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Essay 

 

This stimulus displays the traditional sign for road works: a figure with a shovel. What is different 

about the sign however, is that someone has crudely drawn a Mohawk on said figure and a 

speech bubble. This brings to mind the question of the relationship between society and 

individuals within it; for as the figure is performing manual labour, he could be seen as a member 

of the proletarian class, one fully contributing and devoted to society while his unusual hairstyle 

could be seen as a statement against the norm: one that is pursuing individuality. This apparent 

paradoxical view that individuals can be fully part of society yet unique and thus against the 

norm, separate from the rest of society, is one supposedly balanced by the Existentialist and 

Marxist, Jean Paul Sartre. From this observed apparent contradiction, I come to my question of 

inquiry: ‘Are Marxism and Sartre’s Existentialism Compatible?’ 

 

Firstly however, I would like to make the observation that the two philosophies differ in their 

area of focus. Existentialism is primarily an ethical philosophy, which discusses how we should 

live our lives, rather than purely describing it, whereas Marx, with intent to stress applicability, 

attempts to stay from the ethical such that his views be descriptive rather than instructive.  

Even as both views endeavour to occupy opposite ends of philosophy, for both are ideologies 

which give a different way of viewing the world than we would normally, they overlap in certain 

places. Where Marx enters philosophy from political theory and economics, is in his descriptions 

of metaphysical concepts, some of which are those explored within Existentialism. In this essay 

I shall focus on two such concepts: Society and Freedom. 

  

It seems bizarre that Existentialism, known to be one of the most radical of all theories of 

individualism and subjectivism holding that the individual’s experience and decisions are of 

prime value, should be held in equilibrium with one of the most radical forms of collectivism: 

Marxism; which one would think focuses on benefitting the whole with individual desires 

coming secondary to the interests of society. 

However, although the two philosophies can be placed into these categories, I would say that 

they fall into them on different levels, therefore appearing conflicting but in actuality, not being 

the case. What we need to focus on here, is what has differed individualists and collectivists 

traditionally: their view of what Society, or ‘the whole’ should be; therefore asking  what it is 

they are actually referring to when they talk about a good form of ‘Society’. 
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Society, in the individualist interpretation, is not an additional concept outside of those whom 

it consists of. In this meaning of Society, it is nothing but a group, a collection of individuals. In 

this way, when we talk about ‘the interests of society’ all we are saying is ‘the interests of those 

that constitute it’.  

Yet Marx directly objects to this particular proposition: 

"Society does not consist of individuals but expresses the sum of interrelations, the 

relations within which these individuals stand." 1 

In this view of Society, we should not see individuals outside of their relations with others, which 

is in stark contrast with Sartre’s infamous line: 

 ‘Hell is others’ 2 

This would appear an incompatibility, as Marxist perception of value here is in direct conflict 

with that of Sartre’s. Sartre views the existence of multiple individuals a threat to each one, as 

individuals’ subjectivity will always have the potential to be incompatible: 

“So long as consciousnesses exist, the separation and conflict of consciousesses will 

remain;”3 

 It would seem, as conflict implies something which should be avoided, that Sartre would instead 

prefer for individuals to live in ignorance of the existence of others in an ideal world, as that 

would remove the sole evil in Existentialism of ‘Bad Faith’. If the ‘Other’ were to disappear the 

perceiver would not be aware of any desires and intentions other than the ones being 

experienced; thus preserving a pure sense of Authenticity. Although this ‘ideal world’ may not 

be feasible in any context, it still stands that in this hypothetical Sartre’s ideals appear to oppose 

those of Marx. Creating divisions between individuals is exactly what Marx remarks against even 

going as far to say that it is the fundamental concept in his ideas: 

“The theory of Communism may be summed up in one sentence: Abolish all private 

property.” 4 

However I feel it is a wrong interpretation of Marx’s view of Society which leads to issues with 

Existentialism. As with most ideas in Marxism, Marx is descriptive rather than instructive as said, 

which is apparent in his discussion of Society. Society does not need to be relationship 

orientated, it purely is. Marx is merely making the observation that situations such as the one 

conceptualised previously where individuals would live lone existences, are not what we would 

call ‘Societies’. Society may not be intrinsically valued, but Marx would not have denied that it 

                                                      
1 Marx, Grundrisse, 1973 
2 Sartre, No Exit, 2000 
3 Sartre, Being and Nothingness, 1958 
4 Marx, Manifesto of the Communist Party 2002 
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brings something of value. The ultimate function of society, what we truly need to give focus to, 

is not necessarily the flourishing of relationships, as that may be only a means to another end 

wherein every member of Society receives “each according to their needs” 5 

Egalitarian Existentialists would agree that the fulfilment of the needs of all is important as it is 

necessary to the functioning of the totality of man; if one is not able to fulfil their needs, they 

will not survive. They will not have the means to carry out their desires and intentions: that which 

is valued in Existentialism. Even Marx himself states, which Sartre quotes in ‘The Search for 

Method’, that the proposed distribution of resources in Communism will allow for a large degree 

of freedom: 

“This reign of freedom does not begin in fact until the time when the work imposed by 

necessity and external finality shall cease; it is found, therefore, beyond the sphere of 

material production proper”6 

Therefore, as long as Society is restricted to this sphere, Marxist view of Society is not completely 

contradictory with Existentialism for as long as it is not valued in itself. In this way, Marxism might 

not be individualist in practice but can be on a personal level. 

‘Hell’ may be other people, but a Hell might be preferable to the alternative nonexistence, 

wherein individuals cannot survive at all. Sartre may have thought Society to be a compromise 

of a degree of authenticity in favour of serving biological requirements. Of course, the lone 

existence may solve the issue of Other’s relations with the individual, however, it could just be 

that that type of existence makes it impossible to fulfil everyone’s needs. One of the reasons why 

people have grouped together in what would be the origins of Society has generally been held 

to be the necessity to fulfil needs as labouring collaboratively is more productive than alone. 

However, this point is stepping away from the realm of Philosophy. 

Applying this back to the stimulus, while our road worker’s free choice to break the standard for 

hairstyling may be the concept of value, he works towards the flourishing of Society as that is 

which allows himself and others to create a solid foundation in biological needs, so as to have 

the means to pursue one’s own pursuits of radical hair designs. 

 

On the other hand however, another potential disagreement between the two philosophies is 

found when analysing their different conceptions of Human Nature and in which the role that 

Freedom plays, as they are both fundamental in the philosophies of each. Both would agree that 

man has no nature that he is born into, his essence instead develops over the course of his life, 

                                                      
5  Marx, Critique of the Gotha Program, 1938 
6 (1992) Capital: Critique of Political Economy v. 3. 
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however in regards to having freedom of choice, they differ somewhat. Sartre holds that man 

has free will even in so far as that he can choose his own essence: he is radically free, Marx on 

the other hand, would state that man is subject to the society which bore him. 

 

Sartre’s Existentialism hinges around the concept of ultimate responsibility and total freedom 

to shape one’s own destiny, in such way dismisses such concepts as determinism in our actions 

for we all experience a more fundamental sense of free will than any observed ‘causality’. 

Humans have total freedom: they are able to desire and, therefore theoretically do, anything. 

Due to this, it follows that Sartre effectively makes it impossible to predict behaviour as people 

always have ultimate freedom of action, which comes up against Marx, as one who uses Human 

Sciences such as economics, which necessarily draws similarities between actions of individuals 

of particular circumstances. An example of this is Marx’s view that although man’s desire to 

acquire objects is not his basic nature, it is still a property of man in our current capitalist society 

due to the system. Thus, differing from Sartre, Marx would say that people will generally act a 

certain way under the same circumstances. 

However, I would ask if the idea of total freedom truly is incompatible with being a product of 

milieu. For Sartre states in total agreement with Marx on this exact point: 

“Every era evolves according to its own dialectical laws, and men are defined by their 

era”7 

Is this not a self-contradiction, for surely man defines himself? I would say, as with the last issue, 

this is merely a case of different observational levels, that of the personal and public again along 

with the ‘generalising’ aspect of Human Science.  

Sartre would argue that Human Science draws only similarity between behaviour, it does not 

necessitate a deterministic view of human action. Just because people generally act a certain 

way under a set circumstance, it does not follow that there cannot be those who do not fit the 

trend. Everyone has total freedom, they just seem to choose a certain option more than often, 

but could have just as easily done otherwise. As Sartre states: 

 “For a long time we confused the total and the individual”8 

Also, approaching the issue from a different angle, the predictive function of Human Science 

can only work on public level and can never limit the freedom felt by the individual during the 

actual decision making process. If, for example, we had strongly reinforced evidence to suggest 

that a particular person will choose a certain course of action at a point in time; even the 

                                                      
7 Sartre (2007) Post lecture, Existentialism is a humanism 
8 Sartre (1973) The Search for a Method 
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disclosure of this information in an attempt to limit this freedom, would not succeed in doing 

so. For as soon as an individual is told his predicted course of action, another factor is brought 

into play in his choice: he now can make a point to do otherwise than that which was expected 

of him. 

 

It would seem, that Marxism and Sartre’s Existentialism are not incompatible in regards to the 

points discussed; though of course, it can be conceptualised, that there could be contradictions 

between the two elsewhere which have not been discussed. However drawing on a common 

theme from those that have, I would say that Existentialism and Marxism will be fundamentally 

compatible, in not so much as complimentarily as occupying different realms of explanation. 

Marxism is not instructive and deals with practical application of observations, of objects, while 

Existentialism is mainly ethical and deals with individual experience of the world away from 

observed features outside of this subjectivity. What has been suggested is that the two cannot 

be juxtaposed, as they do not really have common subject matter. In the context of the stimulus, 

we can therefore say that the road worker could balance his views of Marxism and Existentialism 

without much difficulty. The way he chooses to live his life, and that which is valuable in the 

world has little relevance to his opinion on how the world functions in regards to the distribution 

of resources. 
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