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me with more or less simplicity.' For a person is never either simple or 
complex; it is his situation which can be one or the other. In fact I am 
nothing but the project of myself beyond a determined situation, and 
this project pre-outlines me in terms of the concrete situation as in addi
tion it illumines the situation in terms of my choice. If therefore the 
situation in its ensemble is simplified, even iJ landslides, cave-ins, erosions 
have imprinted upon it a well-marked aspect of heavier features with 
violent contrasts, I shall myself be simple, for my choice-the choice 
which I am-is an apprehension of this situation here and can only be 
simple. The birth of new complications will have the result of presenting 
me with a complicated situation beyond which I shall find myself com
plicated. This is something which everyone has been able to establish if 
he has observed with what almost animal simplicity prisoners of war 
react following the extreme simplification of their situation. This simpli
fication can not modify the meaning of their project; but on the very 
foundation of my freedom it causes my environment to become con· 
densed and uniform and to be constituted in and through a clearer, 
more brutal, and more condensed apprehension of the fundamental 
ends of the captive person. In short we are dealing with an internal 
metabolism, not with a global metamorphosis which would affect as well 
the l0rm of the situation. These are, nevertheless, changes which I dis
cover:Js changes "in my Iife"-that is, changes within the unitary compass 
of a single project. 

III. FREEDOM AND RESPONSIBILITY 

ALTHOUGH the considerations which are about to follow are of interest 
primarily to' the ethicist, it may nevertheless be worthwhile after these 
descriptions and arguments to return to the freedom of the for-itself and 
to try to understand what the fact of this freedom represents for human 
destiny. 

The essential consequence of our earlier remarks is that man being 
condemned to be free carries the weight of the whole world on his 
shoulders; he is responsible for the world and for himself as a way of 
being. We are taking the word "responsibility" in its ordinary sense as 
"consciousness (of) being the incontestable author of an event or of an 
object." In this sense the responsibility of the for-itself is overwhelming 
since he25 is the one by whom it happens that there is a world; since he 
is also the one who makes himself be, then whatever may be the situation 
in which he finds himself, the for-itself must wholly assume this situa

25 I am shifting to the persona}pronoun here since Sartre is describing the for-itself in 
concrete personal terms rather than as a metaphysical entity. Strictly speaking, of 
course, this is his position throughout, and the French "i!" is indifferently "he" or "it." 
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tion with its peculiar coefEcient of adversity, even though it be insupport
able. He must assume the situation with the proud consciousness ot being 
the author of it, for the very worst disadvantages or the worst threats 
which can endanger my person have meaning only in and through my 
project; and it is on the ground of the engagement which I am that they 
appear. It is therefore senseless to think of complaining since nothing 
foreign has decided what we feel, what we live, or what we are. 

Furthermore this absolute responsibility is not resignation; it is simply 
the logical-requirement of the consequences of our freedom. What hap
pens to mc happens through me, and I can neither affect myself with it 
nor revolt against it nor resign myself to it. Moreover everything which 
happens to me is mine. By this we must understand first of all that I am 
always equal to what happens to me qua man, for what happens to a 
man through other men and through himself can be only human. TIle 
most terrible situations of war, the worst tortures do not create a non
human state of things; there is no non-human situation. It is only through 
fear, flight, and recourse to magical types of conduct that I shall decide 
on the non-human, but this decision is human, and I shall carry the entire 
responsibility for it. But in addition the situation is mine because it is 
the image of my free choice of myself, and everything which it presents 
to me is mine in that this represents me and symbolizes me. Is it not I 
who decide the coefficient of adversity in things and even their unpredicta
bility by deciding myself? 

Thus there are no accidents in a life; a community event which sud
denly bursts forth and involves me in it does not corne from the outside. 
If I am mobilized in a war, this war is my war; it is in my image and I 
deserve it. I deserve:it first because I could always get out of it by suicide 
or by desertion; these ultimate possibles are those which must always 
be present for us when there is a question of envisaging a situation. For 
lack of getting out of it, I have chosen it. This can be due to inertia, to 
cowardice in the face of public opinion, or because I prefer certain other 
values to the value of the refusal to join in the war (the good opinion of 
my relatives, the honor of my family, etc.). Anyway you look at it, it is a 
matter of a choice. This choice will be repeated later on again and again 
without a break until the end of the war. Therefore we must agree 
with the statement by J. Romains, "In war there are no innocent vic
tims."27 If therefore I have preferred war to death or to dishonor, every
thing takes place as if I bore the entire responsibility for this war. Of 
course others have deelared it, and one might be tempted perhaps to 
consider me as a simple accomplice. But this notion of complicity has 
only a juridical sense, and it does not hold here. For it depended on me 
that for me and by me this war should not exist, and· I have decided 
that it does exist. There was no compulsion here, for the compulsion 

27]. Romains: Les hommes de bonne volonte; "Prelude aVerdun." 
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could have got no hold on a freedom. I did not have any excuse; for as 
we have said repeatedly in this book, the peculiar character of human
reality is that it is without excuse. Therefore it -remains for me only to 
lay claim to this war. 

But in addition the war is mine because by the sole fact that it arises 
in a situation which I cause to be and that I can discover it there only 
by engaging myself for or against it, I can no longer distinguish at pres
ent the choice which I make of myself from the choice which I make of 
the war. To live this war is to choose myself through it and to choose 
it through my choice of myself. There can be no question of considering 
it as "four years of vacation" or as a "reprieve," as a "recess," the essential 
part of my responsibilities being elsewhere in my married, family, or pro
fessionallife. In this war which I have chosen I choose myself from day 
to day, and I make it mine by making myself. If it is going to be four 
empty years, then it is I who bear the responsibility for this. 

Finally, as we pointed out earlier, each person is an absolute choice 
of self from the standpoint of a world of knowledges and of techniques 
which this choice both assumes and illumines; each person is an absolute 
upsurge at an absolute date and is perfectly unthinkable at another date. 
n is therefore a waste of time to ask what I should have been if this war 
had not broken out, for I have chosen myself as one of the possible mean
ings of the epoch which imperceptibly led to war. I am not distinct 
from this same epoch; I could not be transported to another epoch with
uut contradiction. Thus I am this war which restricts and limits and 
makes comprehensible the period which preceded it. In this sense we 
may define mme precisely the responsibility of the for-itself if to the 
earlier quoted statement, "There are no innocent victims,"we add the 
words, "We have the war we deserve." Thus, totally free, undistinguish
able from the period for which I have chosen to be the meaning, as pro
foundly responsible for the war as if I had myself declared it, unable to 
live without integrating it in my situation, engaging myself in it wholly 
and stamping it with my seal, I must be without remorse or regrets as 
I am without excuse; for from the instant of my upsurge into being, I 
carry the weight of the world by myself alone without anything or any 
person being able to lighten it. 

.Yet this responsibility is of a very particular type. Someone will say, "I 
dId not ask to he born." This is a naive way of throwing greater emphasis 
On our facticity. I am responsible for everything, in fact, except for my 
very responsibility, for I am not the foundation of my being. Therefore 
everything takes place as if I were compelled to be responsible. I am 
abandoned in thclworld, not in the sense that I might remain abandoned 
and passive in a hostile universe like a board floating on the water, but 
rather in the sense that I find myself suddenly alone and without help, 
engaged in a world for which I bear the whole responsibility without being 
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able, whatever I do, to tear myself away from this responsibility for an in
stant. For I am responsible for my very desire of fleeing responsibilities. 
To make myself passive in the world, to refuse to act upon things and 
upon Others is still to choose myself, and suicide is one mode among 
others of being-in-the-world. Yet I find an absolute responsibility for the 
fact that my facticity (here the fact of my birth) is directly inapprchensi
ble and even inconceivable, for this fact of my birth never appears as a 
brute fact but always across a projective reconstruction of my for-itself. 
I am ashamed of being born or I am astonished at it or I rejoice over it, 
or in attempting to get rid of my life I affirm that I live and I assume 
this life as bad. Thus in a certain sense I choose being born. This choice 
itself is integrally affected with facticity since I am not able not to 
choose, but this facticity in turn will appear only in so far as I surpass it 
toward my ends. Thus facticity is everywhere but inapprehensible; I never 
encounter anything except my responsibility. That is why I can not ask, 
"Why was I born?" or curse the day of my birth or deelare that I did 
not ask to be born, for these various attitudes toward my birth-i.e., 
toward the tact that I realize a presence in the world-are absolutely 
nothing else but ways of assuming this birth in full responsibility and of 
making it mine. Here again I encounter only myself and my projects so 
that finally my abandonment-i.e., my facticity--consists simply in the 
fact that I am condemned to be wholly responsible for myself. I am the 
being which is in such a way that in its being its being is in question. And 
this "is" of my being is as present-and inapprehensible. 

Under these conditions since every event in the world can be revealed 
to me only as an opportunity (an opportunity made use of, lacked, 
neglected, etc.), or better yet since everything which happens to us can 
be considered as a chance (i.e., can appear to us only as a way of realizing 
this being which is in question in our being) and since others as tran
scendences-transcended are themselves only opportunities and chances, 
the responsibility of the for-itself extends to the entire world as a peopled· 
world. It is precisely thus that the for-itself apprehends itself in anguish; 
that is, as a being which is neither the foundation of its own being nor 
of the Other's being nor of the in-itselfs which form the world, but a 
being which is compeIIed to decide the meaning of being-within it and 
everywhere outside of it. The one who realizes in anguish his condition 
as being thrown into a responsibility which extends to his very abandon· 
ment has no longer either remorse or regret or excuse; he is no longer 
anything but a freedom which perfectly reveals itself and whose being 
resides in this very revelation. But as we pointed out at the beginning 
of this work, most of the time we flee anguish in bad faith. 




