-
World War II when the writings of Sartre are gaining its 
readers. The world was already shaken in WWII and Nazi 
brutality followed by a collapse of humanity and economic 
turmoil worldwide immediate after the war. People were 
dejected ideologically with loosen believe on traditional 
values and systems and looking for some newer ideologies 
for their individual and social life and political outlook. 
Soon after that world had seen a capitalist expansion to 
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follow in the next decade in one side, and in the other side, 
the rise of nascent communist countries in Asia and Latin 
America and consolidation of Soviet communism. Decades 
after, students’ movement and civil right movement and 
various anti-establishment movements catalysed by the Vi-
etnam War rocked both sides of the Atlantic. That was the 
time of ideological expansion of leftist thoughts under a 
capitalist state system in the Western Europe and America 
which resulted in an obvious conflict in the socio-political 
contour of the world. The concept of existentialism and its 
person-centric unconventionality and appeal of freedom at-
tracted the mass and waved through the intellectual minds 
and youths of any socio-political ideology and belief. Sar-
tre’s concepts of nothingness, abandonment and anguish, 
his appeal to deny tradition and execute freedom acted like 
an underlying influence in that whole atmosphere. Dur-
ing 1960s and 70s, Jean-Paul Sartre had become the face 
of ‘existentialist’ philosophy who ideologically provided 
support to the people from various sects and categories 
to express them in the society, be it in the political arena 
or in the cultural domain. One of such examples was the 
Woodstock music festival in 1969 in America where Ravi 
Shankar rocked the world with Jimi Hendrix and many 
others to an open-air audience of diversified ethnicity and 
culture in an unconventionally organized event. One of the 
major influences of existentialism were to express, admit 
and accept freedom and diversity. 

Sartre, as one of the best philosophers and flag bear-
ers of the ‘existentialism’, who apparently shows his per-
son-centric, individualistic intentions in the philosophical 
expression, was personally interested in Marxism, which 
in contrary, divides the society into few broad classes 
and speaks for the group or class struggle. Sartre was not 
only interested in Marxist philosophy, he had connections 
with French Communist Party for a while and established 
himself as one of the advocates of communism and Soviet 
policies during 1950s. He also had contacts with the Cuban 
communist leaders and was under the surveillance of Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency (CIA) for a long time as one of the 
intellectual supports of communism. During WWII, where 
Sartre also had to participate for a short phase and had to 
become a war prisoner, he experienced the fascist imperi-
alist aggression and brutality. It was during that time when 
his admiration to communism developed and like many 

other contemporary intellectuals, he also found a hope to 
resist the fascism and expansionism through a communist 
way of thinking. But he found dejected when he observed 
same expansionism of fascist or capitalist imperialism in 
the act of Moscow through their invasion in Hungary in 
November, 1956. He wrote “I condemn the Soviet inva-
sion wholeheartedly and without any reservation......” [7]. 
He might say the same words today in response to Rus-
sian invasion in Ukraine, the burning crisis to the world 
now created between two of the former soviet lands and 
ethnicities. His strong criticism to Soviet rulers and activi-
ties of French Communist Party intensified with different 
suppressive actions by soviet in Eastern Europe and Sartre 
gradually departed from his position to behold his ‘existen-
tialist’ philosophy alive. His refusal of the Nobel Prize in 
Literature in 1964 was a strong demonstration of his exis-
tentialist stand when he stated that a writer “should refuse 
to allow himself to be transformed into an institution” [8]. 
He was always against any types of regimentation or type-
casting of individual existence in small or large scales and 
against any forceful suppression of individual freedom. 
There lies the basic contradiction between Sartre and rul-
ing communist regimes of his time. Though he did not lose 
his interest in Marxist philosophy and tried to explain a 
new form of socialism in the essay ‘Search for a Method’ 
in 1957, which was elaborated in his book ‘Critique of 
Dialectical Reason’ in 1960 [9,10]. In this attempt Sartre’s 
effort was to combine his existentialist view with Marxist 
philosophy to develop a free, cooperative and progressive 
social structure and prosperous humanity. Though Marxian 
materialism and determinism contradicts with existential-
ist freedom, he tried to complementing both ends to an 
amicable form. Basically, the historic timeframe witnessed 
a worldwide intellectual and socio-political quest for a 
modality of human existence transcending the parameters 
of capitalist expansionism and its deleterious ramifica-
tions. In contrary, deliberate moves of soviet communism 
in Europe, Maoist communism in China and events of 
leftist insurgency in Latin America developed another 
front in this world with a different ideological, cultural and 
political motivations. In this backdrop, Sartre’s projection 
of ‘Existentialism’ as ‘Humanism’ with his later works 
became an important attempt to find the way for the entire  
humanity. 
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4.  Limiting Factors for Sartre’s Free-
dom

According to Sartre, one cannot fix his goal for his 
individual freedom, if others freedom is not included in 
that goal. This was Sartre’s ‘Existentialist Humanism’. Ex-
istentialism can never be nihilistic as here every human be-
ing has the right to develop own future with their free will. 
Existentialism advocates that without bounded by any cau-
sality one can choose the way of life and that is the free-
dom. Sartre could never admit that individual will loss his 
existence amongst many. Therefore, Sartre’s philosophy 
denied suppression of individual in any form, whether it 
is by group activity or be it the state. There is no universal 
standard of good or bad, ethics or evil. Man has to decide 
it on his consciousness. Thus, the consciousness for social 
responsibility will be entirely a choice of human. As in ex-
istentialist way man is solely liable for all his acts and no 
one can reduce or share that, he will always be responsible 
for his societal impact or imprint. As the choice is personal 
and man has to carry his responsibility, if he does not re-
ciprocate others none will be there. “......as soon as there 
is a commitment, I am obliged to will the liability of oth-
ers at the same time as mine” [2]. To select for himself, he 
selects for others and in doing so, he admits his account-
ability for others, for the nation. And being stressed in his 
role for many, the man feels ‘abandoned’, an obvious fea-
ture of existentialism. Sartre gradually admitted that man 
as social animal has some relationships with others and 
unavoidable restrictions for himself. So, Sartre wrote “For 
the moment I feel that my freedom is indissolubly linked 
with that of all other men, it cannot be demanded of me 
that I use it to approve the enslavement of a part of these  
men.” [11]. 

Sartre used the concept of ‘reality’ similar to Hei-
degger to explain the freedom in totality and in relation to 
the exterior. But his reality does not mean for any inert ob-
ject, but it indicates a surrounding where a conscious mind 
find himself. This is the situation found in the workspace 
of a man. Sartre designated death and oath as the inherent 
restriction of freedom. Death limits the life and freedom, 
and restrictions to act according to oath ceases the freedom 
of will. So Sartre admitted some restrictions in the way 
of executing absolute freedom. Merlo Ponty criticized the 

essence of Sartre’s freedom in ‘Phenomenology of Percep-
tion’ [12]. Ponty opined that Sartre’s freedom is not relevant 
and practicable in daily life and society. According to 
him, action of man is not independent of extrinsic factors 
and we can never deny our past, legacy, cultural heritage, 
surrounding environment and people with our education 
and perception. They contribute decisively in our action. 
These are several obstacles to implement freedom of a 
conscious mind. These obstacles are like ‘limiting factors’ 
in ecology which limit the distribution and abundance of a 
biological species in an area over the earth. Such concept 
of ‘limiting factors’ emphasized by E.P. Odum is one of 
the key concepts in ecology which has the primary capac-
ity to determine whether any organism can live and sustain 
naturally in some habitat on the earth or whether any of the 
population from a species can grow or decline in a given 
area [13]. There may be many other factors including disper-
sal and evolutionary history of the species for being there 
in a particular space, but not the consciousness and will of 
the organism that has the power to principally determine it, 
rather which may have minor role to set its position in this 
earth ecosphere. Critics may raise the point that human 
consciousness is far advanced from the level of animals or 
men only possess the true consciousness to execute there 
will or freedom. To the present scientific stand that idea is 
vague and the concept of consciousness has been recon-
structed.

Karl W. Jaspers also criticized the concept of com-
plete freedom and demonstrated that individual freedom 
has always been compromised for the surrounding milieu 
and inherent limitations. A truly free consciousness or indi-
vidual always fight to express freedom, but become limited 
in his expression. Evolutionary biologists S.J. Gould and 
R.C. Lewontin wrote a classic paper as a critique of ‘adap-
tationist programme’ in evolutionary biology which is apt 
to explain the situation [14]. As per adaptationist programme 
each trait of an organism were separable entity and natu-
ral selection works on each to evolve them for perfection. 
Disapproving this individualistic trait-centric view they 
“attempt to reassert a competing notion......that organisms 
must be analysed as integrated wholes, with baupläne so 
constrained by phyletic heritage, pathways of develop-
ment, and general architecture......” [14]. Their argument 
was that no traits in an animal body are separable from the 
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whole and can be adapted independently without affecting 
other related traits in the body. Not even so, such changes 
in demand of better survival can grow within the limit of 
basic body plan, within their past phylogenetic architec-
tural and developmental history or ‘space left over’. As per 
this logic, a fish can never be adapted in a jelly fish like 
form or an octopus into a whale, instead of what so ever 
adaptive force and natural selection pressure may work on 
it. To explain the issue Gould and Lewontin produced the 
architectural metaphor of ‘spandrel’ of St. Mark’s Basilica 
in Venice, Italy to show that the graffiti or sculptures of 
best of the artistic forms with maximum quality may only 
be shaped within the left-over triangular spaces between 
the arches supporting the round domes of the cathedral. 
Such an architectural metaphor to explain evolutionary 
constraints is also showing us the importance of back-
ground socio-cultural ‘space left over’ to execute freedom 
and act accordingly. Therefore, the dilemma arise whether 
the concept of complete freedom is none but a utopian 
overrating of freedom that is non-existent in real world 
over the initial prejudice of ‘existentialism’.  

Similar example had been placed by Sartre himself 
in his writings where he produced example of prisoner. 
A prisoner has no freedom to cross the boundary of the 
prison or the cell where he is confined, and has no control 
over his clothing or foods provided by the jail authority. 
But he has the freedom to refuse the food or fast. Also, 
from our daily life situation, if we have a room to decorate 
its interior, we may use our choice of furnishing it within 
the space provided or ‘left over space’. Sartre in his ‘Be-
ing and Nothingness’ mentioned that one cannot decide 
about his place of birth, his past, surrounding environment 
and fellowmen and about death. Such admissions were the 
quantum shift from his initial proposition about freedom. 
Arguments may continue to accept or deny his factors 
of limitation for freedom, the shift was prominent. Thus, 
negotiation of freedom has become pertinent and that was 
clearly admitted by Sartre with his specific dimension 
of explanation where he emphasized on the humanitar-
ian ground behind such acceptance. Now we are trying to 
explore that whether such negotiation for freedom is from 
humanitarian consciousness and empathy or from the natu-
ral compulsion of surviving in a better world for present 
and future.

5. Freedom is Naturally Absurd

Sartre and other supporters of existentialism had 
to work on diluting and moderating the general notion 
that existentialism does not accept anything other than 
individualistic perception. Sartre’s interest on Marxist 
philosophy and socialism also made him think in broader 
perspective which we find in his writings as evolved with 
time. Blackham in his ‘Sin Existentialist Thinkers’ wrote 
in defence of existentialism that “The being-in-the-world 
which constitutes human being is the being of a self in its 
inseperable relation with not a self—the world of things 
and other persons in which the self always and necessar-
ily finds itself instead.” [15]. Conflict between person and 
society appeared many a times in the writings of Sartre. 
Ultimately, he also accepted some limit of freedom impos-
ing a negative in respect to collective or additive entity. He 
fastened the knot of responsibility over complete freedom 
from societal perspective. He put the liability of humanity 
on individual freedom and obligate it to many. So, men 
have to decide the act not for self and not in free will, but 
to take care of the fact that the chosen act does never re-
strict others freedom to act or live. Obviously, this is a crit-
ical situation, both ideologically as well as practically. This 
may ultimately emerge as a vicious cycle which gradually 
impose limitations over the freedom for one and many. 
Influenced by Marx, Sartre believed that poverty and scar-
city produce disbelief and conflict in a society, admitted 
to an extent that the society is grossly divided into prole-
tariat and bourgeoisie. Capitalism is a system of producing 
properties in expanse of human labour and make a society 
rolled on demand-production cycle where other faculties 
of individuals are being severely compromised, hence pro-
duce a cast-typed civilization according to its need. Such a 
believe influenced him to establish existentialism to break 
the system, but his attempt became gradually delicate 
to balance one with many. Principally, existentialism is 
person-centric and it may not have any apparent contradic-
tion with communism until the later infringes into personal 
freedom. Existentialists always spoke for personal freedom 
at any cost and at any situation, how disastrous it might be. 
In this regard, communism put the interest of community 
first bypassing or restricting individual freedom for the 
common. Marx in his ‘Thesis of Feuerbach’ wrote, “… the 
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human essence is no abstruction inherent in each single 
individual… [but] is the ensemble of the social relations.” [16].  
Marx’s renunciation of individuality for the commons 
may, in other way, lead to the way of personal ‘bad faith’ 
in the name of nation, society or system or in some other 
way which might produce a leader like Stalin or an event 
of Tienanmen Square. There Sartre tried to remove any 
means to escape individuals, but never been able to avoid 
the interest of common or of greater order, instead, he ul-
timately restricted the freedom by confining the essence of 
existentialism. So, in a more gracious way he articulated “I 
cannot make my own freedom my aim unless I make the 
freedom of others equally my aim” [2].

The human existence, which Sartre explained on the 
consciousness of man and as the main tool to execute free-
dom, possesses a long history of socialization. Such social-
ization with a primitive communication skill is promptly 
visible in the primates and very prominent in apes, where 
they are mostly adapted in group living. One of the funda-
mental reasons of success of us, namely, Homo sapience 
over the Neanderthal man are thought to be behavioural 
rather than anatomical, who expertized in group living, 
division of labour in their group and developing advanced 
communication skills and social networking [17]. Also, we 
are now considered as ‘generalist specialist’ owing a vast 
and diverse ecological space on earth which was more 
likely became possible for group efforts [18]. Development 
of language through grooming and gossiping and reten-
tion of knowledge made our skills incrementally advanced 
forming the ‘tree of knowledge’ to rule over this earth [19,20].  
Steven Pinker in his essay ‘The Big Bang’ (metaphor 
taken from the cosmological theory of creation and expan-
sion of Universe popularized by American TV Series and 
scientists like Stephen Hawkins and others) showed how 
language can evolve as a result of complex adaptation, and 
natural selection can only be the possible explanation of 
the process [21]. As per Pinker, language probably evolved 
in small stages where each of the new stage was build-
ing on the previous stages and gradually developed to an 
incremental stage of explosive expansion and maturity. In 
explaining that, he argued in the same way as Oxford evo-
lutionary biologist and philosopher Richard Dawkins ar-
gued to explain ‘complex design’ through Darwinian natu-
ral selection by defying Paley’s ‘teleological argument’ [22].  

Such development of complex system or language or ad-
vanced level of consciousness as we possess can only be 
possible with a continuous legacy or evolutionary history 
and group communication. Pinker argued that “There is a 
fantastic payoff in trading hard-own knowledge with kin 
and friends, and language is obviously a major means of 
doing so......people always depend on co-operative efforts 
for survival, forming alliances by exchanging information 
and commitments” [21]. Thus, socializing for exchanging 
information and keeping commitments are breaching some 
major conditions of Sartre’s concept of complete ‘freedom’. 
This is undoubtedly a success of grouping together more 
prominently than individuality which gradually trans-
formed the primitive hunter-gatherer groups to achieve 
agricultural skills, followed by developing civilization 
and treading. Such early consolidation of human society 
had then reached out to industrialization and next level of 
treading as capitalism. At this long trail Sartre appeared 
with ‘existentialism’ in a specific socio-political context 
worldwide which has already explained. Advocating for 
freedom might be the timely need of Sartre’s era, but the 
structured society, nation and administrative organization 
had already evolved through a long historical past from 
the primordial social assemblage of early human. There-
fore, Sartre himself as a trivial component of a huge social 
structure attempted to uphold the importance of personal 
freedom and individuality in a time when men and their 
lives were becoming the by-products of the socio-political 
machinery or a victim of the process of institutionalization.  

Such conflict of one vs. many exists from the incep-
tion of life. Natural science and history always remain the 
major frontier of such conflict. Evolutionary biologists 
have long been divided into several schools to find the ef-
fective unit of evolutionary process and involved in estab-
lishing either of their choice in the Darwinian evolutionary 
process through natural selection. They are divided into 
different level of organization and claiming each as the ‘unit 
of natural selection’ starting from gene and proceed to cell, 
organism and group. Evolutionary biologist Richard Dawk-
ins of Oxford University and Edward O. Wilson of Harvard 
University were two who approached from extremely op-
posite pole to find the solution. When Dawkins approached 
from his reductionist gene centric version to explain the 
evolution by natural selection in his best-seller book ‘The 
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Selfish Gene’ [23], Wilson approached completely from the 
opposite direction by his seminal epic ‘Sociobiology’ [24].  
Later Wilson and Hölldobler showed that how a large 
numbered ant colony system worked in synergy with their 
division of labour for their own interest and for the interest 
of a colony as a whole to achieve a maximum survival and 
sustenance possibility in this hostile world. They termed 
that system as ‘superorganism’ where no individual has the 
freedom to act but assigned for specific work as well as 
respond in specific synergistic manner to external cues and 
threats as if all individuals are tuned and well-connected [25].  
All these transformed the course of evolutionary and be-
havioural biology where biologists started to explore the 
genetic basis of social behaviour and how social acts or 
group acts are keeping the interest of a gene to thrive and 
progress with individual survival. This is a vast area of 
discussion which is beyond the scope of this article, but 
it appeared that there is no conflict between individual 
interest and group interest if fitted and used appropriately 
and that lead to the ultimate success in survival and evolu-
tion through natural selection. So, individual freedom and 
group living in a vast societal structure has no apparent 
contradiction and may be complementary, if that personal 
freedom does not harm the greater process of societal sur-
vival and progress in the course of time. Therefore, for a 
society and system, individual ‘complete’ freedom may be 
compromised which in turn help to thrive the social struc-
ture and a sustained society in turn help in keeping indi-
vidual interest. Evolutionary biologists explained that how 
altruistic behaviour actually benefits own survival and en-
sures transmission of ‘self’ gene through generations [26,27].  
Therefore, thinking for others and apparent sacrifice for 
self may have a great social and survival benefit for indi-
vidual. Sociobiology proves that restricting own interest 
and freedom increases possibility of self-existence. Above 
discussion is for providing a glimpse of vastness of the 
problem between one and many in the living world on this 
earth where man is a mere subject with extraordinary intel-
ligence and consciousness and with superb skill of com-
munication which has established our success over others 
and made us think ‘philosophically’ about the individual 
freedom in the canvas of human civilization.    

6. The Genesis of Freedom and Hu-
man Society

Most of the critique may argue that the work of Sar-
tre and his existentialist thoughts built upon the human 
consciousness and how such consciousness perceives the 
surrounding including society and nation. So, there might 
be no use of fetching examples of conflicts of freedom and 
establishment of a particular order from different ‘levels 
of organization’ of life. We admit the objection and nar-
rowing our view to consciousness now. At this point we 
have to admit that ‘consciousness’ is a complete biological 
thing and psychologists and neuroscientists are now joined 
together to find the essence of consciousness. But before 
entering that course we may think philosophically for a 
while. If we think that consciousness is only a human think 
and it had no existence in our past and in other animals 
including apes, then we are admitting that consciousness 
emerged ‘de novo’ for men. Thereby, we are actually deny-
ing the fundamental postulate of existentialism, that is ‘ex-
istence precedes essence’ and we are admitting that from 
a certain point of time an ape anatomically similar to hu-
man became conscious and transformed to human. This is 
becoming analogous to the concept of Christianity where 
they believe that in a moment God created our Universe 
and all of the creatures on earth and of them, human as the 
best creation in the form of Adam and Eve. With this, the 
whole lot of atheist existentialist’s effort of denying God 
have gone into vain. So, this is self-contradictory and we 
cannot think this way to continue our argument on existen-
tialism.  

The term ‘consciousness’ has a vast range of mean-
ing, like whether someone is awakened or not, alert or 
asleep or in coma. But for us this is of phenomenal kind 
and a product of brain. Consciousness and cognitive neu-
roscience are now working with both animal and human 
subjects and recognizes the development of brain in dif-
ferent animals, apes and man as a continuous evolutionary 
process and hence, the ‘consciousness’ is now explained 
as the outcome of that evolutionary process [28]. Scientists 
using different visual and verbal stimuli identified vari-
ous regions of response using functional MRI and other 
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techniques and most of such stimulus works in the brain of 
other mammals and monkeys and apes. LeDoux, a famous 
neuroscientist of New York University showed the simi-
larities of our brain and the phenomenon what we call our 
consciousness with our ancestors in deep time-scale. He 
told “nervous system if fundamentally a device that gath-
ers sensory information about the world for the purpose 
of guiding behaviour in the quest to survive. As a result, 
awareness of the external world is perhaps the most basic 
level of conscious experience” [28]. Neuroscientists identi-
fied different orders of increasing complexity of cognitive 
theories where primary order information have been pro-
cessed in higher order to extract features and interpret them 
to consciousness. They reported the processing hierarchy 
where conscious experiences use the scheme of memory or 
experience and concept to develop response. Evolutionary 
psychology is now explaining the development of higher-
level consciousness in a modular approach where basic 
modules of brain functions are added with different top-
up modules to enhance the performance in communica-
tion, play and use of tools with time to adapt the external 
environment more aptly for more successful survival. 
Present visions of consciousness either regard it as a kind 
of information processing or as a kind of behaviour which 
are both purely natural (biological) phenomena [29,30,31].  
All these biological phenomena require a complex neu-
ronal network involving pre-frontal and frontal neuro-
cortex, temporal-occipital-parietal lobes, hippocampal 
region, dentity gyrus, thalamus and other regions of brain 
for information processing, memory consolidation and 
conscious thinking [32]. Present neuroscience research is 
intended to decipher all these complex network interplay 
to develop conscious behaviour. Kotchoubey explained the 
emergence of consciousness at behavioural level “......as 
a product of a phylogenetic interaction of three particular 
forms of animal behavior: play, tool use, and communica-
tion. When the three components meet in humans, they 
strengthen and mutually reinforce each other producing 
positive feedback loop. Therefore, although all three ele-
ments of human consciousness are present in many animal 
species (not necessarily human predecessors), there is no 
other species that plays, communicates and uses tools as 
much as humans do” [31]. 

Consciousness is a state where we find a complex in-

terplay within reflex functions, learning and memory (ex-
perience) and thinking. Following epigraph is showing the 
instance as mentioned by Ludwig Wittgenstein “We think 
about actions before we perform them. We make represen-
tations of them, but why? We expect and act according the 
expectancy; ...... Expectancy [is] a preparatory action. It 
outstretches its arms like a ball player, directs its hands to 
catch the ball. And the expectancy of a ball player is just 
that he prepares arms and hands and looks at the ball” [33]. 
The next level produce intuition, apprehension and design 
human response upon prediction of others reaction. The 
‘Theory of Mind’ (ToM) is a state of cognition where one 
has a thought about others thought or it is mind reading 
which is a very important evolutionary development for 
social interaction or group behaviour [34]. This is not entire-
ly of human domain, but animals including different birds 
and primates as experimental proxy have passed the behav-
ioural tests of mind reading. Such ‘metacognitive’ thinking 
ability and behaviour probably emerged as an adaptive 
response to the complex social interaction in primates and 
reached to an intense level within us where language has 
played an instrumental role [21,34]. All the cumulative evi-
dences demonstrated that consciousness is not a human 
thing. It has an evolutionary lineage of development and 
different other forms of brain also possess different levels 
of consciousness. Therefore, our consciousness also has an 
evolutionary background and history, the legacy of ascend-
ing from our ancestors. Hence, it also has to act in the ‘left 
over space’ through its evolutionary path and can never be 
freed completely. It implies that individual consciousness 
can never be free in biological sense. So the question of 
freedom and individuality versus group living, society for-
mation and the conflict there in, are the evolutionary ques-
tions to be answered, where freedom of consciousness is 
also a subject of mere selectivity in the natural world and 
also within the constraints of our present anthropocentric 
world.   

Sartre defined “Consciousness is a being such that 
in its being, its being is in question insofar as this be-
ing implies a being other than itself” [35]. This is a very 
indefinite definition which may actually want to say that 
consciousness is a different state of affair beyond its factic-
ity, which is actually indicating to higher order cognitive 
processing as per present neuroscientific understanding. 
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We showed that such higher order cognitive processing 
or consciousness and ‘mind’, to a certain level, is existing 
in higher mammals and possessing an evolutionary his-
tory over time. The ‘mind game’ as explained in ToM is 
developed for gaining the survival success in group living 
and such higher order thinking ability claimed a heavy toll 
in the form of psychiatric disorders like autistic spectrum 
disorder, bipolar disorders etc [34]. Also ‘Sociobiology’ and 
its connection with genetic level have been shown perti-
nent, where individualistic interest and freedom of action 
of lower level can be selected only when such have been 
proved consistent with the interest and survival benefit 
of the greater sum. Thus, the freedom has become ‘con-
ditioned’ and has its range within the ‘left-over space’ of 
evolutionary lineage, hierarchical levels of cognitive func-
tions as well as for societal benefit from a humanitarian 
perspective of progress. In this whole process, the ‘yin-
yang’ of freedom has to be determined from a perspective 
of natural social development rooted deep into the time-
scale of human social evolution. The old notion handed 
down from Descartes that human has conscious mind and 
animals have reflective automation or instinct, has now 
been discarded. As Merlo Ponty pointed out that Sartre’s 
freedom was not only restricted by death and oath, as 
originally pointed out by Sartre himself, but also restricted 
by the past and present in different forms—has no space 
to defend by the existentialists. While present findings of 
cognitive neuroscience showed the developmental trail of 
consciousness and its connection with group-living, ‘soci-
obiology’ showed that trimming own freedom for others is 
actually a compulsion for better survival in the process of 
natural selection as per Darwinian evolutionary thinking. 
This is nothing but a ‘trade-off’ between individual interest 
and group interest as well as prediction of others thinking 
and reaction for a particular act. The existentialist’s dilem-
ma is that sense of responsibility to negotiate between self 
and group, and the essence of which is rooted within the 
Darwinian concept of survival benefit in group living. As 
perception of others or group matters much for own well-
ness in a social structure, man has to appear with falsified 
image in a socially acceptable fashion. Such gap between 
external imagery and internal subjectivity may create a 
feeling of emptiness in complex processing of conscious-
ness. The perception of nothingness, anguish or abandon-

ment are of that evolutionary trace of thinking where 
higher order mental processing is deciding better survival 
options for individual and group. Even sociobiology ex-
plained that how altruistic behaviour actually benefits the 
survival of own gene or individual interest. Therefore, be-
ing humanitarian by thinking for others in expanse of own 
freedom is a compulsion for group living. However, such 
realization in Sartre’s existentialist thought came from the 
socialist perception derived from Marx, though the bio-
logical implication of it is much deeper, far reaching and 
explaining the reason as natural. Influence of Marxism and 
critique of complete existentialist freedom catalysed Sar-
tre’s humanitarian negotiation which was actually obvious 
to accept and adapt for making ‘existentialism’ acceptable 
to human society from the evolutionary biological perspec-
tive.  

Also, the deep history of our species, development of 
us as ‘Sapiens’—the most dominant and influential species 
on earth, lies in our formation and evolution as a highly 
social species with high level of communicating skills and 
languages and cultural bondage. Such an order of social 
cooperation, sharing of knowledge and incrementing its 
magnitude into an incredible height—all these have made 
us human today. In our world of conflict and competitors 
we majorly sought cooperation and empathy with some 
secondarily derived disciplines for group living to form 
such a large social structure where individual’s role was 
typified to a large extent. In our present-day society also, 
we are to choose among different professions which are al-
ready predetermined or we have to offer some new service 
acceptable to the society. That, therefore, means restric-
tions over freedom or in other words, thus individual free-
dom is being ‘conditioned’. 

7. Conclusions

So, Sartre’s freedom or existentialist freedom always 
have to negotiate in our societal world which is an estab-
lished fact from evolutionary and historical background of 
mankind. Still Sartre is very relevant for us for his advo-
cacy on individual existence which was missing at a time-
point in a socio-political context of our near past. We have 
to remind that none of the above explanations denied the 
importance of individual and it is also to emphasize that all 
group activities are for the sake of existence of individual 
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with a better atmosphere of survival.       
Sartre was important in popularizing ‘existential-

ism’ in a particular socio-political context of contemporary 
phase in our history. Sartre put forward his concept of 
existence to prioritize over anything where freedom had 
been used as the most important instrument in establish-
ing existence. The time was immediately after the World 
War II, where a deep socio-political and ideological crisis 
prevailed over the world which had been briefly described 
earlier. The most damaging consequences of that was 
the devaluation of human existence to the system. That 
devaluation of individual existence maximized with fas-
cism, observed a complete wreckage in the war and was 
in a very low state in the post-war days. The humanity 
was sandwiched between capitalism and communism and 
was hopelessly finding a way to regain the esteem. Sartre 
was also a victim of that time who persuaded his way with 
his sharp intellect and deep thinking by projecting the 
‘existentialism’ in his own way. His philosophy helped to 
gain human existence into a high with confidence to exert 
personal freedom in the societal structure which was at its 
minimum in that time. The immediate effect of Sartre’s 
philosophy was in accepting personal freedom and dif-
ference of opinion and pluralism. Many of the civic and 
social movements of 1960s and 70s worldwide had an 
underlying influence of Sartre’s writings and existentialism 
had become instrumental to achieve civil liberty in differ-
ent countries and legislations of the world. Sartre never 
recognized any artificial confinement of individual soul 
under any circumstances under any system or institution 
and never accepted any contempt of human existence by 
any wing, whether it was left or right. So he was the time’s 
need to pull the human existence back to a position where 
each one’s voice should be paid importance and each one’s 
act should be recognised empathically. Any artificial socio-
political curbing was condemned by Sartre. 

The impact of Sartre and his philosophy produced a 
qualitative change of thinking and perceiving individual 
world and society in the second half of twentieth century 
which was aptly summarized in a report in ‘The New York 
Times’ on October 23, 1964 as “Sartre mirrors an authentic 
modern mood—a sense of life’s absurdity but unlike other 
atheists he has rejected nihilism as uncongenial to his opti-
mistic view of man. Believing in man’s freedom to choose 

what he is to be, he has evolved a new type of moral hero 
who straddles the worlds of saint and sinner.” This con-
cept of individual independence of thinking and acting 
ignited many scholars of that time, influenced different 
citizens’ and students’ movement ignoring the state-owned 
mechanisms, as well as extended respect to fellowmen and 
country for their identity. His thoughts are still very active 
in this present-day world where state or group born aggres-
sion, invasion, suppression and oppression are happening 
in different nooks and corners of this world in different 
forms. As long as we continue to remain ignorant to think, 
live and act freely and restrict others for the same within 
our social or global landscape, Sartre’s concept of freedom 
remains alive. Therefore, Sartre is still very relevant to 
us in the present time with all his limitations of absolute 
freedom of existence. And, we again utter Sartre, “I cannot 
make my own freedom my aim unless I make the freedom 
of others equally my aim” in this world today to ensure the 
long-live of human society and also importantly for others 
living in this green planet as our colleagues in the ‘circle 
of life’. 
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